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Abstract There are two tendencies in the arguments of the legitimacy of metaphysics in
ancient China: the tendency to argue that there was no metaphysics in ancient China and the
tendency to argue that ancient Chinese metaphysics is totally different from that of the West.
In this article, the author counters these tendencies and argues that Chinese and western
metaphysics both originated from a dynamic cosmology and shared objects of investigation
and characteristics of thinking in terms of Becoming. However, in their later development,
due to the difference in the problems of their focus, traditions of “moral metaphysics” and
“(natural) metaphysics of Being” were formed in China and in the West, respectively. The
author also explores the reasons for the rise of modern science in the West and its lack of
progress in China.
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The starting question

Was there anything like philosophy in ancient China? This question has persistently attracted
sinologists for many years. Chinese scholars have also been concerned with it recently. For
Chinese scholars, it is out of the question to defend Chinese philosophy in the moral and
political domains. The real challenge has to be met in metaphysics, the so-called first
philosophy. Recent discussion on this issue has touched the core of the question: What is the
subject matter of metaphysics? Can the subject matter of Chinese metaphysics be totally
different from that of its Western counterpart? If not, as some have insisted, then the proper
subject matter, as the term “ontology” itself implies, can only be being and its equivalents in
the Indo-European languages (to on in Greek, esse in Latin, and Sein, être, etc., in modern
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Western languages). The challenge to Chinese scholars is that since there was no equivalent
term to “being” in ancient Chinese, consequently there could not be “a science of being” in
ancient China.

Scholars who advocate a uniquely Chinese metaphysics have attempted to meet the
challenge by insisting that Chinese and Western metaphysics have subject matters totally
different from each other. For example, Mou Zongsan (牟宗三) said, “The Chinese expres-
sion for the existence of something does not refer to the verb ‘to be,’ but to the word ‘living’
(‘生’).” He also compared Western and Chinese metaphysics via the contrast of “the static
model starting with the word ‘being’ and the dynamic model starting with the word
‘living’”[1]. Another contemporary neo-Confucianist, Tang Junyi says, “The cosmos in the
minds of Chinese was only a kind of prevailing, a kind of trends; things in the universe can
only be in proceeding, beyond which there is no eternal reality as substratum.” He considers
Western thought as something alien: “Starting with pursuing substance beyond phenomenon.
Western thought regards all phenomena as attributes of things instead of reality. As a result, it
always desires to put aside phenomenon in order to explore the substance underlying the
cosmos, being unchangeable and real [2].” More impressive is Zhang Dongsun’s com-
parison. He understood “producing,” “prevailing,” and “proceeding” in terms of “Becoming”
as distinguished from “Being.” He made it clear that the Chinese mentality is totally “non-
Aristotelian,” and that the Book of Change and Laozi emphatically talked about “Becoming”
instead of “Being” [3].

In my opinion, reasons for the denial of, or doubt about, the existence of Chinese meta-
physics are not tenable. One cannot sum up all the notions of metaphysics as the study of
Being merely on the basis of the literal meaning of “ontology” in the Western language, along
with the content of Aristotle’s metaphysics. It is even less appropriate to say that those are the
criteria for any metaphysics, a view that immediately deprives Chinese metaphysics of any
legitimacy.

The defender of a uniquely Chinese metaphysics, on the other hand, seems to me to appeal
to the relativist thesis of incommensurability. If there were nothing in common at all between
Chinese and Western metaphysics, one would not be able to speak of metaphysics with
reference to the Chinese term 形而上学, which can be unmistakably identified with the
Western term “metaphysics.”

The conclusion I want to achieve in the following is fourfold.

(1) That there are differences between Chinese and Western metaphysics is not an immutable
fact, nor is the difference attributable to Western and Eastern modes of thinking being
essentially different. The historical fact is rather this: Chinese and Western metaphysics
both originated from a dynamic world-view, and both had common subject matter and
characteristics in their primitive stage.

(2) In the course of development, Chinese and Western metaphysics diverged toward
different problems. They thereby formed two different traditions, in analogy with Kant’s
distinction between moral metaphysics and metaphysics of nature.

(3) The Western metaphysics of nature laid the foundation of modern science under historical
conditions.

(4) The Chinese moral metaphysics, although it served certain social functions, hindered the
development of modern science.
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The convergence of cosmogony in China and in the West

Zhang Dongsun’s comparison of Chinese care about “Becoming” with Western care about
“Being” is insightful. He is able to display such a difference between the two concepts of the
Western language, because the two have already been contrasted with each other in Western
philosophy. In Hegel’s Book of Logic, Werden (Becoming) is the third category which is
second only to Sein (“有”) and Nichts (“无”). The Greek correlation to Becoming is genensis
(or genesthai). In Plato’s Theaetetus, Socrates explained “a secret doctrine” of the early
Greeks this way.

What is really true, is this: the things of which we naturally say that they “are,” are in
process of coming to be (genesthai), as the result of movement and change and blending
with one another. We are wrong when we say they “are,” since nothing ever is, but
everything is coming to be. And as regards this point of view, let us take it as a fact that
all the wise men of the past, with the exception of Parmenides, stand together. Let us
take it that we find on this side Protagoras and Heraclitus and Empedocles; and also the
masters of the two kinds of poetry, Epicharmus in comedy and Homer in tragedy. For
when Homer talked about ‘Ocean, begetter of gods, and Tethys their mother,’ he made
all things the offspring of flux and motion [4].

It is interesting to see the fact, as pointed out by Plato, that the consideration of Becoming
was prior to the thinking of Being. Long before the origin of Greek philosophy, Greek
mythology had offered a picture of the universe that shows a process of production and
transformation of all things. Apart from Homer’s poetry, Hesiod in Theogony stated that the
cosmos changed from Chaos. Orpheus thought that myriad things came from the Egg.
Afterwards, the earliest philosophers, known as natural philosophers, succeeded the
mythology of how the cosmos comes to be, only with the substitution of Physis for gods and
of Arche for gods’ desire and will. The driving force of Becoming was seen as the natural
causes, such as Water, Air, Fire, etc.

The ancient Chinese had a very similar picture. For this reason, we are able to translate
now “becoming” or genesthai into philosophical terms of Chinese, such as “变化,” or “变,”
“化,” “易,” “生,” etc. They all indicate change, proceeding, and transformations in the cos-
mos. By comparison, early cosmogony in China and in the West has the following remark-
ably common characteristics.

First, the process of production and transformation of the cosmos is caused by the
movement of the natural force. The earliest Greek philosopher described the originating force
as Water (Thales), Air (Anaximine), and Fire (Heraclitus).

Early Chinese thinkers in the pre-Chin period regarded Air or Water as the driving force of
the world. For example, Boyangfu of the West Zhou Dynasty spoke of “air full in Heaven and
Earth” [5]. Zhuangzi said, “Throughout the world there is only one kind of air” [6]. Guangzi
considered Water as the grounding of all things. In his words, “Water is the formative
material,” “all things cannot but be caused by it,” “it is the origin of all” [7]. In recently
discovered Guodian bamboo strips, there is a text titled “The Great One Gives Birth to the
Waters.” It reads, “In the Great One giving birth to the waters, the waters collaterally assist
the Great One, thereby producing the heavens.... Thus it is that the Great One is hidden away
in the waters, and travels with the seasons. It completes a cycle only to begin again, making
itself the mother of everything that happens” [8]. If we read those sayings with the view of
Thales, who is commonly recognized as the first philosopher of the West, the Great One is
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analogous with the soul. According to Thales, the soul “is intermingled in the universe” and,
works with Water as the Arche of everything.

Second, in the mythologies of many nations, the cosmos originated from Chaos. The early
Chinese and Greek did not move far away from this world-view, but instead rendered a
reason for it. Air, Water, and Fire illustrated by the earliest Greek philosophers is not the same
as the elements of air, water, fire (and earth) as described in the later work of Empedocles and
Aristotle’s Physics. The former as Arche indicates the original state of cosmos, just like a
swirl, from which various kinds of elements and things are produced.

The Chinese “Supreme One” (“太一”) has a meaning related to “Chaos” (浑沌). The term
“Chaos” appeared first in the Book of Zhuangzi. Chaos was described there as “the Central
Emperor,” who treated the emperors of south sea and north sea, Immediate and Sudden, so
kindly that they decided to return his kindness by doing something for him. They carved out
seven holes on his face, cutting one hole each day. After seven days, however, Chaos died
[9]. The fable speaks vividly about the procedure of how concrete things (“a face with seven
holes”) came from the resolution of chaos into space (south and north) and time (immediate
and sudden). Before Zhuangzi, Laozi had already described the original state as “something
undifferentiated and yet complete,” and as “vague and indefinite” [10]. In the Book of
Change, it is stated that “Heaven and Earth intermingled together, thereby all things become
unmixed” [11]. All of those confirmed that the Origin is a chaotic state.

Third, because the Chaos is of no concrete shape and form, it can be properly called
Nonbeing. The idea that “Being comes from Nonbeing” is shared by both Chinese and
Greeks. Anaximander named Arche as “apeiron” (indefinite) because it lacks both boundary
and definite property. To put it more precisely, the Origin remained indefinitely because it
contained opposite natures of various kinds, which offset each other so that nothing could
appear distinctly. The distinct things emerged only by breaking away from the Indefinite
Whole.

Laozi says: “All things in the world come from being, and being comes from nonbeing,”
and also, “The Nameless is the origin of Heaven and Earth” [12]. Dao (Tao) is nameless
because it has neither definite image nor any special property.

Fourth, the cosmos undertakes the eternal cycle of change. This means that all things
come from and return to the Origin. For Anaximenes, it is the cycle of condensation and
rarefaction of air and, for Heraclitus, it is the cycle that moves among fire, air, water, and
earth: “Fire lives the death of earth, and air the death of fire; water lives the death of air, earth
that of water” [13].

Laozi speaks not only the derivation of all things from Dao, but also of their returning to
Dao, as he said, “All things come into being, and I see thereby their return. All things flourish,
but each returns to its root” [14]. The moving principle in the Book of Change is “Originating
from the beginning and returning to the end” [15]. This principle is exemplified by such facts
as “sun ends as moon comes, while moon ends as sun comes,” “cold ends as warm comes,
while warm ends as cold comes,” and “to go is to extend, and to come is to withdraw” [16].

Primitive metaphysics in China and in the West

Zhang Dainian, in The Outline of Chinese Philosophy（《中国哲学大纲》）, divided Chinese
metaphysics into the doctrine of pervading change (大化论) and the doctrine of sustaining
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foundation (本根论). He said, “The traditional metaphysics in the West is divided into
Ontology and Cosmology. In Chinese ancient philosophy, the doctrine of sustaining foun-
dation is equivalent to the Western Ontology, whereas that of pervading change to the
Western Cosmology” [17]. Strictly speaking, the doctrine of pervading change is equivalent
to the Cosmogony we have examined above.

According to Zhang Dainian, “sustaining foundation” means “the deepest bottom of the
cosmos” (宇宙中之最究竟者). By contrast, Aristotle defined the subject matter of meta-
physics as “being as being and the attributes which belong to this in virtue of its own nature.”
The meaning of being as being focuses on “substance,” and the attributes in question are
proved to be “the first principle and the highest cause” [18].

Here we see a difference. Aristotle regarded “first principle and highest cause” as falling
into the domain of Being or substance, whereas Zhang Dainian thought the sustaining foun-
dation to be the principle and cause of Becoming. This signifies not so much a difference
between Chinese and Western metaphysics as that between the mature form of Western
metaphysics and primitive Chinese and Western metaphysics. By primitive metaphysics, I
mean two things: cosmogony and the inquiry into the principle and cause, or the foundation,
of the changing cosmos. As a matter of fact, both Chinese and Greek philosophers in ancient
times undertook the twofold task of the primitive metaphysics. We have just seen the
common characteristics of cosmogony in China and the West. A further question is whether
the doctrine of the foundation in China and that of principle and cause also shared some
common features. To this question my answer is affirmative.

First of all, “sustaining foundation” in Chinese and “arche” in Greek have two closely
related meanings in common. One refers to the original state of cosmos, and the other to the
cause of producing and changing. The two are connected in that for the ancients the force and
nature acting in the original state have to run through the whole process of changing of the
cosmos.

According to Zhang Dainian, “Laozi is the first who mentions the problem of sustaining
foundation” [19]. In Lazio, Dao means two matters. First, Dao is the original state of the
cosmos (“the ancestor of all things,” “the root of Heaven and Earth,” “the mother of the
universe”) [20]. Second, Dao is the rule of changing (“the model for the world,” the “One,”
the “Great” functioning everywhere, and far-reaching) [21].

Logos for Heraclites meant the original state and the rule of change, too. As he said, “This
world-order did none of gods or men made, but is always was and is and shall be: an ever-
living fire, kindling in measures and going out in measures” [22]. The order of the world and
the ever-living fire are two sides of logos, in that logos functions within all things as the rule,
and produces everything out of the fire.

Arche and Foundation as the ultimate cause and principle underlying all changes are not
the same as causality in the modern meaning of the word. The latter refers to the connection
between cause and effect in space and time, and the former is concerned with the ultimate
reason why things are in motion and change. The reason was given by Chinese and Greek
philosophers in terms of the circulation of the opposites. For example, Anaximander thought
that in the cyclical process between the indefinite and definite things, the formation of
something is necessarily followed by the extinction of some other. He understood necessity
in terms of retribution: “the source of coming-to-be for existing things is that into which
destruction, too, happens according to necessity; for they pay penalty and retribution to each
other for their injustice according to the assessment of time” [23]. By injustice, he meant that
to separate things from the Infinite is to do harm to the Infinite, and by retribution he meant
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that things should pay retribution by returning what they gained to the Infinite. And vice
versa, the Infinite should give back what things returned and let things separate from it. Those
words were intended to explain the cause of the cyclical movement of the cosmos. In ancient
Greek, “cause” (aitia) originally means “penalty for an offense.” Anaximander was the first
to employ the word to express the idea of cause of movement of becoming and perishing.
Heraclitus, too, understood the cause as the determination of logos in terms of the metaphor
of penalty for damage. He said, “the formation of the world is deficiency, burning is surplus”;
“Fire, having come upon them, will judge and seize upon [condemn] all things” [24]. He used
the words “judge” and “condemn” for the balance between deficiency and surplus within the
cyclical movement.

Laozi made it clear that the ancient Chinese also had the judicial notion of cause. Laozi
said, “The reversal is the movement of Dao.” Dao as the cause of the movement is
responsible for the balance. Thus, “the Dao of Heaven reduces whatever is excessive and
supplements whatever is insufficient” and “Withdraw as soon as your work is done. Such is
Heaven’s Dao [25].”

Since all things are in producing and changing, one thing cannot maintain independence
and isolation. One has to refer to another for its existence and particularity. Laozi and
Heraclitus expressed the mutual reference between opposites as if they employed the so-
called dialectics. The general model of Heraclitus’ statement is “A is and is not B.” A typical
saying is that “in the same river we both step and do not step, we are and are not.” Other
instances are identity of opposites, such as, “the path up and down is one and the same,” “Sea
is the most pure and polluted water,” “intelligence like as well as unwilling to be called into
Zeus,” and so on.

Because archaic Chinese did not use “is” as the copula, there is no type of sentence that
has the form “both is and is not” in the Book of Laozi. Rather, Laozi followed the method of
“speaking the positive as the negative” [26]. He applied this method to describe changing
phenomena. We may distinguish three kinds of expressions as the typical way of Laozi. First,
things will become opposite when they reach the extreme. For some examples, “to be bent is
to become straight. To be empty is to become full. To be worn out is to be renewed.” Second,
opposite things complement each other. For examples, “Being and nonbeing produce each
other; difficulty and ease complete each other; high and low fulfill each other.” And lastly,
opposites are identical. For instance, “What is most straight seems to be crooked. The
greatest skill seems to be clumsy. The greatest eloquence seems to stutter” [27]. Those words
and the similar tongue of Heraclitus are suitable to describe things of becoming, and can be
called logic of becoming.

The making of metaphysics of nature in the West

Although Chinese and Western metaphysics were converged upon the problem of Becoming
and reached similar solutions, in late development the two faced different problems, and
adopted different methods to address these different problems. Those different problems and
methods inevitably led to a divergence which differentiates the two metaphysical traditions.
Kant’s distinction between metaphysics of nature and moral metaphysics can be borrowed to
characterize the Western tradition and its Chinese counterpart, respectively.
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The metaphysics of nature in the Kantian sense is based on an epistemology with the
central problem: What can we know with certainty? This problem was originally raised in
Greek philosophy as: How can we avoid contradiction? This problem was caused by the
puzzlement that Heraclites’ logos of Becoming brought to Greek philosophers. As we all
know, the original meaning of logos is speech, and a speech is words that are rationally
organized. But Heraclites’ logos is nonrational, since it is addressed with the form “A is B,
and is not B.” This is obviously self-contradictory.

The Greek word for becoming, “genesthai,” has no prefix connected with the verb “to be,”
einai. To say “A comes to be B” does not necessarily mean “A is and is not B.” Properly
speaking, Becoming indicates changing in time. When A comes to be B, for example, it
means that Awill be B, yet has not yet been B. It is only by taking away the account for the
change in time that Heraclites’ logos is subject to contradiction.

Parmenides was the first to reveal the contradiction in Heraclites’ logos by fixing the
meaning of being. He distinguished between the way of truth and the way of opinion. The
former is “it is and that it is impossible for it not to be,” whereas the latter is “things that are
not are,” or “what-is-not is” [28]. The latter is exactly Heraclites’ logic of becoming. In
contrast, Parmenides proposed a logic of Being, and doing so by defining the logical meaning
of “to be” at the cost of sacrificing the tense of the verb. The key to his argument is the
nontemporality of being: “being has no coming-into-being and no destruction.... And it never
was, nor will be, because it is now, a whole all together, one, continuous” [29].

Parmenides has been considered as the instigator of a tradition that is centered upon the
notion of being. In my view, his contribution lies in changing the orientation of philosophy
from Becoming toward Being. What he did meaningfully is to confirm the law of non-
contradiction which will not have been formulated until the time of Aristotle. Nevertheless,
the law “A is not ∼A” is limited by the spatial–temporal condition “in the same time at the
same place.” Parmeniders, however, neglected the limiting condition and appealed to the
nontemporal mode of formal logic for his argument against the logic of Becoming.

Plato accepted Parmenides’ distinction between truth and opinion, for the sake of the
certainty of knowledge, but was unsatisfied with his logic of being. In the dialogues
Parmenides and Sophist, Plato tried to show that being and nonbeing are not really con-
tradictory if one takes into account the tense, plurality, and subject of “to be.” As he con-
cluded “by brute force,” “both that that which is not somehow is, and then again that that
which is somehow is not” [30]. Plato agrees with Parmenides’ idea that the target of
knowledge must be “being” and that “not being” is unable to be realized.

Plato seems to synthesize Heraclitus’ and Parmenides’ thoughts. On the one hand, he
could agree with Heraclitus in that Becoming is what is between Being and Nonbeing. On the
other hand, he insisted on Parmenides’ idea that the subject matter of knowledge can be
nothing other than Being. The opinion (instead of knowledge) of Becoming, he argued, is an
expression of “both is and is not,” just like the riddle that “a man who is not a man saw and
did not see a bird that was not a bird in a tree that was not a tree, he hit and did not hit it with a
stone that was not a stone.” (answer: a eunuch with a bad eyesight saw a bat on a rafter, threw
a pumice stone at it, and missed” [31]. By this Plato mocks “the logos of Becoming” as being
ambiguous and specious. In Theaetetus, Plato goes further by relating the opinion of Be-
coming to the sensationalist relativism as stated in Protagoras’ saying “man is the measure of
all things.”

According to my interpretation, Aristotle can be seen as the last person to synthesize these
views. His Physics deals with the issue of Becoming. Becoming is said to be change and
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motion between opposites in time and place. Formal logic of the nontemporal mode has,
therefore, nothing to do with the causes for the process of becoming. In the field of meta-
physics, however, this kind of logic provides the foundation for the theory of substance. Both
the definition of substance and the kinds of substance are derived by Aristotle from his
explanation of the logical functions of “is” in judgments. The cornerstone of Aristotle’s
metaphysics lies in his systematic treatment of the logic of Being. The logico-metaphysical
system is so complete that metaphysics has been identical with the study of being or sub-
stance since then. The primitive metaphysics of Becoming has been ever forgotten. By the
same token, the primitive metaphysics in the East can thus be easily denied.

The rise of modern science in the West

As time passes, the spirit of Western philosophy has been undertaking a change. Contem-
porary philosophers have been actively committed to the “elimination” of the metaphysical
tradition by various efforts. The targets of their attack include: the misuse of language
(especially that of “to be”), the dichotomy of concepts (especially those of essence and
phenomena, subject and object), logos-centrism (namely, logic of Being in this paper) and
theo-ontological tradition (especially God-Substance, creatioex nihino), etc. Some have
made use of the pre-Socratic and Eastern sources for a remedy of those “wrong ideas” or
“misunderstandings.” Chinese ancient thoughts, and primitive metaphysics, in particular,
have focused attention on the motif of postmodernism. Some even say that Western post-
modernism is actually Chinese premodernism.

In my opinion, the purpose of any fruitful cross-cultural dialogue is to find out more
advantages of the other party than one’s own, and more disadvantages of one’s own than the
other’s. Accordingly, when some Westerners advocate ideas in favor of Chinese traditional
philosophy and culture, we Chinese should not be arrogant, self-limited and should not
entrust our hope for the future to a narcissism for the ancient tradition. We have to recognize
the historical necessity and cultural advantage of the transition from Becoming to Being that
happened in the West, acknowledging that this is intrinsically related to the superiority of
modern science.

The metaphysical tradition, as presented by Plato and Aristotle, assumed that changing
phenomena are not certain and cannot be the subject matter of knowledge. Only the un-
changeable essence and substance (being) can be known with certainty and measured with
rational means. Metaphysics of Being, logic, and the quest for certainty are intrinsic elements
for the system of episteme.

After Greek philosophy, the rise of Christianity introduced new elements into Western
culture. According to the Hebrew–Christian doctrine of creatio ex nihino, man and nature are
independent and equal before the Creator. Humans are stewards of nature, yet without
absolute dominance. On the other hand, Nature has no human attributes and no responsibility
to serve people.

The separation of nature and man, although implied in Christian thinking during the
Middle Ages, had not been realized until modern times. According to Max Webber, modern
rationality is characterized by disenchantment. The disenchantment of Nature aims at sep-
arating it from divinity and humanity. Burtt in The Metaphysical Foundations of Modern
Physics shows us that without the separation, man cannot objectively observe and sci-
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entifically study natural phenomena [32]. If we understand the dichotomy of subject and
object in modern epistemology as legitimating the separation or disenchantment of Nature
from man, this should be evaluated as historical progress rather than as a mistake.

Why did modern science not arise in China?

This is a perplexity raised by Joseph Needham, the author of Sciences and Civilisation in
China. He was fascinated with numerous innovations and instruments of ancient China, but
wondered why those scientific activities were not advanced further into modern science.

If we understand the reason for the rise of modern science in the West, we can answer the
present question. As stated above, modern science benefited from two advantages intrin-
sically related to the Western metaphysical tradition, namely, the quest for certainty and the
dichotomy of man and nature. They are wanting in the Eastern tradition. The ancient Chinese
were satisfied with the cosmology of endless ongoing process, but found no need to quest for
the certainty both with the specified subject matters and with the definite method of thinking.
A rigorous way of logical thinking, systematic knowledge of mathematics, and experimenta-
tion did not exist in ancient China.

If we inquire further into the reason why the ancient Chinese were not engaged in the
quest for certain knowledge and methodology, then we can attribute the reason to the lack of
interest and need, rather than the lack of intellectual capacity. This reason can be better under-
stood on the metaphysical level. In the time when primitive metaphysics was developing into
a moral metaphysics, the Chinese world-view and value of life were all subject to the unity of
Heaven and Human. Human Dao and Heavenly Dao, Man and Nature were all combined
into an inseparable organism, in which cosmos enjoyed ethical characters, and human society
obeyed the natural order. Under the government of such mentality, men could hardly do
research on nature objectively, just as they can hardly perform surgery on their own body.

The hindrance of Chinese metaphysics to science was already recognized by Feng Youlan
as early as in 1921. In that year he wrote the article “Why China has no science.” Feng Youlan
distinguishes “two general tendencies of Chinese philosophy,” indicated by two words,
“nature” on the one hand, and “art” or “human” on the other [33]. The first tendency was
represented by Daoism and Mencius, who demanded the realization of Dao or Reason
bestowed by nature in the human mind. The second one was represented by Mohism and
Xunzi, who demanded to draw utility from nature and thereby conquer nature with human
force. He said, “After the Chin Dynasty the ‘art’ motive of Chinese thought almost never
reappeared. Soon came Buddhism, which again is a ‘nature’ philosophy of the extreme type.”
Three mainstreams, Confucianism, Daoism, and Buddhism, due to their absorption in the
internal aspect of man, hindered the development of natural science in China. He summarized
the difference between China and the West in the following words: “in Europe the technique
developed was for knowing and controlling matter, while in China that which was developed
was for knowing and controlling mind.” For the Chinese mind, science was of no use. As for
the question “what is the use of science,” he said, “The two fathers of modern European
philosophy gave two answers. Descartes said that it is for certainty; Bacon said that it is for
power.” Those two are nevertheless inapplicable to Chinese philosophers. They “had no need
of scientific certainty, because it was themselves that they wished to know; so in the same

30 Front. Philos. China (2006) 1: 22–32



way they had no need of the power of science, because it was themselves that they wished to
conquer” [34,35].

Although Feng Youlan’s words did not refer to the difference in metaphysical thinking, he
left a question that requires a metaphysical explanation. According to him, both Chinese and
European followed the line of “nature” in ancient times. He then asked, “Why could Europe
turn its attention from heaven to earth, whereas China at the same time could not turn from
the internal to the external?” [35]. Feng Youlan gives an answer by considering the Christian
dogma of sin. Since men are not self-sufficient and have to serve God outside them, as taught
by Christianity, they need to know the outside world in order to be good, wise, and strong and
therefore, need science and power. The Chinese, on the other hand, need peace and rational
happiness in mind in order to achieve the ideal of the good life.

I find the final explanation offered by Feng Youlan to be hardly adequate. The role played
by Christianity is exaggerated if it is not integrated into the theo-ontological tradition in the
West. Moreover, the Chinese ideal of good cannot be rational without a reference to the
metaphysics of the moral cosmos. At which point, the author hopes that this paper is of some
help to readers.
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