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PHILOSOPHY IN CHINA 1978-2018

LIU Sumin

Chinese Research in Medieval Philosophy: Retrospects
and Prospects

Abstract The Chinese study of medieval philosophy has undergone an
extraordinary historical process, and it has made great advances in the last 40
years. This paper provides a retrospective analysis of the pioneering Chinese
scholars, both traditional and modern, who have played significant roles in the
establishment and development of this historical field of inquiry. It pays
particular attention to the important scholars, their works, methodologies, and
findings over the course of the last forty years, and it also looks to the challenges
currently facing this area of study and addresses the current state of the field and
its future prospects. Although Chinese scholarship on medieval philosophy has
already achieved great accomplishments, compared with the Ilevel of
international research in the field abroad, there is still a huge gap to be remedied
and therefore, we must recognize that there are great opportunities for Chinese
scholars who will undertake the study of medieval philosophy with all due
seriousness.
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Western medieval philosophy spans the period roughly extending from the fall of
the Western Roman Empire in the 5th century A.D. to the beginning of the
Renaissance in the 16th century. In the China academy, medieval philosophy is
considered as one branch or sub-field in the study of Western philosophy.
Medieval philosophy is characteristically theological, and the thought of
Augustine and Thomas Aquinas (Thomism) played a very important role in it.
The beginning period of the serious study of Western philosophy in China
dates back to about a century ago, when a group of scholars who were keen on
introducing and studying Western philosophy started to become well-known.
This group included Yan Fu, Liang Qichao, Wang Guowei, and Cai Yuanpei.
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Since that time, research by Chinese scholars on Western philosophy has gone
through a process of maturation, from being narrow and shallow to being more
thorough and comprehensive. from surface-level recognition and simple
imitation to a deeper familiarity, that is leading to a fuller integration of
Eastern and Western thought, with results that assist in advancing China’s
culture.

At the same time, Chinese scholarship on Western philosophy has formed its
own unique character, incorporating features from, ancient Greek, classical,
German, modern philosophies. The achievements are remarkable, and continue
to move forward, even today. If we summarize Chinese research activity in
Western philosophy performed in the past decade, we will find it to be prolific in
terms of the volume, aspect, and perspective of its publications. This is
particularly evident in the growing numbers of recently published monographs,
translations, and papers concerning the study of Western philosophy in all of its
branches, demonstrating that Chinese research in these fields has been greatly
deepened and extended. Significantly, Chinese scholarship in the field of
medieval philosophy has been less popular.

1 On the Study of Medieval Philosophy

Already before the turn of the 20™ century, China was confronted with an
unprecedented challenge from the Western world. It became virtually inevitable
that Chinese culture, which had almost fallen into a state of complete aphasia at
that time, would be compelled to assess and interpret traditional Chinese
civilization through the Western conceptual system. In 1914, the Beida Journal of
Philosophy was founded through the Department of Philosophy at Peking
University, at the time in China when philosophy was coming to be formally
regarded as an independent discipline. The pioneering Chinese scholars of
philosophy were eager to rouse and motivate the nation by criticizing Chinese
feudalism through the perspectives of Western theories and methods. Thus,
Western philosophy in China came to be a virtual Chinese “branch” of Western
philosophy possessing its own contemporary characteristics, at least as far as it
was put to use in China.

The period between 1919’s May Fourth Movement and the 1940s witnessed a
broad spread of Western philosophy in the Chinese academy and a great increase
in the volume of translated Western literature. Philosophy departments modelled
on the Western pattern began to appear in universities everywhere. University
professors knowledgeable in traditional Chinese thought and who had also
travelled and studied in the West easily became professors of philosophy in those
Chinese universities that housed philosophy departments. Because this was the
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early period of the modern growth of philosophy, they had the freedom to roam
widely in Greek and Roman ancient philosophy, empiricist and rationalist
philosophies of the 16™ to the 18" centuries, French Enlightenment philosophy,
German idealist philosophy, libertarianism, philosophy of life, American
pragmatist philosophy, and of course, Marxism...but they seldom turned to
medieval philosophy.

There are two main reasons why these early Chinese scholars neglected
medieval philosophy. The first stems from the influence of the Enlightenment
thinkers and their low opinions about Middle Age and medieval philosophy.
Therefore, Western philosophers nurtured an erroneous bias that Western
philosophy from the fall of Rome was bereft of intellectual rigor, creativity, and
learning, and represented a retrograde society—i.e. “the Dark Ages”—a view
which has largely been dispelled by contemporary research. However, such
attitudes toward medieval philosophy continued to be nourished and were most
certainly reflective of the notion of “Dark™ Ages, as exemplified by Hegel, who
encouraged people to stride across this period as quickly as possible (Hegel 1959,
233)—a view that profoundly influenced the philosophical historians and
philosophers of the time—which became the consensus view of many
contemporary historians of philosophy and philosophers alike. As a result,
medieval philosophies that were stigmatized and deserted in the West naturally
did not at the time attract the keen interest of Chinese who had just begun to
engage with Western philosophy. What’s more, in that era, the Christian religion
thoughts in Western medieval philosophy itself did not theoretically have the
possibility of “conversation” with the tradition of Confucianism, Buddhism and
Taoism in feudal China. With medieval philosophy being shunned in the West, its
being overlooked in China should not be surprising.

The second reason that medieval philosophy was disregarded rests with the
traditional Chinese approach to philosophical research and study. The Ming
Dynasty’s famous “Three Pillars of the Holy Church,” Xu Guangqi, Li Zhizao,
and Yang Tinjun, became the most successful Christians of the first generation
converts after Matteo Ricci’s preaching, Yang having written several books on
his initial understanding of Catholic theology. In the absolute sense, however,
their work is not technically qualified to be called “research,” let alone
“philosophy research.” Instead, their writings provide more content dealing with
the practicality of mathematics, agriculture, and geography. From the time that
Western philosophy first entered Chinese scholastic thought, it did not
completely carry out the “social function” involved with meeting the needs of
society, because the original connotation of “philosophy”—i.e. the seeking of
knowledge, wisdom, and purity—was not notably conveyed by the research of
these early scholars: they seemed to have acknowledged it, but they tended to
stop when it came to the philosophical pursuit of truth.
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We can see examples of that in the theoretical research and
independent-thinking style of the work of Wang Guowei and Zhang Taiyan.
Although they exerted positive and healthy influence on the academic style of
research that followed; for example, Liang Qichao introduced Western
enlightenment theories and thought such as Hobbes’ theory of “natural rights”
and Rousseau’s theory of “the social contact,” the modern Western empiricism
and rationalism of Bacon and Descartes, as well as Kant’s philosophy.
Meanwhile, Yan Fu highly valued empiricism, and he held the view that the spirit
of Western academia was focused on eliminating falsehoods and exposing truths.
Still, none of these Chinese scholars dedicated their work and thought to the
pursuit of “the truth.” In Yan’s opinion, the Western approach was to consider the
Ancients, but to endeavour to surpass them while in constant pursuit of the
truth—which was in marked contrast to the traditional Chinese approach, which
simply endeavoured to uphold the ancient classics and tended to neglect current
and contemporary works.

Because of this situation, we can easily see that Western thinking would be
very attractive to Chinese enlightenment-thinkers who were eager to reform
Chinese society and quickly move forward with the application of their new
understanding of Western philosophy, all without slowing down in pursuit of “the
truth” involved with a thorough examination of the Western history of philosophy.
If Western scholars misunderstood and tended to pass over “the Dark Ages,” it
becomes easier to understand why, with the absence of “the social function,” the
study of medieval philosophy in China was overlooked from the very beginning.

In truth, European thought had already made important inroads in China since
Christianity’s first introduction in 635 A.D., the year that saw Nestorianism
introduced into China, during the Tang Dynasty. Research in this area, however,
so far has been scarce.

After China’s current system of government and social management was
established in the middle of the 20" century, the study of medieval philosophy
was still largely overlooked. After 1957, a certain “leftist” ideology was adopted
to guide Chinese society, and China more or less copied the Soviet Union’s
fundamental models of education and philosophy research. In these models,
Western philosophy was politically divided into materialism versus idealism, and
dialectics versus metaphysics, in which, materialism and dialectics represented
advancement and science, and idealism and metaphysics represented reaction and
absurdity. As a result, medieval philosophy was completely denied any value
insofar as it was a typical representation of idealism and metaphysics, which
directly led to the withdrawal of research into Western philosophy, except for the
German idealist philosophy particularly represented by Hegel."

' Among others, after He Lin and Chen Xiuzhai objected to that practice, it was suppressed,
abandoned, and became targets of political criticism.
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Even so, there were a few sparks of interest in medieval philosophy, as seen in
Ma Qinghuai’s translation of Thomas Aquinas’s Political Writings (1963) and
Zhou Shiliang’s translation of Augustine’s Confessions (1963). In a manner of
speaking, the study of medieval philosophy in mainland China was like a
budding plum flower, lying dormant through the cold winter, waiting for spring.

2 A Memorable Start to Chinese Research on Medieval
Philosophy

Chinese research into medieval philosophy has benefitted from a gradual
recovery of research into the history of Western philosophy history and from a
general ideological emancipation. In October 1978, “The National Forum of
Western Philosophy History” was held in Wuhu, Anhui province, gathering more
than 200 scholars from across the country, and this event marked a revival of the
study of Western philosophy in the mainland China. In that forum, important
themes of Western philosophy, including its characteristics, objectives, and
methodology, were discussed. A consensus was reached that dogmatic adherence
to questions limited to the opposition of materialism and idealism, and of
dialectics and metaphysics, should be broken, and that the development of this
confrontational posture to deeper issues in philosophy should be regarded as the
signs of a process of human acquisition. Furthermore, it was agreed that there
was mutual influence and contact between materialism and idealism and that the
status and role of idealism should be evaluated objectively. The forum proved to
be a significant symbolic event in China—of the emancipation of the mind, of
the abandonment of restraining dogmatism, and of the breaking of the rigidity of
the Soviet Union’s model of philosophy. It was from that point in time that
Chinese scholars gradually and systematically began to renew their research into
medieval philosophy.

In 1979, Yang Zhen’s Outline of Christian History was published, emphasizing
the message that, with the expansion of western colonialism, the Christianity that
originated in the slave society of the West was the same Christianity that spread
in feudal and early capitalist society in the Middle Ages. It gradually developed
into a world religion, penetrating the politics, economics, and cultures of many
countries in the world. As an ideology, Christianity has influenced the
development of philosophy, law, and art in many countries across the globe and
has formed a different kind of spiritual and cultural community. Therefore, a
comprehensive and in-depth study of the origins of Christianity has much to offer
to the understanding of world history and politics. As an ideology, Christian
religion as a form of spiritual and cultural community interacts with philosophy,
law, and art in many nations. After the 1979 forum, in-depth study of
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Christianity’s emergence and development was of practical significance to the
understanding of world history, helping to emancipate and broaden the vision of
Chinese minds.

In the 1980s, Chinese research into Western philosophy increased. Adding to
about a hundred years’ worth of accumulated research, scholars began to
approach the study of Western philosophy with unprecedented width, depth, and
accuracy. Of particular note is that by the 1990s, Chinese researchers had moved
away from the attitude and the tendency to refer to the Middle Ages as the “Dark
Ages,” and discovered that medieval philosophy was originally a fertile area in
the study of the history of Western philosophy that should not be forgotten.

In 1987, Huang Yong translated a work about Aquinas. This was a monograph
on his life, his times, and his thought. However, because the Chinese foundation
in medieval philosophy was weak, “on such a master like Thomas Aquinas, who
has a significant impact on the Western civilization’s history, there are not yet
any specialized research works...the translation is quite necessary and vital”
(Kenny 1987, 142).

Since the 1990s, the study of the history of medieval philosophy and its related
issues gradually a subject of major attention to Chinese scholars. Several
influential books were published on many aspects of medieval philosophy and
they proved to be important resources for further research by scholars in China.
But many of those early works were exploratory, with a macroscopic, rather than
microscopic, analyses of their topics. Scholars paid a great deal of attention to
thinkers such as Aquinas and Augustine and their extensive and profound ideas,
even though there was a shortage of appropriate research materials at that time.
Zhao Dunhua’s Christian Philosophy in 1500 Years (1994) gave comprehensive
and convincing arguments as well as numerous primary references and citations,
and it is therefore honoured as a milestone in the field of medieval philosophy
and studies of Christian philosophy in China.

Ethics and morality were major themes in early Chinese essays concerning
Western philosophy in Middle Ages. Chen Xiwen (1996) held the view that as an
ideology, in the Middle Ages Christianity predominated in Western Europe, and
its Catholic branch bound and controlled peoples’ minds with a set of teachings
that hindered the development of science and technology and slowed social
progress. Zhao Lin (2000) writes that when the medieval church became “The
City of God” and placed itself above the earthly city, the focus of early
Christian ethics on moral values emphasizing the simplicity and purity of soul
gradually degenerated, owing to the succumbing to temptation by various
secular interests.

Zhu Qingshan at that time began to consider the relationship between
medieval religious culture and modern times. In their view, Aquinas’ scholastic
philosophy laid a rational foundation for the generation of modern science; the
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fusion of Christian thought and ancient Greek thought as the origin of modern
mathematical; and the change from nominalism that not only laid the foundation
for the rise of modern experimental methods, but that also provided
methodological guidance for it (Zhu 1999). Moreover, medieval Christianity
demonstrated teachings and belief by dialectics and other methods, such as
sensory experience, which laid the foundation for notions of rational spirit,
natural order, and the empirical concept used in modern science.

Xie Hongkun (2001) showed the decisive significance and historical
contribution of medieval Christianity for modern times which demonstrates the
spiritual connection between the Middle Ages and modern times, as well as the
continuity of the development of social history. On the topic of the existence and
knowledge of God, Huang Yusheng pointed out two different rational
perspectives: “Epistemology Proof,” represented by Augustine, and “Empiricist
Proof,” represented by Thomas Aquinas. Huang (1999) stressed the theological
convictions implied in “Empiricist Proof” and its critique by Kant, revealing the
difficulty and dilemma of theological persuasion.

3 The Breadth and Depth of Research

The study of medieval philosophy in China has made unprecedented progress in
the past forty years. With numerous achievements being made in research
institutions through translation and other research projects on the thought of
Aquinas and Augustine as well as on related issues, a continuous development
process is under way.

3.1 Chinese Research Institutes on Medieval Philosophy

The establishment of a research institute seems to represent the basic
development in the maturity of any discipline. At present there are numerous
Western philosophy associations in China, and a Medieval Philosophy
Committee has also been under preparation since 2017. However, at this time, it
is hard to imagine how an association named for specialized research into and
study of medieval philosophy or Aquinas can be established.

Modern Chinese research institutions for medieval philosophy have mainly
been located in Hong Kong and Taiwan. The Institute of Scholastic Philosophy
of Fu Jen Catholic University of Taiwan assembled a group of experts dedicated
to the study of medieval scholastic philosophy, including such notable scholars as
Li Zhen, Wu Kunru, Zhang Zhendong, Gao Lingxia, Li Jianqiu and Pan Xiaohui,
whose translations and writings are both prolific and influential, and which have
made great contributions to promoting research into medieval philosophy in
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mainland China.

Gao Linxia asserts that the emergence of the study of scholastic philosophy
in China dates back to the period of Matteo Ricci (1552—-1610), though it has
become part of the academic mainstream in Taiwan only in the last fifty years.
He also points out that, according to Etienne Gilson, the term “medieval
philosophy,” especially in reference to the golden age of the 13® century, is
referred to as “Christian Philosophy,” and in Taiwan it is called
“Scholasticismus,” similar to the name used in mainland China,
“Scholasticism.” In Gao’s view, when scholastic philosophy became popular
in Taiwan in the early 20th century, the ideological atmosphere in China was
not so friendly—which was similar to the situation when medieval thinkers
were confronting challenges from established Christianity and theology,
several centuries past.

Medieval thinkers integrated the ideas of various schools and innovatively
re-interpreted Platonic and Aristotelean concepts, and they hailed their time as
the second spring of philosophy—the core of medieval philosophy being the
heyday-period of Scholastic philosophy. After the rise of nominalism in the 14th
century, Scholastic philosophy gradually declined, but re-emerged in the 19th
century. Gao (2005) indicates that, although the background of Scholastic
philosophy in Chinese Taiwan is different from that of Europe, their basic ideas
and perspectives, among other points, are similar).

Except for the Institute of Scholastic Philosophy of Taiwan’s Fu Jen Catholic
University, other institutes, such as the Centre for Catholic Studies at the Chinese
University of Hong Kong, the Institute of Sino-Christian Studies at Tao Fong
Shan Christian Centre, and the Centre for Sino-Christian Studies at Hong Kong’s
Baptist University have also made their own contributions to research in this
area.

Sichuan University, Zhejiang University, and Renmin University of China,
among a few others, have also founded research centres for the study of religion
and culture, but their attention is mostly focused upon research into dialogue,
comparative religion, and local religions. However, in 2004 Wuhan University
established the Centre for Christian Religion and Western Religion & Culture,
which soon became the key research center for the humanities and social
sciences at Wuhan. Wuhan developed a research framework using the thought of
Aquinas and medieval philosophy as the main focus: comparative research into
Chinese and Western religions, and Western religious history, are pursued as
auxiliaries to the main focus—which is the opposite of the situation at Wuhan’s
counterpart universities previously mentioned.

Since its founding in 2004, the Centre has made remarkable achievements in
the advancement of medieval philosophy studies, and in that respect, Professor
Duan Dezhi and his team merit special mention.
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3.2 Significant Chinese Translations in the Field of Medieval Philosophy

The establishment of research institutes is an essential step for concentrated
research in medieval philosophy, but it is familiarity with and interpretation of
countless obscure and ancillary primary writings from the Middle Ages that is the
foundation upon which research institutes rest. It was early the Western
missionaries who, in the first place, translated into Chinese the works of
Aquinas—the major representative voice of scholasticism. Those early
missionaries included Matteo Ricci, Didace de Pantoja (1570-1618), and Jules
Aleni (1582-1649), who first introduced Thomas Aquinas’ Philosophy in the
book All Western Learning (An Introduction to Western Learning), written in
Chinese.

According to Aleni, there were six subjects (liuke = %[) in the Western world,
including “the subject of Dao (daoke ii%[)” which “...in the West was called
theologia, in Latin. It was a subject that has meaning beyond life and death
because it epitomized the essence of humanity and divinity. With classics and
subtle words of the Saints in a precise logical system, it helps to understand the
doctrines of Catholicism” (Aleni 1965, 27-28).> As Fu Lean notes, theology also
relied on the principals of Greek philosophy (Fu 1997, 65). Aleni introduced
theology in this way: this subject was inherited and developed by ancient saints,
among whom was a man called Thomas Aquinas, a man rich in knowledge and
who summarized the works of early saints to eventually reshape “theologia” with
his explicit, brief, and accurate words, which were widely admired. Aleni went
on to divide the Scholasticism of Aquinas into three branches: One—the
metaphysics of God; Two—religious ethics, and Three—salvation. He outlined
Aquinas’ philosophy into Chinese for the first time, and his writings continue to
be of exceptional benefit for us, today’s scholars, in helping to understand
Aquinas’ thought.

The Jesuits in China had always shown special preference for the theology of
Aquinas. Following Aleni, in the Ming Dynasty Louis Baglio (1606—82) made a
partial translation of Summa Theologica into Chinese from the Latin for the first
time and renamed the Chinese translation Super-nature Essentials (%’I‘%ﬁ"ﬁ[, first
published in 1930). Only nine of Summa Theologica’s thirty-four sections were
translated:

One — The Nature of God, concerning the nature and attributes of God; six
volumes, four of which were published in Beijing in 1654.

2 Aleni wrote this book in Chinese, the original text is as follows: “ Fﬁﬁj SHET H, v R
(e NI RIEN S S = TR U B U U N SIS B R R S e e
d?ﬁ"Jﬁ'Pd , 4 fJ ’,Jj_%‘frl} EEL'EQL_;‘E, fﬁyf\:' ?’;H I\y}Ej; 7\ j EJ‘IL'LO »”
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Two — The Trinity; three volumes.

Three — The Origin of Creatures; one volume and a separate book; arguing
for the real origin of creatures (the separate book entitled The Empirical Proof of
the Nature and Existence of Creations applied five inferences to prove the
existence of God, and it resolved two problems).

Four — God; five volumes; published in Beijing in 1976.

Five — The Creation of the Substances; one volume, referring to the creation
of the substances (elements); published in Beijing in 1676.

Six — On the Soul; six volumes; arguing for the soul of human beings;
published in Beijing in 1677.

Seven — On the Body; two volumes; concerning the body of human beings;
published in 1678.

Eight — On Ruling All Creatures; two volumes; about the rule over the
universe.

Nine — On the Incarnate; four volumes; on Jesus Christ born as a human;
divided into four themes: “The Incarnate,” “The Holy Theory of Our Lady,”
“Jesus Born,” and “On the Performance and Grace of Jesus.” The Super-nature
Essentials was published in the Qing Dynasty in 1654 and was reprinted by a
Shanghai press in 1930.

Summa Theologica is the best-known work of Aquinas, which is recognized
even today as “an unprecedented masterpiece” (Yin 1988, 87). Louis Baglio
knew well the academic status and influence of Aquinas’ work, and he quite
clearly expressed his purpose for translating it into Chinese in the preamble: “It
is my duty to translate it into Chinese in cooperation with my colleagues, to
benefit people here” (St Thomas, 1930, 5).

Beside Louis Baglio, there were several others who also translated writings of
Aquinas. These included Zhang Jinshou, who translated part of Summa
Theologica into Chinese, but only the first unit and as two books: On God’s
Uniqueness and The Trinity, which were published in 1951. Xie Fuya’s Theology
of Thomas is an anthology of Summa Theology, Summa Contra Gentiles, On
Truth, On Being and Essence, and it was published in 1965. Ma Qinghuai’s
Selected Political Works of Aquinas was published in 1963, and it was one of the
early translations after the founding of the PRC. Those works are all only partial
translations of the entire original works.

In 2008, the Chinese Dominicans in Taiwan, jointly with Bi Yue Bookstore
whose chief editor is Zhou Keqin, published for the first time a complete Chinese
version of Summa Theologica in nineteen volumes, including an Index and
Introduction. Most of the translators had mastered not only Latin but other
foreign languages. Relying on their deep understanding of Christian theology,
their hard work has produced a monumental masterpiece, which significantly
fills many blanks left in the Chinese study of the philosophy of the Middle Ages.
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In 2001, Duan Dezhi in Wuhan University was invited by the Commercial
Press to preside over the translation of Summa Theologica as well as other works
of medieval philosophy. The translation of Summa Contra Gentiles (Summa
Philosophica) was completed at the end of 2012; Summa Theologica, The Being
and Essence (2007), What Is Truth? (2008), and On the Unique
Reason—Refuting the Averroists (2010), which is the main part of On the Unique
Reason, were published in succession.

In recent years, more and more translations have been published in China.
Proceeding chronologically: Andrew Dickson White’s A History of the Warfare
of Science with Theology in Christendom was translated by Lu Xudong (2006);
John Marenbon’s Routledge History of Philosophy, Vol. IIT (ten Vol.), was
translated by Sun Yi et al (2009); Robert N. Swanson’s Religion and Devotion in
Europe, c. 1215-c. 1515 was translated by Long Xiuqing and Zhang Riyuan
(2012); Eugenio Garin’s Medioevo e Rinascimento was translated by Li Yucheng
and Li Jin (2012); David Knowles’ The Evolution of Medieval Thought was
translated by Yang Xuan (2012); Helen Nicholson’s The Crusades was translated
by Liu Jingbo (2013); Zhao Dunhua and Fu Lean edited Medieval Philosophy
(2013); Alister E. McGrath’s Christianity: An Introduction (2nd Edition) was
translated by Sun Yi, et al (2013); John Huizinga’s The Waning of the Middle
Ages: A Study of the Forms of Life, Thought, and Art in France and Netherlands
in the XIV and XV Centuries was translated by Liu Jun and Shu Ye (2014);
Jacque Le Goff’s Pour un Autre Moyen Age was translated by Zhou Mang (2014);
Saint Augustine was translated by Zhou Weichi (2015); John Marenbon’s
Medieval Philosophy: A Historical and Philosophical Introduction, was
translated by Wu Tianyue (2015); and Justo L. Gonzalez’s The Early Church to
the Dawn of the Reformation, was translated by Zhao Chengyi (2016).

In earlier practice, Chinese scholars tended to pay more attention to translating
Augustine, whose philosophy was built upon combining the concept of
creationism with Plato’s notion of idealism, than to Aquinas. Crucial to the
understanding of medieval philosophy, nevertheless, is an understanding of the
philosophies of both Augustine and Aquinas.

3.3 Chinese Research on the Thought of Thomas Aquinas

The thought of Aquinas and Augustine have always been the central topic for
Chinese scholars of medieval philosophy: reading, translating, interpreting, and
understanding. After years of effort, and always under adverse conditions,
Chinese scholars achieved many notable accomplishments and have
demonstrated a good depth of analysis and interpretation of the theories of the
two thinkers.

For the theoretical study of Thomas Aquinas, Fu Lean’s contributions were
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remarkable in the initial stages of China’s research into medieval philosophy. His
book Thomas Aquinas’ Christian Philosophy (1980) divides Christian
philosophy’s approximately two-thousand-year history into three periods with
three different forms. He believed that of these three forms, “Thomism is the
most prominent and takes the lead” (Fu 1990, 8). Not only did Fu
comprehensively introduce the specific content of Aquinas’ philosophical system,
he also outlined the influence of and trends within Catholic philosophy. His
works contain a wealth of reliable sources that previously were little known in
China, the discovery of which played an important role in changing the
misunderstandings and prejudices of Chinese scholars’ traditional approach to
thinking about medieval philosophy and Aquinas himself. Fu Lean published
Thomas Aquinas in 1997, which describes his life, his great works—Summa
Contra Gentiles and Summa Theologica—and expounded, in detail, upon
hotly-debated topics such as the famous “five ways” of God’s existence, the
relationship between Aquinas and Aristotle, Aquinas’ philosophy and theology,
and Thomism and Neo-Thomism. The information contained in that work is rich
and substantial in content, which underlines its academic importance concerning
the Chinese study of Aquinas. His book is more detailed in the introduction of
Aquinas’ thoughts, but it also shows that their philosophical arguments are
inadequate. The publication of other new works has continued and is slowly
increasing the amount of valuable research resources.

Jiang Zuozhou and Jin Fengshan published The Master of the Scholastic
Philosophy—Thomas Aquinas (2001). In addition, more books about Aquinas’
philosophy were released, including Liu Sumin’s The Natural Law of Thomas
Aquinas (2008) and On Thomas Aquinas’s Ethics (2014); Zhai Zhihong’s
Aquinas’s Natural Theology Research (2007); Dong Shangwen’s On Aquinas’
Study of Existence (2008); and Bai Hong’s On Aquinas’s ldea of Humanity
(2010).

In Liu’s view, Aquinas’ conception of natural law is just like a bridge built
between eternal law and human law. When we connect them, natural law
connects with the Divine, and thus it connects with ontology; when natural law
connects with human law, then natural law is connected with human nature. With
the aid of his concept of participation and analogy, Aquinas constructed a solid
foundation for natural law, where transcendence and immanence become one,
and in this way it mirrors the nature of the Divine. Besides this, Aquinas also
paid close attention to human beings and human nature. Natural law is moral law
based on human nature that helps human beings achieve the natural goal and
grace does not destroy but perfect nature; that is the fundamental goal of
Aquinas’ natural law (Liu 2007; 2008).

Chinese research into Aquinas’ metaphysics has yielded some extremely
interesting findings. As Liu writes, Aquinas’ metaphysics holds “being,” in its
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ontology, as the core of his philosophy, which pivots on the relationship between
“essence” and “existence.” In Aquinas’ view, the inherent and special object with
which metaphysics and ontology deal is being itself or being as “being” in
general. Regarding being itself, Aquinas stressed that being of actual significance
takes precedence over being of logical significance, where being includes
essence and existence. However, existence is both primary and superior to
essence, and is the most specific, individual, and unique actualization of being.
The ontology of Aquinas subverts the order of existence and essence found in
traditional philosophy, forming a new metaphysical pattern based on a kind of
existentialism, instead of essentialism—which spurred a revolution in the history
of metaphysics (Liu 2010).

Interestingly, Dong Shangwen and Zhang Bidong believe that Aquinas’
semantic analysis and explanation of being and essence—the core elements of
traditional Western metaphysics in the Christian context—mark a new stage in
Christian ontology. Aquinas converted a different concept of being in the style of
essentialism, which takes its orientation from Greek philosophy, to the style of
existentialism, which exerted an important and far-reaching impact on the
development of modern Western metaphysics. From the perspective of the
philosophy of language, Aquinas’ metaphysical and theological definitions of
esse and ens lent an innovative perspective to considerations of traditional
Western ontology (Dong and Zhang 2010).

Zhai Zhihong writes that Aquinas put forward a metaphysical theory with
ontology as its core on the basis of thought of Aristotle, Boethius, and other
sources within the historical tradition. Aquinas first defined the meaning of being
and its primary role in the understanding of beings, then made a clear distinction
between “being” and “essence” by stating that they constitute the basic
foundations of different beings—in fact, three essential types of beings: the
composite substance, the created intellectual substance, and the First Being.
Although Aquinas’ metaphysical ontology had obvious, evident, and serious
theological implications in the medieval context, his views on the distinction of
being and essence—and being’s priority over essence—also had an important
effect on the how previously-held views of metaphysics were regarded and he
exerted a profound influence on the formation of subsequent metaphysical
ontologies (Zhai 2010a).

According to Wu Guangcheng (2010), Aquinas’ notion of creation can be seen
to contain metaphysical principles. Aquinas tries to understand and explain the
interrelationships between existence, goodness, and God’s being, and from the
standpoint of metaphysical principles, Aquinas’ “creation” is ontology. In terms
of God, being and essence are unified—it is a pure and actual activity. As the
divine activity, creation by God is to “gift” all creatures with existence, and the
whole of creation “participates” in God’s being. Under the demands of persisting
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faith and adherence to rational principle, Aquinas organically combined
metaphysics and creation into a precise theoretical paradigm.

As Liu (2017) demonstrates, much has been learned from advanced research
into the epistemology of Aquinas. Aquinas constructed a Christian philosophical
system by blending together philosophy and theology along the lines of the
method for formulating theories employed by Aristotle. In that Christian
philosophical system, Aquinas developed many and varied methods for
rationalizing religious issues for the purpose of enhancing their broader coherent
understanding. However, their inherent theoretical defects and their inextricable
relations with Christian theology left the door open for criticism and created
space for argument.

According to Zhai (2010b), Aquinas developed an overarching structure of
natural theological doctrine in an attempt to provide comprehensive answers to
theological questions. However, the inherent binary opposition in his thought
system, i.e. between natural theology and apocalyptic theology, left him with an
insurmountable barrier when he attempted to rationalize the issues. The problem
of cognitive faith-rationalization began in antiquity and Aquinas strove to deal
with it, but it still remains one of the basic challenges that Christianity faces,
even today. The key problem remains figuring out how to interpret the cognitive
rationality of religious faith in dealing with the relationship between philosophy
and the theology of Christianity.

It is appropriate to briefly look at some of Aquinas’ other views, such as his
economic philosophy. Specific in-depth research into this area with the aid of the
available literature can be highly beneficial for producing a better understanding
of economic thinking in medieval times and can illuminate pathways for research
into improving our understanding of contemporary economic practices and
activities.

From the theoretical and the practical dimensions of Aquinas’ cost-price
doctrine, Duan Dezhi comprehensively and systematically argues for and
elaborates upon Aquinas’ “principles of equivalence,” “theory of utility value,”
“theory of cost value,” and his concepts of “dialectical practice,” in which the
“realization of good” occurs from the “resistance of evil,” and the achievement
of justice and fairness by the elimination of unfairness and the unjust takes place.
In conclusion, Duan (2010) explains the historical implications of Aquinas’
doctrine and reveals their relevance in the contemporary context.

Xu Tao (2010) argues that Christian thinkers have never reached a consensus
on the interpretation of the psychosomatic problem, i.e. the body-soul problem,
but Aquinas also had much to say on this topic. The pattern of argument seems to
follow discussions on dualism, monism, and trichotomy—but, in Xu’s opinion,
the body-soul problem has not yet been addressed satisfactorily. He sees those
explanatory models and their sub-theories as not strictly philosophical or
scientific viewpoints, but as seeming always to be associated with

<
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understandings of doctrines of the immortal soul, bodily resurrection,
Armageddon, incarnation, and so on. Therefore, in the inspection of the
characteristics and the origin of various Christian psychosomatic doctrines, he
feels that it is necessary not only to argue regarding their philosophical and
scientific backgrounds, but also to make more factual analyses by combining
their disputations concerning dogmatism and exegetics.

3.4 Chinese Research Debates on Augustine and Related Issues

Research into Augustine’s thought has paid more attention to issues of free will,
light, time, the soul, and so on. Zhou Weichi published two monographs, Memory
and Light: A Study of the Theology and Philosophy of Augustine (2001), and
Augustine’s Christian Thoughts (2005) and several research papers on Augustine.
He also translated several of Augustine’s classics with elegant and precise
writing, representing a summary of Augustine’s thought. In his opinion,
Augustine, who was also known as the “Plato of Christianity” was the most
successful Christian theologian who absorbed Platonism. Moreover, Augustine
also effectively broke open the worldview of Platonian philosophy, and his
original ideas became an important foundation of modern philosophy.

Through his study of the arguments on “pre-temperament” in the works
respectively entitled On Mountaineering Hadith, The City of God, On the Trinity,
and The Issues of First Seven Volumes of the Old Testament, Wu Fei concluded
Augustine studied pre-temperament quite carefully and even accepted some
related views of the Stoic school of thought. Following the Christian concept of
original sin, Wu Fei claims that pre-disposition is inevitable, but is not absolutely
innocent; rather, it is a consequence of original sin, a fundamental character of
human nature. In Wu Fei’s opinion, understanding Augustine’s methods for
dealing with “pre-disposition” as seen in Stoic philosophy is the key to
appreciating the transition from classical Greek philosophy to medieval
philosophy (Wu 2010).

As to the concept of freedom and related thoughts, Huang Jiao (2010) points
out that Augustine sublated the rational freedom and spirit celebrated by the
ancient Greeks—of thinkers such as Plato and Aristotle, and even the Christian
faith itself—in order to come up with the concept of “belief-freedom” based
upon Christian convictions. Belief-freedom shows the mutually inter-dependent
relationships between belief, free will, and reason. That notion significantly
turned the concept of freedom and had a profound influence on later Western
philosophy and culture. Such a concept of freedom is revived German classical
philosophy, especially in Hegel’s philosophy. However, the realization of
freedom, reason, and belief are unsolved in Hegel’s philosophy because the
contradictory dilemma of freedom and determinism is not fundamentally
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overcome. Even so, the established mode of thinking of Augustine still had a
substantial impact on some modern thinkers.

In addition to the establishment of research institutes and the translation of
medieval philosophical works, there are new books on medieval studies worth
mentioning. Zhao Dunhua has undertaken a systematic, incisive, and creative
philosophical explanation of all Bible verses in his Philosophy of Biblical
History (2011), which brings together rationality and belief, truth and revelation,
salvation and history, and theology and science. The publication of this book
helped promote the development of the history of religious studies, religious
philosophy, and Christian academic thought in China. Duan Dezhi, in his A Study
of Medieval Philosophy (2014), focused on expounding and highlighting the
theoretical achievements and academic status of medieval philosophy and the
development of religion in promoting medieval scholarship based on his general
views on medieval philosophy, academic character, historical overview, and other
major representative figures.

4 Problems and Prospects for Chinese Research on
Medieval Philosophy

Chinese research on medieval philosophy has advanced greatly in the last 40
years, but there is still a long way to go. Although our research in the past years
has achieved certain results, the above studies have certain shortcomings and
much room to develop.

Medieval philosophy, as a project of independent philosophical inquiry and
thought, began in Baghdad (Gutas 2014, 11-25) in the middle of the 8th century,
and in France in the itinerant court of Charlemagne in the last quarter of the 8th
century (Marenbon 2014, 26-38). Traditionally, there are two important stages in
medieval philosophy that deserve special attention. The first goes from the Early
Middle Ages until the 12th century, and focused on the works of Aristotle and
Plato. The second period is the “Golden Age” of the 12th, 13th and 14th
centuries, which witnessed the theoretical culmination of ancient philosophy and
the Western reception of its Arabic commentators and philosophers, and it also
witnessed significant developments in the fields of philosophy, religion, logic,
ethics, and metaphysics. Many of these issues have not received their due study,
nor has the issue of the historical influences on medieval philosophy; meanwhile,
the issue of the relationship between medieval philosophy and Chinese
philosophy should also be more deeply investigated.®

3 In the 9" century, Johannes Scotus Eriugena regarded God’s divinity as a pure and absolute
“Nothingness” beyond all “being” and “non-being.” We can compare this idea with the related
ideas of Buddhism and Daoism in the context of Chinese philosophy (see Liu 2016).
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In addition to the above problems, there are still some aspects that currently
demand our attention. We must continue to translate and interpret primary works
in medieval philosophy and accurately. It is a well-known paradox that medieval
philosophy is never short of original materials—but there are also never enough
references to them. I am thinking of the writings of the important and great
thinkers like Anselm, Albert the Great, Aquinas, Duns Scotus, and William of
Ockham—which, thankfully, are preserved relatively well. I am also thinking of
the large number of original manuscripts written by thinkers who are rarely
acknowledged outside the professional field. And I am also thinking of the great
number of manuscripts and other documents that lie sleeping in monasteries and
libraries scattered throughout Europe, with hardly a soul knowing of their
existence.

Scholars and researchers in China recognize that it is a considerable task to
discover, compile, collate, and catalogue such primary medieval sources, let
alone create a mechanism whereby they can be accessed by scholars everywhere.
It is a greater task still to translate them into useable formats, as faithfully as
possible, using philological tools and today’s technology in order to enlarge the
resources for medieval philosophy study (Wu 2009). Chinese researchers of
medieval philosophy believe that it is of major importance to improve our
awareness of, and access to, such works, and only then can we consider
addressing the challenge of translating and interpreting them.

It behoves Chinese scholars of medieval philosophy to pay very close attention
to the accuracy of our interpretations and translations of original works into our
own language. We should be careful not to stray from the original author’s intent
and be ever-conscious of holding in mind their original meanings and to keep the
original ideas intact. Only in this way can we adequately keep the original works’
principles universally consistent. Maintaining a faithful foundation for
interpretation built upon original texts, we can safely move forward to seek out
the deep truths and structures of the principles hidden below the surface, and
only then can we clearly explain and illustrate the original notions of these
thinkers, and the implications, to us, of their thoughts.
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