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Introduction

A long time ago, asserts the Laozi,' people in one village could hear the cries of
dogs and roosters in the adjacent settlement, and yet the idea of visiting each
other never occurred to them (Daodejing 80). Are we dealing here with descriptive
or prescriptive prose? The text may nostalgically refer to the past, as my rephras-
ing implies, or, alternatively, it speaks of a utopian country, in which (suggests the
same stanza) travel, weapons, machinery and even the art of writing would be
considered as suspect.

Ancient Chinese thinkers were insisting on a point that the Laozi’s micro-para-
ble illustrates in its own fashion: only after one’s way of behaving and thinking has
“settled”, has fully matured, should one endeavor to move further along the road.
Streams, notes Mencius ¥ (372—289 BCE), fill every hollow they meet along the
way before flowing on to the sea. Similarly, when devoting yourself to the art of
studying (xue £), you need to go deeper before you go further, i.e., you must get
to the bottom of each of the difficulties met in the course of your exploration.
After an issue has been thoroughly dealt with, one can shift to another topic (Men-
cius 4B.18 and 7 A.24). The Confucian thinker Yang Xiong 4%/ (53 BCE-18 CE) ex-
tends the analogy to all natural phenomena, thus strengthening further its intellec-
tual and spiritual significance: the wild goose proceeds “like water” (you shui J47K)
in the sense that, rather than trying to cover all the surrounding territory, it goes
only towards certain directions and it lands only in certain locations. Besides, “a
tree develops its branching by [first] stabilizing its roots. It proceeds the way
water does!” (Yang Xiong, Exemplary Sayings [Fayan 7% 7] 1.14).?

As illustrated by our representative examples above, Chinese philosophy is not
spontaneously “comparative”; it does not travel from one village to another so as to
look at the neighbors’ dogs and roosters. These animals are evoked in another
adage of Mencius: when dogs or roosters escape from the farm, one knows
which direction to go searching. Conversely, whoever has lost her heart-mind
(xin +») has also lost the reference point from which to start the quest. Thus,
“the way of learning through apprenticeship” (xuewen zhi dao 5]z i) is to re-
sort to a teacher who will provide us with the guidance we need as we search for
the heart we lost — “and that’s it! [er yi yi fj £.72]”, concludes Mencius (Mencius

1 Also called Daodejing (i.e., The Classic of the Way and [Its] Virtue [Potency]). As the sections of
this seminal work are extremely short, I name them “stanzas” (following Levi 2018 and others)
rather than “chapters”.

2 For the rules applying to quotes and translations throughout this volume, see the Appendix
“Note on Citations and Translations.”
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2 —— Introduction

6 A11). Rather than walking at random, we need to firmly adhere to the path the
teacher has opened in front of us.

Even if they may sound unduly constraining, Laozi’s and Mencius’ precepts
constitute a useful reminder: one does not circulate with impunity from one phi-
losophy, from one wisdom, from one culture to another, as one would tour a coun-
try. The displacement must be triggered by a necessity experienced in the inner-
most. Following the way of water, a philosophy that wants to be comparative in
scope should not proceed further as long as it has not probed deeper. In other
words, a philosophy that extends over very vast areas may prove to be shallow.

For ancient Chinese thinkers, the art of studying was certainly not equivalent
to accumulating knowledge. Rather, it was akin to exert the virtue of attentiveness
till the truth being reached or the phenomenon being observed had been tasted by
the students, till they were able to integrate what they had learnt into deliberation
and conduct. What it meant to “study” already constituted a subject of meditation.?

Keeping in mind the lessons drawn from this opening, I will now ponder over
the criticisms that Kant had addressed to “scholasticism”. What at first glance may
seem to be a rather disconcerting detour will eventually lead us to formulate the
first proposition of the present work: inviting the Chinese and Western traditions
into fruitful dialogue requires to carry out a detailed, at times critical appraisal of
the way in which they are usually put into relation. I thus endeavor in this book a
“critique” in the traditional meaning of the term: an inquiry led in order to better
discern the conditions presiding over the shaping, validity, limitations or fallacies
of a given body of discourses and assumptions. As stated by Foucault, “critique is
not a matter of saying that things are not right as they are. It is a matter of pointing
out on what kinds of assumptions, what kinds of familiar, unchallenged, unconsid-
ered modes of thought the practices that we accept rest” (Foucault 1988, 154). Kant’s
critique of scholasticism will inspire the framing of my own questions as to the
way comparative philosophy is understood and practiced today, for the present en-
deavor might suffer from limitations similar to the ones that Kant was pinpointing
in the philosophical enterprise of his time. When complemented by a text-based
appreciation of what “study” was entailing for ancient Chinese thinkers, this ques-
tioning will help us to find novel ways “to develop our branching by stabilizing our
roots”, to appropriate the analogy suggested by Yang Xiong.

Philosophizing (philosophieren) is by no means a laudatory term in Kant’s vo-
cabulary. It is synonymous with “repeating one’s lesson”. Kant’s criticism of phil-

3 What “studying [learning]” was meant for, and how to apply oneself to study, became a lasting
topic of debate in classical China. Summarizing how a disagreement with the scholar Geng Ding-
xiang Jk5E 17 (1524-1596) evolved into a full-fledged quarrel, Li Zhi Z5# (1527-1602) explained:
“Geng Dingxiang and I argued over learning” (Lu 2020, 217).
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osophical learning, which led him to formulate the “conceptus cosmicus” (Weltbe-
griff) of a philosophical endeavor and to contrast it with the “scholastic concept”
(Schulbegriff),* maintains a relevance that goes beyond the schools and traditions
(specifically the one of Christian Wolff) he had in mind at the time. Philosophy,
says Kant, cannot be learnt. Whereas the “scholastic concept” is turned towards
the logical perfection of a given system of knowledge, the cosmic concept orients
the philosopher towards the ultimate ends of human reason (teleologia rationis hu-
manae) so she may operate a breakthrough through the dense forest of knowledge
systems (KrV, B867/AA 3: 542.26 ).

Kant’s conceptus cosmicus is not akin to an understanding of philosophy in a
“cosmopolitan” sense, as some translations and interpretations would imply. It
rather suggests that philosophy (and, in fact, every particular science) is a “uni-
verse” of cognition in which each part of the whole as well as the form taken
by the articulation of these parts are dynamically subordinated to the end(s)
that this universe assigns to itself. Two levels need to be distinguished here. The
first one has to do with the mindset that triggers subjective rational activity: if
someone has grasped something actively, “generating” it from her capacity to ex-
ercise reason and following the guiding idea that grounds the unity of the field
of knowledge that she is investigating, then, she has entered the domain of philo-
sophical activity as Kant envisions it. Conversely, if she has integrated the exact
same content passively, for instance by following the cursus provided by an aca-
demic institution, such person has merely “learned, and is a plaster cast of a
human being” (KrV, B864/AA 3: 541.11; transl. Fugate 2019, 569). However (and we
enter here a second level of Kant’s discussion), the building of a system of cogni-
tion through the activity of reason is not enough for accessing the conceptus cos-
micus of what philosophy ought to be: “Philosophy as a world concept is the idea of
the philosophy or philosophical doctrine that would be known and taught by the
ideal philosopher” (Fugate 2019, 575). Such “ideal” doctrine is to be understood as a
system of wisdom based on the idea of the necessary unity of all ends. It is not
enough to think rationally and independently: you need to think teleologically
Said otherwise, you need to formulate what Kant elsewhere calls reflective teleo-
logical judgments — judgments informed by ends that are both necessary and uni-
versal. By contrast, the scholastic philosopher deals with the method and the ends

4 “Bis dahin ist aber der Begriff von Philosophie nur ein Schulbegriff, ndmlich von einem System
der Erkenntnis, die nur als Wissenschaft gesucht wird, ohne etwas mehr als die systematische Ein-
heit dieses Wissens, mithin die logische Vollkommenheit der Erkenntnis zum Zwecke zu haben. Es
gibt aber noch einen Weltbegriff (conceptus cosmicus), der dieser Benennung jederzeit zum
Grunde beleget hat, vornehmlich wenn man ihn gleichsam personifizierte, und in dem Ideal
des Philosophen sich als ein Urbild vorstellte” (KrV, B866/AA 3: 542.19 - 26).
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of particular domains of cognition without referring to their use by (and to their
location vis-a-vis) other fields.

So as to insert Kant’s discussion into the perspective that this book will devel-
op, we need to put the former in context. The term “scholastic philosophy” is pri-
marily applied to Medieval European philosophy, and, by extension, to movements
and thinkers grounding their own endeavors into a reinterpretation of its princi-
ples and methods (“neo-scholastics”). The legitimacy of applying this term to other
cultural contexts than Medieval Europe (Song-Ming philosophy or Tibetan Bud-
dhism for instance) has been debated. Several thinkers have found such cultural
decontextualization useful for formalizing the relationships between textual can-
ons and their interpreting communities in various intellectual and religious set-
tings.> And indeed, taken as a tool for comparative studies, the concept of “scholas-
ticism” may rightly encompass all philosophies taught in the schools. “Schools”
(universities or other institutions) have always been prone to privilege a given tex-
tual corpus that serves as the key reference-point for the debates in which teachers
and students alike are engaged.

At the same time, Medieval scholasticism was characterized not only by the
privileged reference to a given corpus but also by a method for exploiting its re-
sources, namely the quaestio disputata. Though elliptical, Kant’s criticism applies
not only to the closure of the corpus to be taught, but also to the failure of the scho-
lastic method to draw the freedom and the will of the interlocutors into the ques-
tion at stake. Based on the dialectic of pro and contra, the quaestio disputata — a
pedagogical device heavily favored by Medieval theological schools — relies on the
demonstrative syllogism of Aristotle’s Organon, seeking thereby to shape theology
into a given form of science. The strengths of the method are obvious:

Students were trained to see both sides of a problem, to learn the viewpoint of the ancient
philosophers (the ‘authorities’) with regard to it, to argue on behalf of their own opinion,
and to answer objections to it. [...] The masters found the “question” form an excellent one
in which to express their views. [...] Even their published commentaries, which are some-
times literal exposition of the prescribed text, frequently took the question form, the com-
mented text serving simply as the occasion for raising certain problems.

(Maurer 1982 [1962], 91-92)

However, the scholastic method of argumentation (the sed contra dicitur opposed
to the opening videtur quod non) must implement a founding principle, which con-
stitutes the major premise of the syllogism, with the issue to be resolved being ex-
posed within the minor premise. Per se, the disputatio requests that the principle

5 See especially Cabezon (1998); Tiles (2000).
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belongs to the order of the question to be solved. At the same time, ensuring its
validity means that said principle should derive from a higher one. The term of
the process could have been met when considering the Being qua Being, but Aris-
totle had clearly stated that what comes first is absolutely out of the process of
proof (Aristotle, Met. I'3, 1005b; I'4, 1006a). This is exactly why scholasticism, insofar
as it was attempting “a methodological and philosophical demonstration of Chris-
tian theology as inherently rational and consistent” (Price 1992,120) was ultimately
to meet with almost inextricable difficulties.

Still, it would be excessive to consider the disputatio as the only dialogic mode
present within the scholastic tradition. The latter possessed, at least potentially, al-
ternative ways of anchoring the truth-seeking process into dialogue and non-for-
malized discussion, ways that could have engaged scholastic philosophy into
new venues, and that were to bear fruits a long time after the demise of the scho-
lastic endeavor. Of particular importance here are the considerations on the life of
Christ found in the third part of the Summa Theologica: the modo conversationis is
what characterizes Jesus’ active life, states Thomas Aquinas (ST I1I, g. 40), and this
mode of familiar conversation, typical of Jesus’ style of teaching (familiariter cum
hominibus conversando), is the adequate way to convey to one’s public “the truths
that have been contemplated (contemplata)” (ST 1II, q. 40 a 1. Resp.). In other
words, “conversation” is the process through which active life and contemplative
life are united into one. This development should not be seen as peripheral within
the scope of the Summa. Through his analysis of Christ’s way of proceeding, de-
scribed as dialogical in style and nature, Thomas captures the best of an earlier
theological style, more spiritual and introspective, the freedom and plasticity of
which might have corrected the logical excesses of latter-day scholasticism.® No tra-
dition that maintains the ability to bring interlocutors together, to enable them to
reflect and debate as a community, could ever be a fully closed system: its open-
ings, sometimes even its contradictions define its dialogic potential.

Again, it might come as a surprise that a book focused on Chinese philosophy’
and its current engagement with the Western tradition ponders over European

6 This reading of the Quaestio 40 is developed by Theobald (2007), notably in 421ff. and 465. See
also Vermander (2011).

7 I will not debate whether “Chinese thought” is “philosophy” (one may usefully refer to a recent
summary of the discussion in Rosker 2021, 1-7). Lexical confrontations around the topic have pro-
ven to be more confusing than helpful. Nothing in my view goes against the use of the word “phi-
losophy” in Chinese context; but I am conscious that this remains a sensitive issue, due to the an-
chorage of the term into the Greco-Latin tradition. I use indiscriminately the terms of
“philosophy”, “thought”, “thought system”, “wisdom system”. I agree with Carine Defoort when
she suggests that different ways of articulating structures and procedures of thought can be ap-
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Medieval scholasticism. However, the fact of locating exchanges and breakthroughs
within the framework of a canon and of the various interpretative strategies it al-
lows is even more characteristic of the Chinese “philosophizing” that starts with
the Eastern Han dynasty (25-220) than of Western scholasticism. The ever-evolv-
ing exegesis of the state-sanctioned Classics® was going along the systematization
of thought traditions. In this regard, the ambitious endeavors of Zhu Xi K=
(1130-1200) and of Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) offer comparable features. For
mentioning just one example, the epistolary exchanges of Zhu Xi and Lu Jiuyuan
LI (1139-1192) about the way to articulate the notions of “supreme polarity”
(taiji X#%) and “non-polarity” (wuji f4%) are in many respects akin to a disputa-
tio, by their argumentative style as well as by the publicity given to the debate
(Darrobers and Dutournier 2012).

I am already sketching here a mode of philosophical rapprochement that does
not start by comparing or contrasting concepts and worldviews. Rather, it first fo-
cuses on the way various traditions relate to their canons and inscribe thought
processes into social settings. A formal rapprochement, so to speak — and yet,
one that is certainly very significant. We reflect and debate within textual and so-
cietal frameworks, and their deciphering is part of the process of understanding,
interpreting — and comparing.

The attention to be given to such textual and social anchoring is part of the
philosophical endeavor proper. When Gadamer, in Truth and Method, reflects
upon what it means to “understand” and “interpret”, he starts with the analysis
of a concrete historical situation: that which, in the second half of the 18™® century
and especially in the first half of the nineteenth, translated the methods employed
in the natural sciences into a paradigm through which to judge the progress re-
corded in the knowledge of humankind, its moral nature and its social setting. Ga-
damer’s considerations on our relation to the classics are anchored in this histor-
ical recovery, which leads him to circulate from one period to another and yet
always brings him back to the rupture from which he begins his inquiry. Likewise
(to quote a very different work), in The Order of Things, Michel Foucault endeavors
to move away from a reflection centered on the meaning of what a given subject
may express towards an investigation bearing on the mental systems by which

proached as “family resemblances”, as Wittgenstein puts it (Defoort 2001, 407). Debates on lexical
options are often red herrings.

8 I will write “Classics” when referring exclusively to texts included in a state-sanctioned canon
(“The Four Books and Five Classics”), opting for “classics” when the term is used in a more general
sense. The distinction has its importance: The Zhuangzi and the Daodejing are “classics” but not
“Classics”. As I generally refer to texts that were largely commented upon — independently from
their canonical status — I will privilege the writing “classics” throughout this book.
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ideas are produced. But Foucault needs to proceed through a long historical wan-
dering which begins in the 16™ century and takes us through several epistemes and
the transformations that affect them over time. It is the historical study of these
epistemes and their transformations that explains how “Man” was constructed
both as a sovereign subject and as an object of knowledge.

Although of infinitely more modest size and ambition, this work is inspired by
the way of proceeding initiated by Gadamer and Foucault. It will revisit a historical
phenomenon - the encounter between Chinese and Western philosophy after the
re-opening of the latter in the 1980s — and, when needed, will turn towards the
“prehistory” of this phenomenon, i.e., the intellectual cross-fertilization that hap-
pened from the beginning of the seventeenth century till the first half of the twen-
tieth. It recognizes that only an interdisciplinary approach and a reflective review
of such historical developments can assess their significance. It does not stop with
the analysis of sequential events. Rather, it relies on it to unfold questions about
what it means to mutually understand each other (intercompréhension) — about
the conditions under which mutual understanding takes place — and also about
the way “comparative philosophy” is conducted today. And this is where we
meet again with Kant’s Weltbegriff and Schulbegriff: “Comparative philosophy”,
as I will describe its unfolding for the last 40 years or so in the Chinese-Western
context, has evolved into a scholastic endeavor. Again, let us not immediately take
the term in too pejorative a fashion. Scholasticism, as Kant fully recognizes, should
not be the object of a caricature: it is concerned with the formal perfection of a
domain of cognition, even if it does not operate the jump that (Kantian) philosophy
dares to make when it enters its “world concept”: to investigate the source, the na-
ture and the boundaries of all cognition from an architectonic perspective. We will
thus pay respectful attention to the way East-West comparative philosophy pro-
ceeds, and notably to its frequent reliance on the commentarial approach of the
classics — an archetypal scholastic endeavor if there is one. However, we may occa-
sionally also meet with expressions of “scholasticism” that, by philosophizing, by
mostly arguing over terms and textual interpretations, somehow hinder our access
to investigative, unfettered thinking.

There are three ways of approaching Chinese philosophy from a comparative
viewpoint. The first one starts from a set of questions that crisscross times and cul-
tures — say, around the proclivities that human nature may or not contain, or about
the ideal ruler or political regime, or yet on matters of self-cultivation, its methods
and ultimate goals. It unfolds an array of hypotheses and answers which, partly
divide, partly gather on common grounds a shortlist of Chinese and non-Chinese
thinkers. The second approach elects to contrast the basic tenets of Chinese
thought with another set of axioms, often with the avowed objective to liberate
the understanding of Chinese thinking from the framework of concepts and pre-
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suppositions anchored in the Western tradition (and such work also means to lib-
erate Western thinking from the same presuppositions). The third one pragmati-
cally studies the dynamics of reactions and interactions awakened by one of the
successive encounters between the Chinese canon and other canonical traditions,
encounters that took place alongside the progressive introduction into China of,
first, Buddhist/Indian metaphysical and logical vocabulary and syntax, second,
Western categories of thought and beliefs in their various, sometimes conflicting
expressions.

Undertaken with due caution, each of these approaches proves to be fruitful.
And they tend to complement each other, even though their respective proponents
are prompt to find faults in their counterparts’ designs and presuppositions. Still,
there are trends in comparative philosophy as elsewhere. For the last 40 years or
S0, a specific version of the second approach has awakened a considerable interest,
generating an impressive amount of literature. One of the goals that this book as-
signs to itself is to assess its results, and to do so from the standpoint that critical
distance suggests. I will mainly ponder over the contrast often suggested between
Chinese “correlative thinking” (or similar expressions) and Western “ontology”,
and I will question its accuracy and relevance. While recognizing how important
it is to contrast traditions and systems taken as a whole, I will also suggest herme-
neutical strategies that avoid the trap of swiftly “essentializing” the thought struc-
tures under study.

Let me here roughly summarize the mainstream understanding of the Sino-
Western variant of comparative philosophy, as I understand its premise, as well
as the reasons that make me write this book in response:

In the grand narratives of intellectual history sketched in a number of West-
ern and Chinese accounts,” “Western thought” effectively starts (begins its journey
towards world prominence, so to speak) around the time of Plato, to whom Aris-
totle offers both correctives and continuation, and then develops in an almost
straight line that runs through Cicero, Augustine, Thomas Aquinas, Descartes ... be-
fore finding a kind of double apex in Kant and Hegel. The latter may constitute the
“apotheosis” of Western thought, both in the sense that it signals a further culmi-
nation just after the one already achieved by Kant and in that it announces an in-
evitable “decay”, which may also be described as a welcome metamorphosis,
though Heidegger is sometimes tasked with the same role. Thinkers as diverse
as Nietzsche, Wittgenstein, Whitehead, Dewey or Bergson (and, later on, Fou-
cault/Deleuze, at least for some of the authors whom we will comment) testify

9 I will identify some of these accounts in Chapters 1 to 3, and give at the same time more diver-
sified and nuanced portrayals of them.



Introduction =— 9

to a (praiseworthy) work of deconstruction within the Western tradition itself.
From its origins onwards, the latter would have relied upon the building-up of
an ontology, which not only presupposes the existence of a master-category
(Being, induced by the features of the family of languages within which Western
thought developed), but also its assumption into a substantialist view of reality
that puts “relations” and “processes” into a subordinate position. The same view
explains the primacy given to the autonomy of individual beings, including
human subjects. Various thought systems extended these premises into the logical,
theological or yet political realms.

In contrast, according to the same meta-narrative, ancient Chinese thought or-
iginated from divinatory speculations that led (a) to stress the fluidity of all phe-
nomena and forms of life, (b) to focus on the relationships governing the passage
from one state of matter (and one state of affairs) to another, (c) to describe the
patterns of cosmic and social existence by establishing correlations among the var-
ious spheres of existence, and ultimately (d) to determine how to best adapt (indi-
vidually and collectively) to these overarching patterns. Challenged by the irrup-
tion of a thought syntax (and a correlated lexicon) imported from India, Chinese
thought was eventually able to rephrase its original intuitions. It did so partly
thanks to the fact that Buddhist thought was also arguing for the inanity of all sub-
stantified “beings” (though by following another path than the one traveled in an-
cient China), and, for another part, thanks to the inventiveness displayed in the use
of ancient concepts such as li # (patterns), and gi 4% (energy, fluid, or even mat-
ter). Chinese thought thus progressively systematized its intuitions and concepts
into syntheses embracing all the levels of existence and intellectual speculation.
The political and gnoseological commotions brought in by the shaping of unbal-
anced relationships with the West led two or three generations of Chinese philos-
ophers to reconsider their own tradition primarily through concepts and methods
rooted in Western philosophy. The current task rather lies in recapturing the
premises proper to Chinese thought, so as to build upon the resources they offer
or, at least, to live and think in the tension that the reference to a “dual ontology”
necessarily triggers.'®

10 I will discuss the notion of “dual ontology” in Chapter 3. Its promoters do not consider its use
contradictory with the Western origin of the term “ontology” per se, as they contrast two ways of
perceiving and conceptualizing phenomena. This is reinforced by the fact that the usual Chinese
translation of the term “ontology” (bentilun Z<#%i#) is sometimes used as a direct equivalent of
the technical term used by the “Western” philosopher whose work is translated, and sometimes
as referring to a China-specific concept: “Instead of a study of being, bentilun is a study of ben
(root, origin) and ti (stem, body) of things” (Li and Cauvel 2006, 40; see also RoSker 2021, 36—38).
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This meta-narrative deciphers texts, partly in function of concepts that it ex-
tracts from their reading (but sometimes takes out of context), partly according
to notions that are not found in these texts and are superimposed over them. It
constructs syntheses, equivalences and oppositions that are somehow too well bal-
anced for not triggering questioning. Besides, the concept of “Chinese philosophy”
supported by the said vision sometimes refers to the thought developed until
around the demise of the Western Han (2000 years ago), sometimes to the various
stages of intellectual reformulation that China underwent after it entered into con-
tact with Buddhism and, more largely, with Indian texts and reasoning. In the
same way, “Western philosophy” may refer to the Greek source and its Roman sub-
sidiary, or else to the philosophical developments that occurred from Augustine
onwards, as if Greek and Semitic sources had entered naturally into fusion. In
such reconstructions, Indian and biblical ways of sensing and reasoning are ex-
tremely difficult to appreciate and assess independently, due to the fact that
they are primarily located vis-a-vis the “Chinese” and “Western” sources that
they have respectively contributed to renew and shape.

As T see the task at hand, the critique of such positions is a preliminary for
tackling the following question: in today’s context, what style of cross-cultural phil-
osophical engagement should be imagined and fostered? Cross-cultural philosoph-
ical dialogue is indeed indispensable to the revival of philosophies that could be
both local and genuinely dialogic, if not “cosmopolitan”.

The first two chapters will focus upon the dominant model propounded by
Western sinologists when it comes to comparing the Western philosophical tradi-
tion with the Chinese one. I will detail its main topics and assertions before dealing
with lexical and translation issues, crucial for the appreciation of Chinese thought.
The third chapter will shift to Chinese narratives about local, comparative and
global philosophies, notably assessing its self-positioning vis-a-vis Western authors,
topics and concepts. A second part will follow; also composed of three chapters. It
will attempt at articulating the conditions under which Chinese philosophy can
meaningfully cross-fertilize with other traditions in global debates and endeavors.
Chapter 4 will offer a general reading of ancient Chinese classics, alternative to the
one that presently dominates the landscape described in Chapters 1 to 3. In Chap-
ter 5, I will harness the results and insights already gathered, offering a kind of
blueprint as to the way to positively draw upon different philosophical traditions
to engage common questions and pursue shared endeavors. A last chapter will pre-
sent four cases of ongoing transcultural philosophical dialogues and the promises
they bear, while my conclusion will attempt to recapitulate our journey and to
open up further perspectives.



Part I: The Limits of an Encounter






Chapter 1
The Gardens of Philosophy

Let us imagine Chinese and Western philosophical traditions as gardens, each of
them displaying its distinctive style and ornaments. You may also visualize two
parks facing each other, with various enclosures in their midst — rock garden or
rose garden according to the case. This is more or less how sinologists or compa-
rative philosophers envision their field of study. Comparative philosophy is akin to
landscaping: it watches over two premises located in the same resort, the one mir-
roring the other (which being the mirror of which depending upon your vantage
point). The two cannot be separated one from the other since the concepts mobi-
lized for describing the first are to be understood in reference to the second. What
I call here “the Western blueprint” corresponds to the representation of our phil-
osophical gardens as endeavored by Western scholars, a representation that large-
ly depends (as we will see in our second chapter) upon the manufacturing of a spe-
cific lexicon. In parallel, the third chapter will describe the Chinese contribution to
the same landscaping operation. These are not two concurrent representations:
Chinese and Western academics often share common interests in creating a mir-
ror-image of their traditions, even if their perspectives differ in other respects.

Mapping and Mappers

The general design of our twin parks is easy to describe: the Castle of Comparative
Philosophy provides the two of them with a common entrance. From there, one
can take a turn to the left and go through eight Chinese-inspired landmarks,
from which one contemplates their Western counterparts on the other side of
the resort. Alternatively, one can start on the right and enjoy the opposite view.
In both cases, the circuit leads to the gardens of Process Philosophy. Table 1
shows a general map of the resort so as to guide us throughout the wanderings
that will follow.

8 Open Access. © 2023 the author(s), published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed under the
Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License. https:/doi.org/10.1515/9783110799118-003
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Tab. 1: The Twin Gardens of Chinese and Western Philosophies

Entry Door: Castle of Comparative Philosophy

On the Chinese side

On the Western side

The-World-as-it-is

Cosmos

Becoming

Permanence

Non-Dual Cognition

Dualistic Reasoning

Correlative Thinking Substance
Analogies/Aesthetic Theory/Dialectic

Examples Taxonomies

Immanence Transcendence/Universalism
Plurality of Meanings Rational Ethos

Gardens of Process Philosophy - Exit Door

This mapping is inspired by a book published in 1995 by David L. Hall and Roger T.
Ames, Anticipating China."* Roger Ames (b. 1947) and David Hall (1937-2001) have
exerted much influence in the field of Chinese-Western philosophy, and have been
joined by many colleagues and students. They themselves followed the path
opened up by a few predecessors, notably A.C. Graham (1919-1991). Together
with David Hall and Henry Rosemont Jr. (1934-2017), Roger Ames has been and
remains the most influential spokesman of a current that reads Chinese philoso-
phy in the light of a worldview influenced by American pragmatism and process
philosophy. His personal and institutional contribution to the field (the latter op-
erating notably through the journals Philosophy East and West and China Review
International as well as through two book series at the State University of New
York Press, which include a number of groundbreaking studies) has contributed
to define anew the field of East-West comparative philosophy.

A number of collective volumes testify to the central position that the vision
pioneered by Graham, Ames, Hall or Rosemont has acquired. The collection of es-
says entitled One Corner of the Square. Essays on the Philosophy of Roger T. Ames,
published in 2021, constitutes a remarkable example of this trend. The editors, Ian
M. Sullivan and Joshua Mason, summarize the achievements of Ames and like-
minded colleagues as follows:

11 I slightly changed the structure of Anticipating China’s expository structure by amalgamating
Sections 5 and 6 and Sections 8 and 9 of the first chapter.
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Bringing rigorous attention to the philosophical background implied by early translations of
key Chinese ideas, these scholars sought to present Chinese philosophy “on its own terms.”
With a reflective methodology that produced creative translations revealing new ways of con-
ceiving the cosmos, knowledge, and ethics, Ames and his collaborators have brought Chinese
philosophical traditions away from orientalist projections and into constructive cross-cultural
dialogue on critical issues of our time. This has meant rooting out the metaphysical and epis-
temological ideals that are part of mainstream Euro-American philosophy’s very language,
and self-consciously employing a vocabulary with a bit less semantic baggage.

(Sullivan and Mason 2021, xvi)

Presenting Chinese philosophy on its own terms is indeed what all students of Chi-
nese philosophy writing in another language ought to do, and this necessarily en-
tails to deal with a number of translation issues regarding lexicon, syntax and con-
text. In many respects the 1687 Confucius Sinarum Philosophus, the first published
translation of three of the Four Books'? was already doing just that: the Jesuits
Philippe Couplet, Christian Wolfgang Herdrich, Prospero Intorcetta and Francois
de Rougemont had grounded their efforts upon the manuscript translations of
their predecessors, undertaken for almost a century at that time (Meynard
2011). The enthusiasm they showed for the doctrine of Confucius is well document-
ed, and they made their fervor spread throughout Europe. Fostered by Jesuit Rela-
tions and translations, a China-generated shift in episteme questioned the consis-
tency of spheres of knowledge (biblical chronology, logic and metaphysics, the
distinction between human wisdom and biblical revelation) that were previously
thought unbreakable from Christianity considered not only as a faith but as an
overarching knowledge system. The translation endeavor continued almost unin-
terrupted, progressively enriched by the number of languages in which it took
place, as well as by the variety of viewpoints of the ones who undertook it — Cath-
olics, Protestants, Russian Orthodox, and fervently anticlerical scholars...

The Genealogy of the Comparative Endeavor

From the start, and for good part of its development, the sinological endeavor has
been comparative and self-reflective. During the 17" and 18" century, translations
of Chinese classics allowed for inchoate attempts at comparative theology, antici-
pating the way the continuation of the translation endeavor framed the debate
on the methods and goals of comparative philosophy during the 20™ century. In
fact, the questions raised in the West as to the nature and implications of the Chi-

12 It included the Analects, the Great Learning and the Doctrine of the Mean, omitting the Mencius.
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nese Weltanschauung were more or less the same in both cases. These successive
attempts defined the way Sinology started to delineate its field and methods. Some-
how, a “hermeneutical triangle” was drawn by the correlative shaping of sinolog-
ical knowledge, the comparative reading of classics, and preliminary attempts at
doing, first, comparative theology, and, later on, comparative philosophy.

It is true that the hermeneutic triangle drawn by Sinology, the cross-reading of
the classics and comparative theology/philosophy was left largely unexploited dur-
ing the 19" century and the beginning of the 20™ century. Its exploration, from the
1920s onwards, was attempted again by modern Chinese philosophers, through
ways and means utterly different from the ones privileged by their predecessors
(we will come back to this in the course of Chapter 3). The Western canon that
these philosophers were dealing with had largely changed, both modified and en-
riched by 19"™-century philosophers. In contrast, the frontiers of the Chinese canon
had remained strikingly constant. It was rather its relevancy that had become ob-
ject of debate and anguish.

Still, exceptions to the “decay of the comparative endeavor” undergone during
one century and half can be easily found, notably in the work of some great trans-
lators. Legge’s dealings with the Taoist classics constitute a case in point, brilliantly
analyzed by Girardot:

The issue of Taoism at the end of the nineteenth century was two-fold. From one perspective,
it could be carefully defined, classified and tamed as a textual object or sacred book-religion
by Miiller and Legge’s relatively reverent and civil methods of comparison. Yet in the sense
suggested by Giles’ more overtly suspicious, combative and non-comparative approach, it
could be made to disappear altogether as a ‘religion’ by being reduced to other fragmented,
though ostensibly more ‘objective’ and ‘natural’, philological and historical categories. [...]
Whereas before, as a missionary, [Legge], as the discoverer of a Chinese Sky God, had been
viciously attacked by other more conservative missionaries on theological grounds, now; as
a professional scholar, he was assaulted for the same findings by Sinologists who were pro-
foundly disturbed by the ambiguity and fragmentary nature of the textual evidence. [...] Si-
nology after Leggism was mostly satisfied with what was taken as the manifest secularity and
rationality of the Classical Confucian canon — principles that were ironically also based large-
ly on Legge’s translation of the Classic.

(Girardot 1999, 116-117)

What was indeed at stake in Legge’s attempt was its ultimate feasibility and legiti-
macy: could one associate into the same “hermeneutical triangle” Sinology, the
cross-study of classics and comparative theology? The boldness of this attempt
could only alienate him from the majority of the missionaries as well as from
the quasi-totality of the sinologists. Till today, questions similar to the ones
Legge and his contradictors dealt with continue to crisscross academia.
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Let me remark that, if these questions were framed in theological terms, the
term “comparative theology” was not in use yet. Still, from Ricci to Legge, the en-
deavor was comparative. From the start, Jesuit narratives were providing eviden-
ces that religious traditions and political systems observed in Europe were a prod-
uct of history rather than being inscribed in nature, and (most importantly) that
remarkable civilizational achievements could take shape and evolve on bases
other than those of the Mediterranean and European civilizations. Confucianism
in particular provided the model of a “civil religion” based on reason and guaran-
tor of social order without being bound to the dogmas of the Christian religion.
Descriptions of Chinese political and technological practices were similarly decon-
structing the codes of Western knowledge. Recalling these well-known historical
facts may help us to put into perspective present attempts at presenting Chinese
thought “on its own terms”. It is necessary to come back to the genealogy that
has shaped a field of knowledge when trying to assess the most recent contribu-
tions that have taken place within it.

Additionally, I do not think that former translations and discussions of Chinese
texts were all rooted in “orientalist projections” — far from it. One wonders wheth-
er it is not rather the insistence of present-day Comparatists on “differences”, ex-
clusive from a recognition of any commonality, that is not, in essence, orientalist.
Edward Slingerland has labeled “neo-Orientalism” the claim of “radical otherness”
(Slingerland 2013, 6—10). In another contribution, Slingerland calls Ames’ and
Hall’s enterprise “constructivist”. He describes it as inspired by a “normative mis-
sion” and ultimately working in “the theological mode” (Slingerland 2019, 291-
294). In fact, Slingerland’s analysis anticipates some of the critical remarks I will
develop in the course of this chapter (see notably Slingerland 2019, 33-50). I
found it necessary to take up the subject again, and this for the following reasons:
Slingerland focuses his analysis on the supposed “Holism” that good part of pre-
sent-day comparative philosophy finds in the Chinese tradition, and convincingly
shows that such representation is misleading. At the same time, his discussion cen-
ters upon the mind-body relationship, using arguments taken mainly from cogni-
tive sciences. While agreeing with most of its conclusions, I have tried to analyze
what is at stake in the debate from within the realm of comparative philosophy,
working from textual evidences (both Chinese and Western) to a greater extent
that Slingerland’s excellent book endeavors to do.

Going one step further: in the paragraph already quoted, Sullivan and Mason
underline the need for “creative translations”. All (good) translations are necessa-
rily creative in some respects — although “creativity” meets with its limits when it
applies to the art of conveying a body of thought and experiences into another lan-
guage and culture. As we will see in Chapter 2, the real question is to decide wheth-
er Chinese ancient texts do or do not need to be rendered by means of a highly



18 =—— Chapter 1 The Gardens of Philosophy

specialized lexicon, purposefully — and creatively — shaped for the field. I will
argue for the contrary thesis, for reasons that will be presented in due time.

Towards a Post-comparative Philosophy?

The vision that Sullivan and Mason sketch opens up another important issue.
Ames has insights to contribute both to the framing of the questions associated
with it and to their potential resolution (see notably Ames 2010 and 2011): how
do the goal of “presenting Chinese philosophy on its own terms” and the one to
engage “into constructive cross-cultural dialogue on critical issues of our time” ar-
ticulate one with the other? Does not the restitution of the original concepts and
approaches of a given body of thought rather make it less easy to find points of
engagement with another tradition? Does it not complicate the dialogue rather
than allow for a conversation? Additionally, who is going to decide that such or
such system of thought has been presented “on its own terms” when it is necessa-
rily done in a language and in a time that differs to the extreme from the ones of
its elaboration? And are not the “terms” into which we introduce the system fatally
modeled on the questions (and conclusions) we had in mind from the start? The
current overarching reference to pragmatism and process philosophy (fields asso-
ciated with a very specific lexical range) certainly raises such a suspicion. Howev-
er, it would be both unfair and unwise to transform a mere suspicion into a defin-
itive criticism. Let us unfold the questions I just formulated throughout the course
of this book. Our two last chapters will be dealing again with the conditions under
which comparative philosophy can be both scrupulous and creative.

So as to better assess how central has become the perspective sketched in the
preceding paragraphs, this for sinology as well as for comparative philosophy, we
need to explore a bit further the contributions that have paced the field. Besides
the volume of essays edited by Joshua Mason and Ian M. Sullivan, other collections
enrich the terms of the debate. For instance, an issue of the journal Frontiers of
Philosophy in China dated from December 2012 contains an interesting response
by Ames to some of the objections its works have raised: Ames locates his intellec-
tual project into the “evolutionary process” through which the Confucian thought
has been commented and enriched from one generation to another till the present
time, when it is now ready to play a prominent role on the world stage. In other
words, Confucians studies are meant to become an essential component for the en-
deavor sometimes dubbed “world philosophy”. Among still other contributions, Be-
huniak has edited a Festschrift in homage to Ames that helps to assess the impor-
tance of the latter in the shaping of present-day comparatist enterprises (Behuniak
2018). Also, a direct engagement between Ames and some contemporary Chinese
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philosophers is provided by a volume edited by Zhao Dunhua and George F.
McLean, conjointly published by the Department of Philosophy of Peking Univer-
sity and the Council for Research in Values and Philosophy (Zhao and McLean
2007). In this volume, one contribution at least (the one by Kelly James Clark) en-
gages into a factual discussion of Ames’ denial of the theistic dimension of Chinese
ancient Confucianism, a point we will discuss in the next chapter.

Differing from the position of Ames and Hall, The Philosophical Challenge from
China, edited by Brian Bruya, makes a plea for intercultural (inter-philosophical,
one might say) borrowings, this independently from the context where ideas ori-
ginated, handling concepts and insights “in a way that exploits the inherent plas-
ticity of all ideas” (Bruya 2015, xvii). In parallel, Ma and Van Brakel recognize the
way the Western tradition has presently framed the philosophical landscape, and
they advocate for a cautious way of dissociating the reading of Chinese text from
such tradition, a way that would avoid the traps set by universalism and relativism
alike (Ma and Van Brakel 2016). For these authors and like-minded ones, “univer-
salism is impossible, but that does not mean we are enclosed in one conceptual
scheme (relativism), for we are always involved with an indefinite number of con-
ceptual schemes, but they do not add up to one overarching scheme” (Mgllgaard
2021, 383").

In the course of our inquiry, I will allude to other attempts at doing compara-
tive philosophy with a focus on Chinese resources, among them the ones of Yuk
Hui (Art and Cosmotechnics, 2020), Jana RoSker (Interpreting Chinese Philosophy,
2021) and Fabian Heubel (Was ist chinesische Philosophie?, 2021).** Whatever the
divergences that may exist from one version to another, these attempts may be
loosely classified into a larger perspective: the one that aims at grounding a
“post-comparative” philosophy (Moeller 2018, 42) informed by the conviction that
philosophy “is, in essence, not a tool for finding truth, but rather a means for
an endless search for constantly changing truths” (RoSker 2021, 139). I am not
sure I fully agree with the package of assumptions that governs such endeavor.
In what follows, I will rather try to unfold a dialogic style grounded upon the ex-
periential and teleological dimensions of philosophical thinking: if my attempt is

13 See also the debate between Mgllgaard (2005) and Ames (2005).

14 Heubel (2021) challenges at length the positions developed by Francois Jullien and (on the op-
posite side) Jean-Francois Billeter. In this book I have avoided discussing these authors: this would
not have significantly enriched the discussion as I frame it. The works debated in this chapter fol-
low a line that is often similar to the one of Jullien, even if they do so in a markedly different style.
Besides, the argumentative style proper to Francois Jullien has made discussions bearing upon his
argument generally inconclusive. One can identify the issues at stake by referring to Jullien (2009,
2015); Billeter (2006) and Keck (2009).
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“post-comparative”, it is only in that it subordinates comparisons to the undertak-
ing of tasks to be identified in the context of a cross-cultural community. I will de-
tail the enterprise throughout Chapters 4 to 6, once I have elucidated the context in
which comparative philosophy is practiced today.

We are now ready to leave the map for the territory, in other words, to go for a
walk around the main landmarks that define the current-day dominant under-
standing of the Chinese-Western engagement. We will follow the map already
sketched, and we will refer not only to Ames and Hall’s above-mentioned book
but also to writers who have joined them in their endeavor — or sometimes
have developed a distinct voice. While presenting as faithfully as possible the argu-
ments at stake, I will hint at the difficulties I perceive. Some of these difficulties I
will deal with in this chapter. I will keep others for the discussion I develop from
Chapter 2 onwards.

The Castle of Comparative Philosophy

We enter our gardens through the castle where “Comparative Philosophy” lies half-
sleeping. Comparative philosophy has not fully awakened yet: she remains closely
wrapped in the mantle of “Sameness”, which prevents her from breathing and ex-
tending her limbs at ease. “Sameness” is the garb that Comparative Philosophy
needs to get rid of:

In the enterprise of comparative philosophy, difference is more interesting than similarity.
That is, the contrasting presuppositions of the Chinese and Anglo-European traditions are
[...] a presently more fruitful subject of philosophic reflection than are the shared assump-
tions.

(Hall and Ames 1987 5)

Is this remark self-evident? Behuniak challenges it to some extent. Still, he intends
less at correcting the assertion than at bending it:

If the next turn is a re-turn to appreciating sameness, with an eye toward moderating some of
the more controversial claims that Hall and Ames have made, then I think the field is going in
circles. The next turn, I believe, must be to rise above sameness and difference, to cycle be-
yond comparison altogether, and to embrace that “sort of commonality” that Hall and Ames
promised at the outset — one that unites contemporary thinkers in a culturally complex but
shared world. [...] At this juncture, sameness and difference have become the Scylla and Char-
ybdis through 