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Abstract Since the 20th century, 
Chinese philosophy has not only 
exhibited worldwide significance but 
also, in a certain sense, participated in 
the worldwide contention of various 
schools of thought. The polemics over 
science and metaphysics of the 1920s, in 
particular, reflected the ongoing debate 
between modern Western scientism 
and humanism. The emergence of 
systematic philosophical frameworks 
during this period further exemplified 
these tendencies from an internal 
perspective. These philosophical systems 
not only presented themselves in a 
modern form but also offered critical 
perspectives on Western civilization 
and Western philosophy from various 
angles, embodying a wide-ranging 
worldwide significance and providing 
unique responses to philosophical 
debates worldwide. From the polemics 
over science and metaphysics to the 
personalized philosophical construction 
of philosophers, from the 
dominance of Marxism to the 
dialogue between Chinese 
philosophy, Western philosophy, 
and Marxist philosophy, from 

diverse and relative approaches to the 
integration of unity and multiplicity, 
modern Chinese philosophy has 
surpassed its regional confines and gained 
worldwide significance. Furthermore, 
for a more profound engagement in the 
worldwide contention of various schools 
of thought, it is crucial to concretely 
embrace the rejection of abstraction 
and dogmatism, as well as the fusion of 
diversity and relativism with unity and 
multiplicity. By undertaking practical and 
constructive work that enables systematic 
contemplation of relevant issues, Chinese 
philosophy offers a tangible means of 
participating in this discourse.

Keywords polemics over science and 
metaphysics, Chinese academics, worldwide 
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Since the 20th century, the development 
of Chinese philosophy has been premised 
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on the historical evolution of world 
philosophy, endowing the construction 
of philosophical ideas and the debates of 
philosophical concepts with a significance 
that transcends specific temporal and 
spatial contexts. As it is commonly 
acknowledged, before the modern era, 
philosophical traditions worldwide 
were largely confined within specific 
temporal and spatial boundaries, wherein 
philosophical concepts and debates were 
primarily situated within their respective 
cultural spaces, constrained by their own 
cultural traditions. However, with the 
advent of modernity and the trajectory 
of history toward world history, diverse 
cultural traditions have begun to intersect 
and gradually establish substantive 
connections. Against this backdrop, 
the development of philosophy and 
the debates surrounding philosophical 
concepts in China, despite their localized 
origins, have acquired a significance that 
transcends national borders. In the late 
20th century, Feng Qi astutely observed 
that “Chinese philosophy was engaging 
in a worldwide contention of various 
schools of thought in the modern era” 
(Feng 1997, 722). From a historical 
perspective, Chinese philosophy, since the 
20th century, has not only demonstrated 
worldwide significance but also, to 
some extent, actively participated in 
the worldwide contention of various 
schools of thought. The question now 
lies in how Chinese philosophy can 
further develop itself by engaging 
more deeply and consciously in this  
contestation.

1 	 Modern Chinese Philosophy: 
Integrating into World 
Philosophy and Participating 
in Worldwide Contention of 
Various Schools of Thought

The polemics over science and metaphysics 
of the 1920s merit particular attention. 
This intellectual clash revolved around 
the confrontation between scientism and 
metaphysics, with the Science School and 
the Metaphysics School representing the 
respective factions, led by Ding Wenjiang 
and Zhang Junmai, respectively. The 
polemics originated from Zhang’s discourse 
on the outlook of life and subsequently 
extended to other socio-cultural domains. 
The leading polemics were incited by 
Zhang Junmai’s strict differentiation 
between science and the outlook of life. 
In his lecture titled “The Outlook of Life” 
（人生观）, Zhang posited that science 
is objective while the outlook of life was 
subjective; science was governed by logical 
reasoning, whereas the outlook of life arose 
from intuition; science was analytical while 
the outlook of life was synthetic; science 
adhered to causality while the outlook of life 
assumed the primacy of the will of freedom; 
science was based on the uniformity of 
phenomena while the outlook of life was 
grounded in the diversity of personalities. 
These distinctions were rooted in the belief 
that science had inherent limitations and 
should not overstep its bounds into the 
realm of the outlook of life. In contrast 
to the Metaphysics School’s emphasis on 
the demarcation between science and the 
outlook of life, the Science School primarily 
accentuated the universal efficacy of 
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science. According to the Science School, 
science had a limitless scope, encompassing 
physical objects and human consciousness, 
leaving no aspect of human life exempt from 
scientific scrutiny. Unlike the Metaphysics 
School, which focused on delineating the 
boundaries between science and philosophy, 
the Science School acknowledged a stronger 
correlation between science and philosophy.

Externally, this intellectual 
contention appeared in the early 20th-

century China, seemingly disconnected 
from the world beyond. If this were the 
case, the polemics would only be perceived 
as transpiring solely within a specific 
intellectual tradition, lacking fundamental 
distinctions from the contention of various 
schools of thought in the pre-Qin period 
in terms of significance. However, as a 
philosophical debate that unfolded after 
the convergence of Chinese and Western 
philosophies, the polemics over science 
and metaphysics reflected the worldwide 
transformations in philosophy. Centered 
on outlook of life, the polemics over science 
and metaphysics, as a general perspective 
on the realm of human existence, entailed 
universal value orientations. In contrast 
to the Metaphysics School’s affirmation 
of the intrinsic value of human existence 
and the broader scope of humanism or 
humanitarian principles, the Science 
School, while objectifying (materializing) 
human beings, simultaneously revealed a 
value orientation that prioritized science, 
deviating from the humanitarian principles 
extolled by the Metaphysics School. From 
a worldwide perspective, since the rise of 
positivism, the confrontation between 
humanism and scientism had gradually 

become an important intellectual landscape, 
and the latter, to a considerable extent, 
constituted the cultural background of the 
polemics over science and metaphysics. 
In fact, despite occurring in the 1920s 
in China, the polemics over science and 
metaphysics reflect the tension between 
scientism and humanism worldwide. It is 
precisely this backdrop that differentiates 
it from the regional contention of schools 
of thought and endows it with worldwide 
significance. Substantively, the polemics 
can be regarded as an extension of the 
worldwide debate between scientism 
and humanism in modern China. The 
debate between scientism and humanism 
is an important aspect of the worldwide 
contention of various schools of thought 
since modern times, and the polemics over 
science and metaphysics, as a manifestation 
of the debate, is undoubtedly intersecting 
with the aforementioned contention.

In addition to the debates on 
philosophical ideas, another noteworthy 
phenomenon in the Chinese philosophical 
landscape in the early 20th century was 
the emergence of systematic philosophical 
constructions. Almost contemporaneously 
with the polemics over science and 
metaphysics, Xiong Shili put forward the 
“New Consciousness-Only Doctrine,” while 
Liang Shuming constructed a philosophy 
system based on voluntarism. Xiong Shili’s 
“New Consciousness-Only Doctrine” 
inherited Confucianism and incorporated 
Buddhist concepts, presenting itself in a 
seemingly traditional form. However, it 
was also influenced by modern Western 
philosophy (such as Henri Bergson’s 
intuitionism), and provided theoretical 
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responses to philosophical questions of 
the modern era, thus belonging to the 
broad category of modern philosophy. 
In the following critique of traditional 
Buddhism, one can also observe the modern 
perspective in Xiong Shili’s philosophy, 
that is “According to Buddhism, the Five 
Aggregates are intrinsically empty (original 
note: The Five Aggregates refer to laws of 
the phenomenal realm), which is more like 
breaking attachment to all aggregates. New 
Theory （新论） presumes the popularity 
of ontology, meaning that the phenomenal 
realm is established based on closing and 
opening, namely life and death” (Xiong 
1996a, 130). The phenomenal realm belongs 
to the domain of experience, and the 
affirmation of the phenomenal realm also 
implies a focus on the domain of experience. 
This perspective differs from traditional 
metaphysics and shares similarities with 
modern empirical philosophy.

The philosophical system of 
Liang Shuming shares affinities with 
that of Xiong Shili. Concerning their 
intellectual foundations, Liang Shuming’s 
philosophy derives from Confucianism 
(especially Yangmingism in the Ming 
Dynasty), while concurrently assimilating 
certain conceptions from contemporary 
Western philosophy, including Arthur 
Schopenhauer’s voluntarism. According to 
Liang’s perspective, “the universe is nothing 
but life, and there is no universe without 
life” (Liang 1922, 24, 48). Life, in this sense, 
equates to will: “Life is endless will” (Liang 
1992, 24, 48). This conception of volition, 
originating from Schopenhauer, is explicitly 
affirmed by Liang: “The will here is similar 
to the will asserted by Schopenhauer” (Liang 

1992, 24, 48). Building upon the premise 
that the cosmos is synonymous with life 
and life is synonymous with will, Liang 
Shuming further posited will as the basis 
of a human agency. “It must be known that 
human actions are driven not by knowledge 
but by will and emotion” (Liang 1923a, 
130). “Knowledge doesn’t change our 
actions, and we act out of emotion” (Liang 
1923b, 148). The theoretical orientation of 
these perspectives is clearly consistent with 
Western modern voluntarism.

It can be observed that the 
philosophies of Xiong Shili and Liang 
Shuming, although emerging in China in 
the early 20th century, manifest a modern 
form distinct from traditional philosophy. 
At least in terms of possessing a modern 
character, they are not entirely isolated 
from the world philosophy. Moreover, 
under the influences of Western culture 
and civilization, their thoughts have been 
imbued with multiple concepts from 
Western philosophy. As philosophical 
systems that have entered the realm of 
modern philosophy and established multiple 
connections with Western philosophy, the 
philosophical constructions of Xiong Shili 
and Liang Shuming undoubtedly transcend 
previous traditions and exhibit worldwide 
significance. Worth noting is that while 
being influenced by Western thought, Xiong 
Shili and Liang Shuming also offer various 
criticisms of broad Western thoughts and 
Western culture. Xiong Shili provides the 
following evaluation of Western scientific 
civilization: “Human beings have embarked 
on the road to self-destruction, which is the 
inevitable result of the scientific civilization’s 
consistent outward pursuit without self-
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reflection and adaption to human nature, 
and I think oriental academics is the only 
way to save human beings” (Xiong 1996b, 
221). Similarly, Liang Shuming “took the 
machine as a real demon in the near ancient 
times, and believed that it was invented 
because of the Western attitude towards 
life. The Western attitude towards life made 
it an inevitable invention. The pursuit of 
material happiness and using nature to 
conquer nature on the one hand, and the 
generation of science in mind through 
intellectual analysis on the other together 
resulted in the invention of machines” 
(Liang 2005, 489). Here, we encounter 
cultural conceptual differences between 
the East and the West or among different 
cultures, where Eastern academic criticism 
of Western scientific civilization is not only 
related to the interaction between Chinese 
philosophical thought and Western 
philosophy but also involves intellectual 
debates on a global scale.

In this context, it is pertinent to 
elaborate on the connotation of the broad 
concept of “contention.” The fundamental 
sense of contention pertains to vocalization 
or expression, which, in the realm of ideas and  
concepts, encompasses not only the interplay 
of conflicting opinions and contentious 
exchanges but also the articulation and 
self-expression of respective perspectives. 
In fact, the contention of various schools of 
thought in the Pre-Qin period (before 221 
B.C.) was also about the controversy over 
diverse viewpoints, and it simultaneously 
embodied the self-expression of these 
differing perspectives. For instance, 
Mencius’ criticism of Mohism and Yang 
Zhu took the form of negating their ideas, 

and not engaging in direct confrontations 
or debates. Similarly, the scholarly insights 
of Zhuangzi, and Xunzi’s criticism of 
his predecessors and other figures and 
schools of thought of his times, including 
his “Criticism of Twelve Philosophers” （非 
十二子）, predominantly manifested as the 
expression of their own viewpoints. Such 
modes of expression often unfolded with 
distinct cultural spaces. Zhuangzi, for 
instance, exhibited the characteristic that 
“only speaks out his thought in private” 
(Zhu 1986). However, despite his indirect 
involvement in contemporary intellectual 
debates, he nonetheless played a significant 
role as a participant in the intellectual 
ferment of the Warring States Period (475 
B.C.–221 B.C.). Likewise, while Xiong Shili 
and Liang Shuming primarily espoused 
their philosophical stances in China in the 
early 20th century, their ideas also bear the 
nature of engaging in broader worldwide 
contention of schools of thought.

In the 1930s–1940s, Chinese 
philosophers such as Feng Youlan and 
Jin Yuelin made further explorations 
in the field of philosophy, giving rise to 
new philosophical systems. Taking Feng 
Youlan as an example, his “New Rational 
Philosophy” system inherited the thought 
of the Cheng-Zhu School from traditional 
Chinese philosophy while also incorporating 
Western modern Neo-Realism and a broad 
sense of positivism, thus distinguishing itself 
from the traditional Neo-Confucianism. 
However, while introducing modern 
Western philosophy, Feng Youlan also 
criticized that Western philosophers rarely 
took advantage of the progress in the new 
logic to establish a new metaphysics, and 
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some logicians intended to make use of the 
new logic to overthrow metaphysics and 
believed that they had overthrown it, but in 
fact what they had overthrown was Western 
old metaphysics but not metaphysics which 
could not be overthrown (Feng 2001, 126, 
202). “Western philosophy” here mainly 
refers to a broad sense of positivism, 
including Neo-Realism. Based on its rejection 
of metaphysics, positivism took a negative 
attitude toward metaphysics of various forms. 
In contrast, Feng Youlan tried to establish a 
new metaphysics through logical analysis 
after abandoning the old metaphysics, and 
his New Rational Philosophy can be seen 
as the result of this endeavor. Over time, 
positivism gradually evolved into logical 
empiricism or logical positivism, with the 
Vienna Circle representing the latter. From 
a holistic perspective, logical positivism defines 
the function of philosophy as the semantic 
and syntactic analysis of propositions. This 
position actually uses logical analysis of 
language to replace the grasp of natural 
principles, more or less confining philosophy 
and science to well-known sayings. Feng 
Youlan had considerable reservations 
about this tendency of logical positivism. 
In his view, while logical analysis does 
include syntactic analysis, it cannot stop 
there. The syntactic analysis (conceptual 
analysis) of a proposition must be associated 
with justification. “According to our 
understanding, logical analysis is the method 
of conceptual analysis and justification, 
meaning difference from the Vienna Circle. 
I believed that justification must be expressed 
by conceptual analysis, while conceptual 
analysis must support justification. The 
Vienna Circle only focuses on conceptual 

analysis without making justifications” (Feng 
2001, 126, 202). The unity of conceptual 
analysis and justification, as aforementioned, 
clearly differs from logical positivism (the 
Vienna Circle), which negates justification 
with conceptual analysis. 

Similar to Feng Youlan, Jin Yuelin 
demonstrates a certain synchronicity with 
modern Western positivist philosophy in 
terms of philosophical theory. His position 
of surpassing or rejecting metaphysics 
reflects this. However, Jin Yuelin made a 
distinction within metaphysics, suggesting 
that different forms of metaphysics can 
be approached in different ways. He 
believed that “there is a major difference 
between the new metaphysics and  
the old metaphysics, and those who oppose 
the old metaphysics do not necessarily oppose 
the new metaphysics” (Jin 1990, 158). From 
Jin Yuelin’s perspective, the debates such 
as the mind-body problem in metaphysics 
may indeed be meaningless, but that does 
not negate the general study of metaphysics. 
These viewpoints not only reflect a tendency 
similar to modern Western positivism, 
but also demonstrate philosophical 
concepts distinct from Western positivism. 
Epistemologically, Jin Yuelin further 
criticized subjectivism in modern West. The 
so-called subjectivism confines knowledge to 
the immediate sensory (feeling) phenomena 
of the present moment, keeping cognition 
within the bounds of sensations. Empiricism 
in Western philosophy, following David 
Hume, had repeatedly taken such a 
stance. The Vienna Circle in modern 
times had combined subjectivism with an 
emphasis on logical analysis of language. 
Jin Yuelin also criticized this position. 
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He clearly pointed out in Epistemology (知
识论) that “some people like to take the 
presentation of feelings as subjective and 
take language as objective, which seems to 
be the proposition of the Vienna Circle. 
However, it is not supported in this book” 
(Jin 1983, 223). As mentioned earlier, the 
Vienna Circle is a primary representative 
of modern Western logical positivism, and 
Jin Yuelin’s criticisms of it are undoubtedly 
a different voice on the world philosophical  
stage. 

Compared with the criticisms of 
Western civilization by Chinese philosophers 
such as Xiong Shili and Liang Shuming, the 
viewpoints of Feng Youlan and Jin Yuelin 
undoubtedly reflect a deeper exploration 
of new philosophical perspectives. Their 
philosophical positions involve debates 
within the worldwide philosophical 
discourse. Although Feng and Jin expressed 
their arguments in the first half of the 20th 
century, their philosophical concepts not 
only carry worldwide significance but also 
present worldwide philosophical trends. 
These criticisms can be seen as part of the 
corresponding philosophical contention.

2 	 Further Demonstration of  
Worldwide Significance

In the latter half of the 20th century, the 
evolution of Chinese philosophy remained 
closely tied to the background of world 
philosophy. However, compared to the 
earlier period, new patterns of change 
emerged. One striking aspect was the 
expanding influence of Marxism. Since the 
1950s, ethics, aesthetics, logic, epistemology 

and other branches of philosophy have 
undergone systematic examinations with 
modern significance in the modern sense 
at different levels. Discussions on formal 
logic, aesthetics, and other topics have 
been initiated, exploring different issues 
in Western and Chinese philosophy, such 
as dialectics and metaphysics, as well as 
the study of philosophical figures such 
as Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel and 
Ludwig Andreas Feuerbach in the West, 
and Confucius, Laozi, and Zhuangzi in 
China. Throughout this process, Marxism 
has gradually assumed a dominant position 
in various fields of philosophy, representing 
a deepening of the philosophical revolution 
initiated in modern China.

Marxist philosophy, Western 
philosophy, and Chinese philosophy 
belong to distinct philosophical traditions. 
In Western philosophical circles, apart 
from the history of philosophy, branches 
of philosophy were generally categorized 
as epistemology, ethics, logic, political 
philosophy, philosophy of science, 
philosophy of language, philosophy of 
mind, etc. Rarely are Marxist, Western and 
Chinese philosophies discussed together in 
parallel. Although Western philosophy and 
Marxist philosophy had already entered 
China by the end of the 19th century and the 
beginning of the 20th century, respectively, 
there was no clear tripartite balance between 
Chinese, Western, and Marxist philosophy 
before the latter half of the 20th century. 
From an origin perspective, although 
Marxism originated from the West, Marxist 
philosophy, as a revolutionary product of 
Western philosophical tradition, already  
acquired a distinct connotation after its birth 
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and manifested as a unique theoretical form. 
Despite the seemingly inconsistent criteria 
of differentiation—regional distinction 
between Chinese and Western philosophies 
and a difference in schools of thought for 
Marxist philosophy—the encounter of these 
three traditions in China carries a unique 
significance. This is primarily manifested in 
the fact that Marxism has gained dominance 
since the latter half of the 20th century. The 
interaction among these three traditions 
and the resulting outcomes undoubtedly 
represent a phenomenon of worldwide 
significance.

From a worldwide perspective, 
the predominant approach in Western 
mainstream philosophy often tends to 
interpret Marxist philosophy primarily 
through the lens of ideology, while being 
reluctant to acknowledge its philosophical 
originality. It can be argued that the 
intellectual achievements of Marxist 
philosophy largely remain beyond the scope 
of the mainstream of Western philosophy. 
This viewpoint undeniably restricts the 
development of Western philosophy by 
excluding Marxist philosophy from the 
genuine domain of philosophical inquiry 
and preventing the broadening of horizons 
to encompass other philosophical systems 
characterized by rich conceptual depth. In 
fact, the disregard for diverse philosophical 
wisdom appears to have resulted in the 
impoverishment and narrowness within 
the mainstream of Western philosophy. 
Comparatively speaking, embracing the 
dominant role of Marxist philosophy while 
also accommodating Chinese and Western 
philosophies, and utilizing the resources 
offered by these three traditions as the 

foundation for philosophical construction, 
undoubtedly provide a broader intellectual 
framework for further philosophical 
reflections. The dominance of Marxist 
philosophy and the worldwide significance 
of interactions among Chinese philosophy, 
Western philosophy, and Marxist 
philosophy should also be understood from 
the aforementioned perspective. 

However, before the late 1970s, the 
dominance of Marxist philosophy often 
accompanied a tendency toward dogmatic 
interpretations. Regarding the examination 
of the history of philosophy, the battle 
between metaphysics and dialectics, idealism 
and materialism, became a general mode to 
recap the history of philosophy, resulting 
in a simplified and abstract portrayal 
of its development. Simultaneously, at 
the formal level, dialectics experienced 
an unprecedented level of appreciation, 
encompassing not only Marxist dialectics 
but also the dialectics of Hegel, which 
garnered attention. But in essence, the 
way of intellectual thinking prevailed. 
Various forms of demarcation, including 
the aforementioned confrontation between 
materialism and idealism and between 
metaphysics and dialectics, became an 
important ideological landscape. In this 
connection, advocating dialectics in 
form and emphasizing intellectuality in 
demarcation in substance usually coexisted. 
This phenomenon evidently became 
detached from a genuine understanding 
of dialectics. Besides, dialectics was often 
formulaic, and some concepts and categories 
were always formulized. There were 
even clear distinctions and demarcations 
between several pairs of categories and 
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major laws. This kind of classification also 
reflected the way of intellectual thinking 
from one aspect, and thus the inner spirit 
of dialectics began to fade gradually (Yang 
2020, 32-38, 157).

From the perspective of world 
philosophy, the aforementioned 
phenomenon undoubtedly shows a unique 
implication. Since the modern times, within 
the mainstream of Western philosophy, 
dialectics that is associated with Hegel’s 
philosophy has consistently been despised 
and marginalized. In contrast to this 
tendency, the aforementioned appreciation 
for dialectics reveals a different approach. 
However, as mentioned earlier, the Chinese 
philosophical community before the late 
1970s embodied substantial intellectual 
thinking within the formalism of dialectics, 
a characteristic similar to the mainstream 
of Western philosophy. Chinese philosophy 
in this period did not directly take part in 
Western philosophical debates, but in terms 
of the relationship between Chinese and 
Western philosophies, the above-mentioned 
philosophical trend demonstrates its 
worldwide significance in a way of mutual 
rejection and integration.

After entering the 1980s, with the 
arrival of the new era, different phenomena 
has emerged in the field of philosophy. 
While laying focus on the relationship 
between Chinese and Western philosophies, 
it becomes evident that the world of 
thought in the late 20th century seemed 
to echo that of the early 20th century. At 
the beginning of the 20th century, with 
the Eastward spread of Western learning, 
various Western schools of philosophy were 
introduced into China one after another. 

However, Western philosophy began to 
fade out with the establishment of the 
dominant position of Marxist philosophy. 
After the 1980s, things began to change. 
Western learning experienced a resurgence 
and infiltrated into all areas of philosophy. 
During this period, Western schools of 
philosophy including the mainstream 
phenomenology and analytic philosophy 
entered the realm of Chinese philosophy in 
diverse ways, and received varying degrees 
of attention. For a time, a multitude of 
intellectual currents and figures emerged, 
presenting themselves one after another. 
The rise of different doctrines initially 
endowed the philosophical landscape with 
a diverse pattern. The aforesaid dogmatic 
tendency was often accompanied by 
authoritarianism, which means rejecting 
dialogues and discussions between different 
thoughts. In contrast, the coexistence of 
different trends of thought, doctrines, and 
viewpoints has led to diversity and richness 
in terms of the morphology of philosophy. 
On this premise, through the dialogues 
and debates between different perspectives, 
a more profound pursuit of truth and 
understanding became possible.

However, with the influx of different 
trends, schools of thought and viewpoints, 
a phenomenon of each asserting its own 
perspective and a lack of communication 
between them began to emerge. From a 
broader cultural perspective, as highlighted 
by Charles Percy Snow, there has been a 
division in the world into a cultural sphere 
centered around scientific knowledge and 
scientific operation, and a cultural sphere 
centered around humanistic studies. 
These two spheres have become enclosed 
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territories that are unable to understand 
each other and difficult to communicate, 
gradually forming a cultural gap. Due to their 
limited professional training, intellectuals 
usually understand only one culture, and 
it is difficult for them to reach a consensus 
on social and cultural development (Yang 
2009, Ch. 9). The separation between the 
two cultures is not only reflects in the 
confrontation between scientism and 
humanism and other trends of thought in a 
broad sense, but also manifests as a division 
between specific philosophical schools such 
as analytic philosophy and phenomenology. 
Regarding the latter, from the philosophical 
topics of concern to the manner of 
expressing philosophical concepts, 
analytic philosophy and phenomenology 
are mutually unintelligible, forming 
an ideological barrier in between. Such 
confrontation and separation in philosophy 
tend to emphasize relativity more. In 
the surging of various trends of thought 
in the 1980s, the above said ideological 
landscape worldwide reappeared in China 
in a certain sense. Different understandings 
of the schools of phenomenology, 
analytic philosophy, and Frankfurt made 
divergence of thought a relatively common 
phenomenon. At the same time, the 
difference between diversity and relativity 
can be noticed here. Diversity shows not 
only different points of view, but also the 
possibility of dialogue and communication, 
while communication further leads to 
mutual absorption and complementarity. 
In contrast, relativity implies the inability 
to reach a mutual agreement between 
different perspectives, resulting in 
difficulties in mutual understanding. 

Emphasizing relativity usually leads to a 
form of relativism that supports “anything 
will do.” As a kind of phenomenon of 
thought, the interconnection and different 
directions of diversity and relativity were 
not only present in the realm of philosophy 
worldwide, but also in the Chinese 
philosophical community in the early 20th 
century and the late 20th century. In this 
respect, modern Chinese philosophy has 
also been integrated with world philosophy.

Related to these phenomena is  
the relationship between “unity” and 
“multiplicity.” Comparatively speaking, 
in the early 20th century and the late 
20th century, the evolution of Chinese 
philosophy showed the trend of 
multiplicity. Different trends and schools 
of thought and viewpoints emerged one 
after another, and argued with each other, 
showing not only the diverse development 
of thought, but also the trend of relativity. 
Relativity tended to only state agreed and 
acceptable opinions, and reject consensus 
in a certain sense, which could further lead 
to skepticism. In comparison, from the 
1950s to the end of the 1970s, the pursuit of 
“unity” became more dominant. Affirming 
“unity” undoubtedly has the significance 
of rejecting relativism and skepticism, but 
overemphasizing unity could easily lead to 
dogmatism. The above division between 
“unity” and “multiplicity, ” in a sense, reflects 
the evolution of world philosophy since 
modern times. As is well known, the pursuit 
of certainty is an important trend in modern 
Western philosophy. René Descartes, 
Baruch Spinoza, John Locke, and David 
Hume, despite their differences between 
rationalism and empiricism, all regarded 
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clarity, distinctness, and indubitability as 
fundamental characteristics of knowledge, 
which affirmed the significance of certainty 
at the epistemological level. After entering 
the modern era, the pursuit of certainty 
was questioned differently. From Friedrich 
Wilhelm Nietzsche’s “Revaluation of All 
Values” to the “Deconstruction of Logos” 
and “Farewell to Reason” in post-modern 
times, these trends have emerged. It is 
not difficult to see the different emphases 
on “unity” and “multiplicity” after the 
historical transition from pursuing 
certainty to questioning certainty. The 
evolution of Chinese philosophy in the 
20th century showed similarity in essence 
with the above evolution of Western 
philosophy since modern times. With the 
craze for traditional Chinese culture in 
the late 20th and the early 21st centuries, 
the trend of thought emphasizing “unity” 
began to take on the form of acknowledging 
tradition and returning to tradition, while 
discussions on issues like the legitimacy of 
Chinese philosophy showed the trend of 
“multiplicity.” Each focused on one aspect, 
showcasing separate approaches.

3 	 Historical Outlook: Deeper 
Involvement in Worldwide 
Contention of Various 
Schools of Thought

The preceding analysis, through a concise 
historical review, has examined the 
evolutionary process of modern Chinese 
philosophy since the 20th century. It is 
evident that, unlike the philosophical 
transitions of the pre-modern era that were 

confined to their own traditions, modern 
Chinese philosophy has assimilated into the 
world. The diverse philosophical trend not 
only reflects the differentiated development 
of philosophy in a broader vision outside 
China, but also its involvement in worldwide 
philosophical debates in a unique way, 
demonstrating its worldwide significance. 
From philosophical debates such as the 
polemics over science and metaphysics to 
the personalized philosophical construction 
of philosophers, from the dominance 
of Marxism to the dialogue between 
Chinese philosophy, Western philosophy, 
and Marxist philosophy, and from 
different approaches stressing diversity 
and relativity to different emphases on 
unity and multiplicity, modern Chinese 
philosophy has taken on more than 
regional characteristics and has worldwide 
significance.

As previously noted, Feng Qi has 
already noticed the worldwide contention 
of various schools of thought. According 
to his understanding, “from a worldwide 
perspective, we are in an era when Eastern and 
Western cultures are influencing each other 
and tending to converge. In this connection, 
it is necessary to have a comprehensive and 
systematic understanding of both Western 
and Eastern cultures, and carry out in-depth 
comparative studies. This requires many 
people to work from different aspects and 
in different fields, which would inevitably 
give rise to different opinions and different 
schools of thought. Therefore, it is fair to say 
that we are faced with worldwide contention 
of various schools of thought” (Feng 1997, 
722). As an unprecedented historical 
phenomenon, this kind of worldwide 
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contention has raised the question that 
demands serious consideration. In fact, 
the aforementioned philosophical changes 
in modern China have responded to this 
from different aspects. Taking part in 
such a contention more proactively is an 
unavoidable historical topic for the further 
development of Chinese philosophy.

On the premise of the evolution of 
Chinese philosophy in the 20th century, 
it is undoubtedly to first examine the 
development of Marxist philosophy. As 
noted above, in the latter half of the 20th 
century, Marxism has gradually gained 
dominance, and further interacted with 
Chinese and Western philosophies. That is 
a phenomenon of worldwide significance. 
However, Marxism also showed a certain 
dogmatic trend in the process of establishing 
its dominant position, which could be 
manifested by the earlier mentioned battle 
between two opposing camps, and the 
formulation of methodological principles. 
The dogmatic trend of this kind also implies 
a degree of abstraction. In essence, Marxism 
takes specific analysis of specific issues as its 
living soul, and abstracts it in a dogmatic way, 
which actually runs counter to the true spirit 
of Marxism. In the course of engaging in the 
worldwide contention of various schools of 
thought, it is undoubtedly necessary to think 
about how to make Marxism transcend 
dogmatism and abstraction. The inherent 
aim of this transcendence lies in returning 
to specificity.

The evolution of Chinese 
philosophy in the 20th century shows 
the tendency of diversity and relativity. 
Affirming diversity implies the sublation 
of dogmatism, but emphasizing relativity 

when affirming diversity often leads to 
relativism. In participating in a worldwide 
contention of various schools of thought, 
it is necessary to avoid both dogmatism, 
which rigidly adheres to one’s own 
viewpoint, and relativism, which contends 
that any perspective is equally valid. How 
to transcend relativism while moving away 
from dogmatism is an unavoidable question 
in the face of worldwide interactions of 
different trends of thought and doctrines. 
Rejecting all viewpoints that differ from 
one’s own usually leads to the tendency 
toward dogmatism, while emphasizing that 
any perspective can be equally valid tends 
to result in relativism. Acknowledging 
diversity and sublating relativism is the 
stance that should be upheld when engaging 
in the worldwide contention of various 
schools of thought.

The above academic standpoint 
implies the unification of unity and 
multiplicity. As mentioned earlier, it is 
difficult to avoid dogmatism logically in case 
of merely highlighting unity and making 
light of multiplicity; denying the possibility 
of reaching unity and simply emphasizing 
multiplicity usually leads to skepticism and 
relativism. In fact, relativism and skepticism 
share theoretical similarities. In a positive 
sense, they focus on unity, meaning the 
affirmation of universality; the affirmation 
of multiplicity tends to admit particularity. 
From a worldwide perspective, different 
philosophical traditions always encompass 
the universal character of “why philosophy 
is philosophy,” while specific historical 
and cultural contexts often give each 
philosophical tradition its particular 
form. In the worldwide contention of 
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various schools of thought, it is necessary 
to pay attention to and acknowledge the 
universality of philosophical principles 
while recognizing the distinctive 
characteristics of different philosophical 
traditions. Recognition in this sense comes 
with the contention process, and behind the 
unification of unity and multiplicity is dual 
confirmation of recognition.

To sublate abstraction and 
dogmatism through specificity, to sublate 
relativism through diversity, and to affirm 
the integration of unity and multiplicity 
primarily emphasize the thinking approach 
in the realm of perception. From a more 
realistic perspective, in the process of 
participating in the worldwide contention, 
it is also necessary to recognize and grasp 
the positive or negative aspects of different 
philosophical traditions, including the 
theoretical limitations, and possible 
resources of thought. Therefore, it is essential 
to further engage in systematic thinking 
that provides constructive solutions or 
responses to relevant problems based 
on multifaceted investigations of reality. 
Whether it is to point out or reveal problems 
in different philosophical traditions, or it 
is to respond to all possible questionings, 
it must start from constructive work at 
the theoretical level. The constructive 
work includes providing personalized and 
systematic thinking on fundamental issues 
in the field of philosophy, developing 
theoretical concepts of its own system, etc. 
Different from merely reviewing the history 
of philosophy or engaging in a descriptive 
account of philosophies of the past, this 
kind of constructive work aims at showing 
a broader philosophical perspective and 

forming creative theoretical achievements. 
In this sense, participating in the worldwide 
contention of various schools of thought 
and carrying out practical and constructive 
work constitute two complementary aspects. 
The lack of philosophical thought and 
construction in the worldwide contention is 
usually an empty discussion, isolated from 
the academic realm of the world, and hard 
to avoid deviation from reality. Advancing 
toward the world and achieving self-
development in constructive thinking is 
the essence for Chinese philosophy to take 
part in the worldwide contention of various 
schools of thought.

Corresponding to the premise 
of constructive studies on worldwide 
contention of various schools of thought, 
the contention is not the ultimate goal. 
Worldwide contention of various schools of 
thought involves making critical comments 
and demonstrating different points of view, 
but the significance extends beyond the 
expression of different views by different 
schools of thought and figures. From the 
historical point of view, the contention 
between different schools of thought and 
figures is always integrated into the evolution 
of thought and culture, and gradually 
becomes a specific content of a cultural 
tradition. In other words, the contention 
itself has a constructive significance. 
Likewise, today’s worldwide contention of 
various schools of thought is not merely 
about the dialogue and confrontation 
between different traditions of thought and 
different cultural positions, but at engaging 
in the process of world cultural development. 
The world culture that accompanies the 
worldwide contention of various schools 
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of thought is singular existence, but the 
association with cultural changes under the 
condition that history has become the world 
history and different cultural traditions 
have encountered each other. This world 
culture, in its essence, embraces diversity as 
its content while presenting individualized 
characteristics. Within this framework, 
the diverse traditions, backgrounds, and 
value orientations represented in the 

global dialogue of diverse philosophies are 
consistent with the rich forms of world 
culture constructed as a result.
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