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Abstract Every philosophical mode has a unique conceptual system. “Q:” has
consistently been a fundamental part of ancient Chinese philosophy, and its
significance is obvious. Guided by the idea of “re-evaluating all values,” Yan Fu,
who was deeply influenced by Western philosophy and logic, used “reverse
analogical interpretation” to present a new explanation of the traditional Chinese
concept of gi. Qi thus evolved into basic physical particles. Yan’s philosophical
effort has great significance: The logical ambiguity that had haunted gi was
overcome. However, gi gradually evolved into a particular existence as it was
“Westernized.” It completely lost its internal “flavor” as indigenous Chinese
philosophy. Its previous philosophical abstraction and universality diminished
and at the same time it was not “Westernized” into the “pure concept” of Hegel’s
philosophy.”
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1 Introduction

When he examined why Thalesian philosophy did not put forward the concept of
“first principle,” Hegel argued that “seeing that difference in culture on the whole
depends on difference in the thought determinations which are manifested, this
must be so still more with respect to philosophies” (Hegel 2009). If a nation has
philosophy, it must have an original system of philosophical concepts. Qi is one
of the main categories in Chinese philosophy. Yan Fu “explained Chinese
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learning with Western culture,” subversively explaining and reconstructing the
traditional Chinese theory of ¢i by the methodology of reverse analogical
interpretation.1 Hans Georg Gadamer once said, “A person who is trying to
understand a text is always projecting. He projects a meaning for the text as a
whole as soon as some initial meaning emerges in the text. Again, the initial
meaning emerges only because he is reading the text with particular expectations
in regard to a certain meaning” (Gadamer 2008). The ¢i deliberately “projected”
by Yan Fu is both familiar and strange to Chinese people. Does this “what
happens to us” belong to “different understanding” or excessive hermeneutics?
This question is very thought-provoking.

2 “Regretfully Chinese Characters Were Ruined by Various
Writers and Are Mostly Ambiguous”

The transformation of modern Chinese thought belonged to the transformation of
“mode” in Thomas S. Kuhn’s words, and Yan Fu was precisely this mode among
that generation of intelligentsia. As the first thinker in early modern China who
really understood Western culture, Yan Fu dominated the development of modern
Chinese thought with his awareness of questions and his methodology in
resolving these questions. For this reason, academics have praised Yan as “the
first.” Cai Yuanpei said, “Yan Fu was the first to introduce Western philosophy in
the past half century” (Cai 1985, p. 274). Liang Qichao remarked, “Among the
students who were sent to the West to study and had relationships with the circle
of thoughts of China, Yan Fan was the most important” (Liang 2005, p. 82).
Since modern times, an important symbol of the modernization of the Chinese
cultural tradition has been the introduction of Western logic.> Guided by the idea
of “responding to the West,” Yan Fu not only introduced much of Western
philosophy, politics, economics and natural sciences to China, but paid great
attention to the introduction of logic—a scientific methodology. Because Yan

! After Buddhism was introduced to China, Chinese Buddhist monks interpreted Buddhist
doctrines using concepts and categories from Confucian and Taoist philosophy, helping the
populace understand the basic teaching of Buddhism. There were the methods of Chen Yinque
M7 4%, namely “ge yi” #% 3 (comparison and analogy of concepts) and “lian lei” #2
(enumeration of things of the same type). Since early modern times, Chinese people have used
concepts and categories in western philosophy as well as theoretical structures to interpret and
analyze Chinese classical works and thoughts. This method of research is known as “reverse
analogical interpretation.”

% As early as the end of the Ming dynasty, a famous scholar, Li Zhicao, translated the Outline
of Aristotle’s Dialectics, but this book did not have much influence on Chinese academia, nor
did Western logic take root in China. It was not until the end of the Qing dynasty did Yan find
the wonder in Western logic and worked hard to advocate and promote it. Since then it has
become popular in modern China.
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introduced Western logic both completely and systematically, he developed a
world where Chinese academic research was based on scientific methodology.
“After Yan Fu translated these two books, logic began to become popular in
China: It began to be set up as a course at school, and meanwhile, scholars began
to use it as their methodology in their research” (Guo 1997, p. 183). For example,
Zhang Taiyan used formal logic to criticize Christianity in his essay titled
“Wushenlun” L& (“Antitheism”), and Liang Qichao used induction in his
essay “Zhongguo Lishi Yanjiu Fa” w [H [ L4551k (“Methodology for the
Research of Chinese History”) to study the distribution of tribes during the
Western Zhou dynasty. Yan had good reason to promote the Western science of
logic. Francis Bacon once said that logic was “the method of all methods, and the
learning of all learning” (Yan 1986, p. 1027). Yan realized that it was the basis
and methodology for Western natural sciences and contained the “vitality” of
Western learning (Ibid., p. 2). “The efficiency can be testified through prosperity,
and prosperity is based on gezhi %3 (research and acquirement). Without
research or acquirement, there would be only fruitlessness, just as the saying
goes that ‘braising sand for a thousand years does not serve one single meal’”
(Ibid., p. 43). Thanks to his original work, Western logic was warmly welcomed
by the Chinese intelligentsia. “It was completely fresh to Chinese scholars and
quickly became fashionable, and political theories in China have been based on
logic since” (Wang 1936, p. 55; Niu and Sun 1990, p. 55). Due to the widespread
use of the terms ratiocination and argumentation, modern academic works are
remarkably different from those of the ancient times, and the characteristics of
Chinese culture completely changed because of the introduction and use of
Western logic.

In his youth and middle age Yan Fu was a radical proponent of Westernization.
He argued that the reason there had been no “profound, precise scientific
philosophy” in China was that the “cells” of indigenous culture, concepts and
categories themselves were flawed with “ambiguity.” After he examined
traditional Chinese learning by comparing Chinese and Western cultures, Yan
realized that traditional Chinese learning had a fundamental defect: From the
point of view of structure, it lacked a precise system of logic, and from the point
of view of narration, concepts and categories were heterogeneous, unclear,
ambiguous and contradictory. If we can say that Wang Fuzhi had hazily seen
such internal defects in Chinese culture, it can be said that Yan profoundly
understood the lack of logic in traditional Chinese learning due to his
understanding of Western philosophy and logic:

For mankind, the most important capability is to think and distinguish, and
languages and characters are the very tool to do so. To think prudently and
distinguish clearly must start with the strictness of languages. The strictness of
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languages merely depends upon the strict use of characters (Jevons 1981, p.
15).

Just skim over any dictionaries ranging from Wuya it (Five Lexical Essays
in the Style of “Er Ya”), Sancang — A% (Three Lexical Essays in the Style of
Chapter “Cangji”), Shuowen i (An Etymological Dictionary of Chinese
Characters) and Fangyan Ji5 (A Lexical Collection of Dialect Glossaries in
Comparison) to today’s similar works, then you may find that seven or eight
tens of Chinese characters produce ambiguity, and the only difference is their
extents (Ibid., p. 17).

By the criterion of Western culture, “learning” must conform to two general
conditions: logicality and positivism. When this criterion is cited to evaluate
traditional Chinese culture, one finds that the latter is merely an accumulation of
knowledge and experiences in ethics, philosophy or politics from a theoretical
perspective, and it is just like a pile of coins which lack implicit logical
connection. “Learning can be called sciences only when it contains causality
and rules and can tell both the past and the future” (Yan 1986, p. 125). Only that
which conforms to the law of causation and thus ratiocinate the unknown on the
basis of the known can be called a science. Traditional Chinese learning had
always stressed conclusions but neglected the logical argumentation that led to
these conclusion. “Regretfully Chinese characters were ruined by various
writers and are mostly ambiguous, and that is a great hindrance to the
development of learning” (Ibid., p. 1247). “With respect to languages, however,
the mistake that is most easily made and thus leads to the unclear representation
is the unawareness of the use of ambiguous characters. That was why Yang Zhu
wept for lost sheep” (Jevons 1981, p. 15). This logical defect of ambiguity
existed in all traditional Chinese philosophy to the “cells” of traditional
philosophy—concepts.

Yan remarked in Primer of Logic, “Sometimes it is absolutely impossible to
know exactly the meaning of a name or a character. Take the character ‘qi” =,
for example, which was often mentioned by earlier Chinese Confucians. When it
was asked why people were sick, they answered that evil ¢i attacked and entered
their bodies; when it was asked why the country declined, they answered that the
yuan gi Ju"<. (prime vitality) did not recover. For the birth of a virtuous man,
they would speak of jian gi A< (medial gi); at sudden swelling in feet, they
would attribute it to shi gi ¥&’<, (wet gi). The other examples are /i gi Ji’<, (evil
qi), yin qi %< (excessive qi), zheng qi 1E'S (proper qi), yu gi &< (surplus
qi), and the saying that ghosts and divinity were the perfect function of two kinds
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of ¢gi, and so on. All in all, they could connect almost everything to gi. Now if
you ask them what they meant by ¢i, I am sure that they would be perplexed and
not know how to answer. So, they simply called everything that they did not
know gi. How is it different from balderdash to refer to things and argue in such
a way?” (Jevons 1981, pp. 18-19) Yan’s passage actually asked his rivals to
define the concept of “gi” from the point of view of formal logic: What is ¢i?
The reason his rivals did not have any answers can be understood from two
dimensions: (1) Feng Youlan /% held that gi had a “relative meaning” and
an “absolute meaning.” “We cannot say what gi is. There are two reasons for it.
First, when we say what gi is, we must assert that the things which exist are
composed of this ‘what.’ It is to affirm the hypostasis somewhat, and this ‘what’
is contained in the images. Second, if we say what the ¢i is, the so-called gi will
be a thing that can exist, rather than a thing that everything relies on to exist. Qi
is not anything. So, gi is wuming Jo# (the nameless), also known as wu ji Jotk
(the limitless)” (Feng 1996, p. 811). Feng viewed “qi” as a purely ontological
concept in Western philosophy: he mentioned the category ¢i in the sense of
Chinese philosophy, but he defined its logical description and philosophical
essence in a Western way; (2) It was completely different to define “qi” using a
Western logical theory that has been around since Socrates and Aristotle. The
extension of “gi” was ambiguous and changeable. The uncertainty of the sphere
of its extension was precisely the general character of the categories of Chinese
philosophy, one of which was the “gi” in question. When we define what the “gi”
was, we are simply asserting “what the ¢i is not.” Socrates once said, we should
reject “any answer given in terms which were as yet unexplained or unadmitted”
(Plato 2009, pp. 53-54). A concept could not justifiably exist before it is
explained. When I do not know “what” a thing is, I would not be able to know
“how” it will be. This remark of Socrates did not conform to ancient Chinese
philosophy. The “early Confucians” had not been influenced by Western
philosophy and logic as Yan was, and they obviously could not accept Feng’s
explanation, either. Therefore, the second explanation might have expressed the
“feeling of electrification” (an expression by Liang Qichao) brought to the
Chinese people by the difference between the Chinese and Western modes of
thinking and those of narration.

Yan had been the first to say “How is it different from balderdash to refer to
things and argue in such a way?” His criticism was theoretically significant: In
the development of ancient Chinese theory of ¢i, Yan was the first to reveal at a
high level of philosophy and logic the defect of “gi,” that is, “it has extremely
ambiguous meanings,” and that was a kind of clear philosophical consciousness.
Yan had finally reached a philosophical level that Zhang Zai, Zhu Xi, Wang
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Fuzhi and other philosophers had never reached, so it was of great significance
for the progress of philosophy3 (Li 1979, p. 273). In Chinese philosophy, crucial
concepts and categories were full of ambiguity and contradictions, so it was
inevitable that the thought based on these concepts and categories were
heterogeneous and full of defects. In the Zuozhuan 7% (Annals of Spring and
Autumn Annotated by Zuo Qiuming), gi was divided into “six kinds of ¢i,”
namely “yin 1, yang FH, feng A (wind), yu W (rains), hui i (darkness) and
ming B (brightness).” In Dong Zhongshu’s philosophical system, gi contained
12 meanings, such as the gi of yin and yang, the gi of four seasons, and the gi of
wu xing HAT (five active elements), and it included aspects of nature, life, spirit,
ethics, society, and human affairs. In fact, it could involve much more and can be
enumerated endlessly. History’s thinkers had never viewed gi as the supreme
concept in philosophy, but we can easily notice such a phenomenon: generations
of thinkers had never given a uniform, affirmed and scientific logical definition
of ¢qi, and the scope of its extension had been changeable and unfixed. Yan
described this logical phenomenon when he remarked, “Sometimes, it is
absolutely impossible to know exactly the meaning of a name or a character.”
Wang Chong argued in his essay titled “Wu Xing” T (“Formless”) in
Luncheng &1 (Comment and Judgment) that “human beings receive yuan qi
from Heaven, and thus respectively their destiny of longevity and early death”;
influenced by this idea, Su Shi thought that “longevity and early death depend
upon yuan ¢qi.” Yan disagreed with such opinions as they were simply
conclusions that contained no argumentation, sighing “what on earth do the two
characters ‘yuan qi’ refer to” (Yan 1986, p. 1206). A consummate philosophical
concept must have a definite connotation and extension, conform to the basic
formal logic that “A is not non-A,” and use concepts with definite meaning,
otherwise it will lead to eclectic and sophist mistakes.

“What on earth do the two characters ‘yuan gi’ refer to?” This deafening
exclamation of Yan’s revealed a serious defect in traditional Chinese learning: the
lack of a logical tradition. In Western philosophy, the development of categories
and concepts went through a process of continual deepening. Thales’ proposition
that “water is the source” marked the end of religious cosmology and the birth of
philosophy. In Thales’ proposition, water “is not looked at in its particularity as
opposed to other natural things,” but Hegel held that “the world of Thought must
first be formed and there—is as yet no pure unity” (Hegel 2009). The category of
water was a concept with much empirical quality. The “universal essence” in a

3 Li Zehou held that Yan’s “semantic criticism to resolve ambiguity can still serve as a good
example in China” ( Li 1979, p. 273).
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true philosophical sense must gain its “absolute form,” in which sensuous factors
have been taken away. Evidently, “water” was not a philosophical “pure Notion”
yet. Pythagoras’ “number” was a philosophical progress compared with Thales’
water, but still, this “number” remained “quite indeterminate” (Ibid.). Numbers
were not the “universal essence yet, nor had it gained an “absolute form.” “The
Pythagorean philosophy has not yet got the speculative form of expression for
the Notion. Numbers are not pure Notion, but Notion in the form of ordinary idea
or sensuous perception, and hence a mixture of both” (Ibid.). The so-called
“speculative form of expression for the Notion” means that a subject’s
understanding of concepts should be based on reason rather than sense, the
definition and reasoning of philosophical concepts had reached the cognitive
level of abstraction and essentialization, and forms had become generalized.
Hegel believed that “pure concept,” in a true philosophical sense, did not occur
until the Eleatic School: “In it we see thought becoming free for itself; and in that
which the Eleatics express as absolute essence, we see Thought grasp itself in
purity, and the movement of Thought in Notions” (Ibid.). Western philosophy
shows an evolving course of categories with clear progression, but Chinese
philosophy lacked such a course of negation. Over 2,000 years, from the
proposition that “qi begets itself” in Hengxian 1E5, the bamboo text from the
Chu State, to the theories of gi by Huang Zongxi and Wang Fuzhi, the logical
progression of the concept was very slow, and no radical change occurred in its
philosophical quality.

3 Explaining Chinese Learning with Western Culture: Yan’s
Reconstruction of “Qi”

In explaining Chinese learning with Western culture, some Chinese scholars
(Feng Youlan, for example) asked: Is it possible to explain Chinese learning with
Western learning? How about constructing a “Western intellectual history” with
Chinese learning as a criterion? After profound consideration, Feng came to think
that such an equal question in reverse could not be proposed, for “in the history
of early modern China, the so-called division between China and the West was
actually the difference between the ancient and modern times” (Feng 1989, p.
155). To “explain Chinese learning with Western culture” was to interpret the
tradition with modern culture, to a certain extent. So traditional Chinese
philosophy must make “semantic criticism to resolve ambiguity” as Li Zehou
said, if it was to truly realize its transformation. Established in the achievements
of modern Western natural sciences, Yan adopted Western philosophy and logic
as a rational criterion, giving a completely new philosophical definition to gi
both by “analogical interpretation” and “syncretism’:
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First, (the universe) “began with ¢i and evolved into numerous particular
things” (Yan 1986, p. 17). “With the movement of g¢i, things change
automatically. That is the so-called natural evolution by the scholars of modern
times” (Ibid., p. 1106). Things in the world varied in types, but behind the
“many” there was a shared “one”; in other words, “the types of things vary, but
they all originate from the same source” (Ibid., p. 16). Yan knew a little about
modern natural sciences in the West, reckoning that all substance was composed
of 64 kinds of elements. Under certain conditions, the various dissolution and
combination of these elements resulted in particular things and phenomena.
“More than 60 kinds of chemical elements have been enumerated, but all of them
can be changed into gi (gas) at high temperatures. Now the elements usually seen
in the earth are nothing more than the three of nitrogen, hydrogen and oxygen”
(Jevons 1981, p. 18). Starting with this, Yan further defined the philosophical
quality of gi: Qi was “force.” “Zhibeiyou” 4nlbii (“Northwards Tour”), a
chapter in the Zhuangzi =7 (Writings of Zhuangzi) said, “what connects the
world together is only ¢i,” and Yan annotated this line saying, “Today’s scientists
hold that gas exists eternally, and people in the ancient times spoke of gi, actually
they are just strength” (Yan 1986, p. 1136). Yan must have been influenced by
Spencerian philosophy when he interpreted ¢i as force. Affected by Immanuel
Kant’s agnosticism, Herbert Spencer held that the explanations of all
apprehensible things indicated that there were latent inapprehensible things.
Beyond phenomena existed an absolute entity, and this entity was unknowable.
What was knowable was merely empirical phenomena, and what was
unknowable was the absolute entity, i.e., the “force” in his term. The very reason
“force” was unknowable was that experiments to prove this force had to
presuppose the existence of this force, but empirical methods could not be used
to prove the persistence of force. The “force” was persistent, it was an
unconditional substance which had no beginning or end, the ultimate cause of all
phenomena, and a basis on which to scientifically organize experiences, and thus
the source of all knowledge. What needs to be pointed out is that Yan did not
grasp the quintessence of Spenserian philosophy, although the force he talked
about originated from Spencer. The reason is that “force” for Spencer was not the
object of knowledge, which was absolutely unknowable and could be approached
only through religious beliefs. Yan wanted to define gi as a particular material
existence when he explained gi with force: “Today’s gi is something of particles
with ai [i %Jj (attractive force) and ju Ii #iJj (repulsive force), whose weight
can be measured, and whose movement can be sensed” (Jevons 1981, p. 18).
Zhang Taiyan wrote Junshuo i (On Bacteria) in 1899, which also defined ¢i
as the source of Heaven, Earth and all the other particular things. Zhang held that
qi was “ether,” and it was actually atoms (Zhang 1977, p. 134). Physics of the
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early modern times once assumed “ether” to be the medium that transmitted light,
so Zhang called it “chuan-guang-qi” 1%t/ (the gi that transmitted light). This
indicates that Zhang defined ether to be ¢i, and asserted its essence to be atoms.
Modern physics borrows the atom in Grecian philosophy to represent the basic
particles that make up matter. Zhang replaced an empirical and intuitive concept
with a scientific one when he defined the essence of gi-ether. Objective
existences were substantial, so their source could not be non-existence or pure
abstraction. Modern positive sciences hold, despite their extremely small sizes,
that atoms have substantial bodies, their sizes can be measured by experimental
methods, and they move at fast or slow speeds.

Second, ¢i has attractive and repulsive forces. Attraction and repulsion are
complimentary categories in Western culture. Yan translated them as “ai [i”
(attractive force) and “ju [i” (repulsive force); their counterparts in traditional
Chinese culture were “yin” and “yang.” The theory of ¢i had always viewed yin
and yang as a basic attribute of the universe as a thing-in-itself, and the very
cause of the genesis and movement of the universe and all things in it. The gi of
yin and yang affected each other and thus circulated, producing Heaven, Earth
and all the other particular things. In the history of theories of ¢i in ancient China,
it was Zhang Zai who developed the theory of ¢i and yin-yang to the highest
level. Zhang held that the universe, including all the particular things in it, was a
combination of the gi of yin and yang, therefore every existence contained the
“two poles” of yin and yang. The opposition and unity of the “two poles” of yin
and yang caused the universe and all things in it to move and change ceaselessly.
Zhang proceeded to suggest that such movement and changes were occult and
inscrutable: “One thing has two forms, which indicates gi. There is the ‘one’,
therefore it is occult (it contains the ‘two’, therefore it is immeasurable). There is
the ‘two,’ therefore it evolves (the evolution proceeds in the ‘one’). That is how
Heaven produces two counterparts” (Zhang 1978, p. 10). Here, the “one” was ¢,
the ultimate source of Heaven, Earth and all the other particular things, the “two”
referred to yin and yang, and the term “occult” meant that “gi” contained both
yin and yang, thus was immeasurable and occult. Zhang’s dialectics about “one”
and “two” as well as “division” and “combination” was a great contribution to
the theory of ¢i. Even Zhu Xi, who argued that gi presupposed principles, praised
Zhang’s opinion saying, “Zhang Zai said it very well, and it should be treated
carefully” (Zhu 1994, p. 2511).

What interestingly corresponded were the philosophies of Anaximenes and
Diogenes in ancient Greece, who also viewed “gi” as the ultimate foundation for
the existence of the universe. With ¢i as the original source of the universe, then
what was the impetus for gi to produce the universe and all the things in it?
Neither Thales nor Anaximander gave a clear answer. In Western philosophy, the
first philosopher to set forth this important question was Anaximenes. He held
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that gi contained a pair of everlasting inherent contradictions between heat and
cold. According to him, it was the contradiction between heat and cold that
produced the universe and all the things in it. The form of heat was scattering,
and that of cold was agglomerating, it was through scattering and agglomerating
that ¢i formed various existences. Empedocles, who lived in the 5th century B.
C., thought that two kinds of primordial forces in the universe existed: one was
combination and the other was separation. Aristotle criticized Empedocles,
saying that he had not used these principles, but he also objectively admitted that
Empedocles was the first to view the principle of motion as “different and
opposed” (Hegel 2009). The discovery of Newton’s universal gravitation
deepened people’s understanding of the theory of attraction. When Western
philosophy brought both repulsive and attractive forces into the realm of
ontology and reduced the source of the existence and changes of the universe and
all things in it down to the rule of opposition and unification as repulsion and
attraction, ontology in Western philosophy began to bid farewell to its classical
forms, for an authentic theory about matter had to give equally important
positions to repulsion and attraction, and a theory about matter only based on
attraction was wrong, insufficient and unilateral. Immanuel Kant created a “true
theory of substances” by going a step further than Newton’s unilateral emphasis
of attraction, and proposing that substances were the unification of repulsion and
attraction. Hegel remarked, “To Kant we owe the completed theory of matter as
the unity of repulsion and attraction” (Ibid.). Yan cited Western learning as an
original source for the theory of ¢gi. He made a reverse analogical interpretation
of Chinese learning, translating repulsive force into ju /i, and attractive force into
ai li, arguing for the ultimate cause of movement and changes in the classical
theory of ¢i from the perspective of the opposite and unified movement of “ai /i
and “ju [i”: “Therefore, things at their beginning contain more of the force of
particles. What is the force of particles? One example is the so-called ‘ai /i’ in
chemistry. When they develop into a higher stage, they involve more of physical
force. All visible movements are caused by such force” (Yan 1986, p. 1328).
“Force between substances works on each other in the universe; without
substances, there would be no way to indicate force, and without force, there
would be no way to indicate substances” (Ibid., p. 1320) From then on, the
theory of yin and yang was abandoned, and the theory of “ai /i and “ju /i was
used to explain the internal structure of ¢i as a source. The concepts of “ai /i” and
“ju Ii” rapidly became popular in Chinese academia. For example, Tan Sitong,
who was influenced by modern natural sciences in the West, used the concept of
“ether” to replace “qi” and describe the source of the universe. Tan gave us some
brand-new philosophical descriptions: first, ether was the most basic hypostasis
that constituted all things; second, ether was the very reason why all things were
themselves; thirdly, ether was the medium through which things affected each
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other; fourthly, ether was the “ai [i,” i.e., the “attractive force,” between Heaven,
Earth and all the other things, the sun, the moon, the stars and even the star
clusters in the Galaxy “depend upon ether to attract each other without
dispersing” (Tan 1998, p. 294). In Tan’s philosophy, ¢gi was the hypostasis that
constituted all things, and ether was the source of the hypostasis; the celestial
bodies attracted each other because gi made them move without falling down,
while ether was the “ai [i” and “ju [i,” the attraction between objects. In fact,
ether was a philosophical category further abstracted from gi, which defined the
hypostasis of the category gi, a transformed form of the category gi. From here
we find that the theory of yin and yang had gradually been abandoned by
academia, and substituted by the Western theory of attraction and repulsion.
Third, ¢gi had extension and weight. The Dao was another concept in Chinese
philosophy. It was said that “The Dao that can be told is not the usual Dao; the
name that can be given is not the usual name.” (The Dao penetrates both the
metaphysical and peta-physical worlds; it cannot be talked about, cannot be
defined, and cannot be logically prescribed by Western philosophy; people can
give a cursory description of it). The Laozi %7+ (Book of Laozi) made use of
many expressions suggesting hesitation such as to “seem,” “or,” to “be like” and
“not to know” to show that the Dao was beyond human being’s cognitive ability
on the one hand; on the other hand, however, it often used “one” and
“non-being™ to describe the trait as “is so small that it has no inner anymore,” as
the beginning of the universe. Why did “the Dao” have many other names such
as “one,” “non-being” and “great”? The reason was that “the Dao” itself was
“constrainedly giving it a name.” Because the Dao was not the object of
empirical or rational cognition, it could show its infinity and absoluteness as the
general source and general foundation of all things in the world. Correspondingly,
the philosophical and logical definition of gi directly indicated its philosophical
level in ancient China. For example, the ¢i in Wang Chong’s philosophy varied in
terms of thickness and thinness, and coarseness and delicacy. “All things come
into being because of their reception of ¢i. The density of gi has always been the
same” (Wang 1979, p. 1073). Analyzed from a philosophical point of view,
Zhang Zai pushed ¢i’s traits of formlessness and imagelessness to the highest
philosophical level. In his proposition that “tai xu X (great vacancy) equates
qi,” both tai xu and gi were essentially identical concepts: “Tai xu is formless,
and it is the proper form of ¢i. Meanwhile, the ¢i’s agglomeration and scattering
are just the temporary forms of ¢i in changing” (Zhang 1978, p. 7). Qi formed
objects when it agglomerated, and returned to the original source, the proper state
of tai xu when it scattered. Various particular things were the “temporary forms”

* Quoted from the first chapter of the Book of Laozi. The quotations of Book of Laozi in this
article are from the version of Liu 1986.
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of gi, and tai xu, which was formless and immaterial, meant its proper state. Qi
was the “First Cause™: it derived from itself, was without any particular
descriptions, and was not the object of any empirical or rational cognition. In
Western philosophy, Democritus defined atoms by two attributes: sizes and
shapes. Later, Epicurus added a third attribute—weight. The atomism established
by Democritus and other people was a summary and development of the different
early Greek philosophical schools, after which Greek philosophy began to enter a
stage of systemization. Bertrand Arthur William Russell once summarized five
general characteristics of atoms (Russell, p. 84), pointing out that atoms were
cosmological matter and elementary particles that were very small, had no
internal space, and were indivisible. Epistemologically, the idea that atoms were
indivisible was put forward to address the logical contradiction caused by
Anaxagoras’s hypothesis that “seeds” could be divided endlessly. Zeno of Elea
once analyzed the conflict between infinite division and indivisibility: Infinite
division would lead to a point at the end, “zero,” but the sum of zeros was still
zero, so all things were naught. Atomists pondered this problem and suggested
that atoms had no inner space. The development of modern natural sciences,
however, seriously challenged the traditional “indivisibility” of atoms. Hegel
criticized atomists who viewed the universe as full of completely separate and
independently existing atoms: The principle of the One is altogether ideal and
belongs entirely to thought, even though we wish to say that atoms exist. The
atom may be taken materially, but it is supersensuous, purely intellectual. In our
times, too, more especially through the instrumentality of Gassendi, this
conception of atoms has been renewed.... Atoms thus are, even in their apparent
union in that which we call things, separated from one another through the
vacuum which is purely negative and foreign to them, i.e. their relation is not
inherent in themselves, but is with something other than them, in. which they
remain what they are (Hegel 2009). Obviously, Yan Fu did not see Hegel’s
critique of atomists, nor did he realize the “theoretical emptiness and
shallowness” of atomism, let alone analyze and research Zhang Zai’s theory of gi;
instead, he reconfigured the theory of ¢i to Western atomism, saying, “now the
so-called ¢i is something that consists of particles and involves the ‘ai i’
(attractive force) and ‘ju i’ (repulsive force), whose weight is measurable and
whose motion is perceptible” (Jevons, p. 18). Qi thus became elementary
particles of matter that had weight and were omnipresent.

4 Conclusion

Benjamin Schwartz once said, academics in the last decade of the 19™ century
and the first decade of the 20™ century represented the true reformers of values
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and carriers of new ideas from the West (Schwartz 1972, pp. 2 & 4). Yan’s theory
of gi was a typical case of “explaining Chinese learning with Western culture” or
“speaking Chinese language in a foreign way.” His attempt at reverse analogical
interpretation in reconstructing classical Chinese theories of gi by means of
Western philosophical principles and natural science was significant for classical
Chinese theories. The concept of “gi” thus reframed by Western culture was
reduced to basic particles with weight and breadth. Yan’s deconstruction and
reconstruction work is philosophically significant: the logical ambiguity of gi
was finally decisively overcome by Yan’s discourse on gi. Qi thus gained a
relatively specific extension and a relatively stable definition. The classical
Chinese theories of gi thus entered a completely new era. However, we should
also be aware that as Yan applied “Western culture” to gi, bestowing physical
qualities that could be measured through scientific and experimental methods, its
logical meaning became more specific and its logical extension more steady. Qi
consequently diminished into a particular, concrete thing. Its previous
philosophical abstractness and generality were greatly reduced, its previous
ontological sense weakened, and the internal “spirit” of indigenous Chinese
philosophical concepts lost. Urged to “re-estimate all value,” Chinese people of
Yan’s generation as a whole had experienced the anxiety of breaking through
ideological constraints, criticizing existing values and responding to the West in
all aspects. Therefore, the transformation of the classical theories of gi was an
intense process of gaining scientific quality at the cost of philosophy. In other
words, the gi in Yan’s thought was no longer the ontological source of the
universe, nor had it been “Westernized” into a “pure concept” with “absolute
form” in Hegel’s words; rather, ¢i had gradually faded out of the metaphysical
realm, degenerating into a physical existence. It had completed its historical
mission as the foundation for all things, the original source of the world. In a
word, Yan had over-interpreted the categories of indigenous Chinese philosophy
in his reverse analogical interpretation. So, it should be logically concluded that
Yan had closed the door on classical Chinese theories of gi.
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