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Paleolithic times can be shown to govern much of our current thinking” (376-77). 
Even apart from this formulation’s lack of clarity, the explanation will not do. 
For if the notion of “path-dependence” is invoked to explain the persistence of 
basic ideas over long periods of time, it is unable to explain how these ideas can 
change—a fact particularly significant for a theory that posits a radical 
divergence between primitive Gondwana myth and later Laurasian myth. Hence 
the idea of “path-dependence” ends up saying only that myths persist, except 
when they don’t—not a very helpful notion. Indeed, even when they do persist, 
why should we believe this is due to some sort of law of psychological inertia? 
Great literature persists, for example, not because it has more “path dependence” 
than inferior works, but because of its intrinsic merits. Might not the same be true 
for myths? 

For all its flaws, however, The Origins of the World’s Mythologies is an 
important work by a respected scholar. The existence of remarkable parallels 
among myths found worldwide remains a major unsolved problem. Even if 
Witzel’s conclusions are not convincing, his book will no doubt be influential in 
helping make respectable once again the scholarly quest for universal or at least 
common shared myths across cultures. If it only succeeds in this, it will make a 
major contribution to the study of myth. 
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A recent read of the new book of Professor Gong Hua’nan, Taste and Tasting 
Dao, has brought me many fresh realizations. Gong understands taste and tasting 
as the essence of Chinese ontology. He then goes on to approach taste and tasting 
as a methodology for approaching nature and Dao. Gong confronts the problem 
of “taste” and “Dao” with the living self being there, and infuses taste, as it 
appears widely throughout life, into the self’s existential experience. Thus he 
highlights the unique existential orientation of Chinese thought in sensing 
being-in-the-world by means of taste, which in terms of the Chinese way of 
thinking, appears as experiencing nature with emotions and establishing symbols 
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to express the sense of phenomena. It is precisely in this sense that Chinese 
philosophy’s idea of the world and its grasp of cosmological and ontological 
principles becomes possible, which similarly makes it possible to move from the 
individual to the universal and from personal experience to public verification in 
considering Chinese philosophy. With enlightening depth, Gong brings the 
concepts of taste, sense, and image to bear as important measures for 
reestablishing Chinese philosophy. In other words, Gong contributes a new 
paradigm for contemporary Chinese philosophical efforts. 

As is widely known, since the modern age, writings on the history of Chinese 
philosophy and discussions of its intrinsic questions have been so deeply 
influenced by Feng Youlan 冯友兰, Hu Shi 胡适 and other modern pioneering 
philosophers, that priority has been given to the discovery, and to some degree 
the reinvention, of the rational and logical order of Chinese philosophy. From 
then on there has been continual suspicion of the unique character of Chinese 
philosophy being neglected, which is to say the type of thinking that happens by 
placing the “self” of the subject within Nature, or facing out towards Nature, 
while remaining rooted in the thinking self. Chinese thinkers love to embark on 
discussions of Dao in their research. However, without some self-attainment or 
self-authentication with regard to Dao, one cannot discuss it successfully. It is 
precisely such internal-realizations that demand intimate involvement and 
individual experience, or risk engendering relativistic descriptions lacking in 
rational standards, which thereby fail to possess public credibility in academic 
dialogues and consequently lose the claim to partake in the prevailing discourse. 
With discussion continuing in this manner, the notion of Dao in Chinese 
philosophy has been pushed towards ever more extremely one-sided, 
metaphysical speculations, and so the very Dao (which is at once internal to the 
individual self while remaining one with Nature as a whole and capable of being 
enmeshed with all things) loses the immanent air of being “the spirit of nature 
breathing in and out of me” and of bringing “the self and all things aligned into 
one being,” and further still, this dims “my mind that is the cosmos” and prevents  
it from taking up the role of “spirit” that is even more lacking in the practical 
character of the early Confucian theory of “maturing the self and refining 
objects.” So, for scholars, speaking of the mystical seems more important than 
experiencing Dao. What this means for research into Chinese philosophical 
questions, is that emphasizing rational logic and metaphysical thought almost 
entirely covers up all realizations and comprehensions based on embodied 
self-attainment.  

For some time now, scholars have begun to reflect upon the problem of 
whether Chinese philosophy exists or not. But the “existence and non-existence” 
discussed here is not the “existence and non-existence” found in mystical 
discourse; rather, it is a direct doubt concerning the very existence of Chinese 
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philosophy itself. To a certain extent this shows how divorced Chinese scholars 
have become from the intrinsic character of investigation proper to their 
traditional philosophy. Luckily, there are some Chinese scholars yet who refuse 
to flatly deny the existence of Chinese philosophy; rather, they are advocating a 
return to traditional Chinese philosophy, whilst seeking its unique character and 
investigating its own path and research approach.  

Actually, early on Jin Yuelin’s A Theory of Dao (Lun Dao 论道) the author 
begins with the first proposition: “Dao is form—power” ([Beijing: Shangwu 
Yinshuguan, 1987], 19). He then goes on to point out that “Dao always follows 
power in form” (19). Similarly, the Dao of Nature is, for the individual person, 
something one can follow and be in, which entails that the person’s intimate 
self-involvement is always indispensible. In this way, Dao is not only meaningful 
but also tasteful. On this basis, Gong claims: “This kind of Dao needs to be 
‘cultivated’ and it requires that one can only ‘attain it’ by ‘practice’”; “The fact 
that Dao is perceivable to taste by no means diminishes its universality; on the 
contrary, it is precisely its having taste that makes it become the very backbone 
of thought of Chinese culture” (259–60). Ultimately, Jin Yuelin’s A Theory of 
Dao concludes with the proposition that “[the span] from the ultimate past to the 
ultimate future constitutes Dao” (19). Although Dao is inexpressible, it can, in 
the end, be affectively experienced and embodied.  

In his early years, Feng Qi 冯契 studied under Jin Yuelin, whilst Gong 
Hua’nan is currently studying under Feng Qi’s student, Professor Yang Guorong 
杨国荣. Gong thinks it necessary to have one’s own unique realization and 
understanding of the inexpressible Dao found in Chinese philosophy; and it 
seems that this realization and understanding has a consistent logical thread, 
which appears distinctly in some places, obscurely in others. As a result, reading 
Taste and Tasting Dao will naturally lead us to treat it within the great horizon of 
Chinese philosophy. In this book, Gong systematically examines the three 
concepts unique to Chinese philosophy, i.e., taste (wei 味), sense (gan 感), and 
image (xiang 象), and traces their intrinsic interconnections while showing their 
special meaning for Chinese philosophy. Gong doesn’t examine these concepts in 
isolation, but rather reveals how Chinese people use them to distinguish things, 
to theorize as to their essence, to experience Dao, and to be in the world, all of 
which sketches out a worldview unique to Chinese philosophy. Gong moves in 
and out of Eastern and Western philosophy, fusing the Western into the Eastern 
and keenly illuminating the rich meaning and intrinsic logic of these basic 
concepts of Chinese philosophy, so as to reestablish the path of Chinese 
philosophy with cultural resources native to China. 

The approach of Chinese traditional philosophy studies is a process of the 
revelation of wisdom. However, the attainment of wisdom demands individuals 
to encounter things with actions based upon intentional effort (youwei 有为), but 
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even more, it demands that individuals grasp the substance of that unspeakable 
Dao, which can only be penetrated using one’s own life at the level of the 
effortless non-action (wuwei 无为), so as to suddenly awaken one’s inherent 
wisdom and inner spirit. From this vantage point, whether it is the Confucians 
seeking the condition of being a sage on the inside and a king on the outside by 
cultivating oneself and refining one’s own nature; the Daoist tradition of 
returning to the spontaneous authentic self by training the mind and exercising 
natural disposition; or the Buddhist tradition of striving for the Buddhist state of 
self-sufficient wisdom by enlightening the mind to grasp the self’s genuine 
nature, all three coincidentally contain the same path of reasoning, which is to 
say proceeding with the ego’s intentional effort to sense things, and then by 
means of egoless and effortless intention, in order to cleave to Dao. When 
Neo-Confucian Wang Yangming 王阳明 appreciates plum blossoms at Nanxi, 
his mind engages in on-action with the concealed plum whilst engaging in action 
with the discovered plum. This similarly bonds the human heart-and-mind to the 
Way of Nature as a whole, showing a logical path to self-sufficient wisdom. This 
is also precisely the consistent path of thought proper to the traditional Chinese 
investigation of Dao.  

In the book Taste and Tasting Dao, Gong reaches an understanding of external 
objects and phenomena with the sense of taste, and illuminates a path of thought 
for the inner self alongside the great Dao. By linking the self consistently 
together with those things, he thereby reveals the process of tasting Dao, that is, 
the approach to experiencing Dao. Thus, the individual self merges with the 
world via the self’s sense of taste, and the path of harmonizing with the world by 
means of tasting is revealed as being a valid reference point for research into the 
style of traditional Chinese philosophy. Particularly in the present day, where 
scientific development thrives, where rationality is promulgated in the academic 
pursuit of norms, how is the wisdom of traditional philosophy to be sought? 
Taste and Tasting Dao certainly offers a fresh approach to Chinese philosophy’s 
pursuit of inner wisdom.  
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