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PREFACE 



Quite a few of the notes to which I returned in writing this xiii 

book date from my teenage years, when I was fascinated both 

by the cosmogony of Neo-Confucianism and by contemporary 

astrophysics. I remember how, over several summers, I went 

regularly every week to the central library in Kowloon with 

my brother Ben, and brought home piles of books on physics 

and metaphysics. spending all day reading things that were 

beyond me and which at the time I didn't know how to use. 

Luckily, I profited from many discussions with my literature 

and calligraphy ·teacher Dr. Lai Kwong Pang, who introduced 

me to the thought of the New Confucian philosopher Mou 

Zongsan ( 1909-1995)-his PhD supervisor at that time. When 

I started studying Western philosophy, especially contempo

rary thought, I confronted the great difficulty of integrating it 

with what I had learned in the past without falling prey to a 

superficial and exotic comparison. In 2009, an encounter with 

the work of Keiji Nishitani and Bernard Stiegler on Heidegger 

suggested to me a way to approach the different philosophical 

systems from the perspective of the question of time; more 

recently, while reading the works of anthropologist Philippe 

Descola and Chinese philosopher Li Sanhu. I began to formu

late a concrete question: If one admits that there are multiple 

natures, is it possible to think of multiple technics, which 

are different from each other not simply functionally and 

aesthetically, but also ontologically and cosmologically? This 

is the principal question of the current work. I propose what I 

call cosmotechnics as an attempt to open up the question of 

technology and its history, which for various reasons has been 

closed down over the last century. 

There are many people to whom I would like to express my 

gratitude: members of the Deutsch Forschungsgemeinschaft 

research group Media le Teilhabe, Prof. Beate Ochsner, Prof. Urs 
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Staheli, Prof. Elke Bippus, Prof. lsabell Otto, Markus Spohrer, 

Robert Stock, Sebastian Oieterich, Milan StUrmer, and espe

cially Prof. Erich Horl for generously hosting this project and 

for the discussions; the China Academy of Art for supporting 

the production of this book, and for discussions with Prof. Gao 

Shiming, Prof. Guan Huaibin, Prof. Huang Sunquan, Johnson 

Chang, Lu Ruiyang, Wei Shan, Jiang Jun. Yao Yuchen, Zhang 

Shunren, Zhou Jing; members of the Pharmakon Philosophy 

School, Anne Alombert, Sara Baranzoni, AnaYs Nony, Paolo 

Vignola, Paui-Emile Geoffroy, Michael Crevoisier, Frangois Cor

bisier, Axel Andersson, Caroline Stiegler, Eisa Stiegler, August in 

Stiegler, Paul Willemarck (also for his introduction to the work 

of Rudolf Bohme); colleagues and friends with whom I have 

had inspiring discussions, Howard Caygill, Scott Lash, Jean

Hugues Barthelemy, Vincent Bontems, Louis Morelle, Louise 

Piguet, Tristan Garcia, Vincent Normand, Adeena Mey, Regula 

Buhrer, Nathalie Scattolon, Geo Scattolon, Alexandre Monnin, 

Pieter Lemmens, Armin Beverungen, Marcel Mars, Martina 

Leeker, Andreas Broeckmann, Holger Fath, Cecile Dupaquier, 

Jeffrey Shaw, Hector Rodriguez, Linda Lai, Prof. Zhang Yibin, 

Eiko Honda. 

I would also like to thank Robin Mackay and Damian Veal 

for their great editorial work, critical comments, and invaluable 

suggestions. Lastly, I want to thank Bernard Stiegler for the 

generous discussions and inspirations over the past years. 

Yuk Hui 

Berlin, Summer 2016 
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INTRODUCTION 



In 1953 Martin Heidegger delivered his famous lecture 'Die 

Frage nach der Technik',1 in which he announced that the 

essence of modern technology is nothing technological, but 

rather enframing ( Ge-ste/1)-a transformation of the relation 

between man and the world such that every being is reduced 

to the status of 'standing-reserve' or 'stock' (Bestand), some

thing that can be measured, calculated, and exploited. Hei

degger's critique of modern technology opened up a new 

awareness of technological power. which had already been 

interrogated by fellow German writers such as Ernst Junger 

and Oswald Spengler. Heidegger's writings following 'the turn' 

(die Kehre) in his thought (usually dated around 1930), and this 

text in particular, portray the shift from techne as poiesis or 

bringing forth (Hervorbringen) to technology as Geste/1, seen 

as a necessary consequence of Western metaphysics, and a 

destiny which demands a new form of thinking: the thinking 

of the question of the truth of Being. 

Heidegger's critique found a receptive audience among 

Eastern thinkers2- most notably in the teachings of the Kyoto 

School, as well as in the Daoist critique of technical rationality, 

which identifies Heidegger's Gelassenheit with the classical 

Daoist concept of wu wei or 'non-action'. This receptivity 

is understandable for several reasons. Firstly, Heidegger's 

pronouncements regarding the power and dangers of mod

ern technology seemed to have been substantiated by the 

devastations of war, industrialisation, and mass consumerism, 

1. M. Heidegger. 'The Question Concerning Technology', in The Question 
Concerning Technology and Other Essays, tr. W. Lovitt (New York and 
London: Garland Publishing, 1977), 3-35. 

2. In this book, by 'East', I generally mean East Asia (China, Japan, Korea, 
etc., countries that were influenced by Confucianism, Buddhism, and, to some 
degree, Daoism). 
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leading to interpretations of his thought as a kind of existen

tialist humanism, as in the mid-century writings of Jean-Paul 

Sartre. Such interpretations resonated deeply with the anxi

eties and sense of alienation aroused by the rapid industrial 

and technological transformations in modern China. Secondly, 

Heidegger's meditations echoed Spengler's claim about the 

decline of Western civilisation, though in a more profound 

key-meaning that they could be taken up as a pretext for 

the affirmation of 'Eastern' values. 

Such an affirmation, however, engenders an ambiguous 

and problematic understanding of the question of technics and 

technology and-with the arguable exception of postcolonial 

theories-has prevented the emergence of any truly original 

thinking on the subject in the East. For it implies a tacit accept

ance that there is only one kind of technics and technology,3 in 

the sense that the latter are deemed to be anthropologically 

universal, that they have the same functions across cultures, 

and hence must be explained in the same terms. Heidegger 

himself was no exception to the tendency to understand 

both technology and science as 'international', in contrast to 

thinking which is not 'international', but unique and 'homely'. 

In the recently published Black Notebooks, Heidegger wrote: 

The 'sciences', like technology and like the technical schools ( Tech

niken). are necessarily international. An international thinking does 

not exist. only the universal thinking, coming from one source. 

3. I make a distinction between the use of the words technics, techne, and 
technology: technics refers to the general category of all forms of making 
and practice; techne refers to the Greek conception of it, which Heidegger 
understands as poiesis or bringing forth; and technology refers to a radical turn 
which took place during European modernity, and developed in the direction 
of ever-increasing automation, leading consequently to what Heidegger calls 
the Geste/1. 

However. if it is to remain close to the origin, it requires a fateful 

[geschicklich] dwelling in a unique home [Heimat] and the unique 

people [Volk]. so that it is not the folkish purpose of thinking and 

the mere 'expression' of people (des Volkes]-; the respective 

only fateful [geschicklich] home [Heimattum] of the down-to

earthness is the rooting, which alone can enable growth into 

the universal.-<1 

This statement demands further analysis: firstly, the relation 

between thinking and technics in Heidegger's own thought 

needs to be elucidated (see §7 and §8, below), and secondly, 

the problematic of the 'homecoming' of philosophy as a turn

ing against technology needs to be examined. However, it 

is clear here that Heidegger sees technology as something 

detachable from its cultural source, already 'international', and 

which therefore has to be overcome by 'thinking'. 

In the same Black Notebook, Heidegger commented on 

technological development in China, anticipating the victory of 

the Communist Party, 5 in a remark that seems to hint at the 

failure to address the question concerning technology in China 

in the decades that would follow the Party's rise to power: 

L1. '»Wissenschaften« sind. wie die Technik und als Techniken. notwendig 
international. Ein internationals Denken gibt es nicht. sondern nur das im Einen 
Einzigen entsprin gende universale Denken. Dieses aber ist, um nahe am 
Ursprung bleiben zu konnen, notwendig ein geschickliches Wohnen in ein ziger 
Heimat und einzigem Volk, dergestalt. daB nicht dieses der vblkische Zweck 
des Denkens und dieses nur »Ausdruck« des Volkes-; das jeweilig einzige 
geschickliche Heimattum der Bodenstandigkeit ist die Verwurzelung, die allein 
das Wachstum in das Universale gewahrt.' M. Heidegger, GA 97 Anmerkungen 
1-V (Schwarze Hefte 1942-1948) (Frankfurt Am Main: Vittorio Klostermann, 
2015), 59-60, 'Denken und Dichten'. 

5. GA 97 was written between 19L12 and 19L18; the Chinese Communist 
Party came to power in 19L19. 
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If communism in China should come to rule, then one can 

assume that only in this way does China become 'free' for tech

nology. What is this process?6 

What does becoming 'free' for technology mean here, if not 

to fall prey to an inability to reflect upon it and to transform 

it? And indeed, a lack of reflection upon the question of 

technology in the East has prevented the emergence of any 

genuine critique originating from its own cultures: something 

truly symptomatic of a detachment between thinking and 

technology similar to that which Heidegger described during 

the 19LJOS in Europe. And yet if China, in addressing this ques

tion. relies on Heidegger's fundamentally Occidental analysis 

of the history of technics, we will reach an impasse-and 

this, unfortunately, is where we stand today. So what is the 

question concerning technology for non-European cultures 

prior to modernization? Is it the same question as that of the 

West prior to modernization, the question of Greek techne? 

Furthermore. if Heidegger was able to retrieve the question 

of Being from the Seinsvergessenheit of Western metaphys

ics. and if today Bernard Stiegler can retrieve the question 

of time from the long oubli de la technique in Western phi

losophy, what might Non-Europeans aspire to? If these ques

tions are not even posed, then Philosophy of Technology 

in China will continue to be entirely dependent upon the 

work of German philosophers such as Heidegger, Ernst Kapp, 

Friedrich Dessauer, Herbert Marcuse, and Jurgen Habermas. 

American thinkers such as Carl Mitcham. Don lhde, and Albert 

6. 'Wenn der Kommunismus in China an die Herrschaft kommen sollte, 
steht zu vermuten. daf3 erst auf diesem Wege China fOr die Technik »frei<< 
wird. Was liegt in diesem Vorgang?' Ibid., <1 <11. 

sorgmann. and French thinkers such as Jacques Ellul, Gilbert 

Simondon, and Bernard Stiegler. lt seems incapable of moving 

forward-or even backward. 

1 believe that there is an urgent need to envision and 

develop a philosophy of technology in China, for both histori

cal and political reasons. China has modernised itself over the 

past century in order to 'catch up with the UK and outstrip the 

US' (!Hi~~~. a slogan proposed by Mao Zedong in 1957); 

now it seems to be at a turning point. its modernisation having 

reached a level that allows China to situate itself among the 

great powers. But at the same time, there is a general sentiment 

that China cannot continue with this blind modernisation. The 

great acceleration that has taken place in recent decades has 

also led to various forms of destruction, cultural, environmental, 

social. and political. We are now, so geologists tell us, living 

in a new epoch-that of the Anthropocene-which began 

roughly in the eighteenth century with the Industrial Revolution. 

Surviving the Anthropocene will demand reflection upon-and 

transformation of-the practices inherited from the modern, in 

order to overcome modernity itself. The reconstruction of the 

question of technology in China outlined here also pertains to 

this task, aiming to unfold th.e concept of technics in its plural

ity, and to act as an antidote to the modernisation progrgmme 

by reopening a truly global history of the world. The book is 

an attempt both to respond to Heidegger's concept of tech

nics, and to sketch out a possible way to construct a properly 

Chinese philosophy of technology. 

§1. THE BECOMING OF PROMETHEUS 
Is there technological thought in China? At first glance, this 

is a question that can be easily dismissed, for what culture 

doesn't have technics? Certainly, technics has existed in China 
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for many centuries, if we understand the concept to denote 

skills for making artificial products. But responding to this 

question more fully will require a deeper appreciation of what 

is at stake in the question of technics. 

In the evolution of human as homo faber, the moment of 

the liberation of the hands also marks the beginning of sys

tematic and transmissible practices of making. They emerge 

firstly from the need for survival, to make fire, to hunt. to build 

dwellings: later, as certain skills are gradually mastered so as 

to improve living conditions, more sophisticated technics can 

be developed. As French anthropologist and palaeontolo

gist Andre Leroi-Gourhan has argued, at the moment of the 

liberation of the hands, a long history of evolution opened up, 

by way of the exteriorisation of organs and memory and the 

interiorisation of prostheses.7 Now, within this universal techni

cal tendency, we observe a diversification of artefacts across 

different cultures. This diversification is caused by cultural 

specificities, but also reinforces them, in a kind of feedback loop. 

Leroi-Gourhan calls these specificities 'technical facts'. 8 While a 

technical tendency is necessary, technical facts are accidental: 

as Leroi-Gourhan writes, they result from the 'encounter of the 

tendency and thousands of coincidences of the milieu':9 while 

the invention of the wheel is a technical tendency, whether 

or not wheels will have spokes is a matter of technical fact. 

The early days of the science of making are dominated by the 

technical tendency, meaning that what reveals itself in human 

7. A. Leroi-Gourhan. Gesture and Speech (Cambridge. MA and London: 
MIT Press. 1993). 

8. A. Leroi-Gourhan. Milieu et Technique (Paris: Albin Michel. 1973). 336-
LIO; L'homme et la Matiere (Paris: Albin Michel. 1973). 27-35. 

9. Leroi-Gourhan. L'homme et la matiere. 27. 

activities-for example in the invention of primitive wheels 

and the use of ftint -are optimal natural efficiencies. lt is only 

later on that cultural specificities or technical facts begin to 

impose themselves more distinctly.10 

Leroi-Gourhan's distinction between technical tendency 

and technical fact thus seeks to provide an explanation for the 

similarities and differences between technical inventions across 

different cultures. lt sets out from a universal understanding of 

the process of hominisation characterised by the technical ten

dency of invention, as well as the extension of human organs 

through technical apparatuses. But how effective is this model 

in explaining the diversification of technologies throughout the 

world, and the different pace at which invention proceeds in 

different cultures? lt is in light of these questions that I hope 

to bring into the discussion the dimensions of cosmology and 

metaphysics. which Leroi-Gourhan himself rarely discussed. 

Here is my hypothesis, one which may appear rather 

surprising to some readers: in China, technics in the sense we 

understand it today-or at least as it is defined by certain 

European philosophers-never existed. There is a general 

misconception that all technics are equal, that all skills and 

artificial products coming from all cultures can be reduced to 

one thing called 'technology'. And indeed, it is almost impos

sible to deny that technics can be understood as the exten

sion of the body or the exteriorisation of memory. Yet they 

may not be perceived or reflected upon in the same way in 

different cultures. 

To put it differently, technics as a general human activity 

has been present on earth since the time of the Australan

thropos: but the philosophical concept of technics cannot 

10. Ibid. 
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assumed to be universal. The technics we refer to here is one 

that is the subject of philosophy, meaning that it is rendered 

visible through the birth of philosophy. Understood as such, 

as a philosophical category, technics is also subject to the 

history of philosophy, and is defined by particular interrogative 

perspectives. What we mean by 'philosophy of technology' in 

this book is not exactly what in Germany is known as Tech

nikphilosophie, associated with figures such as Ernst Kapp and 

Fried rich Dessauer. Rather, it appears with the birth of Hellenic 

philosophy, and constitutes one of philosophy's core inquiries. 

And technics thus understood, as an ontological category, I will 

argue, must be interrogated in relation to a larger configuration, 

a 'cosmology' proper to the culture from which it emerged. 

We know that the birth of philosophy in ancient Greece, 

as exhibited in the thinking of Thales and Anaximander, was 

a process of rationalisation, marking a gradual separation 

between myth and philosophy. Mythology is the source and the 

essential component of European philosophy, which distanced 

itself from mythology by naturalizing the divine and integrating 

it as a supplement to rationality. A rationalist may well argue that 

any recourse to mythology is a regression, and that philosophy 

has been able to completely free itself from its mythological 

origins. Yet I doubt that such a philosophy exists, or ever will. 

We know that this opposition between mythos and logos was 

explicit in the Athenian Academy: Aristotle was very critical 

of the 'theologians' of the school of Hesiod. and Plato before 

him argued relentlessly against myth. Through the mouth of 

Socrates in the Phaedo (61a), he says that mythos is not his 

concern but rather the affair of the poets (portrayed as liars 

in the Republic). And yet, as Jean-Pierre Vernant has clearly 

shown. Plato 'grants an important place in his writings to myth 

as 8 means of expressing both those things that lie beyond 

and those that fall short of strictly philosophicallanguage'.11 

Philosophy is not the language of blind causal necessity, but 

rather that which at once allows the latter to be spoken, and 

goes beyond it. The dialectical movement between rational

itY and myth constitutes the dynamic of philosophy, without 

which there would be only positive sciences. The Romantics 

and German Idealists, writing toward the end of the eighteenth 

century, were aware of this problematic relationship between 

philosophy and myth. Thus we read in 'The Oldest System

Programme of German ldealism'-published anonymously in 

1797. but whose authors are suspected to be, or at least to 

be associated with, the three friends from the Tubingen Stift, 

Holderlin, Hegel, and Schelling-that 'mythology must become 

philosophical. and the people rational, and philosophy must 

become mythological in order to make philosophers sensuous. 

Then eternal unity reigns among us'.12 Not coincidentally, this 

insight came at a moment of renewal of philosophical interest 

in Greek tragedy, chiefly through the works of these three 

highly influential friends. The implication here is that. in Europe. 

philosophy's attempt to separate itself from mythology is 

precisely conditioned by mythology, meaning that mythology 

reveals the germinal form of such a mode of philosophising. 

Every demythologisation is accompanied by a remythologisa

tion, since philosophy is conditioned by an origin from which it 

can never fully detach itself. Accordingly, in order to interrogate 

what is at stake in the question of technology, we should turn to 

11. J.P. Vernant, Myth and.Society in Ancient Greece, tr. J. Lloyd (New York: 

Zone Books, 1990), 210-11. 

12. 'The "Oldest System-Programme of German Idealism"', tr. E. Forster. 

European Journal of Philosophy 3 (1995). 199-200. 
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the predominant myths of the origins of technology that have 

been handed down to us, and at onQe rejected and extended by 

Western philosophy. The misconception that technics can be 

considered as some kind of universal remains a huge obstacle 

to understanding the global technological condition in general, 

and in particular the challenge it poses to non-European 

cultures. Without an understanding of this question, we will all 

remain at a loss, overwhelmed by the homogeneous becoming 

of modern technology. 

Some recent work has attempted to reclaim what it calls 

· Prometheanism', decoupling the social critique of capitalism 

from a denigration of technology and affirming the power of 

technology to liberate us from the strictures and contradictions 

of modernity. This doctrine is often identified with, or at least 

closely related to, the notion of 'accelerationism'.13 But if such 

a response to technology and capitalism is applied globally, as if 

Prometheus were a universal cultural figure, it risks perpetuat

ing a more subtle form of colonialism. 

So who is Prometheus, and what does Prometheanism 

stand for? 14 In Plato's Protagoras, the sophist tells the story 

of the Titan Prometheus, also said to be the creator of human 

beings, who was asked by Zeus to distribute skills to all living 

beings. His brother Epimetheus took over the job, but having 

distributed all the skills, found that he had forgotten to provide 

13. SeeR. Mackay and A Avanessian (eds), #Accelerate: The Acce/erationist 
Reader (Falmouth and Berlin: Urbanomic/Merve, 2011) . especially Ray 
Brassier's essay 'Prometheanism and its Critics', 469-87. 

14. According to Ulrich von Wilamowitz-Moellendorff, there are two 
identities of Prometheus: (1) lonian-Attic Promethos, god of the fire industries. 
the potter and metalworker honoured in the festival of the Prometheia; and (2) 
Boeotian-Locrian Prometheus, the Titan whose punishment is part of the great 
theme of conflict between different generations of the gods. See J.-P. Vernant, 
Myth and Thought among the Greeks (New York: Zone Books, 2006) , 264. 

tor human beings. In order to compensate for the fault of 

his brother Epimetheus, Prometheus stole fire from the god 

Hephaestus and bestowed it upon man.15 Hesiod told another, 

slightly different version of the story in his Theogony, in which 

the Titan challenged the omnipotence of Zeus by playing a trick 

with a s~crificial offering. Zeus expressed his anger by hiding 

fire and the means of living from human beings, in revenge 

tor which Prometheus stole fire. Prometheus received his 

punishment from Zeus: he was chained to the cliff, and an eagle 

from Hephaestus came to eat his liver during the daytime and 

allowed it to grow back at night. The story continues in Works 

and Days, where Zeus, angered by Prometheus's deception 

(apate) or fraud (do/os), revenges himself by visiting evil upon 

human beings. This evil, or do/os, is called Pandora.16 The figure 

of Pandora, whose name means 'she who gives everything', 

is twofold: firstly, she stands for fertility, since in another 

ancient account, according to Vernant, she has another name, 

Anesidora, the goddess of the earth;17 secondly, she stands for 

idleness and dissipation, since she is a gaster, 'an insatiable 

belly devouring the bios or nourishment that men procure for 

themselves through their labor'.18 

lt is only in Aeschylus that Prometheus becomes the father 

of all technics and the master of all crafts ( didasklos technes 

pases) ,19 whereas before he was the one who stole fire, hiding 

15. Plato, 'Protagoras', tr. S. Lombardo and K. Bell, in J.M. Cooper (ed.) 
Complete Works (lndianapolis, IN: Hackett. 1997), 320c-328d. 

16. Vernant emphasises both acts of Prometheus and Zeus as do/os; see 
Vernant, Myth and Society, 185. 

17. Vernant, Myth and Thought. 266. 

18. Ibid., 174. 

19. Ibid. , 271. 
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it in the hollow of a reed .20 Before Prometheus's invention of 

technics, human beings were not sensible beings, since they 

saw without seeing, listened without hearing, and lived in 

disorder and confusion.21 In Aeschylus's Prometheus Bound, 

the Titan declares that 'all the technai that mortals have, come 

from Prometheus'. What exactly are these technai? lt would 

be difficult to exhaust all possible meanings of the word, but it 

is worth paying attention to what Prometheus says: 

What's more. for them I invented Number [arithmon]. wisdom 

above all others. And the painstaking putting together of Letters: 

to be their memory of everything. to be their Muses' mother. 

their handmaid.22 

In assuming a universal Prometheanism, one assumes that 

all cultures arise from techne, which is originally Greek. But 

in China we find another mythology concerning the creation 

of human beings and the origin of technics, one in which 

there is no Promethean figure. lt tells instead of three ancient 

emperors, who were leaders of ancient tribes (.JIG ~ ): Fuxi 

(1}\: .fi ). Nuwa (3z;'~) and Shennong (~if! Jl ). 23 The female god

dess Nuwa, who is represented as a half-human, half-snake 

figure, created human beings from clay. 24 Nuwa's brother. and 

20. Ibid., 265. 

21. Ibid. 

22. Aeschylus, Prometheus Bound, tr. C. Herrington and J . Scully (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1989), LILI1-506; quoted by D. Roochnik, Of Art and 
Wisdom: Plato's Understanding of Techne (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania 

State University Press, 1996), 33. 

23. There are various accounts of who the three emperors were; the list here 

is the most commonly used. 

2LI . Concerning the use of clay, different versions of the tale exist: for example. 

later husband, is Fuxi, a half-dragon, half-human figure who 

invented the bagwa (J\i r )-the eight trigrams based on a 

binary structure. Several classical texts document the process 

whereby Nuwa used five coloured stones to repair the sky in 

order to stop the water flooding in great expanses and fire 

blazing out of control. 25 Shennong has quite an ambiguous 

identity, since he is often associated with two other names, 

van Di (~?(f) and Lie Shan Shi ( ?.'!~ LlJ ~) . 26 In this association, 

Shennong, which literally means 'divine farmer', is also the god 

of fire, and after his death becomes the god of the kitchen 

(the character Yan [~]consists of two repeated instances of 

the character for fire [X]. lt is recognised by historians that it 

most likely comes from the use of fire in the household, rather 

than sun worship.)27 As the name indicates, Shennong also 

invented agriculture, medicine, and other technics. According 

to the Huainanzi, an ancient Chinese text originating in a 

series of scholarly debates held at the court of Liu An, King of 

Huainan ( 179-122 BC) sometime before 139 BC, he risked poi

soning himself by trying hundreds of plants so as to distinguish 

according to the Huainanzi, the creation of humans was not only the work of 
Nuwa but a collective work with other gods: 'The Yellow Emperor produced yin 
and yang. Shang Pian produced ears and eyes; Sang Lin produced shoulders 
and arms. NOwa used these to carry out the seventy transformations.' J. S. 
Major, S. A. Queen, A. S. Meyer, and H. D. Roth (eds, t r.). The Huainanzi: A 
Guide to the Theory and Practice of Government in Early Han China, Liu 
An, King of Huainan, (New York: Columbia University Press. 2010), 17:25. For 

Chinese see: (()'ftiW-T · ~*~'"WII » : Ji{'fff1:~~ . _t~1:£f:§ , ~;ft1:1lf-¥: 
Jlt:R~J'Jf 12), -G+ft-I:B. 
25. See the Huainanzi, chapter 6: 'Surveying Obscurities', 6.7 ( ((;ll"i¥j-T. 
~~~)) ). 

26. Li Gui Min ('$:li~ ) . 'The Relation between Shennong, Lie Shan and Yan 
Di and their Recognition in Antiquity ' (~$-~ , ?.!~w ~, ~*Er-1*4 :!iY\!l!tl 
fl!J~ Er-J ~llil£r,~~ ) . Theory Journal (li~~fiJ) . 3: 217 (March 2012). 108-12. 

27. Ibid., 109. 
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what is edible from what is poisonous. The broken sky that 

NOwa had to repair resulted from a war between Yan Di's 

descendant. the god of fire Zhu Rong (fJLM!I!) and the god of 

water Gong Gong (jt i ).28 Note that the gods of agriculture 

and fire came from different systems of mythology, and that, 

although they are called gods, they are only recognized as 

such after their deaths-originally, they were leaders of the 

ancient tribes. Unlike Greek mythology, then, in which the 

Titan revolted against the gods by bestowing fire and means 

of subsistence upon human beings. thus raising them above 

animals, in Chinese mythology there was no such rebellion 

and no such transcendence granted; this endowment is seen 

instead as owing to the benevolence of the ancient sages. 

In a dialogue with Vernant, French sinologist Jacques 

Gernet remarked that the radical separation between the 

world of the gods and the world of man that was necessary for 

the development of Greek rationality didn't happen in China.29 

Thought of the Greek type did eventually arrive in China, but 

it arrived too late to exercise any formative influence-the 

Chinese had already 'naturalised the divine'.30 In response, 

Vernant also pointed out that the polar terms characteristic 

28. Again, in the Chinese mYthologies there are various accounts which differ 
as to whether Shennong or Nuwa came first. and whether Zhurong is the 
descendant of Shennong or Huang Di ; here we relate the most well -known 

version. 

29. Vernant, Myth and Society, 86. 

30. Gernet also commented elsewhere on the difference between God 
in Judaism and Christianity and the Heaven in Chinese culture: the former 
(Jewish and Christian) is the god of pastors, he speaks. commands; while the 
Chinese heaven does not speak, 'it contents itself to produce the seasons and 
to act continuously by way of its seasonal influxes'. See J. Gernet. Chine et 
Christianisme: action et reaction (Paris: Gallimard, 1982), 206, cited also by F. 
Jullien, Proces ou Creation: une introduction 6 la pensee des /ettres chinois 
(Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1999), <15. 

of Greek culture-man/gods, invisible/visible, eternal/mor

tal. permanent/changing, powerful/powerless, pure/mixed, 

certain/uncertain-were absent in China, and suggested 

that this might partially explain why it was the Greeks who 

invented tragedy. 31 

1 do not mean simply to gesture towards the obvious fact 

that there are different mythologies concerning creation and 

technics in China. Japan, India, or elsewhere. The point, rather, 

is that each of these mythologies gives a different origin for 

technics, corresponding in each case to different relations 

between the gods, technics, humans. and the cosmos. Apart 

from some efforts in anthropology to discuss the variation of 

practices across cultures, these relations have been ignored, or 

their impact has not been taken into account, in the discourse 

on technics and technologies. I propose that it is only by tracing 

different accounts of the genesis of technicity32 that we can 

understand what we mean when we speak of different 'forms 

of life', and thus different relations to technics. 

The effort to relativise the concept of technics challenges 

existing anthropological approaches as well as historical studies, 

which rest on the comparison of the advancement of either 

individual technical objects or technical systems (in the sense 

of Bertrand Gille) in different periods among different cultures.33 

31. Jullien, Proces ou Creation., 98-100. 

32. 'Technicity' is a term I borrow from Gilbert Simondon, according to whom 
technological development should be understood as a lineage of constant 
bifurcation that begins during the magical phase of human societies. 

33. French historian of technology Bertrand Gille (1920-1980) proposed 
to analyse the history of technology according to what he calls 'technical 
systems'. In Histoire des techniques (Paris: Gallimard, 1978), 19, Gille defines a 
'technical system' as follows: 'All technics are to diverse degrees dependent on 
one another, and there needs to be a certain coherence between them: this 
ensemble of the different levels of coherence of all the structures, of all the 
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Scientific and technical thinking emerges under cosmological 

conditions that are expressed in the relations between humans 

and their milieus, which are never static. For this reason I would 

like to call this conception of technics cosmotechnics. One of 

the most characteristic examples of Chinese cosmotechnics, 

for example, is Chinese medicine, which uses the same prin

ciples and terms found in cosmology, such as Yin-Yang, Wu 

Xing, harmony, and so on, to describe the body. 

§2. COSMOS, COSMOLOGY, 
AND COSMOTECHNICS 
Here one may ask whether Leroi-Gourhan's analysis con

cerning technical facts is not already sufficient to explain 

different technicities. lt is true that Leroi-Gourhan brilliantly 

documented technical tendencies and the diversification of 

technical facts in his work, documenting different lineages . 

of technical evolution and the influences of the milieu on 

the fabrication of tools and products. Yet Leroi-Gourhan's 

research has a limit (even if this also constitutes the strength 

and singularity of his research), one that seems to stem from 

his focus upon the individualisation of technical objects so as 

to construct a technical genealogy and technical hierarchy 

ensembles and of all the procedures, composes what one can call a technical 
system.' Technical systems underwent mutation in the face of technological 
revolutions, for example during the mediaeval period (twelfth and thirteenth 
centuries), the Renaissance (fifteenth century) , and the industrial revolution 
(eighteenth century). The researchers Yao Dazhi and Per Hbgselius accused 
Gille's analysis of being Western-centric, in the sense that Gille used European 
technical systems as his primary references and, in doing so, ignored Joseph 
Needham's observation that Chinese technologies seem to have been more 
advanced than Europe about two thousand years ago. For the debate see Yao 
Dazhi and P. Hbgselius, 'Transforming the Narrative of the History of Chinese 
Technology: East and West in Bertrand Gille's Histoire des Techniques', Acta 
Baltica Historiae et Philosophiae Scientiarum 3:1 (Spring 2015), 7-2£1. 

applicable across different cultures. From this perspective, we 

can understand why he would have deliberately limited himself 

to an explanation of technical genesis based on the study of 

the development of tools: as he lamented in the postscript to 

L'homme et la matiere, written thirty years after its original 

publication, most classic ethnographies dedicate their first 

. chapter to technics, only to turn immediately to social and 

religious aspects for the remainder.34 1n Leroi-Gourhan's work, 

technics becomes autonomous in the sense that it acts as a 

'lens' through which the evolution of the human, civilisation, 

and culture can be retrieved. However, it is difficult to attribute 

the singularity of technical facts to the 'milieu' alone, and 1 do 

not believe it is possible to avoid the question of cosmology 

and therefore that of cosmotechnics. 

Allow me to pose this question in the form of a Kantian 

antinomy: (1) Technics is anthropologically universal, and since 

it consists in the extension of somatic functions and the 

externalisation of memory, the differences produced in dif

ferent cultures can be explained according to the degree to 

which factual circumstances inflect the technical tendency;35 

(2) Technics is not anthropologically universal; technologies in 

different cultures are affected by the cosmological understand

ings of these cultures, and have autonomy only within a certain 

cosmological setting-technics is always cosmotechnics. The 

search for a resolution of this antinomy will be the Ariadne's 

thread of our inquiry. 

I will give a preliminary definition of cosmotechnics here: 

it means the unification between the cosmic order and the 

moral order through technical activities (although the term 

34. Leroi-Gourhan, L'homme et la matiere, 315. 

35. Ibid., 29-35. 
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cosmic order is itself tautological since the Greek word kosmos 

means order). The concept of cosmotechnics immediately 

provides us with a conceptual tool with which to overcome 

the conventional opposition between technics and nature, and 

to understand the task of philosophy as that of seeking and 

affirming the organic unity of the two. In the remainder of this 

Introduction, I will investigate this concept in the work of the 

twentieth-century philosopher Gilbert Simondon and that of 

some contemporary anthropologists, notably Tim lngold. 

In the third part of On the Mode of Existence of Technical 

Objects ( 1958), Simondon sets out a speculative history of 

technicity, affirming that it is not sufficient just to investigate 

the technical lineage of objects; it is also necessary to under

stand that it implies 'an organic character of thinking and of 

the mode of being in the world'.36 According to Simondon, the 

genesis of technicity begins with a 'magical ' phase, in which 

we find an original unity anterior to the subject/object division. 

This phase is characterised by the separation and cohesion 

between ground and figure. Simondon took these terms from 

Gestalt psychology, where the figure cannot be detached 

from ground, and it is the ground that gives form, while at the 

same time form also imposing limitations on the ground. We 

can conceive the technicity of the magical phase as a field 

of forces reticulated according to what he calls 'key points' 

(pointes- cles) , for example high points such as mountains, 

giant rocks, or old trees. The primitive magical moment, the 

original mode of cosmotechnics, is bifurcated into technics 

and religions, in which the latter retain an equilibrium with the 

former, in the continued effort to obtain unity. Technics and 

religion yield both theoretical and practical parts: in religion, 

36. Simondon, Du mode d 'existence des objets techniques, 213. 

theY are known as ethics (theoretical) and dogma (practical) ; in 

technics, science and technology. The magical phase is a mode 

in which there is hardly any distinction between cosmology 

and cosmotechnics, since cosmology only makes sense here 

when it is part of everyday practice. There is a separation only 

during the modern period, since the study of technology and 

the study of cosmology (as astronomy) are regarded as two 

different disciplines-an indication of the total detachment of 

technics from cosmology, and the disappearance of any overt 

conception of a cosmotechnics. And yet it would not be correct 

to say that there is no cosmotechnics in our time. There cer

tainly is: it is what Philippe Descola calls 'naturalism', meaning 

the antithesis between culture and nature, which triumphed 

in the West in the seventeenth century.37. In this cosmotech

nics, the cosmos is seen as an exploitable standing-reserve, 

according to what Heidegger calls the world picture ( We/tbild). 

Here we should state that for Simondon, there remains some 

possibility of reinventing cosmotechnics (although he doesn't 

use the term) for our time. In an interview on mechanology, 

Simondon talks about the TV antenna, beautifully describing 

what this convergence (between modern technology and 

natural geography) should look like. Even though, as far as I 

am aware, Simondon did not engage further with this subject, 

it will be our task to take what he meant to say further: 

Look at this TV antenna of television as it is[ ... ) it is rigid but it is 

oriented: we see that it looks into the distance. and that it can 

receive (signals) from an transmitter far away. For me. it appears 

to be more than a symbol; it seems to represent a gesture of 

37. P. Descola, Beyond Nature and Culture, tr. J. Lloyd (Chicago and London: 
Chicago University Press, 2013), 85. 
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sorts, an almost magical power of intentionality, a contemporary 

form of magic. In this encounter between the highest place and 

the nodal point. which is the point of transmission of hyperfre

quencies, there is a sort of 'co-naturality' between the human 

network and the natural geography of the region. lt has a poetic 

dimension, as well as a dimension having to do with signification 

and the encounter between significations.38 

Retrospectively, we may find that Simondon's proposition 

is incompatible with the distinction between magic and sci

ence made by Levi-Strauss in The Savage Mind, published 

a few years later (1962). Magic, or rather the 'science of the 

concrete', according to Levi-Strauss cannot be reduced to a 

stage or phase of technical and scientific evolution,39 whereas 

for Simondon, as we have seen. the magical phase occupies 

the first stage of the genesis of technicity. The science of the 

concrete, according to Levi-Strauss, is event-driven and sign

oriented, while science is structure-driven and concept-ori

ented. Thus for Levi-Strauss there is a discontinuity between 

the two, but it seems that this discontinuity is only legitimated 

when one compares a non-European mythical thought with 

European scientific thought. In Simondon, on the other hand, 

the magical retains a continuity with the development of sci

ence and technology. I would suggest that what Simondon 

hints at in the third part of On the Mode of Existence of 

Technical Objects is precisely a 'cosmotechnics'. Once we 

accept the concept of cosmotechnics, instead of maintaining 

38. G. Sirnondon, 'Entretien sur la mechanologie', Revue de synthese 130:6, 
no. 1 (2009), 103-32: 111. 

39. C. Levi-Strauss, The Savage Mind (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson: 

1966), 13. 

the opposition between the magic/mythical and science and 

a progression between the two, we will be able to see that 

the former, characterized as the 'speculative organization and 

exploitation of the sensible world in sensible terms',40 is not 

necessarily a regression in relation to the latter. 

Some recent work has suggested that close consideration 

of non-Western cultures. since it demonstrates a pluralism of 

ontologies and cosmologies, indicates a way out of the modern 

predicament. Anthropologists such as Philippe Descola and 

Eduardo Viveiros de Castro look to Amazonian cultures in 

order to deconstruct the nature/culture division in Europe. 

Similarly, philosophers such as Frangois Jullien and Augustin 

Berque attempt to compare European culture with Chinese 

and Japanese culture so as to depict a profound pluralism 

that cannot be easily classified according to simple schemes, 

and to reinterpret Western attempts to overcome modernity. 

In his seminal work Beyond Nature and Culture, Descola not 

only suggests that the nature/culture division developed in 

the Occident is not universal, but also maintains that it is 

a marginal case. Descola describes four ontologies: namely, 

naturalism (the nature/culture division), animism, totemism, 

and analogism. Each of these ontologies inscribes nature in 

different ways, and in non-modern practices one finds that 

the nature/culture division that has been taken for granted 

since European modernity does not hold.41 Descola cites Social 

anthropologist Tim lngold's observation that philosophers have 

seldom asked, 'What makes humans animals of a particular 

kind?', their typical preferred question about naturalism being 

40. Ibid. 16. 

41. See Descola, Beyond Nature and Culture, especially Part Ill. 
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'What makes humans different in kind from animals?'42 This 

is not only the case among philosophers, as Descola points 

out; for ethnologists also fall into the dogma of naturalism 

which insists on the uniqueness of the human being, and the 

assumption that humans are differentiated from other beings 

by means of culture.43 In naturalism, one finds discontinuity in 

interiority and continuity in physicality; in animism, continuity 

in interiority and discontinuity in physicality.44 We reproduce 

Descola's definitions of the four ontologies below: 

Similar Animism Totem ism Similar 
interiority, interiority, 
Dissimilar Similar 
physicality physicality 

Dissimilar Naturalism Analog ism Dissimilar 
interiority, interiority, 
Similar Dissimilar 
physicality physicality 

These various ontologies imply different conceptions of nature 

and different forms of participation; and indeed, as Descola 

pointed out. the antithesis between nature and culture in 

naturalism is rejected in other conceptions of 'nature'. What 

Descola says about nature might also be said of technics, 

which in Descola's writings is abstracted as 'practice'-a term 

that avoids the technics/culture division. However, calling it 

'practice' may obscure the role of technics; this is the reason 

we speak of cosmotechnics rather than cosmology. 

<12. Descola, Beyond Nature and Culture, 178. 

<13. , Ibid. , 180. 

LILI . lbid.,122. 

Although he does not employ a term analogous to 'cosmo

technics', lngold perceives this point clearly. Drawing on Greg

orY Bateson, lngold proposes that there is a unity between 

practices and the environment to which they belong. This 

leads to his proposal for a sentient ecology,45 which is medi

ated and operated according to affective relations between 

human beings and their environments. One example he gives 

concerning hunter -gatherer society helps to clarify what he 

means by 'sentient ecology': hunter-gatherers' perception of 

the environment. he tells us, is embedded in their practices.46 

lngold points out that the Cree people of northeastern Canada 

have an explanation for why reindeers are easy to kill: the 

animals offer themselves voluntarily 'in a spirit of good will 

or even love towards the hunter'Y The encounter between 

animal and hunter is not simply a question of 'to shoot or not 

to shoot', but rather one of cosmological and moral necessity: 

At that crucial moment of eye-to-eye contact, the hunter felt 

the overwhelming presence of the animal; he felt as if his own 

being were somehow bound up or intermingled with that of 

the animal-a feeling tantamount to love and one that, in the 

domain of human relations. is experienced in sexual intercourse.48 

Rethinking senses such as vision, hearing, and touch by invok

ing Hans Jonas, James Gibson, and Maurice Merleau-Ponty, 

lngold attempts to show that , when we reinvestigate the 

<15. T. lngold, The Perception of the Environment: Essays on Livelihood, 
Dwelling and Skill (London: Routledge, 2011) . 2<1 . 

<16. lbid., 10. 

<17. lbid., 13. 

48. Ibid., 25. 
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question of the senses, it is possible to reappropriate this 

sentient ecology, which is totally ignored in modern techno

logical development. And yet in this conception of human and 

environment, the relation between environment and cosmol

ogy is not very clear, and this way of analysing living beings 

with the environment risks reduction to a cybernetic feedback 

model such as Bateson's, thereby undermining the absolutely 

overwhelming and contingent role of the cosmos. 

Simondon holds a similar view on the relation between 

human being and the outer world as figure and ground-a 

functioning model of cosmotechnics, since the ground is 

limited by the figure, and the figure is empowered by the 

ground. Owing to their detachment, in religion the ground is 

no longer limited by the figure, and therefore the unlimited 

ground is conceived as a godlike power; whereas inversely, 

in technics, the figure overtakes the ground and leads to the 

subversion of their relation. Simondon therefore proposes a 

task for philosophical thinking: to produce a convergence that 

reaffirms the unity of figure and ground,49 something that could 

be understood as the search for a cosmotechnics. For example, 

in considering Polynesian navigation-the ability to navigate 

among a thousand islands without any modern apparatus-as 

a cosmotechnics, we might focus not on this ability as a skill, 

but rather on the figure-ground relation that prefigures this skill. 

The comparison between the work of lngold and other 

ethnologists and Simondon indicates two different ways in 

which the question concerning technology in China might be 

approached. In the first, we are given a way in ~hich to compre

hend cosmology, which conditions social and political life; while 

in the second, philosophical thought is reconfigured as a search 

L19. Simondon, Du mode d'existence des objets techniques, 217-18. 

tor the ground of the figure, whose relation seems to be more 

and more distanced due to the increasing specialization and 

division of professions in modern societies. The cosmotechnics 

of ancient China and the philosophical thought developed 

throughout its history seem to me to reflect a constant effort 

to bring about precisely such a unification of ground and figure. 

In Chinese cosmology, one finds a sense other than vision, 

hearing, and touch. lt is called Ganying (~~).literally meaning 

'feeling' and 'response', and is often (as in the work of sinolo

gists such as Marcel Granet and Angus Graham) understood 

as 'correlative thinking';50 I prefer to call it resonance, following 

Joseph Needham. lt yields a 'moral sentiment' and further, a 

·moral obligation' (in social and political terms) which is not 

solely the product of subjective contemplation, but rather 

emerges from the resonance between the Heaven and the 

human. since the Heaven is the ground of the moral.51 The 

existence of such a resonance rests upon the presupposition 

of unification between the human and the Heaven (~AB--). 

and therefore Ganying implies ( 1) a homogeneity in all beings, 

and (2) an organicity of the relation between part and part. 

50. A. C. Graham, Yin-Yang and the Nature of Correlative Thinking, 
(Singapore: National University of Singapore, 1986) 

51. Concerning the origin of the moral order, it is difficult, for instance, to find 
an explanation in Henri Bergson's The Two Sources of Morality and Religion 
(tr. A. Audra and C. Brereton [London: Macmillan, 1935]). Bergson distinguishes 
two kinds of morals: one is a closed morals related to social obligation and 
habitude, while the other is what he calls an open morals related to 'call of 
the hero [appel du hero]'. In the latter form, one doesn't yield to pressure, but 
to fascination; according to Bergson these two forms of the moral coexist. 
and neither exists in pure form. lt would certainly be wort~while to further 
examine Bergson's concept of the moral and its implications for the Chinese 
cosmotechnics that I attempt to sketch out here, although it seems to me that 
Bergson's understanding of the moral is rather limited to the Western tradition, 
especially the Greeks; in China, the cosmos played a determining role, so that 
any heroic act could only be an accordance with the Heaven. 
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and between part and whole.52 This homogeneity can be 

found already in Zhou Yi-Xi Ci 11, 53 where the ancient Bao-xi 

(another name for Fuxi) created the eight trigrams to reflect 

the connection of all being through these homogeneities: 

Anciently, when Bao-xi had come to the rule of all under Heaven, 

looking up, he contemplated the brilliant forms exhibited in the 

sky, and looking down he surveyed the patterns shown on the 

earth. He contemplated the ornamental appearances of birds 

and beasts and the (different) suitabilities of the soil. Near at 

hand, in his own person, he found things for consideration, and 

the same at a distance, in things in general. On this he devised 

the eight trigrams, to show fully the attributes of the spirit-like 

and intelligent (operations working secretly), and to classify the 

qualities of the myriads of things. 54 

Words such as 'forms', 'patterns', and 'appearances' are essen

tial in understanding the resonances between the Heaven 

and the human. They imply an attitude towards science in 

China which (according to the organismic readings offered 

by authors such as Joseph Needham) differs from that of 

Greece, since it is resonance that lends authority to rules and 

laws, whereas for the Greeks laws (nomoi) are closely related 

52. Huang Junjie ( Ji'i~fl ) . 3lt~1l'ffl~.'i: E!<J if:f.lV!!J [New Perspectives on 
the History of Confucianism in East Asia] (Taiwan: Taiwan National University 
Press, 2015), 267. 

53. According to historical documents, there were three versions of the 
I Ching (~~.or The Book of Changes) in China, but only one, Zhou Yi (f,!iJ 
~),has been preserved and circulated. There are seven classic commentaries 
on the I Ching, known as Yi Zhuan (~~ ) . including the Xi Ci quoted below; 
together, these ten texts (including the lost ones) are known as the 'ten wings'. 

5<1. Xi Ci 11, tr. J. Legge, <http://ctext.org/ book-of-changes/xi-ci-xia/ ens> 
[emphasis mine]. 

to geometry, as Vernant frequently points out. But how is 

this resonance to be sensed? Confucianism and Daoism both 

postulate a cosmological 'heart' or 'mind ' (examined in §18 

below) able to resonate with the external environment (for 

example in Luxuriant Dew of the Spring and Autumn Annals )55 

as well as with other beings (for example in Mencius). We 

will see later how it is this sense that leads to the develop

ment of a moral cosmology or moral metaphysics in China, 

which is expressed in the unification between the Heaven 

and the human. Importantly for our argument here, in the 

context of technics such unification is also expressed as the 

unification of Qi (~. literally translated as 'tools') and Oao (:1!!, 

often transliterated as 'tao'). For example, in Confucianism, Qi 

implies a cosmological consciousness of the relations between 

humans and nature that is demonstrated in rituals and religious 

ceremonies. As we discuss in Part 1, the Confucian classic Li 

Ji (the Book of Rituals) contains a long section entitled Li Qi ( 

Ul~. 'the vessels of rituals') documenting the importance of 

technical objects in the fulfilment of the Li (Ut 'rituals'), and 

according to which morality can only be maintained through 

the proper use of Li Qi. 

lt will be the task of Part 1 to elaborate on this 'correlative 

thinking ' in China, and on the dynamic relation between Qi 

and Oao. I believe that the concept of cosmotechnics allows 

us to trace different technicities, and contributes to opening 

up the plurality of relations between technics, mythology, and 

cosmology-and thereby to the embracing of the different 

relations between the human and technics inherited from dif

ferent mythologies and cosmologies. Certainly Prometheanism 

55. Authorship of this work is attributed to the important Han Confucian 
Dong Zhongshu ( '1:1~~. 179-10<1 BC), who we will discuss below. 
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is one such relation, but it is highly problematic to take it as a 

universal. However, I am certainly not proposing to advocate 

any kind of cultural purity here, or to defend it. as origin, against 

contamination. Technics has served as a means of communica

tion between different ethnic groups, which immediately calls 

into question any concept of an absolute origin. In our tech

nological epoch, it is the driving force of globalisation-in the 

sense both of a converging force acting through space, and a 

synchronising force in time. Yet a radical alterity will have to be 

asserted in order to leave room for heterogeneity, and thereby 

to develop different epistemes based on traditional metaphysi

cal categories. a task which opens the way to the veritable 

question of locality. I use the term episteme with reference to 

Michel Foucault, for whom it denotes a social and scientific 

structure that functions as a set of criteria of selection, and 

determines the discourse of truth. 56 In The Order of Things, 

Foucault introduces a periodisation of three epistemes in the 

Occident: Renaissance, Classical, and Modern. Foucault later 

found that his introduction of the term episteme had led to an 

impasse, and developed a more general concept, namely that 

of the dispositif. 57 The transition from episteme to dispositif is 

a strategic move to a more immanent critique, which Foucault 

was able to apply in a more contemporary analysis; looking back 

56. M. Foucault. The Order of Things: An Archeology of the Human Sciences 
(New York: Vintage Books. 199LJ). xxi: 'What I am attempting to bring to light 
is the epistemological field, the episteme in which knowledge, envisaged apart 
from all criteria having reference to its rational value or to its objective forms, 
grounds its positivity and thereby manifests a history which is not that of 
its growing perfection. but rather that of its conditions of possibility; in this 
account, what should appear are those configurations within the space of 
knowledge which have given rise to the diverse forms of empirical science.' 

57. M. Foucault , 'Le jeu de Michel Foucault (Entretien sur l'histoire de la 
sexualite)', in Oits et Ecrits Ill (Paris: Gallimard, 199LJ), 297-329: 301. 

during an interview in 1977, around the time of the publication of 

the History of Sexuality, Foucault proposed to define episteme 

as a form of dispositif: as that 'strategic dispositifwhich allows 

the selection, among all possible enunciations, of those that 

will be acceptable within[ ... ] a field of scientificity of which one 

can say: this is true or false'. 58 l take the liberty of reformulating 

the concept of episteme here: for me it is a dispositif which, 

in the face of modern technology, may be reinvented on the 

basis of the traditional metaphysical categories in order to 

reintroduce a form of life and to reactivate a locality. Such 

reinventions can be observed, for example, following the social, 

political, and economic crises that occurred in each epoch in 

China (and we can surely find examples in other cultures): the 

decline of the Zhou Dynasty (1122-256 se), the introduction 

of Buddhism in China, the country's defeat in the Opium Wars, 

etc. At these points we observe the reinvention of an episteme, 

which in turn conditions aesthetic, social, and political life. The 

technical systems that are in the process of forming today, 

fuelled by digital technologies (for example, 'smart cities', t~e 
'internet of things', social networks, and large-scale automation 

systems) tend to lead to a homogeneous relation between 

humanity and technics-that of intensive quantification and 

control. But this only makes it more important and more 

urgent for different cultures to reflect on their own history 

and ontologies in order to adopt digital technologies without 

being merely synchronized into the homogenous 'global' and 
'generic' episteme. 

The decisive moment in modern Chinese history came with 

the two Opium Wars in the mid-nineteenth century, in which 

the Qing dynasty ( 16LjLj-1912) was comprehensively defeated 

58. Ibid. 
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by the British army, leading to the opening up of China as a 

quasi-colony for Western forces, and instigating China's mod

ernisation. Lack of technological competence was considered 

by the Chinese to be one of the major reasons for this defeat. 

They therefore felt with urgency the need for rapidly moderni

sation via technological development. in the hope of putting an 

end to the inequality between China and the Western forces. 

However, China was not able to absorb Western technology 

in the way that the dominant Chinese reformists at that time 

wished, largely due to the ignorance and misunderstanding of 

technology. For they maintained a belief, which retrospectively 

seems rather 'Cartesian', that it would be possible to separate 

Chinese thought-the mind-from technologies understood 

merely as instruments; that the former, the ground, could 

remain intact without being affected by the importation and 

implementation of the technological figure. 

On the contrary, technology has ended up subverting any 

such dualism. and has constituted itself as ground rather than 

as figure. More than a century and a half has passed since 

the Opium Wars. China has lived through further catastrophes 

and crises owing to the change of regimes and all manner of 

experimental reforms. During this time there have been many 

reflections on the question of technology and modernisation, 

and the attempt to maintain a dualism between thinking mind 

and technological instrument has been revealed as a failure. 

More seriously, in recent decades any such reflection has been 

rendered impotent in the face of continuing economic and 

technological booms. A kind of ecstasy and hype has emerged 

in its stead, propelling the country into the unknown: all of a 

sudden, it finds itself as if in the midst of an ocean without 

being able to see any limit, any destination-the predicament 

described by Nietzsche in The Gay Science, and which remains 

a poignant image for describing modern man's troubling situ

ation. 59 In Europe, various concepts such as the 'postmodern' 

or ·posthuman' have been invented to name some imaginary 

exodus from this situation; but it will not be possible to find the 

exit without directly addressing and confronting the question 

of technology. 
With all of the above questions in mind, this work aims to 

open up a new inquiry into modern technology, one that does 

not take Prometheanism as its fundamental presupposition. 

The work is divided into two parts. Part 1 is intended to be a 

systematic and historical survey of 'technological thought' in 

China in comparison to its counterpart in Europe. lt serves as 

a new starting point for understanding what is at stake here, 

as well as for reflecting on the urgency of this investigation. 

Part 2 is an investigation into the historical-metaphysical 

questions of modern technology, and aims to shed new light 

on the obscurity in which the question of technology dwells 

in China. especially in the Anthropocene. 

§3. TECHNOLOGICAL RUPTURE 
AND METAPHYSICAL UNITY 
As implied by the concept of cosmotechnics outlined above, 

the account of technology given here does not limit itself to 

the historical, social, and economic levels; we have to move 

beyond these levels in order to reconstitute a metaphysical 

unity. By 'unity', I do not mean a political or cultural identity, but 

a unity between practice and theory, or more precisely a form 

of life that maintains the coherence (if not necessarily the har

mony) of a community. The fragmentation of forms of life in 

59. F. Nietzsche, The Gay Science, tr. J. Nauckhoff (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2001), 119 (§12Ll). 
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both European and non-European countries is largely a result 

of an inconsistency between theory and practice. But in the 

East this gap is revealed not as a mere disturbance but as the 

'deracination' (Entwurzelung) described by Heidegger-as a 

total discontinuity. The transformation of practices brought 

about by modern technology outstrips the ancient categories 

that had previously applied. For example, as I discuss in Part 1, 

the Chinese have no equivalents of the categories that the 

Greeks called techne and physis. Hence in China the force of 

technology dismantles the metaphysical unity of practice and 

theory, and creates a rupture, which still awaits unification. Of 

course, this is not something that is only happening in the East. 

In the West, as Heidegger described, the emergence of the 

category 'technology' no longer shares the same essence as 

techne. The question concerning technology should ultimately 

serve as a motivation to take up the question of Being-and, 

if I might say so, to create a new metaphysics; or, even bet

ter, a new cosmotechnics.60 In our time, this unification or 

indifference does not present itself as a quest for a ground, 

but rather exhibits itself as both an original ground ( Urgrund) 

and an unground ( Ungrund): Ungrund because it is open to 

alterities; Urgrund as a ground that resists assimilation. Hence 

the Urgrund and the Ungrund should be considered as a 

unity, much like being and nothingness. The quest for unity is 

properly speaking the te/os of philosophy, as Hegel maintained 

in his treatise on Schelling and. Fichte.61 

60. Although Heidegger did not explicitly make this claim, in his commentary 

on Nietzsche he refers to metaphysics as a force of unification that overlooks all 

beings. However. we have to bear in mind that Heidegger's reading of the history 

of Western metaphysics is only one possible interpretation: see M. Heidegger, 

GA 6.2 Nietzsche Band 11 (Frankfurt am Main: Klostermann, 1997), 3L12-3. 

61. G. W. F. Hegel, The Difference between Fichte's and Schelling's System 

As we shall see, to answer the question concerning technol

ogY in China is not to give a detailed history of the economic 

and social development of technologies-something that 

historians and sinologists such as Joseph Needham have 

already done in various brilliant ways-but rather to describe 

the transformation of the category Qi ( ~) in its relation to 

oao (:@:). Let me be more precise on this point. Normally 

technics and technology are translated in Chinese as jishu 

(~1#) and keji (.f41i). The first term means 'technique' or 

'skill'; the second is composed of two characters, ke meaning 

'science' (ke xue) andji meaning 'technique' or 'applied science'. 

The question is not whether these translations adequately ren

der the meanings of the Western words (one has to note that 

the translations are newly-coined terms), but rather whether 

they create the illusion that Western technics have an equiva

lent in the Chinese tradition. Ultimately, the eagerness these 

Chinese neologisms express to show that 'we also have these 

terms' obscures the true question of technics. Rather than 

relying on these potentially confusing neologisms, therefore, 

I propose to reconstruct the question of technics from the 

ancient philosophical categories Qi and Oao, tracing various 

turning points at which the two were separated, reunified, or 

even totally disregarded. The relation between Qi and Oao 

characterises, properly speaking, the thinking of technics in 

China, which is also a unification of moral and cosmological 

thinking in a cosmotechnics. it is in associating Qi and Oao 

that the question of technics reaches its metaphysical ground. 

it is also in entering into this relation that Qi participates in 

moral cosmology, and intervenes in the metaphysical system 

of Philosophy, tr. H. S. Harris and W. Cerf (Aibany, NY: State University of New 
York Press, 1977), 91. 
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according to its own evolution. Thus we will show how the 

relation between Qi and Oao has varied throughout the history 

of Chinese thought, following continual attempts to reunify 

Oao and Qi (J:!!~i:'r- ). each with different nuances ~nd 

different consequences: Qi enlightens Oao (~\::J,~ J:l! ). Qi 

carries Oao (~\::J,l!GJ:l!) or Qi in the service of Oao (~~J:!! 

ffl) . Oao in the service of Qi ( Jl!~~ffl). and so on. Below we 

trace these relations from the era of Confucius and Laozi into 

contemporary China. Finally, we show how the imposition of 

a superficial and reductive materialism ended up completely 

separating Qi and Oao, an event that may be considered as 

the breakdown of the traditional system, and may even be 

termed China's own 'end of metaphysics'-although once 

again, here we should emphasise that what is called 'meta

physics' in the European language is not equivalent to its usual 

translation in Chinese, Xing er Shang Xue (fffffi]__t~ ). which 

actually means 'that which is above forms', and is a synonym 

of Oao in the I Ching. What Heidegger terms the 'end of 

metaphysics', then, is by no means the end of Xing er Shang 

Xue-because, for Heidegger, it is the completion of meta

physics that gives us modern technoscience; whereas Xing er 

Shang Xue cannot give rise to modern technology, since firstly 

it doesn't have the same source as the metaphysika, and 

secondly, as we will explain in detail below, if we follow New 

Confucian philosopher Mou Zongsan, Chinese thought has 

always given priority to the noumenon over the phenomenon, 

and it is precisely because of this philosophical attitude that 

a different cosmotechnics developed in China. 

it is not my aim, however, to argue that the traditional 

Chinese metaphysics is sufficient and that we can simply go 

back to it. On the contrary, I would like to show that, while it 

is insufficient to simply revive the traditional metaphysics, it is 

crucial that we start from it in order to seek ways other than 

affirmative Prometheanism or neocolonial critique to think and 

to challenge global technological hegemony. The ultimate task 

will be to reinvent the Dao-Qi relation by situating it historically, 

and asking in what way this line of thinking might be fruitful 

not only in the construction of a new Chinese philosophy 

of technology, but also in responding to the current state of 

technological globalisation. 

Inevitably, this task will also have to respond to the haunt

ing dilemma of what is called 'Needham's question': Why didn't 

modern science and technology emerge in China? In the 

sixteenth century, Europeans were attracted by China: by its 

aesthetics and its culture, but also by its advanced technolo

gies. For example, Leibniz was obsessed with Chinese writing, 

especially by his discovery that the I Ching is organised accord

ing to precisely the binary system he himself had proposed. He 

thus believed he had discovered in the Chinese writings an 

advanced mode of combinatorics. After the sixteenth century, 

though, science and technology in China were outstripped by 

the West. According to the dominant view, it is the modernisa

tion of science and technology in Europe during the sixteenth 

and seventeenth centuries that accounts for this change. Such 

an explanation is 'accidental ' in the sense that it relies on a 

rupture or an event; but as we shall try to elaborate, there may 

be another explanation, from the standpoint of metaphysics. 

In asking why modern science and technology did not 

emerge in China, we will discuss the tentative answers given 

both by Needham himself, and by the Chinese philosophers 

Feng Youlan (1895-1990) and Mou Zongsan (1909-1995). 

Mou's answer is the most sophisticated and speculative of 

the two, and the solution he proposes demands a reunifica

tion of two metaphysical systems: one that speculates on the 

I Univ. Bayreuth ~ 
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noumenal world and makes it the core constituent of a moral 

metaphysics, and another that tends to limit itself to the level 

of phenomena, and in doing so furnishes the terrain for highly 

analytical activities. This reading is clearly influenced by Kant, 

and indeed Mou frequently employs Kant's vocabulary. Mou 

recalls that, when he first read Kant, he was struck by the fact 

that what Kant calls the noumenon is at the core of Chinese 

philosophy, and that it is the respective focus on noumenon 

and phenomenon that marks the difference between Chinese 

and European metaphysics.62 Indulging in speculation on the 

noumenon, Chinese philosophy tends to advance the activi

ties of intellectual intuition, but refrains from dealing with the 

phenomenal world: it pays attention to the latter only in order to 

take it as a stepping stone to reach 'above form'. Mou therefore 

argues that in order to revive traditional Chinese thought, an 

interface has to be reconstructed between noumenal ontol

ogy and phenomenal ontology. This connection cannot come 

from anywhere other than the Chinese tradition itself, since 

ultimately Mou means it to be a proof that traditional Chinese 

thought can also develop modern science and technology, and 

only needs a new method in order to do so. This sums up the 

task of the 'New Confucianism'63 which developed in Taiwan 

and Hong Kong after the Second World War. and which we 

discuss in Part 1 (§18). However, Mou's proposal remains an 

idealist one, because he considers Xin (~~'. 'heart'). or the 

noumenal subject. as the ultimate possibility: according to him, 

62. Mou Zongsan, Collected Works 21: Phenomenon and Thing-in-Itself 
(ffl.~~!lm § !l:f ) (Taipei: Student Books Co., 1975), 20-30. 

63. it is necessary to distinguish Neo-Confucianism, a metaphysical 
movement that culminated during the Sung and Ming dynasties, from New 
Confucianism, which is a movement that started in the early twentieth centurv. 

though, through self-negation it can descend so as to become 

a subject of (phenomenal) knowledge. 54 

Part 2 of the book serves as a critique of Mou's approach, 

and proposes to go 'back to the technical objects themselves', 

as an alternative (or better, a supplement) to this idealist vision. 

§4. MODERNITY, MODERNISATION, 
AND TECHNICITY 
In attempting to think through Mou's proposition of an inter

face between Chinese and Western thought, while avoiding 

his idealism. Part 2 finds that what is central here is the 

relation between technics and time. Here I turn to Bernard 

Stiegler's reformulation of the history of Western philosophy 

according to the question of technicity in Technics and Time. 

But time has never been a real question for Chinese philoso

phy: as sinologists Marcel Granet and Frangois Jullien have 

stated clearly, the Chinese never really elaborated on the 

question of time.65 This therefore opens up the possibility, in 

the wake of Stiegler's work, of an investigation into the rela

tion between technics and time in China. 

Based on the work of Leroi-Gourhan. Husserl, and Hei

degger, Stiegler attempts to put an end to a modernity char

acterised by technological unconsciousness. Technological 

consciousness is the consciousness of time, of one's finitude; 

but also of the relation between this finitude and technicity. 

S~iegler convincingly shows how, from Plato on, the rela

tion between technics and anamnesis is already well estab

lished, and stands at the centre of the economy of the soul. 

64. Mou himself claims that he is not an idealist. since xin is not the mind; it 
is more than the mind, and offers more possibilities. 

65. F. Jullien, Du Temps (Paris: Biblio Essais, 2012) . 
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After reincarnation, the soul forgets the knowledge of truth 

that it has acquired in the past life, and the search for truth is 

fundamentally an act of remembering or recollection. Socrates 

famously demonstrates this in the Meno, where the young 

slave, with the aid of technical tools (drawing in the sand), is 

able to solve geometrical problems of which he has no prior 

knowledge at all. 

The economy of the soul in the East, though, has little in 

common with such an anamnesic conception of time. We must 

say that, even though the calendrical devices of the cultures 

resemble each other, in these technical objects we find not 

only different technical lineages, but also different interpreta

tions of time, which configure the function and perception of 

these technical objects in everyday life. This is largely the result 

of the influence of Daoism and Buddhism, which combined 

with Confucianism to produce what Mou Zongsan calls the 

'synthetic approach to comprehending reason [k*ifa<JIIWZ.. 
;ffJt~]' in contrast to occidental culture's 'analytic approach to 

comprehending reason [?tMB<JIIWZ..~t~ ]'. 66 ln the noume

nal experience implied by the former, there simply is no time; or 

more precisely, time and historicity do not occur as questions. 

In Heidegger, historicity is the hermeneutics conditioned by the 

finitude of Dasein and technics, which infinitises Dasein's reten

tional finitude by passing exteriorised memory from generation 

to generation. Mou appreciated Heidegger's critique of Kant 

in Kant and the Problem of Metaphysics, in which Heidegger 

radicalised the transcendental imagination, making it a ques

tion of time. However Mou also sees Heidegger's analysis of 

finitude as a limitation, since for Mou, xin qua noumenal subject 

66. Mou Zongsan, Collected Works 9: Philosophy of History (.lfl.'t'fg~ ) 

(Taipei: Student Books Co.), 192-200. 

is that which can indeed 'infinitise'. Mou did not formulate any 

material relation between technics and the xin, since he largely 

disregarded the question of technics, which, for him, is only 

one of the possibilities of the self-negation of the Liangzhi 

(heart/mind) ( ~Jma<J § ~:l;'li:~€3).1t is to this lack of reflection 

on the question of technics, I speculate, that we can attribute 

the failure of New Confucianism to respond to the problem of 

modernisation and the question of historicity; however, it is 

possible and necessary to transform this lack into a positive 

concept. a task akin to that undertaken by Jean-Franc;ois 

Lyotard, as we shall examine below. 

This disregarding of time and lack of any discourse on 

historicity in Chinese metaphysics was noted by Keiji Nishitani 

(1goo-1ggo), a Japanese philosopher of the Kyoto School 

who studied under Heidegger in Freiburg during the 1930s. 

For Nishitani, Eastern philosophy did not take the concept 

of time seriously, and hence was unable to account for con

cepts such as historicity-that is, the ability to think as a 

'historical being'. This question is indeed a most Heideggerian 

one: in the second division of Being and Time, the philoso

pher discussed the relation between individual time and the 

relation to Geschichtlichkeit (historicity) . But in Nishitani's 

attempt to think East and West together, two problems arise, 

and present a dilemma. Firstly, for the Japanese philosopher, 

technology opens a path towards 'nihility', as do the works 

of Nietzsche and Heidegger; but in the Buddhism espoused 

by Nishitani, sOnyata (emptiness) aims to transcend nihility; 

and in such transcendence, time loses all meaning.67 Secondly, 

Geschichtlichkeit and, further, Weltgeschichtlichkeit (world 

67. K. Nishitani, Religion and Nothingness (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1982). 
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historicity) are not possible without a retentional system

which, as Stiegler shows in the third volume of Technics and 

Time, is also technics.68 This means that it is not possible to 

be conscious of the relation between Dasein and historicity 

without being conscious of the relation between Dasein and 

technicity~ that is to say, historical consciousness demands 

technological consciousness. 

As I argue in Part 2, modernity functions according to a 

technological unconsciousness, which consists of a forget

ting of one's own limits, as described by Nietzsche in The 

Gay Science: 'the poor bird that has felt free and now strikes 

against the walls of this cage! Woe, when homesickness for 

the land overcomes you, as if there had been more freedom 

there-and there is no more "land".'69 This predicament arises 

precisely from a lack of awareness of the instruments at hand, 

their limits and their dangers. Modernity ends with the rise of 

a technological consciousness, meaning both the conscious

ness of the power of technology and the consciousness of the 

technological condition of the human. In order to tackle the 

questions raised by Nishitani and Mou Zongsan, it is necessary 

to articulate the question of time and history with that of tech

nics, so as to open up a new terrain and to explore a thinking 

that bridges noumenal ontology and phenomenal ontology. 

But in demanding that a Chinese philosophy of technology 

adopt this post-Heideggerian (Stieglerian) viewpoint, aren't 

we in danger of simply imposing a Western point of view once 

again? Not necessarily, since what is more fundamental today is 

68. B. Stiegler. Technics and Time 3: Cinematic Time and the Question of 
Malaise, tr. S. Barker (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2010). 

69. F. Nietzsche, The Gay Science, tr. J. Nauckhoff (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2001 ), 119. 

to seek a new conception of world history and a cosmotechni

cal thinking that will give us a new way of being with technical 

objects and systems. Far from simply renouncing the analyses 

of Mou and Nishitani and replacing it with Stiegler's, we there

tore pose the following question: Rather than absorbing tech

nics into either of their ontologies, is it possible to understand 

technics as a medium for the two ontologies? For Nishitani, the 

question was: Can absolute nothingness appropriate modernity 

and hence construct a new world history that is not limited by 

Western modernity? For Mou: Can Chinese thinking absorb 

modern science and technology through a reconfiguration of 

its own thinking that already lies within the possibilities of the 

latter? Nishitani's answer leads to a proposal for a total war as 

a strategy to overcome modernity, something that was taken 

up as the slogan of the Kyoto school philosophers prior to the 

Second World War. This is what I term a metaphysical fascism, 

which arises from a misdiagnosis of the question of modernity, 

and is something we must avoid at all costs. Mou 's answer 

was affirmative and positive even if, as we will see in Part 1, it 

was widely questioned by Chinese intellectuals. it seems to 

me that both Mou and Nishitani (as well as their schools and 

the epochs in which they lived) failed to overcome modernity 

largely because they didn't take the question of technology 

seriously enough. However, we still have to pass through their 

work in order to clarify these problems. One point that can be 

stated clearly here is that, in order to heal the rupture of the 

metaphysical system introduced by modern technology, we 

cannot rely on any speculative idealist thinking. Instead, it is 

necessary to take the materiality of technics (as ergon) into 

account. This is not a materialism in the classical sense, but one 

that pushes the possibility of matter to its limits. 
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This question is at once speculative and political. In 1986, Jean

Franyois Lyotard, on the invitation of Bernard Stiegler, gave 

a seminar at IRCAM, at the Centre Pompidou in Paris, later 

published under the title 'Logos and Techne, or Telegraphy'.70 

In the seminar Lyotard asked whether it is possible that, rather 

than being retentional devices, the new technologies might 

open up a new possibility of thinking what the thirteenth

century Japanese Zen Buddhist Dogen calls the 'clear mir

ror ( ryji_l]'. Lyotard's question resonates with the analyses 

of Mou and Nishitani, since the 'clear mirror' fundamentally 

constitutes the heart of the metaphysical systems of the East. 

Towards the end of the talk, Lyotard concludes as follows: 

The whole question is this: is the passage possible, will it be 

possible with, or allowed by, the new mode of inscription and 

memoration that characterizes the new technologies? Do they 

not impose syntheses. and syntheses conceived still more inti

mately in the soul than any earlier technology has done? But 

by that very fact, do they not also help to refine our anamnesic 

resistance? I'll stop on this vague hope, which is too dialectical 

to take seriously. All this remains to be thought out. tried out.71 

Why did Lyotard, having made this proposal, retreat from it, 

suggesting that it was too vague and too dialectical to be 

taken seriously? Lyotard approached the question from the 

opposite direction to Mou Zongsan and Keiji Nishitani: he was 

looking for a passage from West to East. However, Lyotard's 

limited knowledge of the East did not allow him to go further, 

into the question of world historicity. 

70. J.-F. Lyotard, The Inhuman: Reflections on Time. tr. G. Bennington and R. 
Bowlby (London: Polity, 1991). 

71. Ibid., 57. 

Along with many others of his time, notably Bruno Latour, 

Lyotard is a representative of the second attempt of European 

intellectuals to overcome modernity. The first attempt was 

around the time of the First World War, when intellectuals 

were conscious of the decline of the West and the crisis 

that was presenting itself in the domains of culture (Oswald 

Spengler). science (Edmund Husserl). mathematics (Hermann 

Weyl). physics (Aibert Einstein), and mechanics (Richard von 

Mises). In parallel, East Asia saw the first generation of New 

Confucians (Xiong Shili, the teacher of Mou Zongsan, and 

uang Shuming) and intellectuals such as Liang Qichao and 

Zhang Junmai; the very much germanised Kyoto school; 

and then the second generation of New Confucians in the 

1g7os-all of whom attempted to broach the same ques

tions. However, like the first generation of New Confucians, 

they remained insensitive to their idealist approach towards 

modernisation, and didn't give the question of technology 

the properly philosophical status that it deserves. In Europe 

we are now witnessing a third attempt, with anthropologists 

such as Descola and Latour, who seek to use the event of 

the Anthropocene as an opportunity to overcome modernity 

in order to open up an ontological pluralism. In parallel, in 

Asia, we also see the efforts of scholars who are seeking 

ways to understand modernity without relying on European 

discourse-notably the lnter-Asia School initiated by Johnson 

Chang and others. 72 

§5. WHAT IS THE 'ONTOLOGICAL TURN' FOR? 
For Lyotard, the question he poses is also that of possible 

resistance against the reigning technological hegemony-the 

72. See <http://www.interasiaschool.orgl>. 
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product of accidental metaphysics. This is precisely the task 

of the postmodern, beyond its aesthetic expressions. Certain 

other thinkers such as Latour and Descola, who eschew the 

postmodern, are instead drawn to the 'non-modern' in order 

to address this task. However. no matter what we call it, Lyo

tard's question deserves to be taken up seriously once more. 

And as we shall see, this question converges with the inquiries 

of Nishitani, Mou, Stiegler, and Heidegger. If an anthropology 

of nature is possible and necessary in order to elaborate on 

non-modern modes of thinking, then the same operation 

is possible for technics. it is on this point that we can and 

must engage with contemporary European thought con

cerning the programme of overcoming modernity, as clearly 

and symptomatically exemplified, for instance, in the recent 

work of French philosopher Pierre Montebello, Cosmomorphic 

Metaphysics: The End of the Human World. 73 

Montebello attempts to show how the search for a post

Kantian metaphysics, hand-in-hand with the 'ontological turn' 

in contemporary anthropology, can lead us-Europeans, at 

least -out of the trap that modernity has set for us. Kant's 

metaphysics, as Montebello puts it, is based on limits. Kant 

already warned readers of the Critique of Pure Reason about 

the Schwarmerei or 'fanaticism' of speculative reason, and 

attempted to draw the boundaries of pure reason. For Kant, 

the term 'critique' doesn't carry a negative signification, but 

rather a positive one, namely that of exposing the conditions of 

possibility of the subject in question-the limits within which 

the subject can experience. 

73. P. Montebello, Metaphysiques cosmomorphes, la fin du monde humain 
(Dijon: Les presses du reel, 2015). 

This setting of limits appears again when we consider Kant's 

division between phenomenon and noumenon, and his refusal 

to consider human beings capable of intellectual intuition, or 

intuition of the thing-in-itself. 74 For Kant, human beings only 

have sensible intuitions corresponding to phenomena. Mon

tebello's formulation of the becoming of post -Kantian meta

physics, as exemplified in the thought of Whitehead, Deleuze, 

Tarde. and Latour, hinges on the attempt to overcome such 

a metaphysics of limits, and therefore proposes a necessary 

infinitisation. The political danger of the Kantian legacy is 

that human beings become more and more detached from 

the world, a process formulated by Bruno Latour as follows: 

'Things-in-themselves become inaccessible while, symmetri

cally, the transcendental subject becomes infinitely remote 

from the world.'75 Mou Zongsan's critique of Kant accords 

in this respect with Montebello's, though Mou proposes a 

different way to think about infinitisation-namely, through 

the reinvention of Kantian intellectual intuition in terms drawn 

from Chinese philosophy. 

Montebello proposes that the work of Quentin Meillassoux 

stands out as a challenge to the limit of modernity (here a 

synonym for the Kantian legacy of a metaphysics of limits). 

One central feature of the latter that Meillassoux calls into 

question is what he calls 'correlationism'-the stipulation that 

any object of knowledge can only be thought in relation to the 

conditions according to which it is manifested to a subject. This 

paradigm, according to Meillassoux, has been predominant in 

74. Ibid., 21. 

75. B. Latour. We have Never Been Modern (Cambridge MA: Harvard 
University Press. 1993), 56; cited by Montebello, Metaphysiques 
cosmomorphes. 105. 
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Western philosophy for more than two centuries, for example in 

German Idealism and phenomenology. Meillassoux's question is 

simply this: How far can reason reach? Can reason accede to a 

temporality where it itself ceases to be, for example in thinking 

objects belonging to an ancestral era prior to the appearance of 

humanity?76 Although Montebello acknowledges Meillassoux's 

work, at the same time he strategically portrays Meillassoux 

and Alain Badiou as representatives of a failed attempt to 

escape finitude that relies on the 'mathematical infinite'. When 

Montebello says 'mathematics' here, he means numerical 

reduction; and he jointly condemns both mathematics (in this 

sense) and correlationism: 

·The monster with two heads simultaneously affirms a world 

without man, mathematical, glacial, desert, unlivable, and man 

without world, haunting, spectral, pure spirit. Mathematics and 

correlation, far from opposing each other, marry each other in 

funereal weddings.77 

lt is not our task here to examine Montebello's verdict against 

Badiou and Meillassoux. What interests us is the solution he 

proposes, which consists in affirming instead 'the multiplicity 

of relations that situate us in the world'.78 We can understand 

this as a resistance against a thinking based on mathematical 

rationality, and which takes into consideration the history 

of cosmology, which we can analyse in terms of the pro

gress of geometry in its departure from myth and its ultimate 

76. Q. Meillassoux. After Finitude: An Essay on the Necessity of Contingency, 

tr. R. Brassier (London: Continuum, 2009): 

77. Ibid., 69. 

78. Ibid .. 55. 

completion in astronomy. lt seems to me that this type of 

relational thinking is emerging in Europe as a replacement for a 

substantialist thinking that has survived since antiquity. This is 

evident in the so-called 'ontological turn' in anthropology-for 

example in Descola's analysis of the ecology of relations-as 

well as in philosophy, where Whitehead and Simondon's anti

substantialist relational thinking is gaining more and more 

attention. Here the concept of relation dissolves the concept 

of substance, which becomes a unity of relations. These rela

tions constantly weave with each other to construct the web 

of the world as well as our relations with other beings. Such 

a multiplicity of relations can be found in many non-European 

cultures, as demonstrated in the works of anthropologists 

such as Descola, Viveiros de Castro, lngold, and others. In 

these multiplicities of relations, one finds new forms of par

ticipation according to different cosmologies, and in this sense 

Montebello proposes to think about cosmomorphosis rather 

than anthropomorphosis-to think beyond the anthropos 

and to reconfigure our practices according to the cosmos. 

Naturalism, as we have seen above, is only one such cosmol

ogy alongside others such as animism, analogism, totemism, 

and what Viveiros de Castro calls 'perspectivism', meaning 

the exchange of perspectives between human and animals 

(where, for example, the peccary sees itself as hunter, and 

vice versa). Viveiros de Castro uses Deleuze and Guattari's 

concept of intensity to describe a new form of participation, 

'becoming-others', which sheds light on the possibilities of a 

post-structural anthropology. The importance of Viveiros de 

Castro's contribution is that he introduces a new way to do 

anthropology that is not confined to the legacy of Levi-Straus

sian structuralism. To his eyes, if Western relativism (e.g. the 

recognition of multiple ontologies) implies a multiculturalism 
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as public politics, then Amerindian perspectivism can give 

us a multinaturalism as cosmic politics.79 Unlike naturalism, 

these other forms of cosmology operate according to conti

nuities (e.g. intensities, becoming) rather than discontinuities 

between culture and nature. For the same reasons. I propose 

to investigate technological thinking in China without adopting 

the structuralist anthropological approach fashioned by sinolo

gists such as A.C. Graham and B.l. Schwartz. 

Montebello argues that a return to a more profound phi

losophy of nature is able to overcome the Anthropocene-the 

symbol of modernity-by bringing back a new way of being 

together and being with. Such a concept of nature is one that 

would resist the division between culture and nature found 

in naturalism. Now, the examples Montebello borrows from 

Descola and Viveiros de Castro resonate strongly with the 

concept of Oao, as a cosmological and moral principle which, 

as I discuss below, is based on the resonance between (and 

the unification of) the human and the Heaven. The Chinese 

cosmology, based on this resonance, is ultimately a moral 

cosmology-it is this cosmological view that defines the 

interaction between humans and the world, in terms of both 

natural resources and cultural practices (family hierarchy, social 

and political order, public policies, and human/non-human 

relations). Indeed, in the work of Descola one finds occasional 

references to Chinese culture, which seem to originate in 

the work of Jullien and Granet. Reading Granet. for example, 

Descola finds that during the European Renaissance, analog ism 

rather than naturalism was the dominant ontology.80 Naturalism, 

79. E. V. de Castro, Cannibal Metaphysics: For a Post-Structural 
Anthropology, tr. P. Skafish (Minneapolis: Univocal Publishing, 201<1) , 66. 

80. Descola, Beyond Nature and Culture, 206-7. 

in this sense, is only a product of modernity; it is 'fragile' and 

'lacking in ancient roots'. 81 

Yet I am sceptical that this kind of return to or reinvention 

of the concept of 'nature', or a return to some archaic cos

mology, is sufficient to overcome modernity. This scepticism 

is both epistemological and political. Montebello mobilises 

Sirnondon to show that nature is the 'pre-individual', and that 

it is therefore the foundation of all forms of individuation. it is 

true that Simondon speaks of 

(t]his pre-individual reality that the individual carries within it [and 

which] could be named nature, thereby rediscovering in t he word 

"nature" the meaning that the pre-Socratic philosophers gave 

it ( ... ] Nature is not the opposite of man, but the first phase of 

being. the second phase being the opposition of the individual 

and the milieu.82 

But what is 'nature' for Simondon? As I have shown 

elsewhere,83 the existence of two separate currents of 

reception of Simondon-as philosopher of nature, and as 

philosopher of technology, based respectively on his two 

theses L'individuation 6 la lumiere des notions de forme et 

d'information and Du mode d'existence des objets tech

niques-remains problematic. since what Simondon in fact 

sought to do was to overcome the discontinuities between 

nature, culture, and technics. What is in question here is not 

just the interpretation of Simondon. but rather this 'nature' 

81. Ibid., 205. 

82. Simondon, L'individuation a la lumiere des notions de forme et 
d'information (Grenoble: Jer6me Millon, 2005), 297. 

83. Yuk Hui, On the Existence of Digital Objects (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2016). 
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itself: and the tension between 'nature' and the global techno

logical condition will not disappear just because of a narrative 

of the 'ontological turn'. 

This observation brings us to the global techno-political 

dimension that I would like to add to this discourse. lt is 

understandable that a European philosopher might believe 

that. once Europe manages to distance itself from modernity, 

then other cultures will be able to resume their interrupted 

cosmologies; and that therefore, in opening up European 

thought to other ontologies, he also saves the Other from its 

subjection to Western technological thinking. But there is a 

blind spot at work here: when Montebello and others recognise 

that European naturalism is a rare and perhaps exceptional case, 

they don't seem to take account of the extent to which this 

view has pervaded other cultures through modern technology 

and colonisation. Those cultures which, over the past century, 

have had to contend with European colonisation, have already 

undergone great changes and transformations. to the extent 

that the global technological condition has become their own 

destiny. Given this 'reversal' in perspectives, any 'return to 

nature' is questionable at best. 

This book would like to offer another standpoint, using 

China as an example to describe the 'other side' of modernity, 

and hopefully providing some insights into the current pro

gramme of 'overcoming modernity' or 'resetting modernity' 

in the era of digitalisation and the Anthropocene. To return to 

ancient categories and invoke the concept of cosmotechnics 

is by no means to return to them as 'truth' or as 'explanation'. 

The scientific knowledge of today confirms that many of the 

ancient modes of thought are replete with misconceptions. and 

on this basis a certain scientism may even refuse any consid

eration of the question of Being and the question of Oao alike. 

However it should be restated that, through the trajectory that 

this book will outline, I seek to reinvent a cosmotechnics, and 

not just to return to belief in a cosmology. Neither do 1 seek a 

return to nature, in the sense that many read Ionian philosophy 

or Daoist philosophy as a philosophy of nature-but rather to 

reconcile technics and nature, as Simondon proposed in his 

thesis on the genesis of technicity. 

§6. SOME NOTES ON METHOD 
Before embarking upon our inquiry, a few words should be 

added concerning its method. Although I attempt to outline 

the historical transformations of the Qi-Dao relation, 1 am 

aware that its complexity is far beyond the simple sketch 

that I can offer here, since it is impossible to exhaust this 

dynamic in such a modest essay. The generalizations and 

unconventional readings that this book is obliged to carry 

out have to be recognized for their limits and prejudices, but 

there is no way to carry out such a project without working 

through them. Nevertheless, I hope that what I set out below 

will be of inspiration to scholars who might want to address 

the question of technology from both European and non

European perspectives-something that I believe is becoming 
increasingly necessary. 

Rather than presenting a formal method, I would like to 

explain three things that I seek to avoid: Firstly, a symmetry 

of concepts, where one starts with corresponding concepts 

in European philosophy and Chinese philosophy-for example, 

identifying the equivalents of techne and physis in Chinese cul

ture. lt is true that. after decades of progress in translation and 

cultural communication, the terms of Western philosophy can 

find more or less corresponding translations in the Chinese lan

guage. But it is dangerous to take these as symmetrical relations. 
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For the search for symmetry will end up obliging us to use the 

same concepts, or more precisely, to subsume two forms of 

knowledge and practice under predefined concepts. To start 

with, asymmetry also means an affirmation of difference-but 

not a difference without relation (e.g. mirror images, reflections, 

mirages)-and to seek a convergence conditioned by this 

difference. Hence, in my inquiry into the question of technics 

in China, even if I use the word technics, readers should be 

aware of the linguistic constraints, and must be prepared to 

open themselves to a different cosmological and metaphysical 

system. For these reasons, I do not use the usual translation 

of techne as Gong (I , 'work') or Ji (ii, 'skill'), which would 

turn our inquiries into mere empirical examples; but rather 

start with a systematic view of Qi (~)and Oao (m). terms 

which, in turn, cannot be reduced to product (ergon) and soul 

(psyche). This asymmetry is presupposed and methodologically 

mobilised in this book. Readers may find that on occasion I 

try to draw out similarities, but only so as to render visible the 

underlying asymmetry. 
The same thing goes for translating doctrines such as 

dualism and materialism. For example, it would be incorrect 

to understand Yin-Yang as a dualism in the same sense that 

we use this term in Europe. The latter generally refers to two 

opposing and discontinuous entities: mind-body, culture-nature, 

being-nothingness. This form of dualism is not dominant in 

China, and Yin-Yang are not conceived of as two discontinuous 

entities. Hence in Chinese metaphysics there is virtually no 

problem in recognizing that being comes from nothingness, 

as is already stated in the Daoist classics. In Europe, ex nihilo 

creation is the reserve of a divine power, since it is scientifically 

impossible: ex nihilo nihil fit. lt was not until Leibniz posed the 

question 'Why is there something instead of nothing?', later 

taken up by Heidegger to explicate the meaning of Being, that 

the question of Being would be further clarified in Western 

philosophy. In more general terms, Chinese thinking tends to 

be concerned more with continuity and less with discontinu

itY- This continuity is constructed by relations, as found, for 

example, in resonances between the Heaven and the human, 

musical instruments, or the moon and flowers. As mentioned 

above, this is often referred to as 'correlative thinking'.a4 

However, this discourse is developed by Granet and later by 

A.C. Graham, who make use of structuralist anthropology to 

formulate the two corresponding entities as oppositions, for 

example Yin-Yang. I prefer to call it a 'relational' rather than 

'correlative' thinking, because the correlative thinking described 

by the above mentioned sinologists inspired by structuralist 

anthropology is always mobilised in an attempt to systematise, 

in order finally to present static structures.85 This relational 

thinking is in fact more open than this might suggest, since 

it is more dynamic. lt does indeed include a correlative mode 

of association, meaning that one natural phenomenon can be 

related to the other according to shared common categories 

in the cosmology-for example, the Wu Xing ('five phrases', 

or 'five movements'). But it can also be political, in the sense 

that there is a correlation between seasonal change (as the 

expression of the will of the Heaven) and the policy of the 

state-for example, one should avoid executing criminals in the 

springtime. Finally, it can also be subtle and poetic, in the sense 

84. See Graham, Yin Yang and the Nature of Correlation, Chapter 2. 

85. Readers interested in how a structuralist reading is performed can refer 
to 8.1. Schwartz, The World of Thought in Ancient China (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1985), Chapter 9: 'Correlative Cosmology: The 

"school of Yin and Yang'", where Schwartz analyses the school using a method 
similar to Levi-Strauss's primitive 'science of the concrete'. 
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that the heart is able to detect this subtle resonance between 

natural phenomena in order to reach the Oao-something 

that is especially true in the Xin school of Neo-Confucianism. 

Secondly, I avoid setting out from isolated concepts as 

if they were static categories-a method practiced by many 

sinologists, but which seems to me rather problematic, because 

it also unconsciously imposes a sort of cultural essentialism. 

Concepts can never exist independently: a concept exists 

in relation to other concepts; moreover, concepts are trans

formed over time, either in themselves or in relation to a 

broader system of concepts. This is especially so in Chinese 

thinking-which, as we have said, is fundamentally a relational 

thinking. Therefore, instead of comparing two concepts, I try 

to take a systematic view and to open up the possibility of 

locating a genealogy of the concept within the system. As 

we shall see, when we focus on the relation between Dao 

and Qi, we must consider both their historical separation and 

their reunification as the lineage through which we can project 

a philosophy of technology in China. I hope that the case of 

China can serve as an example to illustrate this difference, and 

hence contribute toward a pluralism of technicity. 

Thirdly, I would like to distance this work from postcolonial 

critiques. This is not at all to say that postcolonial theory is 

not taken into account here, but rather that I aim to provide 

a supplement that makes up for what postcolonial theory 

tends to disregard. The strength of postcolonial theory, it 

seems to me, is that it effectively reformulates the question 

of power dynamics as narratives, and consequently argues 

for other, or different, narratives. However, this might also be 

regarded as one of its weaknesses, since it tends to ignore 

the question of technology-a question which, I would argue, 

cannot be reduced to one of narratives. Indeed, it is dangerous 

to trY to operate such a reduction, since doing so involves 

acknowledging the material conditions without understand

ing the material significance of these conditions-just as Qi 

was considered to be inessential to Dao during the social 

and political reform in China after the Qing dynasty (see 

§1.q) . Thus the approach adopted here departs from that of 

postcolonial critique in order to advance towards a materialist 

critique. This materialism is not one that opposes spirit and 

matter, though; rather, it aims to foreground material practice 

and material construction in order to attain a cosmological and 

historical understanding of the relation between the traditional 

and the modern, the local and the global, the Orient and 
the Occident. 
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PART 1: 
IN SEARCH OF 

TECHNOLOGICAL THOUGHT 
IN CHINA 



§1· DAO AND COSMOS: 
THE PRINCIPLE OF THE MORAL 
The Chinese had already dedicated a classical text to the 

question of technics during the Ionian period (770- 211 BC). 

In this text. not only do we find details of various technics

wheel-making, house-building and the like-but also the first 

theoretical discourse on technics. In the classic in question, 

the Kao Gong Ji (~I~C.. A Study of Techniques, 770-L!76 Bc), 

we read: 

Provided with the timing determined by the heavens, energy 

[~, ch'i] provided by the earth, and materials of good quality, as 

well as skilful technique, something good can be brought forth 

through the synthesis of the four. [~iffli!f, ±tl!if~ , t.tif~, 

I1fJ5o -irlJt [91'f' ~~PJ(J.~ ~ ] 

According to this text. then, there are four elements which 

together determine production. The first three are given by 

nature, and hence are not controllable. The fourth , technique, 

is controllable-but it is also conditioned by the other three 

elements: timing, energy, and material. The human is the 

last element. and its way of being is situational. Moreover, 

technique is not given; it is something that has to be learned 

and improved. 

The Aristotelians, of course, also have their four causes: 

formal cause, material cause, efficient cause, and final cause. 

For them, production starts with the form (morph) and ends 

with the realisation of this form in the matter (hyle). But Chi

nese thought has in effect already jumped over the question 

of form to arrive at the question of 'energy' ( ch'i, which literally 

means 'gas') ; and technics is not the determining factor, but 

rather serves as a facilitation of ch'i. In this energetic view of 
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the world, beings are joined together in a cosmic order which 

communicates through a consciousness common to them all; 

and technics concerns the ability to 'skilfully' bring something 

together that resonates with this cosmic order -which, as we 

shall see, is ultimately a moral order. 

In 'The Question Concerning Technology', Heidegger reiter

ated Aristotle's four causes, and related efficient cause to the 

possibility of revelation. In the Heideggerian conception of the 

four causes, technics is in itself poeisis (as both production 

and poesy). This concept of technics may seem similar to the 

Chinese one, but there is a fundamental difference: unlike the 

Chinese concept of technics as realising the 'moral good' of 

the cosmos, Heidegger's interpretation of Aristotle's technics 

reveals 'truth' (aletheia), the unconcealment of Being. Of 

course, what Heidegger understands as truth is not logical 

truth, but rather a revelation of the relation between Oasein 

and its world, a relation usually ignored in the perception of the 

world as present -at -hand. Nonetheless, the pursuit of the moral 

and the pursuit of truth characterise divergent tendencies of 

Chinese and Greco-German philosophy. Both Greece and 

China had their cosmologies, which would in turn leave their 

mark on their respective cosmotechnical dispositions. As the 

philosopher Mou Zongsan ( 1909-1995) insisted, the Chinese 

cosmology was a moral ontology and a moral cosmology, mean

ing that it did not originate as a philosophy of nature, but as a 

moral metaphysics, as is stated in the Qian (~)hexagram of 

the I Ching: 

The moral of the great man is identical with that of Heaven and 

Earth: his brilliance is identical with that of the sun and the moon: 

his order is identical with that of the four seasons, and his good 

and evil fortunes are identical with those of spiritual beings.1 

What is meant by 'moral' in the Confucian cosmology has 

nothing to do with heteronomous moral laws, but concerns 

creation (which is exactly the meaning of Qian) and the 

perfection of personality. For this reason, Mou distinguishes 

Chinese moral metaphysics from a metaphysics of morals, for 

the latter is only a metaphysical exposition of the moral. while 

tor Mou, metaphysics is only possible on the basis of the moral. 

Compared to Presocratic and classical Greek philosophy, 

during the same period of history in China, neither the ques

tion of Being nor the question of techne comprised the core 

questions of philosophy. Rather than 'Being', what was com

mon to Confucian and Daoist teaching was the question of 

'Living', in the sense of leading a moral or good life. As Fran9ois 

Jullien attempted to show in his Philosophie du vivre, this ten

dency led to a totally different philosophical mentality in China.2 

1. ':t:A ~~*:I:i!!-&r;ltt-W.\. ~ E3 J3 -&r;ttaJL ~ ll!l~ ir;itff, ~*11¥-&r;tt 
1?9'. I Ching, Qian Gwa (~·)C§); quoted by Mou Zongsan, The Questions 
and Development of Sung and Ming Confucianism C*aJH~~a<JF"'~@~~Ji) 
(Shanghai: Huadong Normal University Press, 200L1), 13. 

2. F. Jullien, Philosophie du Vivre (Paris: Gallimard, 2011). This having been 
said, I am conscious that it requires some justification, since it will inevitably 
elicit disagreements concerning the interpretation of the history of Western 
philosophy. it is true that in this book I address Heidegger's reading of the 
history of metaphysics: but I do not wish to ignore the fact that in the Hellenistic 
schools (e.g. Cynics, Epicureans, and Stoics) and their Roman continuations 
there was a whole tradition of techne tau biou, or 'technologies of the self', 
to use Foucault 's term (M. Foucault. 'Technologies of the Self', in L.H. Martin, 
H. Gutman and P.H. Hutton [eds) , Technologies of the Self: A Seminar with 
Michel Foucault, [Amherst. MA: University of Massachusetts Press, 1988). 
16-49). (The Hellenistic schools' emphasis on the care of the self seems to 
resonate with what Hedegger calls Sorge in Being and Time; indeed he cites 
Seneca's Epistulae morales ad Lucilium when he talks about cura in §42. Victor 
Goldschmidt has argued that Heidegger's distinction between physical time 
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it is undeniable that there were certain philosophies of nature 

in ancient China, notably in Daoism and its further 'technical' 

continuation in alchemy. But this philosophy of nature did not 

indulge in speculations on the basic material elements of the 

world, as was the case with Thales, Anaximander, Empedocles, 

and others, but rather treated of an organic or synthetic forrn 

of life-organic in the sense of its being subject to a mutual 

causation in which the universe is considered as a totality of 

relations.3 1n Confucianism. Oao is recognised as the coherence 

between the cosmological and moral orders; this coherence 

is called zi ran ( § ~). which is often translated as 'nature'. In 

modern Chinese the term refers to the environment, to the 

wild animals, plants, rivers, etc. that are already given; but it 

also means acting and behaving according to the self without 

pretention, or letting things be as they are. This self, however, 

is not a tabula rosa, but emerges out of, and is nourished and 

constrained by, a certain cosmic order, namely Oao. In Daoisrn, 

on the other hand, 'Zi ran is the law of Dao (JI!:i't §~)'was 

and living time cannot be applied to the Stoics. since they have a different 
concept of physis, something we address below (§10.3). See V. Goldschm1dt, 
Le systeme stoi'cien et !'idee du temps [Paris: Vrin, 1998], 5'1.) lt 1s always 
puzzling to see how beautifully Heidegger circumscribed Hellen1st1c philosophy, 
yet saw Roman philosophy as consisting merely in poor translations of anc1ent 
Greek philosophy. Is it because the question of Being was not ev1dent a~ong 
the Hellenistic thinkers, or is this episode simply incompatible w1th h1s history 
of Being? One might even speculate that there is a certain incom~atibility 
between the Stoic cosmotechnics and Heidegger's definition of techne. These 
are questions that deserve to be addressed in rigorous detail. For present 
purposes, 1 will restrict myself to the discussion of the metaphysical 1nqu1ry, 
against the backdrop of Heidegger's essay on technology, but I Will come back 
to the Stoics and Daoists in §10.3. 

3. In the Chinese mythology of creation, the universe was formed when 
a giant called Pang Gu divided the primal chaos into heaven and earth w1th 
an axe: after his death, his body parts were transformed into the mounta1ns 
(bones) and rivers (intestines). 

both the slogan and the principle of a philosophy of nature. 4 

These two .concepts of Dao in Confucianism and Daoism have 

an interesting relation to one another, since on the one hand, 

according to conventional readings, they seem to be in tension: 

oaoism (in the texts of Laozi [ -531 BC] and Zhuangzi [370-287 

sc] is very critical of any imposed order, whereas Confucianism 

seeks to affirm different kinds of order; on the other hand, they 

seem to supplement each other, as if one asks after the 'what', 

the other after the 'how'. As I will argue below, however, they 

both embody what I call a 'moral cosmotechnics': a relational 

thinking of the cosmos and human being, where the relation 

between the two is mediated by technical beings. it is therefore 

not my intention to read these relations between Oao and 

beings as a philosophy of nature, but rather to understand 

them as a possible philosophy of technology in both Confu

cianism and Daoism. According to this parallel reading, then, 

in Chinese philosophy Dao stands for the supreme order of 

beings; and technique must be compatible with Oao in order to 

attain its highest standard. Accordingly, this highest standard 

is expressed as the unification of Dao and Qi (JI!:H-if-). As 

we noted in the Introduction, in its modern sense Qi means 

'tool', 'utensil', or more generally, 'technical object'. Early Daoists 

such as Laozi and Zhuangzi believed that the 'ten thousand 

beings' (wan wu, -~)emerge through Dao; as Laozi writes, 

4. Laozi, Too de ching. The translation of Stephen Addiss and Stanley 
Lombardo is 'Ooo follows its own nature'. lt is possible to understand the 
phrase like this; it is debatable, however, since 'nature' here suggests 'essence', 
whereas Doo has no essence-see Lao-Tzu, Too Te Ching (lndianapolis, IN: 
Hackett, 1993), 25. 
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Oao engenders One, One engenders Two, Two engenders Three, 

Three engenders the Ten Thousand beings. [:i!t1:-: , -1:=, 

= 1::=, :=1:~4m)5 

Hence Oao is present in thousands of beings as de (t~. 

'virtue'), and in such forms is not separated from beings; it is 

immanent. The usual translation of de as 'virtue' is debatable, 

however, since in Too te ching (or Laozi), de doesn't have the 

connotation of virtue or moral perfection, but rather signifies 

the original harmony of the productive force of the cosmos.6 

Dao is present everywhere and in every being, as Zhuangzi 

said, since that which creates beings is not separate from 

those beings (4m4m1!rW4m~~). For Zhuangzi, the presence 

of Oao in being takes the form of ch'i (~: as mentioned 

above, the word literally means 'gas', but is often translated as 

'energy').7 This relation between Oao and Being, or Oao and 

ch'i was made explicit by the scholar of the Wei Jin dynas

ties Wang Bi (±5EB. 226-2LJ9). whose commentary on Laozi 

served as the basis for the study of Daoism for centuries, 

prior to the discovery of the earliest version. 8 Wang Bi derived 

four analogical pairs, each of which is considered to stand in 

5. Ibid., .::J5. 

6. E. T. Ch'ien (~i?T:fll), Lectures on the History of Chinese Thought C"PII 
f.!:!,m_ot:~~) (Shanghai: Orient Publising Center. 2016), 127. Ch'ien argues that 
in paragraph 55 of Oao de Ching, when Laozi says 'one who preserves de in 
fullness is to be compared to an innocent infant ('~t-!IZ..J!J, ~~~;;Tf-T)', de 
refers not to virtue but rather to zi ran. 

7. Chen Guu Ying (il*~l!), 'On the Relation between Tao and Creatures: 
The Main Thread in Chinese Philosophy [ HPl!i~JI~1i!J~~1~r<ll~: "f=l~rg~_t 
.l.a<J-1~ .3::~)) )', il:k:X:..'t:T§~* 62 (May 2005). 89-118:110-12. 

8. Two earlier versions were discovered at the archaeological sites of 
Mawangdui (1973) and Guodian (1993) . The Guodian bamboo slips are 
considered to be the earliest extant version, and contain several differences to 
Wang Bi 's version. 

a similar relation: (1) Dao-Qi (:i:![~); (2) Nothing-Being (~ 

~): (3) Centre-Periphery pis:*): and (LJ) Body-Instrument 

(tfffl).9 The unity of each pair embodies the holistic view of 

Chinese philosophy. There has been consensus on this point: 

even though there is a difference, for example, between Oao 

and Qi, they cannot be separated as if they were two entities. 

In the section 'Heaven and Earth', the title of which already 

discloses its cosmological significance, Zhuangzi, like Spinoza, 

announces that Dao is omnipresent: 

Master Dongguo asked Zhuangzi, 'This thing called the Oao

where does it exist? ' 

Zhuangzi. said, 'There's no place it doesn't exist.' 

'Come.' said Master Dongguo, 'you must be more specific!' 

'lt is in the ant.' 

'As low a thing as that?' 

'lt is in the panic grass.' 

'But that's lower still!' 

'lt is in the tiles and shards.' 

'How can it be so low? ' 

'lt is in the pi ss and shit! ' 

Master Dongguo made no reply. 10 

One might easily conclude from this that this conception of 

Dao entails a philosophy of nature. Furthermore, although it 

may seem a surprising anachronism, this philosophy of nature 

would have less affinity with what we know of Ionian philoso

phy than with what appeared much later in Kant, Schelling, 

9. Chen Guu Ying, 'On the Relation between Tao and Creatures', 113. 

10. Zhuangzi, The Complete Works of Zhuangzi, tr. B. Watson (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2012), 182 [translation modified]. 
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and other early Romantics-namely, their thinking of organic 

form. In §6L1 of his Critique of the Power of Judgement, Kant 

instigated a new inquiry into the question of organic forrn, 

which differs from the mechanical submission to a priori cat

egories: unlike the latter, it insists on the part-whole relation of 

the being, and the reciprocal relations between part and whole. 

Kant was alerted to this question through his researches into 

the natural sciences of his time, and the concept of organic 

form would be further developed by the early Romantics. But 

this conception of life, nature, and cosmos as an organic being 

was present from the very beginning of Daoist thinking, for 

which it functions as the principle of every being. 

Furthermore, Oao is not a particular object. nor is it the 

principle of a specific genre of objects: it is present in every 

being, yet escapes all objectification. Dao is dos Unbedingte, 

the 'unconditioned' common to the Idealist projects of the 

nineteenth century that sought to find the absolute foundation 

of the system, that is to say a first principle (Grundsatz) that 

is wholly self-dependent. For Fichte this was the I, which is 

the possibility of such an unconditioned; in Schelling's early 

Naturphilosophie, it moved from the I (when he was still 

a follower of Fichte, from 179L1 to 1797) to Nature (1799, in 

the First Outline of a System of the Philosophy of Nature). 

In the First Outline, Schelling takes up Spinoza's distinction 

between natura naturans and natura naturata, understand

ing the former as the infinite productive force of nature, and 

the latter as its product. Natura naturata emerges when the 

productive force is hindered by an obstacle, just as a whirl

pool is produced when the current encounters an obstacle. 11 

11. F.W.J. von Schelling. First Outline of a System of the Philosophy of Nature. 
tr. K. R. Peterson (New York: State University of New York Press, 200<1), 18. 

ThUS the infinite is inscribed in the finite being, like the world 

soul described by Plato in the Timaeus, which is characterised 

bY a circular movement.12 We see a further continuation of 

the philosophy of organism in Whitehead's writings, which 

found great resonance in early twentieth-century China.13 

Understood in this way, Dao is the unconditioned that founds 

the conditioned perfection of all beings, including technical 

objects. Certainly, as Dongguo Zi imagined, Dao must exist in 

the most superior forms or objects in the world; however, as 

we have seen, Zhuangzi shattered his lofty illusions by placing 

oao also in the most inferior and even undesirable objects of 

human life: ants, panic grass, earthenware tiles, and finally 

excrement. The pursuit of Dao resonates with what Confucius 

calls 'the Principle of the Heaven' (:k:FJf!.), a phrase also used by 

Zhuangzi. In this specific instance, the natural and the moral 

meet. and the two teachings converge on this point: to live 

is to maintain a subtle and complicit relation with Dao, even 

without fully knowing it. 

§8. TECHNE AS VIOLENCE 
As this surprising analogy with German Idealism demonstrates, 

although there are certain similarities across the two cultures, 

the concepts of nature and technics, as well as the relation 

12. If I refer here to Schelling rather than Plato, one of the reasons is that in 
the early Schelling's concept of nature, and as in Daoism, there is no role for 
the Demiurge. 

13. The question of which Western model is closer to the Chinese one 
remains debatable. For example, Mou Zongsan and Joseph Needham both 
refer to Whitehead when they talk about the essence of Chinese thinking; 
however, I believe that further research is needed here, and the relation 
between Whitehead and Schelling (which appears. for instance, in Whitehead's 
The Concept of Nature [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1920]. <17, 
where Whitehead invokes Schelling to support his argument) remains to be 
elucidated. 
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between the two, are significantly different in early Greek and 

Chinese thinking. The Greek word physis refers to 'growth', to 

'bringing forth',14 'the process of natural development.'15 the 

roman translation also carrying the connotation of 'birth',16 

while zi ran doesn't necessarily carry this connotation of 

productivity-it also applies to decay or stasis. For the ancient 

Greeks, technics imitates nature and at the same time per

fects it.17 Techne mediates between physis and tyche (chance 

or coincidence). This idea that technics might supplement and 

'perfect' nature could not possibly occur in Chinese thought, 

since for the latter technics is always subordinate to the 

cosmological order: to be part of nature is to be morally good, 

since it implies a cosmological order which is also a moral 

order. Moreover, for the Chinese, there is certainly chance, 

but it is not the opposite of technics, nor is it to be overcome 

through technics: for chance is a part of zi ran, and hence one 

can neither resist nor overcome it. Nor is there need of any 

violence in order to reveal the truth, as claimed by Heidegger 

of the ancient Greek conception; one can only embody the 

truth through harmony, rather than discovering it through 

external means, as is the case for techne. 18 

1.::1. W. Schadewaldt. 'The Greek Concepts of "Nature" and "Technique"', in 
R.C. Scharff and V. Ousek (eds) , Philosophy of Technology: The Technological 

Condition, An Anthology (Oxford: Blackwell, 2003), 2. 

15. C. H. Kahn, Anaximander and the Origins of Greek Cosmology (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1960), 201. Kahn further points out that 

'nature' and 'origin' are united in one and the same idea. 

16. P. Aubenque, 'Physis', EncyclopEBdia Universalis, <http://www.universalis. 

fr /encyclopedie/physis/ >. 

17. Schadewaldt. 'The Greek Concepts of "Nature" and "Technique"', 30. 

18. This difference may also explain why there was no equivalent to the 
Greek concept of tragedy in ancient China: tyche, according to scholars 
such as Martha Nussbaum, is the fundamental element of Greek tragedy. 

Heidegger characterises such necessary violence as the 

metaphysical meaning of techne, and of the Greek concep

tion of the human as technical being. As early as 1935. in 

the lecture Introduction to Metaphysics, Heidegger develops 

an interpretation of Sophocles's Antigone which is also an 

attempt to resolve the opposition between the philosophy of 

parmenides and Heraclitus, a thinker of being versus a thinker 

of becoming.19 

What is striking in Heidegger's reading in Introduction 

to Metaphysics, as made explicit by Rudolf Boehm,20 is that 

techne constitutes the origin of thinking. This is at odds 

Unavoidable chance interrupts the order of nature, and hence chance 
beComes the necessity of tragedy-for example, in the case of the ingenious 
Oedipus who, even though he solves the riddle of the Sphinx, is not able to 
avoid his foretold destiny; indeed, his victory over the Sphinx only paves the 
waY to this destiny, leading him to become king and to marry his mother. See M. 
Nussbaum, The Fragility of Goodness: Luck and Ethics in Greek Tragedy and 
Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001) . 

19. Recall that in Heidegger's reading of Parmenides and Heraclitus, the 
fundamental question concerns the interpretation of the word logos, which 
comes from the verb legein, and for Heidegger essentially means 'letting-lie
before', 'bring-forward-into-view', the presencing of the presence as truth, 
atetheia. Parmenides's moira (fragment 8: 'since Moira bound it (being) to 
be whole and immovable'), the deity of earth, is physis, whose constantly 
coming into presence is the logos, see M. Heidegger, 'Moira Parmenides VIII , 
34-.::11', in Early Greek Thinking , tr. D. F. Krell and F. A. Capuzzi (San Francisco: 
Harper, 1985), 97. In the interpretation of the aletheia of Heraclitus in 'Aietheia 
(Heraclitus Fragment B 16) ' in Early Greek Thinking, Being is in constant self
revealing and self-concealing or hiding, as it is indicated in Fragment 123 that 
'the essence of things likes to hide', which Heidegger translates into 'rising (out 
of self-concealing) bestows favor upon self-concealing' (11.::1). Heraclitus's fire 
is the 'lighting ' (Lichtung) that illuminates what is present, and brings them 
together to prepare for the presencing. Mortals may remain forgetful towards 
the lighting, since they are concerned only with what is present (122) . The 
appropriation of the revealing-concealing of Being as event (Ereignis) is 
presented as the logos. 

20. R. Boehm, 'Pensee et technique. Notes preliminaires pour une 
question touchant la problematique heideggerienne', Revue lnternationale de 
Philosophie 1.::1 :52 (2) (1960), 19.::1-220: 195. 
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with the conventional interpretation of Heidegger's work, 

according to which the question of Being is an exit from the 

history of metaphysics, identified with the history of technics 

that began with Plato and Aristotle. In the Introduction to 

Metaphysics, Heidegger points out that in the first cited 

strophe, the human is to deinataton, the uncanniest of the 

uncanny (dos Unheimlichste des Unheimlichen): 'Manifold is 

the uncanny, yet nothing uncannier than man bestirs itself, 

rising up beyond him' ( ro OEtvov is translated by Holder! in as 

Ungeheuer ['monstrous']; Heidegger's reading confiates the 

three words into one: Unheimlich, Unheimisch ['homeless'] and 

Ungeheuer. )21 For the ancient Greeks, according to Heidegger, 

deinon traverses the opposed con-frontations of Being (Aus

einander-setzungen des Seins). The tension between being 

and becoming is the fundamental element here. According 

to Heidegger, the uncanny is said in two senses: it is firstly 

said of the violence (Gewalttatigkeit), the act of violence 

(Gewa/t-tatigkeit), in which the essence of human being as 

techne consists: human beings are Daseins that overstep the 

limits; in so doing, the Dasein of the human being finds itself 

no longer at home, it becomes unheimlich. 22 This violence 

associated with techne is neither art nor technics in the 

modern sense, but knowing-a form of knowing that can set 

Being to work in beings.23 Secondly, it is said of overwhelming 

( Oberwa/tigend) powers such as that of the sea and the earth. 

This overwhelming is manifested in the word dike, 24 which is 

21. Heidegger, GA 53. Holder/ins Hymne 'der lster' (Frankfurt am Main: 
Vittorio Klostermann, 1993), 86. 

22. Heidegger, GA 40. Einfuhrung in die Metaphysik (Frankfurt am Main: 
Klostermann, 1983), 116. 

23. Ibid. 

2<:1. Hesiod tells us in his Theogony that Zeus married Themis and sired the 

conventionally translated as 'justice' (Gerechtigkeit). Heidegger 

translates it as 'fittingness' (Fug), since iustitia, the Latin word 

tor justice, 'has a wholly different ground of essence than that 

of dike. which arises from [west] aletheia':25 

we translate this word [dike] as fittingness [Fug]. Here we 

understand fittingness first in the sense of joint [Fuge] and 

structure [GefOge] ; then as arrangement [FOgung], as the 

direction that the overwhelming [Uberwaltigende] gives to its 

sway; finally, as the enjoining structure [togende Gefuge] , which 

compels fitting-in [EinfOgung] and compliance [sich tugen].26 

The play on the word Fuge and its derivations-GefOge, 

Fugung. tOgende GefOge, VerfOgung, EinfOgung, sich fOgen

is totally lost in the English translation. These cognates make it 

clear that dike, normally translated as 'justice' in the legal and 

moral sense, is for Heidegger firstly a joint. a structure; and 

then an arrangement that is directed toward something-but 

who is directing it? G/Ockliche FOgung is often translated as 

'fortunate coincidence', yet it is not a totally contingent hap

pening, but rather one that is born of external forces. And 

finally, it is a compelling force, to which the compelled has to 

submit in order to be part of the structure. it is at this moment 

daughters Horae (Hours), Eunomia (Order) , Dike (Justice) and Eirene (Peace) ; 
and according to Orpheus, 'Dike sits next to Zeus's throne and arranges all 
human affairs', F. Zore, 'Platonic Understanding of Justice: On Dike and 
Oikaiosyne in Greek Philosophy', in D. Barbaric (ed.), Plato on Goodness and 
Justice (Cologne: Verlag Konigshausen & Neumann, 2005), 22. 

25. C.R. Bambach, Thinking the Poetic Measure of Justice: Holderlin
Heidegger-Celan (New York: SUNY Press, 2013), 1.<:1; Heidegger, GA 52. 
Holder/ins Hymne 'Andenken' (winter semester 19.<:111.<:12) (Frankfurt am Main: 
Vittorio Klostermann, 1982). 59. 

26. Heidegger GA 40, 123; Introduction to Metaphysics , 171. 
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that we can observe the opposition between techne and dike, 

the 'violent act' of the Greek Dasein and the 'excessive vio~ 

lence of Being [Obergewalt des Seins]'.27 'Violent acts' such as 

language, house building, sailing, etc .. Heidegger emphasises, 

shouldn't be understood anthropologically, but rather in terms 

of mythology: 

The violence-doing of poetic saying, of thoughtful projection, of 

constructive building, of state-creating action, is not an applica

tion of faculties that the human being has, but is a disciplining 

and disposing of the violent forces by virtue of which beings 

disclose themselves as such, insofar as the human being enters 

into them.28 

This confrontation is for Heidegger the attempt to open 

up withdrawn Being according to the Presocratics. lt is a 

necessary confrontation, since 'historical humanity's Being

here means: Being-posited as the breach into which the 

excessive violence of Being breaks in its appearing, so that 

this breach itself shatters against Being.'29 In this theatre 

of violence, the human's assault on Being comes out of an 

urgency necessitated by Being, by the holding sway of physis. 

This Auseinandersetzung between techne and dike can be 

understood, according to Heidegger. as the 'being as a whole' 

of Parmenides, to which both 'thinking' and 'being' belong; 

but it also perfectly accords with the teaching of Heraclitus, 

according to which 'it is necessary to keep in view confronta

tion, setting-apart-from-each-other [ Aus-einander -setzung] 

27. Ibid. , 124; Introduction to Metaphysics , 173. 

28. Ibid., 126; Introduction to Metaphysics, 167. 

29. Bambach, Thinking the Poetic Measure, 174. 

essentially unfolding as bringing-together, and fittingness as 

the 0 pposed .. .'.30 This confrontation is a disclosure of Being 

as physis, logos and dike, and sets Being to work in beings; 

consequently, Heidegger concludes, 'The overwhelming, 

Being confirms itself in works as history. '31 

Neither dike nor nomos, as Vernant points out, had an 

absolute systematic connotation for the ancient Greeks. For 

example, in Antigone, what Antigone calls nomos is not the 

same as what Creon understands by the term. 32 The transla

tion of dike as Fug (fittingness) invoked in the Introduction 

to Metaphysics is taken up again in 19£16 in the essay Der 

Spruch des Anaximander. Here Heidegger argues against the 

translation. suggested by Nietzsche and the classical scholar 

Hermann Diels, of dike as Buf3e or Strafe ('penalty'), and once 

again proposes instead to translate dike as Fug, the ordering 

and enjoining order (fugend-togende Fug),33 and Adikia as Un

Fug. disjunction, disorder. Nietzsche's translation is as follows: 

'Whence things have their origin, there they must also pass 

30. Heidegger, Introduction to Metaphysics, 177, citing Heraclitus, Fragment 
80. The sentence is conventionally translated as 'But it is necessary to know 
that war is common to all and justice is strife.' This opposition can probably 
be more easily understood when we refer to two passages in Heraclitus's 
fragments: in fragment 851, 'they do not understand in what manner what is 
differentiated [diapheromenon] concurs with itself: a framework [harmonie] 
consisting in opposing tensions [palintropos/palintonos], such as that of a bow 
or of a lyre'; and in 853, where it is expressed in an even more violent way: 'War 
is the father of all things and king of all things: some it appointed as gods, some 
as human beings, some it made into slaves and some into free men', cited by J. 
Backman, Complicated Presence: Heidegger and the Postmetaphysical Unity 
of Being (New York: SUNY Press, 2015), 32, 33. 

31. Ibid., 125; Introduction to Metaphysics, 174. 

32. J.-P. Vernant and P. Vidai-Naquet. Myth and Tragedy in Ancient Greece 
(New York: Zone, 1990), 26. 

33. M. Heidegger, GA 5. Holzwege (1935-1946) (Frankfurt am Main: 
Klostermann, 1977), 297; Heidegger, Early Greek Thinking, 43. 
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away according to necessity; for they must pay penalty and be 

judged for their injustice, according to the ordinance of time,'34 

Heidegger's reinterpretation of Anaximander's fragment is an 

attempt to retrieve the history of Being, which is arriving at 

an abyss. As readers of Heidegger will know, the ontological 

difference between Being (Se in) and beings ( Seiendes) and 

their dynamics constitute a history of accidental metaphysics 

in which the forgetting of Being and the presence of beings 

as totality lead to what he calls the 'eschatology of Being'.3s 

Beings as mere presence are in disorder, are out of joint; hence 

Heidegger renders Nietzsche's translation of the second part 

of the fragment as 'they let order belong (didonai ... diken), 

and thereby also reek, to one another (in the surmounting) of 

disorder'.36 Heidegger deliberately links the word reek (Ruch, 

whose original sense can no longer be recovered) with order, 

dike. He also mentions the Middle High German word rouche, 

which means solicitude (Sorgfalt) and care (Sorge), without 

further commentaryY The disorder is surmounted in order to 

bring orders into being-the presencing of presence. lt is an 

attempt to recover the experience of Being as the revelation of 

such overwhelming fittingness, rather than determining them 

into beings as mere presence. The point we wish to emphasise 

here is the necessity of revealing the dike of Being through the 

violence of techne. The Heidegger of 19LI6 no longer spoke of 

3L1 . 'Woraus aber die Dinge das Entstehen haben, dahin geht auch ihr 
Vergehen nach der Notwendigkeit; denn sie zahlen einander Strafe und Buf3e 
fur ihre Ruchlosigkeit nach der fest-gesetzten Zeit.' Heidegger, Early Greek 
Thinking, 13; GA 5, 297. 

35. Ibid .. 18. Here 'eschatology of Being' does not have a theological meaning. 
Instead, Heidegger claims, one should take it in the sense of a 'phenomenology 
of spirit'. 

36. Ibid., L17. 

37. Heidegger, GA 5, 360. 

the violence of technics as he did in 1936, but used a much 

milder word, verwinden ('surmount'), and turned to 'poetising' 

on the riddle of Being. However, this poetising was not an 

abandonment of technics, but rather consisted in returning 

to technics as poeisis. 

What Heidegger's analysis begins to suggest, then, is that 

the Greek relation to technics emerges from a cosmology, 

and that knowledge of technics is a response to the cosmos, 

an attempt to 'fit' or to strive for 'fittingness', or perhaps 

'harmony'.38 What characterizes this fittingness? In particular, 

a parallel reading of Heidegger's reading of Anaximander as 

a philosopher of Being and Vernant's interpretation of Anaxi

mander as a social-political thinker reveals something peculiar 

regarding the role played here by the Greek 'cosmotechnical' 

relation to geometry. For if we refer to the ancient Greek moral 

theory, law (nomos) is closely related to dike in a geometrical 

sense. Dike means something can be fitted into the divine 

order, which suggests a geometrical projection: 

The nomoi, the body of rules introduced by the legislators. are 

presented as human solutions aimed at obtaining specific results: 

38. This cosmological perspect ive is discussed but not thematised in 
Heidegger's seminar on Heraclitus (1966-1967) , M. Heidegger, GA 15 Heraklit 
Seminar Wintersemester 1966/ 1967 (Frankfurt am Main: Klostermann, 1986). 
In the 7th seminar, Heidegger posed the question concerning the difference 
between fragment 16 and fragment 6L1 . Fragment 6L1 starts with the lightning 
(Blitz) and throughout the discussion on the all (ta panto) , there is no mention 
of the human. The relation between lightning. sun, fire. war and ta panto 
implies a belonging-together, However, as Heidegger mentions, the difficulty is 
that there is a multiplicity or a manifold which exceeds the totality of ta panto 
(Andererseits ist van einer Mannigfa/tigkeit die Rede, die uber die Totalitat 
hinausgeht) (125) . The puzzle is that the 'all' in which beings are conceived as 
totality is a metaphysical concept. Heraclitus's thinking is not -yet -metaphysics 
and no-longer-metaphysics, while ta panto as a metaphysical concept marks 
the break between Socrates and the Ionian philosophers, as coincidentally 
announced by Hegel (129) . 
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social harmony and equality between citizens. However, these 

nomoi are only considered valid if they confirm to a model of 

equilibrium and geometric harmony of more than human signifi

cance, which represents an aspect of divine dike.39 

What Vernant reveals here is a correlation between cosmology 

and social philosophy in Anaximander's thought. For Anaxi

mander, the earth is immobile (in contrast to the cosmology 

outlined by Hesiod in Theogony, in which the earth is ftoating) 

because it is at the middle (meson) and is balanced by other 

forces. The concept of the apeiron, the unlimited, according 

to Anaximander, is not an element, as it was the case with 

water for Thales: otherwise it would overcome or destroy 

all other elements. 40 Vernant gives us his interpretation of 

to kratos here: although kratein principally conveys a sense 

of domination, in Anaximander's cosmology it also denotes 

a supporting and a balancing. Being as whole, as one, is the 

most powerful; and the only possible way to ensure egalitarian 

relations between different beings is to impose dike: 

So the rule of the apeiron is not comparable with a monarchia 

like that exerted by Zeus according to Hesiod, or by air and water 

according to the philosophers who give these elements the 

power to kratein the whole universe. The apeiron is sovereign 

in the manner of a common law that imposes the same dike on 

each individual, that keeps each power within the limits of its 

own domain [ ... ].41 

39. Vernant. Myth and Society, 95. 

<10. Vernant. Myth and Thought, 229. 

<11. Ibid., 231. 

ThiS relation is expressed, for example, in ancient Greek urban 

development, where the agora is placed as the heart of the 

citY. with a circular contour-bearing in mind that the circle is 

the most perfect geometrical form. The agora, like the earth 

that lies in the middle (meson), brings about a geometrical 

imaginary of power: a power that does not belong to any 

single being, such as Zeus, but to all. Hippodamos, an architect 

who lived a century after Anaximander, reconstructed the 

destroyed Miletos according to a plan that aimed to rationalise 

urban space, like a checkerboard 'centred around the open 

space of the agora'.42 

This synthesis of Heidegger's understanding of the origi

nal meaning of technics in relation to the dike of Being and 

vernant's analysis of the relation between social structure and 

geometry, points to the fact that geometry was foundational 

for both technics and justice-and we shouldn't forget that 

geometry was considered essential training in the school 

of Thales. Kahn reminds us that for both Anaximander and 

Pythagoras, 'the ideas of geometry are embedded in a much 

larger view of man and of the cosmos'.43 This fittingness is not 

given as such; it is revealed only in the confrontation between 

the overwhelming of Being and the violence of techne. So 

should we see Heidegger's return to the original techne as 

a quest for the spirit of the ancient Greek cosmotechnics?44 

42. Ibid., 207. 

43. Kahn, Anaximander and the Origins of Greek Cosmology, 97. 

44. Retrospectively, Heidegger's 1950 essay 'Das Ding' seems to have 
spelt this out clearly: Heidegger proposed to understand the thing in terms 
of the fourfold: heaven, earth, divine, and mortal; it is not without relevance 
here to note that Reinhard May, in his Ex Oriente Lux: Heideggers Werk 
unter Ostasiatischem Einfluss (Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner Verlag, 1989) 
argues that the concept of emptiness (Leere) that Heidegger elaborated in 
'Das Ding' comes from Chapter 11 of Too Te Ching. If this claim is valid, then 
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§9. HARMONY AND THE HEAVEN 
In contrast, in the absence of this conception of 'the ·uncan, 

niest of the uncanny' of the human, the violence of techne, 

and the excessive violence of Being, in Chinese thought We 

find harmony-but we might also say that, for the Chinese, 

this fittingness resides in another kind of relation between 

humans and other cosmological beings, one which is based 

on resonance rather than war (polemis) and strife ( eris). What 

is the nature of such resonance? In the Classic of Poetry 

(composed between the eleventh and seventh centuries Be), 

we can already find a brief description of the relation between 

the solar eclipse and the misconduct of King You of Zhou 

(.fflJ ~I. 781-771 BC ). <~ 5 In Zuo Zhuan (L!OO BC), a commentary 

on the ancient Chinese chronicle Spring and Autumn Annals, 

in the chapter on the Duke Yin, there is also a description of 

the relation between the solar eclipse and the death of the 

king.<~6 1n the Huainanzi (125 BC), a book reported to have been 

Heidegger's 'move' to cosmotechnics becomes more evident. For a more 
developed account of the connection between He1degger and Dao1sm, see M. 
Lin, Heidegger on West-East Dialogue-Anticipating the Event (New York and 
London: Routledge, 2008). 

<15. 'Minor odes of the kingdom (~~ · 1J'~ • tfT.>Z:Lft • 1l ,f§:Lx)': 'At 
the conjunction [of the sun and moon] in the tenth rr:onth I On the first day 
of the moon, which was Xin-mao I The sun was eclipsed I A th1ng of very 
evil omen. 1 Then the moon became small I And now the sun be~ame small/ 
Henceforth the lower people I Will be in a very deplorab~e ea~. (+ fl Z~, 

MB*~· a~tz. . ~nz.~.•flw• . ~aw•. ~~~~. $ 
JLZ.:R. ). Classic of Poetry, tr. J. Legge, <http://ctext .org/ book-of-poetry/ 
decade-of -qi-fu >, 

<16. 'In his third year, in spring, in the king 's second month, on the day Jisl, 
the sun was eclipsed. In the third month, on the day Gengxu, the ~ng [by) 
Heaven's [grace] died.' (.=:if , ff, I=fl. C.B. B~tz~ ~~ · lJt 
84, *I.M. ). Zou Zhuan (ft:-1$ ), 'The Third Year of Duke Y1n (~.I:A 
<http: / / www2.iath.virginia .edu : 
d2.7 /110/ bilingual>. 

written by Liu An, the King of Huainan, and which attempts 

to define the socio-political order, we find many examples 

that depend upon the relation between the Oao of nature (as 

expressed in the Heaven) and the human. As various authors 

have explained, in ancient China heaven was understood both 

as an anthropomorphic heaven and as the heaven of nature. 

In the Confucian and Daoist teaching, the Heaven is not deity; 

rather it is a moral being. The stars, winds, and other natural 

phenomena are indications of the reasons of the Heaven, 

which embodies objectivity and universality; and human activi
ties must accord with these principles. 

As we shall see, this conception of nature also inflects 

the thinking of time. Garnet and Jullien both suggest that one 

should understand the expression of time in China not as linear 

or mechanical, but as seasonal, in the sense indicated by the 

changes of Heaven. In the following example from the chapter 

of the Huainanzi entitled 'Celestial Pattern', the different winds 

throughout the year are indicators of different political, social, 

and intellectual activities, including making sacrifices and 
executing criminals: 

What are the eight winds? 

Forty-five days after the winter solstice arrives, the Regular 

(northeast) Wind arrives. 

Forty-five days after the Regular Wind arrives, the Brightly 

Abundant (east) Wind arrives. 

Forty-five days after the Brightly Abundant Wind arrives, the 

Clear Bright (southeast) Wind arrives. 

Forty-five days after the Clear Bright Wind arrives, the Sunshine 

(south) Wind arrives. 

Forty-five days after the Sunshine Wind arrives, the Cooling 

(southwest) Wind arrives. 
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Forty-five days after the Cooling Wind arrives, the Changhe 

(west) Wind arrives. 

Forty-five days after the Changhe wind arrives, the Buzhou 

(northwest) Wind arrives. 

Forty-five days after the Buzhou wind arrives, the Broadly 

Expansive (north) wind arrives. 

When the Regular Wind arrives, release those imprisoned for 

minor crimes and send away those (foreign intruders) who had 

been detained. 

When the Brightly Abundant Wind arrives, rectify boundaries of 

fiefs and repair the fields. 

When the Clear Bright Wind arrives, issue presents of silk cloth 

and send embassies to the Lords of the Land. 

When the Sunshine Wind arrives, confer honors on men of posi

tion and reward the meritorious. 

When the Cooling Wind arrives, report on the Potency of the 

earth and sacrifice at the four suburbs. 

When the Changhe wind arrives, store away the suspended 

(bells) and hanging (chimestones) ;qin and se(stringed instru

ments) (must be) unstrung. 

When the Buzhou wind arrives, repair palaces and dwellings and 

improve dikes and walls. 

When the Broadly Extensive Wind arrives, close up gates and 

bridges and execute punishments.47 

L1 7. 'fi'J~J\Jl? lE~ B ~~ll!l+li B. f~Jl~ : f~Jl~ll!l+li B. ~lf!;J. 
~ : ~~Jl~ ll!l +liB. ~~Jl~ : ~~Jl~ ll!l +liB. ~Jl~ : ~~~ 
ll!l+liB . ~Jl~: ~Jl~ ll!l+liB. OO~Jl~ : ~~Jl~ ll!l +liB .~ 
~Jl~ : ~~Jl~ ll!l +n s. ••Jl~.•Jl~~~•~ · ~moo : ~• 
JL~~~Mg, •m~ : ~~Jl~~ ~ Mm . ~-M: ~Jl~~fi~-. 
•~~ : ~-~~•~• · rell!l~: ~~Jl~~~·~· ~~~~ ; ~~ 
A~J!Ij f~E:r~ . #.!:~§:~: *¥J;i;Jl~J!IJ WJ~~~ . ¥:RJf1J iiJ. ' Huoinonzi, 3.12. 

Indeed. what lies behind the whole discourse of the Huainanzi, 

as becomes more explicit in chapters such as 'Seasonal Rules' 

and 'Surveying Obscurities', is the concept of a resonance 

between human and Heaven which is real, not ideal or purely 

subjective, and which is also more than a question of signs 

or portents. This resonance is best demonstrated by the Qin 

and the Se, two musical instruments that produce a harmony 

with one another. For the Confucians, the resonance between 

human and Heaven is not purely subjective, but as objective 

and concrete as the resonance of these musical instruments. 

The concept of resonance between the Heaven and 

humans was further elaborated in Han Confucianism, where 

it would be used as a legitimation of authority and of Confu

cianist teaching. In the same period as the Huainanzi, accord

ing to historians, both Daoism and Confucianism declined 

and became contaminated by certain superstitious modes of 

thought48-superstitious in the sense that these schools relied 

on supersensible mysterious powers which were sometimes 

incompatible with the Confucian teaching, for example in 

Huang-Lao (Jt*)-a combination of Daoism and the Yin

Yang school which was on the verge of turning into a cult. lt 

was in this context that Dong Zhongshu CJI1rf1~.179-10LJ se), 

the most important Confucian of the Han dynasty, employed 

the concept of the 'resonance between the Heaven and 

the human [~)\.~~]'.49 Dong's contribution is a source of 

48. Lao Sze-Kwang (~ -~,Jt ), History of Chinese Philosophy-New Edition , 
vol. 2 ( «~WlJT§"~.'.tffifff.iliU)) ~=-If&) (Guilin: Guangxi Normal University Press) 
11-24. ' 

49. According to Hu Shi ( ti,ij~, 1891-1962), Outline of History of Chinese 
Philosophy ( ~WlJT§"~.'.t7;::t~ ) (Shanghai: Shanghai Ancient Work Publishing 
House, 1997), Hu states that the concept of resonance between the heaven 
and the human was invented by Moism rather than Confucianism, although 
it was employed as the main theoretical tool by Confucianism during the Han 
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contention, since on the one hand he made Confucianism the 

principal doctrine of political thought and even of Chinese 

culture after him, which was to have a profound impact; on 

the other hand, many historians have criticised him for having 

introduced the superstitious thought of Yin-Yang and Wu Xing 

into Confucianism, and therefore of having transformed Confu

cianism from a discourse on human nature or Xin Xing (J~''Ii) 

into a discourse on the lawful Heaven which effectively gave 

authority to the emperor to carry out his political will. 5° Dong's 

approach to understanding the relation between the Heaven 

and the moral order is nonetheless similar to that found in the 

Huainanzi. Yin and Yang are understood respectively as moral 

good and punishment, corresponding to summer and winter. 

Even though most historians have agreed that Dong's inter

pretation is not authentically Confucian, and conceded that his 

theory was in the service of feudalism, it is crucial to recognise 

that this relation that he envisioned between the human and 

the Heaven did not come from nowhere; it is already hinted at in 

the early classics such as Zhuangzi and Laozi, where it is autho

rised by a moral-cosmological view of nature-namely, the 

unification between the human and the Heaven (:KA11- ). 
We can understand this point better when reading Dong's 

suggestions to the emperor: 

If the emperor wants to achieve something, it is better to ask 

the Heaven. The way of Heaven is based on Yin-Yang. Yang is 

virtue [de], Yin is punishment. Punishment corresponds to killing, 

dynasty; Xu Oishan (1893-19"11, ~!iJ!w) in History of Daoism (Ji~~) (Hong 
Kong: Open Page Publishing, 2012), 288, further points out that Daoism also 
adopted this concept. 

50. Ibid., 16. Lao Szekwang (1927-2012) argues that the deterioration of Han 
Confucianism is undeniable. 

virtue corresponds to righteousness (yi] . Therefore, Yang dwells 

in summer, and occupies itself with growing; Yin dwells in winter, 

and accumulates in the void( ... ]. 

Unlike the early Greek thinkers, then, who sought to under

stand the question of dike through the confrontation between 

human and nature, as described by Heidegger, and unlike the 

Greek rulers, who sought to impose dike in order to overcome 

the excessiveness of the human, a spirit that we find the 

ancient Greek tragedies, the ancient Chinese seem to have 

endowed the cosmos with a profound morality expressed as 

a harmony which political and social life must follow, with the 

emperor as the intermediary between the Heaven and his 

people: he must cultivate his virtue by studying the classics 

and through constant self-reflection (by way of resonance 

with others), in order to put things in their proper order, con

venient both to Heaven and to his people:51 

I heard that Heaven is the origin of all beings ( ... ] so the sages 

follow Heaven in order to establish the way [Dao], therefore they 

have love for all and don't take any standpoint from their own 

interest[ ... ] Spring is the vibrant moment of Heaven, when the 

Emperor will spread his benevolence; summer is the growing 

moment of Heaven, when the Emperor cultivates his virtue 

[de]; winter is the destructive moment of Heaven, when the 

Emperor executes his punishments. Therefore, the resonance 

51. This point is valid not only for Confucianism, but also for Daoism, as is 
stated clearly in the Zhuangzi (see 'Heaven and Earth'): not to mention that the 
Dao De Ching ( Laozi) is understood to be a guide for the emperor ( 'i% .:£ Uj) . 
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between Heaven and human is the way (Oao], from the ancient 

times to the present. 52 

Cosmological Confucianism declined towards the end of the 

Han dynasty (206 sc-220 CE) for various reasons, the most 

significant of which was natural catastrophe. An equivalence 

between cosmological order and moral order means that 

cosmological disorder immediately implies moral disorder, and 

numerous natural disasters occurred during this period. Worse 

still, it was the period during which sunspots happened very 

frequently. All of this had the effect of calling cosmological 

Confucianism into question and destroying its credibility. As 

the historians Jin Guantao and Liu Chingfeng have pointed out, 

the failure of cosmological Confucianism led to the adoption, 

as a replacement, of the thinking of Laozi and Zhuangzi on 

nature and freedom. which emphasises 'non-doing', 'non

intervening'.53 This is what is known as Wei Jin Xuan Xue 

(~lli1r* ), where Xuan Xue, literally meaning 'mysterious 

learning', is a term used to describe a form of thinking that lies 

somewhere between metaphysics in the Western sense and 

superstition. For this reason, some historians of philosophy 

have regarded the thinking that emerged during this period 

as superficial; later (§16.1) we will see how the term Xuan Xue 

was used to discredit Chinese intellectuals who had embraced 

the thought of Henri Bergson and Rudolf Eucken. At this point. 

~. ~d . ~ r~mi~M~m~. ~*~~~~.~m~~~~M~.~ 
~• · M~~; ~~•w•~~.~$~~m~I. w~~--~~• ; 
~~~m~~ . wfft~~Em:~m~.lll! ······ ~ lifL ~~. t~t1m~t£lm . ······'/&: 
~A¥t~W.lrm . ?J)'~~WL:5fb . ...... ¥f~ . ~~?JT ~~-lli ; f=~ . ~z. 
m~m ; ~~ . ~~m~~m; •~ · ~~m~•m; •~ · ~zm~• 
m; ~~. B~m~~m . ~~~~ . ~A~~. ~~~mm . J 
53. Jiang Guantao (:~i!!.~) and Liu Chingfeng (~U "i!f ~) . Ten Lectures on the 
History of Chinese Thought ("P w;J ,~,~~+~) (Beijing: Law Press, 2015). 126. 

though. we wish to emphasise that, although cosmological . 

Confucianism may have declined, the importance of the rela

tion between the Heaven and morality was preserved. As 

French physiocrat Frangois Quesnay remarked in his 1767 

essaY Despotism of China, following a natural disaster in 1725 

the Chinese emperor pleaded to the Heaven that it was his 

fault and not the people's; since it was his virtue that had 

been proved 'insufficient', he should be the one to be pun

ished.54 Indeed, this form of governance is still present today, 

as witnessed by the tears and speeches of the chairman or 

prime minister upon visiting the sites of natural or industrial 

disasters-for example, during the 2008 earthquake in Sich

uan. when the prime minister Wen Jiabao visited the site, and 

his tears were the focus of media attention. 

Notwithstanding the fierce critique against Dong's assimi

lation of Daoism and Yin-Yang into Confucianism, which was 

seen as a corruption of the 'pure' Confucian teaching, the 

unity between the cosmos and the moral has continued to be 

affirmed throughout the history of Chinese philosophy. This 

correlation between natural phenomena and the conduct of 

the emperor or the rise and fall of the empire may seem super

stitious to us, yet' it is worth emphasizing that the underlying 

spirit of such gestures, which continues after Dong, goes far 

beyond the mere correlation one might imagine, for example 

in mapping the number of solar eclipses and disasters in the 

Empire. The identification of moral with cosmic order draws 

its legitimacy not merely from the accuracy of such correlation, 

but rather from the belief that there is a unity between the 

Heaven and the human, which can be conceived of as a kind of 

54. See F. Quesnay, CEuvres economiques et phi/osophiques de Franr;ois 
Quesnay Fondateur du systeme physiocratique (Paris: Peelman. 1888), 563-660. 
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auto-affection. 55 1t implies an inseparability of the cosmos and 

the moral in Chinese philosophy. On this point it is enlightening 

to turn to Mou Zongsan's critique of Dong. In Nineteen Lec

tures on Chinese Philosophy, Mou denounced Dong's thought 

as a cosmocentrism, since for Dong, the cosmos is prior to the 

moral, and therefore the cosmos becomes the explanation of 

the moral. 56 Mou's critique is no doubt justified; yet is it any 

more logical to place the moral prior to the cosmos? The moral 

can be established only when the human is already in-the-world, 

and being in-the-world only gains its profound meaning in the 

presence of a cosmology or principles of heaven-otherwise 

it would be only something like the animai-Umwe/t relation 

described by Jakob von Uexkull. A few pages later, Mou also 

affirmed that, in Doctrine of the Mean ( ~ Jl) and Yi Zhuang 

(J1J'f.t). 'cosmic order is moral order'. 57 In Mou's interpretation 

of the whole tradition of Neo-Confucianism, then, this unity 

of the cosmic order and the moral order is always central, 

although, as we shall see (§18), because of his affinity to the 

work of Kant, for Mou xin ('heart') is posited as the absolute 

beginning. What we wish to emphasise here is that the unity 

between the cosmos and the moral is characteristic of ancient 

Chinese philosophy, and that this unity was further developed 

in the Neo-Confucianism that emerged from the time of the 

late Tang dynasty. 

55. Of course. this presumes the legitimacy of the Emperor; here we 
abstract from this context in order to address the cosmos and moral unity as 
an ontological question. 

56. Mou Zongsan. Nineteen Lectures on Chinese Philosophy ( 9=I OOU f§ ~+ f1 
~)(Shanghai : Ancient Works Publishing House. 2005). 61. 

57. Ibid. , 65. 

§10. DAO AND Ql: 
VIRTUE CONTRA FREEDOM 
In Chinese thinking, Oao is superior to any technical and .. 

instrumental thinking, and the goal of Dao is also to transcend 

the limitations of technical objects-that is, to let them be 

guided by Oao. In contrast, it seems that the ancient Greeks, 

had a rather instrumental concept of techne as a means to an 

end. at least this was the case for the Aristotelians. The case 

of Plato is more complex. Whether techne plays a role in moral 

and ethical life in the dialogues of Plato is still a subject of 

debate among classical scholars. Techne is thought to derive 

from the lndo-European root tek, meaning 'to fit together the 

woodwork of[ ... ] a house'. 58 For the Presocratics, the meaning 

of techne is closest to this root, and as Heidegger says, 'each 

techne is correlated with a quite determinate [ bestimmte] task 

and type of achievement'.59 Jorg Kube notes that, in Homer, 

the word techne is only used in relation to the god Hephaestus, 

or to carpentry, but not any other work, probably because 

other practices such as medicine, fortune-telling, and music 

had yet to become independent professions.60 In Plato, we 

see a significant modification of the sense of the word, and 

it becomes closely related to another word, arete, meaning 

58. T. Angier. Techne in Aristotle's Ethics. Crafting the Moral Life (London 
and New York: Continuum, 2012). 3. 

59. F. Heinimann, 'Eine Vorplatonische Theorie der tEXVTJ ' , Museum 
Helveticum 18:3 (1961). 106; cited by Angier, Techne in Aristotle's Ethics. 3. 

60. J . Kube, TEXNH und APETH: Sophistisches und Plotonisches 
Tugendwissen (Berlin: De Gruyter, 1969), 1'1-15. In The Iliad, Paris compares 
Hector's heart with the axe of a carpenter who uses 'techne' to cut a beam 
to be used in a ship; Roochnik (Of Art and Wisdom. 23) further pointed out 
that in Odysseus. one can find two words derived from techne. technessoi 
(the Phaiacian woman skilled at weaving) and techneentes (Odysseus's skillful 
steering of a ship). 
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'excellence' in general, 'virtue' in particular. 61 Vernant remarks 

that the word arete had started undergoing a shift already in 

the time of Solon (640-558 sc), where its relation to the war

rior in the aristocratic milieu had been transferred to another 

conception of self -control belonging to the religious milieu: 

correct behaviour resulting from a long and painful askesis, 

and which aims to resist koros (greed), hybris (excess) and 

pleonexia (avarice), the three follies. The 'human cosmos' 

(the polis) is conceived to be a harmonious unity in which 

the individual arete is sophrosyne (temperance), and dike is 

a law common to all.62 As Vernant says, 'with Solon, dike and 

sophrosyne descend from heaven to earth, to be installed in 

the agora'.63 Virtue-techne constitutes a core enquiry in Pia

to's quest for a techne of all technai that can be learned and 

taught, and for dike as the virtue of all virtues. 54 Each techne 

is a remedy for overcoming chance occurrences (tyche) and 

errors that crop up in the process of making, as Antiphon says: 

'we conquer by techne things that defeat us by physis'.65 This 

motif is repeated many times in Plato's dialogues. Notably, in 

Protagoras Socrates admires the figure of Prometheus, and 

agrees with Protagoras in affirming the necessity of measure

ment (metretike techne) as a way to restrict hedonism, as 

well as the elimination of tyche. 66 In Gorgias, Socrates claims 

61. L. Brisson, 'Tekhne is Not Productive Craft'. Preface to A. Balansard, 
Techne dons les dialogues de Platon (Sankt Augustin: Academia Verlag, 2001), XII. 

62. J-P. Vernant. Les origines de la pensee grecque (Paris: PUF, 1962), 92-3. 

63. Ibid., 96. 

6L1. Zore, 'Platonic Understanding of Justice. On dike and dikaiosyne in Greek 

philosophy', 29. 

65. Angier, Techne in Aristotle's Ethics, Ll . 

66. In The Fragility of Goodness Nussbaum claims that this desire to 

that 'experience causes our time to march along the way of 

techne. whereas inexperience causes it to march along the 

waY of tyche'. 67 The relation between the cosmos (order) and 

eometry is clearer in the later passages in the Gorgias when 
g . h 0 h Socrates tells Callicles that, accord1ng to t e w1se man w o 

had made a study of geometry, 

partnership and friendship, orderliness, self-control, and justice 

hold together heaven and earth, and gods and men, and that is 

why they call this universe a world order [ ... ] You have failed to 

notice that proportionate equality has great power among both 

gods and men, and you suppose that you ought to practice get

ting the greater share. That is because you neglect geometry. 58 

In the Titnaeus, too, the universe is 'a work of craft 

(dedemiourgetai) grasped by a rational account (/ogoi)-that 

is, by wisdom (phronesis) ·. 69 This is precisely because what 

Plato continually seeks is a techne of justice (dike, dikaiosyne), 

a reason that is correct for the self and for the community; a 

techne which, in this regard, would not simply be one tech

nique among others, but the technique of all technai. 

For the ancient Greeks, then, techne implies a poietike that 

brings about a proper end, a good end. In Plato's Phaedrus 

we find a distinction between technai and technemata, where 

eliminate chance (tyche) led to the decline of Greek tragedy; an argument 
that resonates with Nietzsche's Birth of Tragedy, where the figure of Socrates. 
who introduced reason as an Apollonian measurement, precipitated the decline 
of the Oionysian spirit. 

67. Plato, 'Gorgias', in Complete Works, L1L18c. 

68. Ibid., 508a. 

69. Plato, 'Timaeus', in Complete Works, 29a; cited by Angier, Techne in 
Aristotle's Ethics, 18-19. 
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the latter means simply 'techniques': a doctor who can cure, 

for example by lowering or raising the body temperature, has 

mastered techne, but one who only knows how to bring about 

insignificant or negative changes in the patient 'shows nothing 

of the techne".7° Techne, which aims for the good, is not imme

diately given, being neither an innate gift nor one endowed by 

a divine power (like poetry), but is rather something that needs 

to be mastered. Notably, in Book 11 of the Republic (37LJd-e), 

Socrates tells us that 

No[ ... ] tool makes anyone who picks it up a demiourgos, unless 

he has acquired the requisite knowledge and has had sufficient 

practice[ ... ] . Then to the degree that the ergon of the guardians 

is most important, [ ... ] it requires[ ... ] the greatest techne?1 

A few more words are necessary on the relation between 

techne and arete, since it is important for the interpretation of 

Plato and Aristotle, and hence also gives us a comprehensive 

understanding of the technical question handed down from 

classical Greek philosophy. The relation between the two 

remains an important point of contention among classical 

scholars. I do not aim to enter into this debate here, •but only to 

give an overview of it. Indeed, it may in fact be more interest

ing to start with the question: What is not techne? Vernant 

differentiates techne from praxis, a distinction that arguably 

follows from the logic of Critias's challenge to Socrates in the 

Charmides, where he states that techne as poeisis always has 

a product (ergon). while praxis has its end in itself.72 This is 

70. Plato, 'Gorgias', in Complete Works, 268b-c. 

71. Cited by Angier, Techne in Aristotle's Ethics, 31. 

72. Balansard. Techne dons les dialogues de Platon, 6. 

rather debatable, however; indeed, it also indicates the com

plexitY of Plato's concept of techne. For example, the soph

ists also have techne, yet it is not a techne of production 

(poietike) , but a techne of acquisition (ktetike). 73 The other 

thing that is opposed to techne is empeiria, often translated 

as 'experience', since it is said to be subject to illusion and 

error. Poetry is also not techne, but in a different way, since 

a good poet is not the real author, but a channel for a divine 

power (theia moira).74 Hence we can see that, as Nussbaum 

has shown, a common point in distinguishing technai from 

non-technics is that the objective of techne is to overcome 

tyche, to become the guarantor of order, of proportion, like 

the Oemiourgos in the Timaeus. How is it related to virtue, 

then? For simplicity, I would summarise the relation between 

techne and arete in the following ways: 

Techne os analogy of arete. In different dialogues, 

Socrates tries to draw analogies between techne and 

arete: courage in the Laches, temperance in the Char

mides, piety in the Euthyphro, justice in the Republic, 

wisdom in the Euthydemus·75 But in the Charmides, 

Critias challenges Socrates for comparing temperance 

(sophrosyne) with other technai such as medicine or 

masonry because,like calculation and geometry, temper

ance has no product (ergon), while medicine aims for 

health and masonry aims for a house. 76 

73. Ibid. , 78 

Ibid., 119. 

Roochnik, Of Art and Wisdom, 89-177. 

Plato, 'Charmides', in Complete Works. 165e3- 166a1. 
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Arete as the aim of techne: This point is not immediately 

evident, since although on many occasions Socrates 

uses medicine as an example of techne, in other cases 

techne is considered to be neutral (not necessarily good 

or bad). However, a passage in the Gorgias seems to 

reveal this point in a striking manner: Socrates replies to 

Polos that cooking is not a techne, but that a knowledge 

of cookery is just knowing how to favour and please.77 

The reason given is that cooking is a 'forgery of medi

cine' because 'it pursues pleasure but not the health of 

the body'. 78 

Arete as techne: David Roochnik claims that this relation 

becomes evident in the middle period of Plato's writ

ing, for example in Books 11-X of the Republic,79 where 

justice is considered to be a philosophical techne, a 

judgement of proportion, as invoked at the beginning of 

the Timaeus-as in myth, where, in view of the incom

pleteness of the technai brought to man by Prometheus. 

Zeus sent respect (aid6s) and justice (dike) to human 

being as politike techne.80 

This techne-arete relation breaks down in Aristotle's clas

sification of knowledge in Book VI of the Nicomachean Eth

ics. In Plato's time, as some philologists have argued, there 

was no systematic or general distinction between episteme 

and techne: since techne doesn't necessarily have an ergon, 

77. Plato, 'Gorgias', in Complete Works, <162d8-e1. 

78. Balansard, Techne dons les dialogues de Platon. 139. 

79. Roochnik, Of Art and Wisdom, 133. 

80. Balansard, Techne dons les dialogues de Platon, 93. 

episteme can in some cases be counted as a form of techne. 81 

In contrast, in Aristotle's Nicomachean Ethics techne is strictly 

distinguished from episteme. which concerns knowledge of the 

unchangeable; it is also distinguished from phronesis, practical 

wisdom. for a familiar reason that we have already encountered: 

techne has a product, while praxis has none. Aristotle affirms 

this distinction: 'making [poieton] and acting [praktikon] are 

different[ ... ] hence too they are not included in each other [ ... )'.82 

Techne, often translated as 'art' in this context, is a form of 

production in which something is accomplished against all 

other possibilities, meaning against chance. Aristotle cites 

Agathon's remark that 'art loves chance and chance loves 

art'.83 We should point out here that, no matter whether it is 

regarded as a process of making or a form of praxis, techne 

is considered as an assurance, as. a means toward excellence 

and virtue, as the word arete signifies. The two hundred 

pages of commentary Heidegger dedicates to Book VI of the 

Nicomachean Ethics in his 192LJ-5 lecture course published 

as Plato's Sophist, however, disturbs this neat classification. 

Techne, he affirms, following Plato, is not 'producing' or 'making' 

but rather 'seeing', 'grasping the essence of' things in question 

or things to come. As Heidegger says, 

81. Nussbaum, The Fragility of Goodness. 9<1: 'to judge from my own work 
and in the consensus of philologists, there is, at least through Plato's time, no 
systematic or general distinction between episteme and techne. Even in some 
of Aristotle's most important writings on this topic, the two terms are used 
interchangeably.'; Heidegger, 'The Question Concerning Technology', 13: 'from 
earliest times until Plato the word techne is linked with the word episteme. 
Both words are names for knowing in the widest sense. They mean to be 
entirely at home in something, to understand and be expert in it. Such knowing 
provides an opening up. As an opening up it is a revealing.' 

82. Aristotle, 'Nicomachean Ethics', in The Basic Works of Aristotle (New 
York: Modern Library, 2001), 1025 (11<10a) . 

83. Ibid., 11<10a20. 
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The one who has techne is admired, even if he lacks the practical 

skill of the hand-laborers, precisely because he sees the essence. 

He may thereby fail in practice, for practice concerns the par

ticular, whereas techne concerns the universal. Despite the 

shortcoming with regard to practice, the one who has techne 

is still respected more and considered wiser: in virtue of his 

privileged way of looking disclosively.84 

Furthermore, Heidegger points out that in the same passages 

of Book VI, sophia is designated as the excellence (arete) of 

techne,85 and that philosophy is nothing more than the pursuit 

of this excellence. Here Aristotle's classification is not strictly 

followed-instead, Heidegger returns to the techne of Plato. 

Heidegger blends Plato and Aristotle together here, but only 

in order to point out that, no matter whether it is regarded as 

a process of making or a form of praxis, techne is considered 

as an assurance, as a means toward excellence and virtue, as 

the word arete signifies. 

Following this brief outline of the concept of techne in 

Plato and in Aristotle, we must now come to Heidegger's 

reading of their metaphysics as declension (Abfa/1) and fall 

(Absturz). 86 1f early Greek thinkers such as Parmenides, Hera

clitus, and Anaximander are what Heidegger calls inceptual 

( anfanglicher) thinkers, in the sense that they think about 

the beginning rather than presence, and if for them there is 

no clear distinction between Being and beings, in Plato and 

Aristotle Heidegger finds a passage from pre-metaphysics to 

8.:1. Heidegger, Plato's Sophist (Bioomington, IN: Indiana University Press), 
52; cited by R. Rojcewicz, The Gods and Technology: A Reading of Heidegger 
(New York: State University of New York Press, 2006), 63-.:1 . 

85. Heidegger, Plato's Sophist, 39 

86. Boehm, 'Pensee et technique', 202. 

rnetaphysics proper, a passage which shaped the history of 

rnetaphysics as history of ontotheology. lt is this metaphys

icS, begun by Plato and Aristotle and completed in Hegel and 

Nietzsche,87 which finally leads to Geste/1 as the essence of 

rnodern technology. American Heidegger scholar Michael 

Zimmerman calls it 'productionist metaphysics',88 because 

such a metaphysics is concerned with production or the 

technical from its very beginning, ending up with 'machination' 

(Machenschaft) and Geste/1. Ontotheology bears with it two 

questions: firstly, what are beings as such (ontology)? Secondly, 

what is the highest being (theology)? The Idea of the Good 

(he tau agathou idea) in Plato sets out such an ontotheologi

cal beginning, since it is that which 'makes intelligible things 

intelligible', and provides 'truth/disclosure to what is known 

and endows the one who knows with a capacity to know'.89 lt 

signifies a determination of the essence (ousia) by subsuming 

the many to the one, the Idea; and in this sense, the 'Idea'. is 

also the 'good' since it is the cause for all, which Aristotle calls 

to theion, the divine:90 

Ever since being has been explicated as idea, the thinking of 

the being of beings has been metaphysical, and metaphysics 

87. Backman, Complicated Presence, 13. 

88. M. E. Zimmerman, Heidegger's Confrontation with Modernity: 
Technology, Politics, and Art (lndianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1990), 3, 
'He [Heidegger] believed that the Greeks initiated "productionist metaphysics" 
when they concluded that for an entity "to be" meant for it to be produced. 
While what they meant by "production" and "making," for Heidegger, differed 
from the production processes involved in industrial technology, still it was 
the Greek understanding of the being of entities which eventually led to 
modern technology.' 

89. . Backman, Complicated Presence, 37. 

90. M. Heidegger, GA 9 Wegmarken (Frankfurt am Main: Klostermann, 
1996), 235. 
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theological. 'Theology' means in this case the explication of the 

'cause' of beings as God and the relocation of being into this 

cause, which contains being in itself and also releases being 

from out of itself, because it is the most beingful [Seiendste] 

of beings.91 

Ontotheology continued to develop in Neoplatonic metaphys~ 

ics and Christian philosophy, finally leading to the oblivion 

of Being and the abandonment of Being-the age of the 

Bestand.92 This history of ontotheology and productionist 

metaphysics was apparently absent in China, and indeed we 

find a very different relation between technics and virtue 

in Chinese cosmotechnics, a different form of 'belonging 

together' or 'gathering' than that to which Heidegger aspired, 

one based on an organic form guided by a moral and cosmo~ 

logical consciousness. But before explaining this concept in 

more detail, I would like to go back to the relation between the 

two fundamental categories Qi and Oao in Chinese philosophy. 

We have said that Qi ( ~) means 'tool', but in fact there are 

three different words which are not clearly distinguished in 

everyday (especially modern) Chinese: 

Ji (~)-That which controls the trigger (.±:~~~Z~ o M* 
~i\U!o ). 
Qi (~)-Containers being guarded by dogs (Jlll.ill o ~~ZD, 
:*JiJTIJ. 'iTZo ). 
Xie (~)-Shackle, also called Qi, meaning 'holdifi1g'; one says 

that which contains is Xie, and that which cannot contain is Qi 

91. Ibid. , 235-6; cited by Backman, Complicated Presence, LI3-LI. 

92. Backman, Complicated Presence, 55. 

(~~illoM*~~o -B~Z~~o -B~-tBo -B~~~ 

~' j!{f;~~~o ). 

rwo different compound words, 11~ ( Jt Qi) and 11~ ( Jt Xie), 

refer to machines, and the words are interchangeable. Even 

in the dictionary of ancient etymology ( ~JtM-'¥) there is 

ambiguity on this point: for example, in the entry on Qi, we 

are told that it is a container; however, in the entry on Xie, Qi 

is said to be the synonym of Xie, yet the dictionary also says 

that Xie is a container, while Qi is not (note that this entry 

therefore gives two almost opposite definitions of Qi). From 

the pictogram of Qi-four mouths or openings with a dog in 

the middle-we can see that Qi implies a virtual spatial form, 

while Xie, with the pictogram for wood on the left, refers to 

actual material tools, and is also closely related to instruments 

of torture. Qi has the pictogram of four squares surrounding 

a dog, as if the dog is surveilling the space and guarding the 

containers. The four squares can also be the character for 

'rnouth', and hence are related to living (drinking, eating). Ji is 

rnore straightforward to understand, since it has the clearest 

rneaning of machinery: that of triggering something else and 

setting it in motion. 

The spatial form of Qi is technical, though, in the sense that 

it imposes forms. In the Xi Ci, a commentary on the 1 Ching, 

we read that 'what is formless (or above form) is called Oao; 

what has form (or is below form) is Qi ( %Z._L1!r~Z.J!i, % 

Zr~~Z~)'. In the same text, we read that 'if there is 

appearance, then we call it phenomena; if there is form, we call 

it Qi (:tlOJtJJ~~z.~, :tzo%JJ~~Z~)'.It is important to note 

that xing er shang (% rm _t, 'above form'), is used to translate 

the English word 'metaphysical '; and xing er shang xue (%rm 

_l}J) is the study of it -metaphysics. Oao is what gives form 
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and phenomenon; it is what is above them, as superior being. 

However, Oao does not mean the 'laws of nature' as this terrn 

was understood in seventeenth-century Europe; it is rather 

the ungraspable that could yet be known. The commentator 

Zheng Xuan (~~"E, 127-200), combining his reading of Laozi 

with the I Ching, says that 'the universe doesn't have forrn 

in its origin. Now we find forms, because forms come frorn 

the formless. That is why the Xi Ci says "what is above forrn 

is called Oao"'.93 Qi is also a container, a carrier, but not only 

a physical one; it also means specificity and generosity. In 

The Analects of Confucius, one reads 'junzi bu qi (~T~~)', 

where junzi is the ideal personality of Confucians. This phrase 

is often translated as 'the gentleman is not a utensil',94 meaning 

that he doesn't limit himself to any specific purpose; it could 

also be read as saying that his generosity is unbounded.ln this 

sense, Qi is the bounded, finite being that emerges according 

to the infinite Oao. 

it is in attending to the relation between Dao and Qi that 

we can reformulate a philosophy of technology in China ... Now, 

this relation has a subtle similarity to the techne-arete relation 

discussed above-but is also very different in the sense that 

it exhibits another, rather different cosmotechnics, one which 

searches for a harmony based on the organic exchanges 

between the cosmos and the moral. Chinese philosopher 

of technology Li Sanhu's excellent Reiterating Tradition: A 

93. Wu Shufei (~~~).'Analysis of "below and above form" in the I Ching' 

(J!JJJ!J f%ffiL1:, ~ J -®-~M;J<JT), Renwen ( «Ax» ) 150 (June, 2006), 
<http://www.hkshp.org/humanities/ph150-03.htm>, ':l(:l:&;;js:Jl\1;%, fffff~1'f 

%. ~rJ1'f%1£:M-M<%*o iiX n~~n a, r%rm...t11f-mzl!!J ·. 

9ll. Confucius, The Analects of Confucius, tr. B. Watson (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2007), 21. 

comparative Study on The Holistic Philosophy of Technology, 95 

which can without exaggeration be called the first attempt to 

seek genuine communication between technological thought 

in China and the West, calls for a return to the discourse on 

Qi and Oao. Li tries to show that Qi, in its original (topological 

and spatial) sense, is an opening· to the Oao. Hence Chinese 

technical thought comprises a holistic view in which Qi and 

oao reunite to become One (i1!~B--). Thus the two basic 

philosophical categories of Dao and Qi are inseparable: Oao 

needs Qi to carry it in order to be manifested in sensible 

forms: Qi needs Oao in order to become perfect (in Oaoism) 

or sacred (in Confucianism), since Oao operates a privation 

of the determination of Qi. 

§10.1 Ql AND DAO IN DAOISM: 
PAO DING'S KNIFE 
Whereas for Plato virtue-technics is fundamentally a matter 

of measurement, an exercise of reason in its quest for a form 

that allows self-governance and the governance of the polis, 

in the Zhuangzi, Oao as technics is the ultimate knowledge 

devoid of measurement, since it is zi ran . The Oaoists aspire to 

zi ran, and see zi ran as the most superior knowledge, namely 

that of wu wei (~~. 'non-doing'). Accordingly, the Oaoist 

principle of governance is wu wei zhi zhi (~~Z..¥B). which 

means governing without intervening. This is no pessimism 

or passivism, but rather a letting things be, leaving room 

for things to grow on their own, in the hope that beings will 

fully realise themselves and their potential-a point that is 

95. Li Sanhu C$=m). Reiterating Tradition: A Comparative Study on The 
Holistic Philosophy of Technology (:£$-!W#JE: -~~~H~El"J~I::.ili:Qtittfrt§~1i]f 
9'1:) (Beijing: China Social Science Press, 2008). 
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emphasised by Guo Xiang ($~~. 252-312) in his commentary 

on the Zhuangzi. 96 Unlike Wang Bi, the commentator of the 

I Ching and Oao De Ching during the same period of Wei Jin, 

who believes that wu (~. nothing) is the foundation of Dao, 

and those after Wang Bi who believe that the foundation 

should be you (~. 'being', 'there is'), Guo Xiang criticised 

such an opposition as futile, since being cannot come frorn 

nothing, and one being does not yield all beings; instead, he 

proposes to understand the foundation of Dao in terms of zi 

ran-following the principle of the cosmos without unneces

sary intervention.97 

In order to better understand the essence of Daoist cos

motechnics, we might refer here to the story of the butcher 

Pao Ding, as told in the Zhuangzi. Pao Ding is excellent at 

dissecting cows, but according to him, the key to being a 

good butcher doesn't lie in his mastery of the skill, but rather 

in comprehending the Oao. Replying to a question from the 

prince Wen Huei about the Oao of butchering a cow, P~o Ding 

points out that having a good knife is not necessarily enough; 

it is more important to understand the Oao in the cow, so that 

one does not use the blade to confront the bones and tendons, 

but rather passes alongside them in order to enter into the 

gaps between them. Here the literal meaning of 'Oao'-'way' 

or 'path'-meshes with its metaphysical sense: 

What I love is Oao, which is much more splendid than my skill. 

When I first began to carve a bullock, I saw nothing but the 

96. Cited by Lao Szekwang. History of Chinese Philosophy vol. 2, 1.117, f ~~ 
~. ~~m~z.~m . 1L~1:1Jt§~. ~IJ ·iifrr~*· J . 
97. See Jin Guantao and Liu Chingfeng, Ten Lectures, 1.119 f ~l'OC~9t:. ~1j 

::f~g1:1r J . r ~1fz?fi~g1fz ? J . 

whole bullock. Three years later. I no longer saw the bullock as 

a whole but in parts. Now I work on it by intuition and do not 

look at it with my eyes. My visual organs stop functioning while 

mY intuition goes its own way. In accordance with the principle 

of heaven (nature). I cleave along the main seams and thrust 

the knife into the big cavities. Following the natural structure 

of the bullock, I never touch veins or tendons, much less the 

big bones! 98 

Hence. Pao Ding concludes, a good butcher doesn't rely on 

the technical objects at his disposal, but rather on Oao, since 

oao is more fundamental than the Qi (tool). Pao Ding adds 

that a good butcher has to change his knife once a year 

because he cuts through tendons; a bad butcher changes 

his knife every month, because he directly chops the bones 

with the knife; while Pao Ding has not changed his knife for 

nineteen years, and yet it looks as if it had just been sharp

ened with a whetstone. Whenever Pao Ding encounters any 

difficulty, he slows down the knife, and gropes for the right 

place to move further. 

The prince Wen Huei, who had posed the question, replies 

that 'having heard from Pao Ding, now I know how to live'; and 

indeed this story is included in the section titled 'Master of 

Living'. Moreover, it is the question of 'living', rather than that of 

technics, that is at the centre of the story. If there is a concept 

of 'technics' here, it is one that is detached from the technical 

object: although the technical object is not without impor

tance, one cannot seek the perfection of technics through 

the perfection of a tool or a skill, since perfection can only 

98. Zhuangzi (bilingual edition) (Hunan: Hunan People's Publishing House. 
200.11),.11.11-5 [translation modified]. 
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be accomplished by Oao. When it is used in accordance With 

instrumental reason-with functions such as 'chopping', and 

'cutting'-the knife performs actions that belong only to the 

lower level of its being. When the knife is guided by Oao. on the 

other hand, it becomes perfect through the 'privation' of the 

functional determinations imposed upon it by the blacksmith. 

Every tool is subject to technical and social determination 

which endow it with its specialised functions-for example, 

the kitchen knife has a technical determination with a sharp 

blade. and a social determination for culinary use. 'Privation· 

here means that Pao Ding does not exploit the purposely 

built-in features of the knife-being sharp for cutting and 

chopping-but endows it with a new usage in order to fully 

realise its potential (as being sharp). Pao Ding's knife never 

cuts the tendons. not to mention coming up against the bones: 

instead, it seeks the void and enters it with ease; in doing so. 

the knife accomplishes the task of butchering the cow without 

endangering itself, i.e. becoming blunt and then needing to be 

replaced, and fully realizes itself as a knife. 

The knowledge of living thus consists of two parts: under

standing a general principle of life, and becoming free from 

functional determination. This could be regarded as one of the 

highest principles of Chinese thinking on technics. However. 

we must also note that Oao is not only the principle of being, 

but also the freedom to be. In this particular conception of 

Dao. then. Oao may not lead technics to its perfection; indeed, 

Oao may be subverted or even perverted by technics. We find 

this concern in another story in the section of the Zhuangzi 

entitled 'Heaven and Earth', in which the character Zigong 

(who shares this name with one of Confucius's most famous 

students. known as a businessman) encounters an old man 

who is occupied with manually carrying water from a well to his 

tarrn. Having seen that the old man has 'used up a great deal 

of energy and produced very little result', Zigong intervenes: 

'There is a machine for this sort of thing', said Zigong. 'In one day 

it can carry water across a hundred fields, demanding very little 

effort and producing excellent results. Wouldn't you like one?' 

The gardener raised his head and looked at Zigong. 'How does 

it work?' 

'it's a contraption made by shaping a piece of wood. The back 

end is heavy and the front end light. and it raises the water as 

though it were pouring it out. so fast that it seems to boil right 

over! it's called a well sweep.' 

The gardener flushed with anger and then said with a laugh, 

'I've heard my teacher say, where there are machines, there are 

bound to be machine worries: where there are machine wor

ries. there are bound to be machine hearts Ui xin, 1Jh,']. With 

a machine heart in your breast. you've spoiled what was pure 

and simple, and without the pure and simple. the life of the spirit 

knows no rest. Where the life of the spirit knows no rest, the 

Way [Oao] will cease to buoy you up. it's not that I don't know 

about your machine-! would be ashamed to use it! ' 

Zigong blushed with chagrin, looked down, and made no reply. 

After a while, the gardener said, 'Who are you, anyway?' 

'A disciple of Kong Qiu [Confucius].'99 

Considering that this is a dramatic encounter between Con

fucius's student and Zhuangzi's student. we can read it as 

a mockery of Confucius. who was busy with his political 

activities. meaning that he himself might be considered one 

'who has spoiled what was pure and simple'. Here machines 

99. Zhuangzi. The Complete Works of Zhuangzi, 90-91. 
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are conceived to be tricks; devices that deviate the simple 

and pure into complications that inevitably spoil a form of life. 

Machines demand a form of reasoning that causes Dao to 

deviate from its pure form. which in turn gives rise to anxi

ety. Ji xin (f.m~L.' ). however. is not best rendered as 'machine 

heart', as the translation suggests, but rather as 'calculative 

mind'. The old man affirms that he is aware of the existen~e 

of this machine, and that it was also known to his teacher, 

but that they felt ashamed to use it and so refused this 

technique. What Zhuangzi wants to say in this story is that 

one should avoid developing such a reasoning about life, oth

erwise one will lose the way, and along with it. one's freedom; 

if one always thinks in terms of machines. one will develop a 

machinic form of reasoning. 

To conclude this section. we must acknowledge that in 

the Phaedrus. there are two passages that greatly resemble 

these two stories from the Zhuangzi, yet which also exhibit 

significant differences. Plato evokes an art that may seem 

similar to Pao Oing's skill in butchery: after having delivered 

two speeches against Lysias's argument that 'it is better to 

give your favour to someone who does not love you than 

to someone who does',100 Socrates comments on the art of 

rhetoric. He explains to Phaedrus that there are two forms 

of 'systematic art': 

The first consists in seeing together things that are scattered 

about everywhere and collecting them into one kind [ ... ] [the 

other] in turn. is to be able to cut up each kind according to its 

species along its natural joints, and to try not to splinter any part. 

as a butcher might do.101 

100. Plato, 'Phaedrus', in Complete Works, 227c. 

101. Ibid ., 266d-e. 

socrates here places emphasis on the need to know the 

nature of things, as a medical doctor knows the nature of the 

bOdY. and a rhetorician knows the nature of the soul. A rhetori

cian. bY knowing the soul, is able to direct souls according to 

their different types, by choosing different words. For Plato, 

arts such as rhetoric and medicine must know the nature of 

things. otherwise they risk being mere 'empirical and artless 

practice[sV02 Zhuangzi's stories. on the other hand, are more 

concerned with a way of living; to live well is not to confront 

the 'hard' and the 'extreme', for instance by adopting the 

impossible task of pursuing infinite knowledge in one's finite 

life. but to learn how to live by following Dao, which, as he 

clearly insists, for the butcher is not a mere matter of knowing 

anatomy. 
The second episode in Plato is the famous story told by 

Socrates of the Egyptian god Theuth, the il'lventor of number, 

calculation. geometry, astronomy, and writing . Theuth comes 

to the King of Egypt Thamus and exhibits his arts. When it 

comes to writing, the King disagrees with Theuth, protesting 

that writing actually has the opposite effect to that which 

Theuth ascribes to it: rather that aiding memory, writing actually 

facilitates forgetting. As Thamus says to Theuth: 

You provide your students with the appearance of wisdom, not 

with its reality. Your invention will enable them to hear many 

things without being properly taught. and they will imagine that 

they have come to know much while for the most part they will 

know nothing '.103 

102. Ibid., 270b. 

103. Ibid., 275a-b. 
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This of course is the inspiration for Derrida's famous a 

ment on pharmacology,10
<1 according to which technics is 

h 0 0 d h ~ t e same t1me a po1son an a remedy, furt er taken up b 

Bernard Stiegler as the basis for a political programme.1o5 Le~ 
us highlight here a nuanced difference between Thamus·s 

critique of technics and Zhuangzi's warning. Plato wants to 

say that by reading along, one may come to know many thing s, 
but will not necessarily grasp their truth. For example, one can 

read a book or watch a video about swimming, but it doesn't 

mean that one will be able to swim. This is an argument about 

'recollection' or 'anamnesis' as the condition of truth: writing 

simply short -circuits this process of anamnesis. Zhuangzi's 

argument, on the other hand, is rather a straight refusal Of 

any calculation which deviates from Oao; through this refusal, 

Zhuangzi does not seek to affirm reality or truth, but rather 

to reaffirm freedom. 

§10.2. Ql AND DAO IN CONFUCIANISM: 
RESTORING THE Ll 
In Daoism, then, the unity of Oao and Qi is exemplified by 

Pao Ding and his knife. The perfection of the technical tool is 

also a perfection of living and being, since it is guided by the 

Oao. In Confucianism, though, we find another understanding 

of Qi which seems different from the Daoist one. although 

they share the same concern for the cosmos and the form 

of living. In Confucianism, Qi often refers to the instruments 

used in rituals, or Li 01). Indeed, according to the etymologist 

10L1. J. Derrida. 'Plato's Pharmacy', in Dissemination, tr. B. Johnson (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1981): 63-171. 

105. See B. Stiegler, Ce qui fait que la vie vaut la peine d'etre vecue: De la 
pharmacologie (Paris: Flammarion. 2010) and also Pharmacologie du Front 
National (Paris: Flammarion, 2013). 

n Yucai ( .f&3S.~, 1735-1815). the right -hand side of of 
pua f L' th . 1!:!1. . Q . d. 

C
haracter or t, at IS .E , IS t; moreover, accor 1ng to 

the 
ther etymologist, Wang Guo Wei ( I~Mt 1877-1927) . 

8no . 
the upper part of Jl comes from the pictogram for instru-

rnents made of jade.106 During the period of corruption and 

disruption of morality, Confucius's task was to restore the Li. 

,According to a na'fve materialist reading of the early twenti

eth century-na·lve in the sense that it is based on a simple 

opposition between the spiritual and the material-this was to 

arnount to a restoration of feudalism. Precisely for this reason, 

during the Cultural Revolution the Chinese Marxists attacked 

Confucianism as a regression and an obstacle to communism. 

u (along with ren, 'benevolence') is one of the key con

cepts in Confucius's teaching. The concept of Li is twofold: 

firstly there is a formal sense in which Li defines both the 

power hierarchy indicated by the artificial objects, Li Qi 01 ~), 

and the number of sacrifices performed during the rites. During 

the Zhou dynasty, Li Qi referred to different Qi with different 

functions: cooking utensils, objects made of jade, musical 

instruments, wine utensils, water utensils, etc. The Qi made 

of jade and bronze were indications of identity and rank in the 

social hierarchy, including the king and the noble class.107 But Li 

Qi also refers to a spirit or 'content' that cannot be separated 

from this formal aspect. This content. for Confucius, is a kind 

of cultivation and practice that nurtures moral sensibility. In the 

106. Liu Xin Lan (~U ilfflt). 'On the Origin of Li (Mli f ~ J B"Jil:Q~.fj()'. l.t'f!f 8 
(June 2010), 1L11- 61: 1L13- L1. 

107. See Wu Shizhou C~+lJtl). A Study on the Institution of Ritual Vessels 
during the Zhou Dynasty (~.ml Ml~iMliWf~). (Taipei: Wunan Books, 2003), 

417-19. Wu shows that, according to archaeological discoveries, after the Zhou 

dynasty there was a change from the use of Li Qi as funerary objects to Ming 
Qi ( ~ ~), meaning that jade and bronze objects were replaced with porcelain 

substitutes, which also suggests the decline of t he Zhou Li. 
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chapter 'Qu Li ( 8:l31! )' of Li Ji (1!§c. Book of Rites). Confucius 

says that 'the course (of duty), virtue, benevolence. and 

righteousness cannot be fully carried out without the rules Of 

propriety; nor are training and oral lessons for the rectification 

of manners complete'.108 We can understand from this that 

the moral-that is, one's relation to the heaven-can only be 

maintained through the practice of Li. 

U Ji contains a chapter on Qi ('Li Qi [1!~] ')which states 

that 'what is Li is convenient to heaven, to the earth, to the 

gods and the ghosts, as well as the humans; it manages the 

ten thousand beings ( 1! ill~ , il:M-::K~ , ~:M-±&J!;t, lilfi 
:M-Yl:flfi, il :M:A.JL., , JI-4m~ill o )'. We might say that, for 

Confucianism, Qi functions to stabilise and restore the moral 

cosmology through ritual-something we can glimpse in the 

following example in the chapter 'Li Yun' ('The Fortune of Li'): 

Thus it is that the dark-coloured liquor is in the apartment (where 

the representative of the dead is entertained) : that the vessel of 

must is near its (entrance) door: that the reddish liquor is in the 

hall; and the clear, in the (court) below. The victims (also) are 

displayed, and the tripods and stands are prepared. The lutes and 

citherns are put in their places, with the flutes, sonorous stones, 

bens, and drums. The prayers (of the principal in the sacrifice to 

the spirits) and the benedictions (of the representatives of the 

departed) are carefully framed. The object of all the ceremonies 

is to bring down the spirits from above, even their ancestors; 

serving (also) to rectify the relations between ruler and ministers; 

to maintain the generous feeling between father and son, and 

the harmony between elder and younger brother; to adjust the 

108. ':i!!1i£\ f=~ · ~ ~ Ul:lf'JJ.lZ, ~~ll iE{~, ~~fl:lf'ff!l ' . Book of Rites, tr. J. 
Legge, <http://ctext.org/ liji / qu-Li-i>. 

relations between high and low; and to give their proper places 

to husband and wife. The whole may be said to secure the 

blessing of Heaven.109 

AS argued by the philosopher Li Zehou ( 1930-) among oth

ers. it is also possible to trace this ritual back to the Xia 

Shang Zhou dynasties (2070-771 sc) and the shamanic rites 

associated with them. During the Zhou dynasty, the Emperor 

formalised the shamanic rites into U, hence they are known 

as Zhou Li. Confucius sought to restore these Zhou U as a 

resistance against political and social corruption.110 Thus Li 

Zehou proposed that Zhou Li was 'spiritualised' by Confucius, 

and then 'philosophised ' by Sung and Ming Neo-Confucianism, 

but that. in this long process, the spirit of the rites-namely, 

the unification between the Heaven and human beings-was 

conserved: 

They proceed to their invocations, using in each the appropriate 

terms. The dark-coloured liquor is employed in (every) sacrifice. 

The blood with the hair and feathers (of the victim) is presented. 

The ftesh, uncooked, is set forth on the stands. The bones 

with the ftesh on them are sodden; and rush mats and coarse 

cloth are placed underneath and over the vases and cups. The 

robes of dyed silk are put on. The must and clarified liquor are 

presented. The ftesh, roasted and grilled, is brought forward. 

The ruler and his wife take alternate parts in pre~enting these 

109. Ibid .. 153. i~1rimt£:¥:.9Mt£.F .~Mt£¥: .mmt~:r • ~:lt4fH1: . ff!l:lt 
J!llm. ~tl:lt~~i'~Hia.f~;lt;fJLi\lll ,ij !!*_t;f!¥~;1t5ttEL ij i£~~.ij ~:X:r. 
i;A~Jr,_5fJ,Ij~_tr,7cMl1ft!f. :Ji!:~ift~Z.:ffi. For the English translation 
see Li Ji (bilingual version) , tr. J. Legge, <http://ctext.org/ liji / Li-yun>. 

110. Li Zehou C$~.1J ) , A Theory of Historical Ontology ( ~j:;<jl:fitiDfti ) . 
(Beijing: SDX Joint Publishing. 2002). 51. 
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offerings, all being done to please the souls of the departed, 

and constituting a union (of the living) with the disembodied 

and unseen. These services having been completed, they retire, 

and cook again all that was insufficiently done. The dogs, pigs, 

bullocks, and sheep are dismembered. The shorter dishes (round 

and square). the taller ones of bamboo and wood, and the soup 

vessels are all filled. There are the prayers which express the 

filial piety (of the worshipper), and the benediction announcing 

the favour (of his ancestors). This may be called the great-

est omen of prosperity; and in this the ceremony obtains its 

grand completion.111 

While Li Zehou is right to point out this link between Li 
and shamanism, however, it is necessary to bear in mind 

that, along with Confucianism, the Daoism and Moism that 

emerged during the same period in China also indicated a 

rationalisation which marked a break from shamanism.112 

lt is possible for the formal aspect of Li to dominate its con

tent. and Confucius was aware of this problem. To avert this 

usurpation of content by form, he emphasises that Li is a 

fundamentally moral practice which st?rts with individual 

111. Li Ji, <http://www.ctext.org/liji/U-yun> (italics mine), f'ntm.~. "tWi 
~~.~~m~. m~m. ~~~. ~~~~.~~~~.~~~m. a 
u~~m. ~~~~. ~~xA~~. ~~~~. ~~~~0~~~~* 
$, H~*~4$, -~-~~li~~om~~~. ~~~~.~~A~, 

112. See YuYing-Shih. 'Between the Heavenly and the Human', in Tu Weiming 
and M. E. Tucker (eds), Confucian Spirituality (New York: Herder, 2003), 62-80. 
Chinese historians often refer to what the German philosopher Karl Jaspers, in 
his The Origin and Goal of History (tr. M. Bullock. London: Routledge, 2011) called 
the Axial Age (Achsenzeit). Jaspers claims that new ways of thinking appeared in 
Persia, India, China. and the Greco-Roman world in religion and philosophy during 
the 8th to 3rd centuries BC; schools such as Daoism, Confucianism, Moism 
and others belong to such a 'historical rupture' in knowledge and knowledge 
production 

flection. extending to outer domains such as family and the 

re guided by Oao. This is the famous doctrine of neisheng state. 
aiWang ( 01~~~ 3::, 'inner sageliness-outer kingliness'). lt 

:uows a linear trajectory, as indicated in the Confucian classic 

f 
0 

xue (:*~.'Great Learning' or 'University'): 'investigation 

~f things Cftl-~)'. 'extension of knowledge (3&9;Q)', 'sincere 

in thoughts C~:i:)'. 'rectify the heart (lEJL.' )', 'cultivate the 

ersons (1t~ )','regulate the families(~%)', 'govern well the 

~tates (~~)',and 'world peace (f::;Kr)'.ln Book XII of The 

Analects of Confucius, we read: 

Yan Yuan asked about ren . 

The Master said: To master the self and return to Li is to be ren. 

For one day master the self and return to Li, and the whole world 

will become ren. Being humane proceeds from you yourself. How 

could it proceed from others? 

Yan Yuan said: May I ask how to go about this? 

The Master said: If it is contrary to Li, don't look at it. If it is 

contrary to Li, don't listen to it. If it is contrary to Li, don't utter 

it. If it is contrary to Li, don't do it.113 

u is therefore both a set of constraints and a practice that 

ensures the order of things, so that the perfection of the indi

vidual will lead to the perfection of the state. Ooo is immanent. 

but one can only know it through self-reflection and through 

the practice of Li. (In the Anolects, during a dialogue between 

Confucius and the Prince of Wei Ling, the latter asks about 

the art of war. Confucius replies that he knows only about 

Li, and nothing about war; and leaves the following day.) But 

what is this order that Li seeks to ensure? A simplistic reading 

113. Confucius, The Analects, 80. 
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might claim that it is an order socially constructed in favour 

of the governing class. This is not entirely incorrect, since 

Confucius emphasises that Qi and Ming ( ~. 'name') have 

to be properly placed so as to maintain order. In Zuo Zhuan 

(400 sc), it is said that a commandant, Yi Xu, rescued the 

king of the Wei country Sun Huanzi during the war, in order 

to avoid his being arrested. Sun wanted to give Yi Xu cities 

as a token of his gratitude. Yi Xu refused, but requested 'to 

be allowed to be received like a state prince at court, With 

musical instruments. and to be dressed with the saddle-girth 

and bridle-trappings of a prince'.114 Confucius lamented the 

granting of this request, saying 'Alas! it would have been bet

ter to give him many cities. it is only peculiar articles of use, 

and names, which cannot be granted to another [than those 

to whom they belong];-to these a ruler has particularly to 

attend'.115 As Confucius explained, this is not purely a matter of 

formality: his reasoning is that Qi and Ming ensure that those 

who bear Ming and Qi should behave properly: 

lt is by [the right use of] names that he secures the confidence 

[of the people] : it is by that confidence that he preserves the 

articles [Qi] ; it is in those articles that the ceremonial distinctions 

of rank are hidden; those ceremonial distinctions are essential 

to the practice of righteousness; it is righteousness which con

tributes to the advantage [of the State]: and it is that advantage 

which secures the quiet of the people. Attention to these things 

is the condition of [good] government.116 

11Ll . Zuozhuan (Li:. {IJ . JJ.li;-0 =~) , <http://www2.iath.virginia.edu:8080/ exist/ 
cocoon/xwomen/ texts/chunqiu/d2.1Ll / 1/0/ bilingual> [translation modified]. 

115. Ibid .. · ~·m ill , /G:tzu~~zE~. . Pl~~f6 . /GilT~ir:XA. ;gz?fi'irJ i:B '. 

116. Ibid., '!6 ~tl:l{~. m~'f~. ~~HlU~ . fl~11'~ . ~~1:~U . ~UPJ 
_;:p:~. Jl)l:z:k~nill'. 

ro summarise, in Confucianism Qi has its use in a formal 

setting. but such use serves only for the purpose of preserv

ing the moral, the heavenly order, and for cultivating great 

personality; in Daoism, on the other hand, Qi plays no such 

instrumental role, since it is possible to reach the Oao by 

being natural or zi ran. Dao is metaphysical since it is formless; 

and in this sense, the metaphysical is the non-technical, the 

non-geometrical. Even though there are formalised orders 

in Confucianism, they exist for the purpose of maintaining 

this superior, formless (or 'above form') Dao. The formless 

is tian (the Heaven) and zi ran, and it is the formless that 

has the highest degree of freedom. We might say that the 

Confucians and the Daoists have different ways of pursuing 

oao. and that therefore they do not stand in contradiction to 

one other, but rather complement one other. Mou Zongsan 

suggests that we characterise Daoism as 'practical ontology' 

and Confucianism as 'moral metaphysics',117 in the sense that 

Confucianism asks the 'what' questions (what is the sage 

[~] . wisdom[~ ]. benevolence U=J and rightfulness[~]?) , 
while Daoism asks how to achieve them.118 For the Daoists, 

the refusal of mechanical reasoning is a refusal of a calcula

tive form of thinking, in order to stay within the freedom of 

the inner spirit. We might say that they refuse all efficiency in 

order to prepare for an opening-a reading of the Zhuangzi 

that resonates superficially with what the late Heidegger 

calls Ge/assenheit, which may explain why the Heideggerian 

critique of technology has found such great resonance among 

117. Mou Zongsan, Nineteen Lectures on Chinese Philosophy, 7Ll. 

118. Ibid., 106; Jullien also points out that, for example, 'non-action' is not 
only a Daoist principle, but is commonly shared in the intellectual tradition: see 
Jullien, Proces ou Creation, L11. 
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Chinese scholars ever since Heidegger affirmed Gelassenheit 

as a possible exodus from modern technology. 

This is the ambivalence of Oao, then: on one hand, it stands 

for the completion of technics in the name of nature; on the 

other, it is also understood as a resistance of the spirit against 

technics, which always have the potential to contaminate it. 

Here Heidegger's concept of the truth as a-/etheia or Un

verborgenheit as an access to the open may seem very close to 

Oao; yet, as we shall see below, they are fundamentally different. 

And indeed, this fundamental difference is one of the reasons 

it is necessary to conceive of different histories of technics. 

§ 1 0.3. REMARKS ON STOIC 
AND DAOIST COSMOTECHNICS 
So far, we have tried to trace out a cosmotechnics in Chinese 

thinking; we have compared it with the Greek concept of 

techne, partly through the writings of Heidegger. it would 

be too provocative to say that Heidegger was essentially 

searching for a cosmotechnics, but it is undeniable that the 

question of physis and Being concerns a profound relation 

between the human and the cosmos. The cosmotechnics 

that I have sketched above in the traditions of Confucianism 

and Daoism may seem to some readers similar to Hellenistic 

philosophy after Aristotle; in particular, the Greco-Rroman 

Stoics' teaching on living in accordance with nature has a 

clear affinity with the Daoist aspiration to nature (as noted 

above, Heidegger remained silent on the Stoics, even though 

the Stoic cosmology seems closer to the Ionian than to the 

Aristotelian one). 119 There are certainly differences, which 

119. Kahn, Anaximander and the Origins of Greek Cosmology, 203. Kahn 
further points out (210) that in the second half of the fourth century, Aristotle 
rejected cosmogony as a valid explanatory scientific discipline. 

we will try to briefty elucidate here. But rather that merely 

listing these differences, I would like to restate the concept of 

cosmotechnics developed in the introduction, which hinges 

on the relation between the cosmos and the moral, as medi

ated by technics, and to show how we can identify such a 

cosmotechnics in Stoicism. 

A closer reading of the Stoics allows us to see the role 

played in their thought by rationality, which was very much 

depreciated in Daoism. Both Stoic cosmotechnics and Dao

ist cosmotechnics propose that we live in accordance with 

a 'nature'-respectively, physis and zi ran-and insist that 

technical objects are only the means towards a more superior 

end: for Stoics eudaimonia, for Daoistsxiao yao ( :i11.~ . 'free and 

easy'), and for Confucians tan dang ( :!:§.~. 'magnanimity'). In 

the first chapter of the Zhuangzi, entitled ·Free and Easy Wan

dering ', Zhuangzi describes what he means by freedom with 

the help of an illustration drawn from Daoist philosopher Liezi: 

If he had only mounted on the truth of Heaven and Earth, rid

den t he changes of the six breaths, and thus wandered through 

the boundless. then what would he have had to depend on? 

Therefore I say, the Perfect Man has no self; the Holy Man has 

no merit; the Sage has no fame. 120 

Only in following nature rather than attaching oneself to 

something upon which one will become increasingly depen

dent can one be free. In The Analects (book 7-36), Confucius 
tells us: 

120. Zhuangzi, The Complete Work of Zhuangzi. 3, ·~.11:*7e±i!! Z..iE. ffif1fEIJ 
~•z..m. ~-ftH* · -A~~%8 ! ~8 : ~Afta. ~Aft~.~ 
Aft~.· 
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The gentleman (jun zi) is composed, at peace with things [tan 

dang dang, without worry, unbothered by conflicts and contra

dictions]. The petty man is constantly fretting, fretting
121 

To be ajun zi is to know the will of the Heaven. as the Master 

says (book 2.LJ): 

At fifteen I set my mind on learning; by thirty I had found my 

footing ; at forty I was free of perplexities; by fifty I understood 

the will of Heaven; by sixty I learned to give ear to others; by 

seventy I could follow my heart's desires without overstepping 

the line.122 

Before one can know the will of Heaven, one must study, and 

only after having attended to one's learning does one become 

open and free. 

In The Art of Living, John Sellars draws a contrast between 

Aristotle's and the Stoics's appropriation of Socrates. Accord

ing to Sellars. Aristotle attempts to emphasize the relation 

between philosophy and logos in his interpretation of Plato. In 

the first book of the Metaphysics, Aristotle presents Socrates 

as someone who turns away from nature to ethics, which 

concerns universals and definitions.123 Sellars argues that, 

in doing so, Aristotle underplays the role of philosophy as 

askesis in Socrates's life and teaching, something that was 

an inspiration to the Stoic Zeno. The reason, as Sellars points 

out, is that Aristotle's own philosophical interest was more 

121. Confucius. The Analects of Confucius, 5L1. 

122. Ibid., 20. 

123. J. Sellars, The Art of Living: The Stoics on the Nature and Function of 

Philosophy (Bristol: Bristol Classical Press, 2003), 3L1. 

in logos.12L1 Yet in fact, when Socrates replies to Callicles's ques

tion concerning the meaning of 'ruling oneself' in the Gorgias,125 

he says that it is sophron and enkrate heauto, meaning ruling 

the pleasure and passion within oneself.126 In Alcibiades I, 

Socrates says that the first step in taking care of oneself is to 

folloW the famous Delphic inscription, namely 'know thyself' 

(gnothi sauton):127 to take care of oneself is to take care of 

one's soul in the same way that gymnastics takes care of the 

body. In the Apology, in defence of the accusation against him, 

Socrates responds: 

You are an Athenian, a citizen of the greatest city with the great

est reputation for both wisdom and power; are you not ashamed 

of your eagerness to possess as much wealth , reputation and 

honour as possible, while you do not care for nor give thought 

to wisdom or truth, or the best possible state of your sou\.128 

If the pseudo-arts aim at pleasure, then the genuine arts aim 

at what is best for the souP29-something which could not 

be demonstrated better than in the picture described in the 

Symposium, in which Socrates sleeps with his arms around 

the young and beautiful Alcibiades without displaying any sign 

of sexual arousal.130 

12.::1 . Ibid. 

125. Plato, Gorgias, in Complete Works, L191d11. 

126. AA. Long, From Epicurus to Epictetus , (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2006), 25. 

127. Sellars, The Art of Living, 38. 

128. Plato, 'Apology', in Complete Works, 29e; also cited by Foucault, 
'Technologies of the Self', 20. 

129. Sellars, The Art of Living, L11. 

130. Long, From Epicurus to Epictetus , 26. 
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Aristotle's interest in logos and contemplation gives us a differ

ent definition of eudaimonia than that of the Stoics. In his Rhet

oric, Aristotle defines happiness as 'prosperity combined with 

virtue', which consists of internal good (the good of the soul 

and of the body) and external good (good birth, friends, money, 

and honour).131 In the Nicomachean Ethics (Book 1, chapter 3). 

Aristotle describes eudaimonia as the te/os of political science; 

in the same passage, eudaimonia, which is conventionally 

translated as 'happiness', is identified with 'living well and 

doing well'.132 For Aristotle, happiness is related to virtue, yet 

cannot be guaranteed by virtue. In Book 1 Chapter 7. he 

explains what he means by virtue: virtue is defined by the final 

end internal to the action itself-for example, in medicine it is 

health, in strategy, victory, in architecture. a house. Aristotle 

concludes that 'if there is an end of all that we do, this will 

be the good achievable by action. and if there are more than 

one. these will be the goods achievable by action'.133 Virtue is 

not the guarantee of happiness. since man. unlike vegetables 

and animals. is endowed with rational principles. Rationality is 

what exceeds mere functionality and aims at the most desir

able good. The human good, says Aristotle, 'turns out to be 

activity of soul in accordance with virtue. and if there were 

more than one virtue. in accordance with the best and most 

complete'.134 Thomas Nagel suggests that this move is an affir

mation of reason above other functions such as perception, 

131. Aristotle. 'Rhetoric', in Basic Works, 1360b26-28. 

132. Aristotle, 'Nicomachean Ethics', in Basic Works , 1095a19. 

133. Ibid., 1097a23-25. 

13£1. Ibid., 1098a16-18. 

locomotion, and desire. which support reason. while reason is 

not subordinated to them.135 

The relation between Aristotle and the Stoics is still a 

subject of debate. A. A. Long has shown that Aristotle's concep

tion of eudaimonia had a direct influence on the Stoics. and 

oavid E. Hahm has demonstrated that the Stoics' cosmologies 

were influenced more by Aristotle than by Plato's Timaeus. A 

keY difference that is agreed upon among classical scholars. 

however. is that, unlike Aristotle, for whom the external good 

plays a role in the realisation of eudaimonia, for the Stoics, 

eudaimonia consists entirely in ethical virtue: good or bad, 

pleasure or its absence. are matters of indifference.136 And 

here lies the Stoics' most important axiom: as defined by Zeno. 

it consists in 'living in agreement'; which Cleanthes amends 

to 'living in agreement with nature', and Chrysippus. 'living in 

accordance with experience of what comes about by nature'.137 

Julia Annas refers to this nature as 'cosmic nature':138 once 

more, virtue has its perfect model in the organization of the 

universe. and the human being is part of the cosmic nature. 

and therefore the cosmos is the perfect model for virtue. in 

a way that appears similar to the Chinese thinking of Dao. 

135. T. Nagel. 'Aristotle on Eudaimonia', in A. Rorty (ed.) , Essays on Aristotle's 
Ethics, (California: University of California Press, 1980), 11. 

136. A. A. Long, 'Stoic Eudaimonism', in Stoic Studies (California: University of 
California Press. 2001) , 182. 

137. J. Annas, The Morality of Happiness (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1995), 168; cited from Arius Didymus, in Stobaeus, Eclogae (Selections) Book 
11. 85.12-18. The citation continues with Diogenes and Archedemus, 'being 
reasonable in the selection and counter-selection of the things according to 
nature'; Archedemus: 'living so as to make all of one's due actions complete' ; 
and Antipater: 'living selecting things according to nature and counter
selecting things contrary to nature invariably'. To which he also added: 'doing 
everything one can invariably and unalterably towards obtaining the things that 
are preferable according to nature'. 

138. Annas, The Morality of Happiness, 159. 
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But how do the Stoics pass from physis to the moral? The Stoic 

cosmos is one limited, spherical body surrounded by the infinite 

void. A common reading has it that they follow the Heraclitean 

model of the cosmos, which sees it as being generated by 

the mixing of material with fire, which is breath and vital heat. 

The cosmos repeats itself in an identical cycle, in which fire 

is transformed into other elements and then returns to itself. 

There is a logic to be found in the cosmqs that is produced 

by Reason, and Reason 'cannot produce one which is either 

better or worse'.139 ln Cicero's On the Nature of the Gods we 

find a precise description of the passage from the physical to 

the moral, in which Reason becomes divine: 

And contemplating the heavenly bodies the mind arrives at a 

knowledge of the gods, from which arises piety, with its com

rades justice and the rest of the virtues, the sources of a life of 

happiness that vies with and resembles the divine existence 

and leaves us inferior to the celestial beings in nothing else save 

immortality, which is immaterial for happiness.1-1o 

139. P. Hadot. What is Ancient Philosophy? tr. M. Chase (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 200t:l), 130; however, we also note that this 
Heraclitean reading of Stoic cosmology is contested by some authors 
such as Hahm, who argues for the influence of Plato, and even more so of 
Aristotle, since the Stoics teok up Aristotle's classification of five elements in 
On the Heavens-fire, air, water, earth and ether (the celestial element)
integrating them into a biological model of the cosmos as a living being. See 
Hahm. The Origins of Stoic Cosmology, 96-103. lt is also said that. for Zeno, 
the constitutive element of the cosmos is fire, for Cleanthes. heat. and for 
Chrissypus, pneuma: see J . Sellars. 'The Point of View of the Cosmos: Deleuze, 
Romanticism, Stoicism', Pli 8 (1990), 1-2t:l: 15 n70. 

1t:10. Cicero, 'De Natura Deorum', in Cicero in Twenty-Eight Volumes, vol. XIX, 
tr. H. Rackham (London: William Heinemann, 1967), 11, LXI, 153; also quoted by 
Goldschmidt. Le systeme stoicien et /'idee de temps, 67. 

The mediation between the two realms consists of the core 

idea of what the Stoics call oikeiosis. The Stoic morality is 

not a categorical moral obligation, although it involves self

reflection and self-restriction; to live in agreement with nature 

requires both contemplation and interpretation. Interpretation 

means firstly to place oneself in relation with beings through 

contemplation, and secondly to give value to them. These 

values are not arbitrary, as Emile Brehier pointed out: 'value 

is not what gives measure, but what is to be measured; what 

gives the measure is being itself[ ... ] in other words: axiology 

supposes ontology and doesn't replace it'.1-11 

Gabor Betegh has proposed that the Stoics, particularly 

Chrysippus, had convincingly integrated cosmic nature into the 

foundation of their ethical theory. Betegh's position opposes 

Julia Annas's argument in The Morality of Happiness that the 

Stoics' ethical theory was developed 'prior to' and 'indepen

dently of' their physical and theological doctrines. If this is true, 

then, since physics would be a mere supplement for deepening 

our understanding of ethics, we would be mistaken in setting 

out from cosmic nature in order to understand the nature of 

Stoic ethics.1-12 We have already encountered a similar argument 

in our discussion of Mou Zongsan's critique of Dong Zhong

shu's cosmocentrism; however, as we pointed out, morality 

is not possible without taking the external environment into 

1t:11. E. Brehier. 'Sur une theorie de la valeur dans la philosophie antique', Actes 
du 1/Je Congres des Societes de Philosophie de tongue fran9aise (Louvain: 
Editions E. Nauwelaerts, 19t:17), cited by Goldschmidt. Le systeme stoicien et 
/'idee de temps, 70. 

1t:12. G. Begegh, 'Cosmological Ethics in the Timaeus and early Stoicism', 
Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy 2t:l (2003): 273-302: 275; Annas, The 
Morality of Happiness, 166. 
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account, since it is being-in-the-world that is the condition of 

ethical thought. 

Betegh showed that Plato's Timaeus has an important 

influence on Chrysippus's theory of telos. The long passage 

in the Timaeus upon which Betegh develops his thesis reads 

as follows: 

Hence if someone has devoted all his interest and energy to his 

appetites or to competition, all his beliefs must necessarily be 

mortal ones, and altogether, so far as it is possible to become 

par excellence mortal, he will not fall the least bit short of this, 

because it is the mortal part of himself that he has developed. 

But if someone has committed himself entirely to learning and to 

true wisdom, and it is these among the things at his disposal that 

he has most practised, he must necessarily have immortal and 

divine wisdom, provided that he gets a grasp on truth. And so far 

as it is possible for human nature to have a share in immortality, 

he will not in any degree lack this. And because he always takes 

care of that which is divine, and has the daimon that lives with 

him well ordered [di K&KOO"JlTJJlEVov 1:ov oai)lova], he will be 

supremely happy [d.loai)lova]. Now for everybody there is one 

way to care for every part , and that is to grant to each part its 

own proper nourishments and motions. For the divine element 

in us, the motions which are akin to it are the thoughts and 

revolutions of the whole world. Everyone should take a lead 

from these. We should correct the corrupted revolutions in 

our head concerned with becoming by learning the harmonies 

and revolutions of the whole world, and so make the thinking 

subject resemble the object of its thought, in accordance with 

its ancient nature; and by creating this resemblance, bring to 

fulfillment [ 1:€/..oc;] the best life offered by gods to mankind for 

present and future timeY13 

Here, in an apparent echo of the relation in Chinese thought 

between the human and the Heaven, we find a parallel 

between the structure and organisation of the individual soul 

and the world soui144-a kind of 'analogy'. Yet in Plato the rela

tion is not truly analogical, since the human being is also within 

nature and is a part of the whole. lt is possible to bring the 

rational part of the soul into order and harmony when the soul 

internalizes the cosmic harmony. This process is initiated with 

oikeiosis, usually translated as 'appropriation'. A reconstruction 

based on Cicero's De Finibus Bonorum et Malorum, Seneca's 

Epistulae morales ad Lucilium, and Diogenes Laertius's report, 

gives us the general picture:145 the Stoics believe that man and 

animal are both given the ability to distinguish what is proper 

(oikeion) to their constitution (sustasis) and preservation, 

from what is not proper or strange (allotrion): according 

to Diogenes Laertius, Chrysippus remarks that it would not 

be reasonable if, having created an animal, nature gave it 

no means of self-preservation. However, a second stage is 

necessary in which such oikeiosis demands insight through 

which one's action can be guided by reason. The perfection 

of reason is identified with nature, since nature prescribes 

virtuous behaviours. 

143. Plato, Timaeus, cited in Betegh, 'Cosmological Ethics', 279. 

144. Betegh, 'Cosmological Ethics', 279. 

145. The following description is given by G. Striker, 'The Role of Oikeiosis in 
Stoic Ethics', in Essays on Hellenistic Epistemology and Ethics (Cambridge: 
University of Cambridge, 1996), 282-97: 286-7. 
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The Stoics' 'art of living' is, as the word 'art' would suggest, a 

techne. Annas has suggested that 'Stoics regard virtue as a 

kind of skill (techne), and that skill is an intellectual grasp that 

builds up, becoming ever firmer, through trial and error. As 
they put it, virtue is the skill concerned with a life productive of 

happiness'.1
<1

6 We might look here at Zeno's formal definition of 

happiness as a 'good flow of life';1
<1

7 and and techne as 'a sys

tem of apprehensions unified by practice for some goal useful 

in life'.1
<1

8 These definitions are of course not straightforward; 

however they do suggest that the techne that aims for virtue 

facilitates the proper flow of life,1
<1

9 including dealing with anger. 

mercy, revenge, etc. M arcus Aurelius. for example, advises us 

to contemplate an object. to imagine that it is dissolving and 

transforming, rotting and wasting away. Hardot points out that 

this exercise of imagining universal metamorphosis is linked to 

the meditation on death, such that it 'leads the philosopher to 

give loving consent to the events which have been willed by 

that Reason which is immanent to the cosmos.'150 

1L16. Annas, Morality of Happiness, 169. 

1L17. Long, 'Stoic Eudaimonism', 189. 

1L18. Sellars, The Art of Living, 69; One should also pay attention to the term 
'system' (systema). as F.E. Sparshott has pointed out: for the Stoics, it is 
necessarily something coming 'out of' (ek) the actuality (and in this sense, is 
unlike the Platonic concept of the Idea); techne, for the Stoics, is a system 
constituted from grasping (ek katalepsean). See F.E. Sparshott. 'Zeno on Art: 
Anatomy of a Definition', in J.M. Rist (ed.), The Stoics (Berkeley, CA: University 
of California Press, 1978), 273-90. 

1L19. Sellars suggests three types of technics here: (1) a productive technics. 
which has an end product; (2) a performative technics, whose product is less 
important than the act itself; (3) a stochastic technics, which aims for the best. 
but is not necessarily guaranteed, e.g. medicine. See The Art of Living, 69-70. 

150. Hardot. What is Ancient Philosophy?, 136. 

With all of this in mind, we might list the following differences 

between Daoism and Stoicism in terms of 'living in agreement 

with nature': 

Cosmology: the Stoics model the cosmos as organ

ism (and one might speak here of a cosmobiology or 

cosmophysiology),151 something that is not evident in 

Daoism, where there is an organic organization of the 

universe, but where it is not presented as an animal, but 

is instead guided by Oao, which is modelled on zi ran;152 

Oivinisation: for the Stoics, the cosmos is related to the 

divine qua lawgiver, while this role of the lawgiver or crea

tor is not found in ancient Chinese thinking; 

Eudaimonia: the Stoics value rationality highly since it is 

what leads to eudaimonia, and the human plays a specific 

role in the universe owing to its rationality; Daoists may 

recognize the former, but reject the latter, since Dao is in 

all being, and freedom can only be achieved through wu 

wei (non-action); 
I 

Rationality: for the Stoics, to live with nature is to develop 

rationality; for Daoists, it is rather a matter of restoring 

one's original spontaneous aptitude. 153 

151. See Hahm. The Origins of Stoic Cosmology, Chapter 5. 'Cosmobiology', 
136-8Ll. 

152. E.T. Ch'ien argued that. although the Stoic hegemonikon or the Platonic 
world soul seems to be based on a coordinative logic, it is in fact still a 
subordinative logic: see Ch'ien, Lectures on the History of Chinese Thought ( 
9='~.\!!,:m~~~). 220. 

153. The last three points are derived from Yu Jiyuan, 'Living with Nature: 
Stoicism and Daoism', History of Philosophy Quarterly 25:1 (2008), 1-19. 
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The above remarks aim to show that the relation between 

the cosmos and the moral in the Stoicism and Daoism are 

mediated by different technics. which in turn belong to what 

1 term cosmotechnics. These relations are established in dif ~ 

ferent ways, and in fact define different modes of life. In 

'Technology of the Self'. Foucault gives various examples 

of the Stoics' practices: letters to friends and disclosures of 

the self (Marcus Aurelius. Seneca. etc.); examination of the 

self and conscience; the askesis of remembering truth (not 

discovering truth).154 The Greeks classified techniques in two 

main forms: me/ete and gymnasia. Melete means meditation, 

in which one uses imagination to help oneself to cope with 

a situation. e.g. imagining the worst scenarios, perceiving 

that undesirable things are already taking place. refusing the 

conventional perception of suffering (e.g. illness). Gymnasia, 

on the contrary, consists of bodily exercise, such as strenu~ 

ous sporting activities.155 We may want to ask: How do these 

exercises have their ground in the understanding of virtue 

revealed by cosmic nature? This is not the point that concerns 

Foucault. who is interested in the history of self -disclosure, but 

it is precisely the question that needs to be addressed in our 

inquiry into cosmotechnics. 

The integration of the Stoics' practice into the early 

Christian doctrine. as Foucault pointed out. brought about 

a profound transformation. If 'knowing yourself' was a con

sequence of 'taking care of yourself' in Stoicism, in Christian 

doctrine it became directly linked to the disclosure of the self 

as sinner and penitent.156 Foucault listed two main techniques, 

15-4. Foucault, 'Technologies of the Self', 3-4. 

155. Ibid., 36-7. 

156. lbid. ,-41. 

exomologesis, which operates by showing shame and humility, 

exhibiting modesty, not as a private practice, as in Seneca, 

bUt through publicatio sui; and exogoreusis, which is based 

on two principles, obedience and contemplation, so that self

examination leads to the recognition of God. A transformation 

in oaoist practices was also observed when Daoist teaching 

(daojia) became adopted into a religion (daojiao) : meditation, 

the martial arts, sexual practices, alchemy, etc.; but unlike what 

took place with the selection and transformation of Hellenistic 

teaching in Christian doctrine. in Daoism the essence of the 

thought of Laozi and Zhuangzi remain intact; and Daoism also 

effectively absorbed the Confucian understanding of the 'reso

nance between the heavens and the human' into its teaching. 

This should contribute toward a· comprehensive under

standing of the concept of cosmotechnics and the necessity 

to open up the concept of technics and the history of technics. 

In the rest of this part, I will sketch the transformation of 

the Dao-Qi relations in China, before we come to Part 11 to 

access its significance for the understanding of modernity 

and modernization. 

§11. QI-DAO AS RESISTANCE: THE GU WEN 
MOVEMENT IN THE TANG PERIOD 
it has been suggested that we can systematically understand 

Chinese philosophy through the analysis of the dynamics 

between Qi and Oao. And the attempt to reaffirm the unifi

cation of Qi and Oao has been omnipresent in every epoch, 

particularly at moments of crisis. According to historians Jin 

Guantao and Liu Chingfeng, the Wei Jin dynasty (220-Lj20 CE) 

is one of the two most interesting periods for research on 

the history of Chinese thought. since it was the period when 

Buddhism came to China, provoking an internal transformation 
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which finally led to a unification of Confucianism. Daoism. and 

Buddhism. and therefore may be said to have shaped what 

remained the dominant tradition of philosophy in China up until 

the mid-nineteenth century. The other period is that which fol

lowed the 18L1os. meaning the period of modernisation in China, 

which we discuss in detail below. We will see that. during both 

of these periods. the unification of Qi and Oao was reaffirmed 

as a resistance against external threats (namely Buddhism 

and Western culture). but that different historical contexts 

yielded different dynamics between Qi and Oao. We should 

also add another period prior to these two: the decline of 

the Zhou dynasty ( 10L16-256 BC). As Mou Zongsan suggests, 

the emergence of Confucianism and Daoism was a response 

to the corruption of the system of Li (rites) and Yue (music) 

established by the King Wen of Zhou (1152-1056 BC) , which 

led to the corruption of the moral.157 This transformation of 

the Qi-Dao relation is crucial to understanding the question 

of technology in China. 
During the Tang dynasty ( 618-709 CE). Buddhism became 

the dominant religion in China and the official religion or belief 

of the government. During the mid-Tang period. the Confu

cian movement was reinitiated as a resistance against Bud

dhism-which. to the eyes of intellectuals such as Han Yu (~$ 
iJ.. 768-82L1) and Liu Zongyuan (t9P*7t;· 773-819). was mere 

superstition. The Tang was the most prosperous period in 

Chinese history, and probably also one of the most open. during 

which exchanges between China and neighbouring countries, 

including royal marriage, were allowed. The anti -Buddhist 

157. See Liu Shuhsien (~iJJ17t. 193Ll-2016) , On Contemporary Chinese 
Philosophy (&' 1~~~~~~) vol. 1 (Hong Kong: Global Publishing Co. Inc., 

1996), 192. 

movement consisted of two parts: resistance against the 

superstitions brought in by Buddhism and Daoism as religions; 

and an effort to reestablish Confucian values-the unification 

of Qi and Oao-by reasserting the function and task of writing. 

This was known as the Gu Wen movement ( ti'JtiiJJJ). where 

Gu means ancient, and Wen means writing. lt proposed that 

writing should enlighten Oao, rather than focusing on style 

and form. During the Wei Jin period, Pin Wen (.!~#Jt. literally 

'parallel writing'), characterised by a flamboyance of vocabulary 

and the parallel form of sentences. was the dominant style of 

writing. According to Han and Liu, the leaders of the Gu Wen 

movement. Pin Wen had deviated from Dao in the sense that 

it had become a superficial aesthetic enterprise. The Gu Wen 

movement was an attempt to reestablish the ancient style of 

writing, but also the ancient Confucian teaching. lt took as its 

slogan 'writing enlightens Oao [ Jt ~EI)j J!! )'-meaning that 

writing takes on the role of a specific form of Qi capable of 

reestablishing the unity between Qi and Oao. 

The thrust of this movement can be seen retrospectively 

as an attempt to reestablish Confucianism as the centre of 

Chinese culture. But what does centre, or Zhong ( ~ ) . mean 

here? Zhong has a double meaning, one that helps us to dis

tinguish between Han Yu and Liu Zongyuan; more importantly, 

this double meaning shows that a 'pure', 'original ' Confucian 

teaching cannot be recovered. since Oao is not a static, eternal 

being, and was also influenced by Buddhism. On the one hand, 

there is the Confucian classic Zhong Yong ( ~)M. ·Doctrine of 

the Mean'), which emphasises the value of Zhong, meaning 

not to lean to any extreme, to act properly; on the other hand, 

there is also Zhong Guan (~ ft ) . a concept developed by 

Nagarjuna, which sees the Kong (3::. 'void') as the permanent 

and authentic form of existence, and other phenomena as only 
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illusions, mere phenomena.158 Han Yu leans more towards the 

first meaning of Zhong, Liu Zongyuan towards the second, 

since he was more sympathetic to Buddhism. As Han Yu 

explains his concept of the Oao in his article 'Yuan Oao' (~ 

:@:.'Essentials of the Oao' or. more literally, 'Origin of the Oao'), 

What were the teachings of our ancient kings? To love univer

sally, which is called humanity; to apply this in the proper manner, 

which is called righteousness: to act according to these. which 

is called the Way [Oao]: to (follow the Way and) become self

sufficient without seeking anything outside, which is called .virtue. 

The Book of Poetry, the Book of History, the Book of Changes 

and the Spring and Autumn Annals are their writings: rites 

and music, punishments and government, their methods. Their 

people were the four classes of scholar-officials, farmers. arti

sans, and merchants: their relationships were those of sovereign 

and subject, father and son. teacher and friend. guest and host, 

elder and younger brother. and husband and wife. Their clothing 

was hemp and silk: their dwelling halls and houses: their food 

grain and rice. fruit and vegetables. fish and meat. Their ways 

were easy to understand: their teachings simple to practice.
159 

Han Yu's interpretation of Oao came to be considered con

servative and regressive by the reformers of the late Qing 

158. One can understand the reason why Zhong (central) is also Kong 
(void) from the eight non-central forms: no birth no death. no continuity no 
discontinuity, no unity no difference, no incoming and no outgoing (~ :1: -!B 
~~ . ~1t~~ lltlf , ~-~~~ . ~*~~t±J) , see Jing Guan-tao and Liu 

Ching-feng, Ten Lectures, 190. 

159. Cited by Chen Joshui, Liu Tsung-yuan and Intellectual Change in T'ang 
China 773-819 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 1992), 121. 

dynasty (1644-1912), since he wished to reinstate feudal

ism160-the same reason why Confucius would later attract 

the criticism of the communists during the Cultural Revolu

tion. In contrast, the Buddhism of Zhong Guan remains for 

uu Zongyuan a guiding principle for the development of a 

unified cosmological thinking which, against the conception 

of the unity of the Heaven and the human developed during 

the Han dynasty, would separate them into the supernatural 

and the natural. the superstitious and the spiritual.161 The 

formation of the world is to be found in the world itself, and 

no transcendence or first cause need be sought. Here we 

see a thinking that is very close to-if not an actual precur

sor of-the Neo-Confucianism of the Sung dynasty.162 The 

primary world-constituting element that Liu calls Yuan qi (7G 

~) is both a material and a spiritual being-not so far from 

Sung Neo-Confucianism's conception of ch'i theory(~~). 

However. despite the differences between Han Yu and Liu 

Zongyuan. the overall significance of their movement was to 

reconstitute the unity between Qi and Oao. The unity of Qi-Dao, 

explicitly expressed in the Gu Wen movement as the relation 

between writing and Oao, reaffirms the cosmological and moral 

160. Wu Wenzhi (!R:Jt¥ft). Biography of Liu Zongyuan (~D *Jt~iJL~ ) (Beijing: 
Zhonghua Book Company, 1962). 188-9. 

161. Liu does not believe in the will of the Heaven, and dismisses the ancient 
interpretation of the relation between winter and punishment as mere 
superstition. Thunder may break a rock, he says, and when winter comes, trees 
and herbs die, but one cannot see these as punishments, since the rock and 
the tree are not criminals. See Luo Zheng Jun (~lE!!! ) . New Interpretation 
of Liu ZongYuan's Thought (~D*Jt ,~,~ifJr~ ) (Changsha: Hunan University 
Press. 2007). 95. 

162. This point is debatable, however: readers interested in this subject are 
referred to the work of the historian Chen Joshui on this subject: Jo-shui Chen. 
Liu Tsung-yuan and Intellectual Change in T'ang China 773-819 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1992). 
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order, as well as the Daoist aspiration to zi ran, which is evident 

in much of Liu's prose. A parallel development during the Tang 

dynasty may add something relevant to this reaffirmation of 

the Qi-Oao unity in everyday life-namely, what historians Jin 

Guantao and Liu Chingfeng call the 'reason of common sense' 

(1t~3~1J'Hi). According to Jin and Liu, since Wei Jin there 

has been a tendency to absorb sophisticated philosophical 

concepts into everyday practice as if they are common sense. 

This explains the rapid dissemination of Buddhism in Chinese 

culture (though a full integration would take a thousand years 

because of the incompatibility between the systems) and the 

development of quasi-religious forms of Confucianism and 

Daoism. One of the powerful examples they give is that of Zen 

Buddhism. since for Zen Buddhism it is not essential to read 

and interpret the ancient scripts (indeed, many of the great 

masters cannot even read). But this also characterises the 

difference between Chinese Buddhism and Indian Buddhism, 

since for the former, Dao is in everyday life, and therefore 

everyone is capable of becoming Buddha, whereas this is not 

necessarily the case for the latter. In other words, there is a 

certain line of thought that implies that Oao is not to be sought 

anywhere else than in everyday life. This 'reason of common 

sense' is further developed in Sung Ming Neo-Confucianism. 

§12. THE MATERIALIST THEORY OF CH'I IN 
EARLY NEO-CONFUCIANISM 
Up to this point, we have only discussed the usage of Qi, but 

not the production of Qi. What is the role of Qi in the moral cos

mology, or moral cosmogony? Moral cosmology attained new 

heights in Sung and Ming Confucianism,163 but a 'materialist 

163. See Zongsan, Questions and Development of Sung and Ming Confucianism. 

thinking ' also emerged out of this context. in which another 

element was reintroduced so as to elaborate the cos

mogony, namely ch'i (*'). A materialist theory of ch'i was 

developed by one of the first Neo-Confucians, Zhang Zai 

(~i!G. 1020-1077.). and was integrated into the work of Song 

Yingxing (5Kl!Jll, 1587-1666), author of the encyclopaedia of 

technologies published in 1637 during the Ming dynasty. 

What exactly is this ch'i, which may be familiar to readers 

who have some knowledge of Tai Chi and Chinese medicine? 

it is not simply material or energetic, but is fundamentally 

moral. We must recognise that Sung Ming Neo-Confucianism 

was a continuation of the resistance against Buddhism and 

superstitious Daoism. it centred on a metaphysical inquiry that 

sought to develop a cosmogony compatible with the moral, 

and which emerged from the reading of two classics, namely 

The Doctrine of Mean and Yi Zhuan (seven commentaries on 

Zhou Yi-The Book of Changes). which in turn came from the 

interpretation of the Analects of Confucius and Mencius.164 

Mou Zongsan suggests that the contribution of Sung and Ming 

Neo-Confucianism could be understood as 'the penetration 

of the moral necessity to such an extreme that it attains the 

highest clarity and perfection'. 165 This consists in the unification 

of 'ontological cosmology' and morality through the practice 

of ren ( 1=. 'benevolence') and the full development of xing 

('li. 'inner possibility' or 'human nature').166 

164. Ibid., 99. 

165. Mou Zongsan, Collected Works 5, Moral Creative Reality: Mind and 
Nature, Voii(•L.,ttY!!Htl:) (Taipei: Linking Publishing, 2003) 120, ':fei!!ittl:Z.. 

&"~~~~JEJl:;jl!Jrmli3&~HmmU~~ffi.~·t.E!Z..imrm11JltlfZ..:fi' (this sentence 
is almost untranslatable) . 

166. Ibid .. 121. 'tl:%rro__tc;;t;:H~itr~):1JOOY!!i!!it:JJrmtll~;JtHI~f=A·I11¥J'. 
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it is not our intention to fully document the thought of the 

Sung-Ming Confucians, however, but rather to understand the 

relation between Qi and Oao during this particular period of Chi

nese philosophy. Indeed, the three volumes of Mou Zongsan's 

Moral Creative Reality: Mind and Nature (1L>"H:W'I'1U. 1968-g) 

provide a very systematic and historic exposition of the subject 

matter, which will not be easily surpassed by any future work. 

Here we seek only to prepare readers to understand some basic 

ideas which are essential for our own interpretation. The first 

thinker of the moral cosmogony in Neo-Confucianism is con

sidered to be Zhou Dunyi (~t'(W!, 1017-1073) who developed a 

model based on a diagram of Taiji, in which Wuji ( ~~]. 'without 

pole or chaos') engenders, Taiji gives movement, which is Yang, 

Yang at its limit becomes rest, and rest produces Yin. When 

Yin arrives at its extreme, movement reappears. Yin and Yang 

yield Wu Xing (Jiff. 'five phases' or 'five movements'), and 

the movement of Wu Xing engenders the ten thousand beings. 

Zhou Dunyi suggests that the sage developed benevolence and 

rightfulness in correspondence to the Yin and Yang, soft and 

hard, and that therefore his moral stance is identified with 

heaven and earth.167 

Zhang Zai continued in this pursuit of the relation between 

cosmogony and the moral by further developing the concept 

of ch'i. As we have seen, ch'i is the elementary component of 

the cosmos, and all beings are the actualisation of ch'i accord

ing to its internal movement, which is called shen (1,, 'spirit'). 

167. Ibid. 376, Zhou cites the Qian Gwa from I Ching, quoted above in §7: 
'The Dao of the heaven is Yin and Yang, that of earth is soft and hard, that 
of humans is benevolence and rightfulness. By understanding their circular 
movement, we understand death and life ($El : .ll.~Z.i!!EI~~~ • .ll.!i!! 
Z.i!!EI*~IIlJL .ll.AZ.i!!EI1=~*io XEI : J~jfs&~. $9;1lJE~Z.~o )'. 

The dynamic process that envelops this great harmony is Oao.168 

Zhang Zai calls this process of individuation cf? 'i hua (-.1t. 
'transformation of ch'i'). We should pay attention here to the 

word hua ( 1t). which does not denote a sudden movement 

like a quantum leap, which would be called bian ( ~). but rather 

a slow movement that can be likened to the changing of the 

shape of a cloud in the sky.169 In simple terms, what underlies 

this theory of ch'i is a monism which furnishes the foundation 

for the coherence between cosmology and the moral. With this 

monism of ch'i, Zhang Zai was able to claim that heaven and 

earth, sun and moon, other human beings and the thousand 

beings are all connected to the 1.170 One therefore has a moral 

obligation towards the ten thousand beings (wan wu, ';M;4o/l), 
and in turn the ten thousand beings are part of the 'I' ( ~-ft 

[fi]/ff!!, 4o/J-ft:W-tE).171 Once again we return to the core of the 

Confucian project, namely a moral cosmology. 

In parallel to ch'i, there were also two other schools in 

Sung Neo-Confucianism, those of Li (f£. reason) and xin (1l.'. 
'heart' or 'mind').172 However, it seems to me that these schools 

did not take technics into account, and an understanding of 

technics in relation to metaphysics only becomes more visible 

in the thought of Song Yingxing (1587-1666).173 Indeed, it is 

168. Chen Lai (illll'*). Sung Ming Li Xue (5KilJ3fl~). (Shen Yan: Liao Ning 
Education Press, 1995), 61-62. 

169. Bian is also considered to be Yang, and Hua is considered to be Yin. 

110. Ibid .. 74. "*~r~-!fm~~:ft". 

171. Zhang Zai. Zheng Meng (lE~). with commentary by Wang Fuzhi (Ix 
Z ) (Shanghai: Ancient Works Publishing, 2000). 231. 

172. Note that there was also another school called 'shu', meaning 'counting ', 
advocated by an early Sung Neo-Confucian. Shao Yung (tl~~. 1011-1077), but 
we do not have space to cover it here. 

173. it is also true that, in the Zhuangzi, ch'i already played a significant role; 
however the relation between Oao, Qi, and ch'i was not clear. 
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not difficult to notice how the focus on Li and Oao led to a 

tendency to separate Qi and Oao: for example, Zhou Dunyi 

transformed the credo that 'writing enlightens Oao Ct lj. El)j 

m )' into 'writing conveys Oao (X lj. tJGm)'. 'Conveying ', Of 

course, implies that the two can be separated, since the Q; 

of writing, in this case, is only a vehicle-that is to say, it is 

merely functional. The Xin school tended to see all changes of 

the universe to be comprehended in the infinite Xin , meaning 

that it sees the xin as the absolute and the ultimate possibility, 

and hence rarely gives any proper role to technics. 

§13. QI - DAO IN SONG YINGXING'S ENCY
CLOPAEDIA DURING THE MING DYNASTY 
The achievement of Song Yingxing is very significant. since his 

is probably the first theory to take the role of Qi in the process 

of the individuation of technical and physical beings to a meta

physical level, where Qi finds its proper role. In a supplement 

to the moral cosmogonies developed by the Neo-Confucians, 

Song rendered explicit the role of cosmotechnics by situating 

himself within the thought of Neo-Confucianism. In order to 

appreciate the importance of Song's work, let us give a brief 

description of what happened after the Tang dynasty. 

The Song dynasty (g6o-1279) was a period of great 

technological development. bringing with it. for example, the 

development of the navigational compass, the development 

of gunpowder and its military application, and the invention of 

movable type for printing-named as the 'three great inven

tions' by Francis Bacon in his 1620 lnstauratio magna. The 

Yuan dynasty ( 1271-1368) or Mongolian Empire that followed 

reached Europe with its horses and warriors, accelerated 

exchange between East and West-today we are told that 

Marco Polo came to China during this period. The epoch of 

Song Yingxing, namely the Ming dynasty (1368-16LJL]) . was 

the period when the development of science and technology, 

as well as aesthetics, scaled new heights: the first telescope 

was constructed, Zheng He and his team sailed to Africa, and 

Euclid's geometry was translated into Chinese. 

Song 's work didn't come from nowhere, then, but embod

ied the spirit of his times. His encyclopaedia Tian Gong Kai 

Wu (~I~4m, 'The Exploitation of the Works of Nature') , 

published in 1636, consists of eighteen sections detailing dif

ferent techniques, including agriculture, metallurgy, and the 

manufacture of arms. The detailed entries together with com

mentaries, come from the author's observations during his 

travels and other research. Tian ( ~. 'Heaven') is the synonym 

for the cosmological principles that govern all the changes and 

the emergence of beings. Tian Gong Kai Wu is an attempt to 

understand these principles, and to describe the way in which 

human intervention in everyday production is compatible with 

the principle of Heaven. 

Song Yingxin's encyclopaedia arrived almost a hundred 

years before the encyclopedie of Jean d'Aiembert and Denis 

Diderot in France and the encyclopaedia of W. & R. Chambers 

in England. The historical context is very different. of course. 

Enlightenment encyclopaedism in Europe presents us with a 

historically new form of the systematisation and dissemination 

of knowledge which, unlike the Tian Gong Kai Wu, detached 

itself from 'nature'. Martine Groult has pointed out that, at this 

particular moment. history is detached from the life of the 

king, and philosophy is detached from theology.174 Philosophy 

is liberated and becomes dominant. participating in different 

174. M. Groult, 'L'encyclopedisme dans les mots et les choses: difference 
entre la cyclopaedia et l'encylopedie', in L'encyclopedisme au XV/1/e siecle: 
octes du eo/toque. Liege, 30-31 octobre 2006, 170. · 
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disciplines and producing a philosophy of relations (rapports)Ys 

In this context, the liberty of philosophy becomes fundamental 

to Enlightenment values, as defended, for example, by Kant in 

Conflict of the Faculties, where he shows that philosophy, as 

the lower faculty in the German,academic system in compari

son to the three 'higher faculties' of theology, law, and medicine, 

should have the highest liberty. The context in China was quite 

different: the author of the Tian Gong Kai Wu was not known 

as a philosopher-he only passed the public examination to 

become a public servant after several failed attempts, when 

he was already quite old. Later, he took up a very lowly position 

in the government, and wrote the encyclopedia while living in 

poverty. Yet what is similar in the two cases is the decisive role 

of philosophy in the systematisation of technology. And in both 

cases, it is philosophical thought which-as well as being a 

sort of 'meta'-thinking, beyond all disciplines-serves to bring 

different varieties of knowledge into convergence. 

it was not until the 1970s that other writings by Song Yingx

ing were rediscovered, including several important texts such 

as Tan tian (~~. 'On Heaven') and Lun qi (wuj\., 'On ch'i'). 

In these texts, the connection between technics and the (by 

then) dominant metaphysics (i.e. Neo-Confucianism) becomes 

evident. Sung's metaphysics centred around the work of Zhang 

Zai, briefly mentioned above. Zhang proposes a monism of 

ch'i to explain both cosmogenesis and moral cosmology. In 

his posthumous work Zheng Meng (iE~ ) . Zhang writes that 

'tai he (great harmony) is called Oao [:*~OZ.~Ji]'. Zhang 

proposes that Dao is the process of the movement of ch'i, 

and therefore maintains that 'transformation of ch'i is known 

as Oao ( El3 jt 1t, 1f i!!Z.-15) ·. He contends that 'all that has 

form exists, all that exists has a phenomenon, all phenomena 

175. Ibid. 

are ch'i'.176 and further that 'knowing that the void is ch'i, then 

being or nothing, hidden or evident, transformation of shen 

(f$, 'spirit')177 or living, can all be known'.178 Zhang Zai thereby 

seeks to show that even the void consists of ch'i-that the 

latter is not necessarily related only to phenomena but can 

also be invisible.179 Zhang Zai's theory of ch'i became a focus 

of debate concerning the autonomy of ch 'i: does ch'i in itself 

already carry the principles of movement, or does it require 

external principles and motivations to regulate its movement? 

Contemporaries of Zhang Zai argued that one should 

separate ch'i and Oao, since Oao is beyond form and appear

ance. Therefore one should identify Oao with /i (IJ![, 'reason' 

or 'principle') rather than with ch'i. The Cheng brothers1so 

presented a cour:ter-proposal according to which 'what has 

form is ch'i, what is formless is Oao (1f%~\!!~jt, fffli%9-~ 

m)'. Zhangzai's ch'i and the Chengs' li were both adopted in 

the theory of Zhu Xi U~~-1130-1200), but here ch'i is equated 

with Qi (-H), and li (JJ![) is what is beyond the form-as he 

says, 'between heaven and earth, one finds /i and ch 'i. Li is 

that which is above form, the ground of living beings. But ch 'i 

(~)is below the form, that is Qi, possessed by living beings'.1B1 

w ~eyAAW~&. A~Wa&. AAW.&: 
177. it is not quite accurate to translate Shen as 'spirit', since, according to 
Zhangzai, it means a subtle movement of ch'i. See Zhang Dainian, 'Zhangzai 

the 11th Century Materialist', in Zhang Dainian Collected Works 3 (Hebei: Hebei 
People's Publishing), 2-48-9. 

178. ' 9;Qkll12~P •. ~,J~~, ~~~, :f!/11-t, ·11$, li-~= ·. 

179. To equate the void wit~ ch'i is also an attack against the concept of the 
void in Buddhism and Daoism. 

180. Cheng Hao (f¥lm.1032-1085) and Chen Yi (l¥mt 1033-1107) developed 
a theory based on 'Li' (reason) or more precisely 'tian Li' (reason of the 
heaven), which was further developed by Zhu Xi C*~· 1130-1200). 

181. Zhu Xi C*~). Collected Works 58. 'A Reply to Huang Oao Fu ', (X~!f§58· 
~j{~7i:) (Taipei: Wu Foundation, 2000), 2799, 'x±tl!z r.,,, ~J:Ill.~· o J:lll. &:J!r, 
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Here we see very clearly that ch'i and Qi are simply identified 

with each other. But how can ch'i be the equivalent to Qi, unless 

Qi has simply been taken as a 'natural object'?182 

The debate on the position of ch'i was not resolved even 

up to the time of Mou Zongsan (1909-1995). Mou proposes 

that, for Zhang Zai. tai he means two things: qi and tai xu (~ 

m. great void) , which is shen (~EP. 'spirit'). Mou insists that the 

Li are not sufficient to set ch'i into movement. since they are 

only principles. and therefore require a 'primary mover'. This 

primary force resides in xin, shen, and qing (tff. 'emotion').1B3 

Ch'i (~). li (1£). and xin (~l.') continued to compete to be the 

most fundamental metaphysical principle of Neo-Confucianism, 

with philosophers trying either to integrate them or to argue 

for one over the other. For Mou, xin stands out as the stron

gest candidate. Yet how do these subjective forces drive 

being into movement? Mou has no other way of explaining 

this apart from taking a Kantian stance, where the trinity 

(ch'i, li, xin) is the condition of possibility of the experience 

of phenomena, and existence and experience are correlated. 

Another key philosopher, Zhang Dainian (~Wif , 1909-200'1) 

held a different view. and radically interpreted Zhang Zai as an 

eleventh-century materialist -not an unreasonable proposition 

%rnLtZ..Jiili, ~4mz*ili · Jlll.ili*· %rnrfz~ili. ~4mZ..Aili'. 
182. Zhang Dainian (iJlH.:i"t{f:: ) confirms that Zhang Zai understands ch 'i hua as 
Oao, and the Cheng brothers' li as Oao, the Dao-Qi question is transformed to 
the question of /i-ch'i-meaning that the Qi question was obscured. 'Analysis 

of the Li-Ch'i Question in Chinese Philosophy [ 9=t!PlJtg~ 9=t flJili.JJflr"~Jmm 
tJi']'. Chinese Cultural Studies (9=t WlJ)( {t:UJf~ ) 1 (2000), 19"22: 20 

183. Mou Zongsan, Lectures On the Philosophy of Zhou Yi (}1i] Jlitg$~if!: 
ff<.) (Shanghai: East China Normal University Press, 200£1), 59. 

given that Zhangzai himself says that ' tai xu is ch'i' (.::t'\m &P 
~)-that the force is present in ch'i, but not external to it.18

'1 

ThiS debate deserves more detailed study than we can offer 

here. However, it is difficult to accept either Zhang Dainian's 

materialist argument or Mou Zongsan's 'primary mover' argu

ment. since both of them seem inadequate to fully account for 

the role of Qi. They seek a 'prime mover' either in matter or in 

the spirit.185 Even if we want to describe Song's thought as a 

kind of materialism, it must be said that his concept of ch'i is 

not a substantialist materialism, but rather a relational mate

rialism. In Song, the monism of ch'i is developed into five ele

ments: metal, wood, water, fire, and earth, each with a unique 

composition of ch 'i. This resonates with Presocratic thinking , 

and yet is fundamentally different. These five elements are 

called Wu Xing (li1r )-literally, 'movements' ; they are not 

substantial elements, but relational movements. Song takes 

up Zhang 's ch'i, and, in his 'On ch'i', proposes that 'what fills 

out heaven and earth is ch'i (~~t-ill. ~~ ili) '.186 He continues: 

184. Mou Zongsan argued that Zhang Zai should not be taken as a monist 
of ch 'i: See Mou Zongsan, Collected Works 5, Moral Creative Reality: Mind 
and Nature vol. 1. L\03. Mou says that this misreading of Zhangzai in the work 
of the Cheng brothers, and then in Zhuxi, led to the incorrect conclusion 
that Zhangzai had proposed a monism of Qi, and t hat this reading should be 

corrected. 't.JU~~ «:;t:to~» -~IJ ~: rmc~rmPJ1~~Jlli..~Jm.rm/FPJ1~~ 
f~. J {I}~IJ ~ : r:;tbi[~%.Jlli.Z.*HJ • ~~ : r3;obi[2&PJll\..~ IJ l?f~, ~.~ 
fj , ffjl{t, 11-®Jm.-~=. J .:SZ. ~ : r3;o:;tbl[!l[Jjjl\,,~IJ~~. J fLJ]t\§'a)1bl[ 
/f liJll\. , flPJll\..5M$. llt*~UJ=!PF=z~.!~UH~?J}iAJ:tfZ..I.m/M!Z..~. ~!.m 
il!Z..~ . 'Iit/F~~~ AJtii~Z..~M.rmtJBfiZ..:fU~?J}'/it/F~~~~ A~~M:t 
lfM. &'lliJl?f=~~Z..~M.f~f~l?r*rZ..~~M.rmiliA~M~PfEJll\.~ . ~ 
~frJt~J~00~1\¥a**lit£-®Z...¥~ . t.JBIUti:~~PfEJili.~ . ?J}~~~~%rm-"F 
~fffffff...t*. ~MEI~~M .~~~~ir~/EZ..ili . · 
185. Zhang Dainian sometimes takes a dogmatic Marxist gesture and argues that 
Zhangzai is not materialist enough: see Zhang Dainian, Collected Works 3, 251. 

186. 'kl:t!J.M~~%!IP Jll\. . ~~Jll\.!IP % . ... E13Jll\.1t%, %~jS~Jlll., I~Hi B ~ 
ffif/f3;o ili··· f$E13Jll\.1t% , AJ!Z.., .1%83%1-t~. A/F.W.*'· Pang Jixing (#!i 
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Between heaven and earth, there is either xing [form] or ch'i 

[ ... ] ch'i transforms into xing, xing returns back to ch'i, however 

we are not conscious of it [ ... ] when shen [spirit] comes into 

xing from ch'i, we see it; when it returns to ch'i from xing, we 

don't see it.187 

Here the individuation of beings is a transformation of ch'i, 

from its formlessness to a concrete form-which can also 

be Qi. Song Yingxing reformulates Wu Xing into a new com

position, in which only earth, metal, and wood are related to 

forms. Fire and water are the two most elementary forces, 

situated in-between form and ch'i.188 All individuated beings 

in the universe are phenomena of the transformation of ch'i 

into the forms of Wu Xing . These transformations also follow 

the cycle of movement: when wood is burnt. it returns to the 

soil. In Song's analysis, not unlike Zhang Zai.
189 

he doesn't see 

Wu Xing in terms of opposing forces, as in ancient philosophy 

(e.g. water is opposed to fire, metal is opposed to wood), but 

considers them in terms of intensities which can be combined 

to produce different compositions. One might say that there is 

no opposition here, but only different proportions or relations. 

tf £). Critical Biography of Sung Yingxing C'-*l!!£~'f-f$) (Nanjing: Nanjing 

University Press, 1990), 338. 

187. Ibid., 339. 

188. Ibid., 3L!O. ~lt%9i!~Z.M#7.K)d!illo 
189. Zhang Zai, Collected Works (~~~~~&: «~lX:~IO> ) (Beijing: 
Zhonghe Books, 1978), 13, Zhang describes a new dynamic of Wu Xin based 

on intensity: 1-*E1!lll1IJ , ~~fOC!lllffil.&iflill; f~EI~1fiJ • -~1fiffil::f
R~.&ill o 7.K *'~i£, $~~-~91!~~*~' ±~~ffij~·o** 
#. ±z.••m· ~tt~**z.~. $-*Z.a~. 7.l<.Mm~. *~rm~M 
m. fi~±z.~• :rt7.K*Z.~illo~Z.a~. ~*Z.~!t±Z.~. ~7J<.Z. 
~!t±Z.~ . $7.K*~~ffij~~~.~Z.&~ffil~~. fi~±z.~•:rt* 
*z.•mo±#. ~z.m~~~rm~~m. ~z.wm. ~z.~m. **z 
J'JT~*~' ~~fit ffiJ~iJ!#illo ' 

sut for these combinations to be possible demands human 

intervention, and this is where Qi (.:H) comes in. Qi or technics 

is what brings ch'i into forms which may not spontaneously 

occur in themselves. This is a dimension of ch'i which the 

NeW Confucians and the Neo-Confucians disregard when 

theY see the heart as the sole 'primary mover' of the causality 

of phenomena. Song is very precise on this point in 'On ch'i'. 

His argument can be summarised in two points: firstly, ch'i 

can take on forms such as water and fire, and although these 

elements are opposed to each other, they actually share a 

common attraction to one another. He uses the metaphor 

that. when they don't see each other, they miss each other 

like wife and husband, mother and son. However, they can 

'see each other' through human interventions-more precisely, 

technical activities. Secondly, if we consider a glass of water 

and a chariot made of wood, when the wood is set on fire, the 

glass of water cannot produce any effect and will be vaporised 

by the fire; however, if there is a huge container of water, then 

the fire will easily be extinguished. Hence it is the question 

of intensity rather than that of substance that is essential 

to technological thinking.190 Retrospectively, these thoughts 

can be seen to be present in the technical descriptions of 

Song's encyclopaedia Tian Gong Kai Wu. For example, in the 

section on clay-making Song writes that 'when water and 

fire are in good proportion, earth can be firmly combined to 

be clay or porcelain'; 191 and in the section on metallurgy, both 

fire and water are the necessary condition for iron: 'When 

iron is heated and forged, it doesn't yet acquire the quality 

since the correct proportion between water and fire is not 

190. Pang Jixing, Critical Biography of Sung Yingxing, 353. 

191. :lCimJ~ . jlli;j~, ' 7t*~Pl1tffil±~·. 
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yet reached: when one takes it out, and sprinkles with water 

then it is hard iron.'192 ' 

Thus ch'i, according to the principles of Oao, is actual~ 

ised in different elementary movements; and through human 

intervention. they are reactualised so as to yield individuated 

beings-for example in forging, and more generally in the 

production and reproduction of Qi ( ~ ). Qi thus enters into 

the circle and enlarges the possibility of combinations of the 

elementary forms. We might say that the dominant philosophy 

of nature guided technological thinking in such a way that 

the artificial had always to be subsumed not only under the 

principles of movement that we would call physics today, but 

also under an organic model of combination, a mediation of 

the relations between different individuated beings. One has 

to add here that, like Liu Zongyuan. Song was sceptical of the 

theory of correlation between the Heaven and the human, 

regarding it as superstition. In his 'On Heaven' he mocked the 

ancients-including the descriptions of the Classic of Poetry 

and Zou Zhuan discussed above (§g) and the Neo-Confucian 

and commentator on Classic of Poetry Zhu Xi ( 1130-1200 )-of 

not understanding the Heaven,193 since if the solar eclipse 

is correlated with moral conduct of the emperor, then any 

exceptions to this correlative rule will remain inexplicable. 

For Song, the virtue of the emperor is indicated not by such 

natural phenomena, but by his ability to understand the Heaven 

192. 'fL1.M§x, ~~B~:J'!jij!, l)(:k*~· Jt:~*~· *Jl:l±lx.Z. B, A 
iR7)(¥$Z, ~B{}U~, fit~'. 

193. Song Yingxing, 'On Heaven', <http://ctext.org/wiki. 

pl?if=gb&chapter=527508>, '*¥1~.:E:J!f~f~ . .Fl1it:iJJ¥ B, B &-itrm::fit, 
Jt:tJlJ'ltE;;{\:{Jo ((ft:~)) ~:~}~, ~91lPZ~J.l!BitZ:'Jt, Jt:tJlBili;;t\:~o (( 
fft}()) : B~it.Z.o ;t:i§~aA~mJHZ.~o ((/Nt» : ZJ}JLZho ~~AzffiJ 

~~*~ilio~:J!f~$J.l!~Bit~*~.Z.*:J!f, ~r~~. ~B.Z.~ilio' 

according to 'scientific principles' in order to act in time.194 This 

iS to say that, even though Song questioned the theory of 

resonance. 195 he nevertheless confirmed the unity between 

the cosmos and the moral.196 

To sum up, in terms of what we characterised earlier as 

cosmotechnics, we have seen the use of Li Qi in Confucianism 

to consolidate the cosmological and moral order; in Zhuangzi's 

case, the 'using' or 'not using' (but not usage according to 

its technical and social determination) of the tool to mediate 

with Oao to acquire the art of living; whereas in Song's work 

we see instead its role in both creating and using, in which 

the Qi-Dao moral relation is extended into everyday produc

tion. This organic form is not what we understand today as a 

reflexive, recursive process, but finds its highest principle in 

Oao-a cosmotechnics that binds the human to the cosmos. 

§14. ZHANG XUECHENG AND THE 
HISTORICISATION OF DAO 
During the Qing dynasty ( 16LJLJ-1912) the relation between 

Oao and Qi was reformulated in a yet another way, which 

194. Ibid. 'ffij*~tiE~1fi:nt.Z.?fi~. ~~JWIJ', ~~f!UlL ~~r51li. ~ 
±$ JJllllo Jlt B .Fl .Z.'tt. *:f:IH.Z.l!!: ill o · 

195. Pang Jixing, in his Critical Biography of Song Yingxing (363-368), claims 
that Song rejected the theory of resonance; however, in his text Song does 
not even mention the word 'resonance', rather he was rejecting the superficial 
correlation between the solar eclipse and evil. 

196. Y. S. Kim claims that there is a 'natural theology' in Song's work since the 
tian is considered as 'creator of things'. The argument does not hold, however, 
since Kim ignores Song's close relation to the Neo-confucianism. Y.S. Kim, 
'"Natural Theology of Industry" in Seventeenth-Century China?: Ideas about 
the Role of Heaven in Production Techniques in Song Yingxing's Heaven's 
Work in Opening Things (Tiangong kaiwu)', in J.Z. Buchwald (ed.), A Master 
of Science: History Essays in Honor of Charles Coulston Gil/ispie (Dordrecht: 
Springer, 2012), 197-214. 
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anticipated the rupture that followed the Opium Wars. One 

should not, however, have the impression that the thinkers 

of this era deliberately wanted to break the unity of Qi and 

Oao; on the contrary, they attempted to reaffirm it. However, 

living as they did through a critical historical period, they 

were forced to integrate Western thought and technology 

into a singular philosophical system which could not be made 

wholly compatible with them. In order to integrate them in a 

'coherent' way, they could only twist the meanings of both so 

as to minimise this incompatibility. 

During the mid- to late Qing dynasty, it is to be noted that 

the aim of studying the six classics, namely the Book of Songs 

(~~~~).the Book of History (~-).the Book of Rites (fl§c), 

the Book of Changes )WJ JiJ, Spring and Autumn Annals ( :fif 
tk). and the lost Book of Music (~~H~ ). was also challenged. 

If, in the past. the study of the classics had focused on the 

philosophical analysis, textual analysis, and philological study 

C~JII ~i!i *) of these ancient texts in order to understand Oao 197
-

which was given a moral meaning, de (Jl!1~tt)-during the 

Ching dynasty we see an effort toward the historicisation of 

such an understanding of Dao (:i!!*F~'~~). This is a significant 

change in the history of thought in China, since it challenged 

the conception of Oao as something which had been already 

pronounced and had since then been latent in the ancient 

texts, and proposed instead that what is conceived to be Oao 

is historical-that Oao changes over time. Zhang Xuecheng 

(~*~· 1738-1801)-something like the Michel Foucault of 

eighteenth-century China-consistently showed that one 

should study Oao in terms of meanings contextualised in time 

197. D. S. Nivison, The Life and Thought of Chang Hsueh-ch 'eng (Stanford, 

CA: Stanford University Press, 1966), .152. 

and space. Zhang opened his magnum opus On Literature and 

History (Jt1:il)() with the following statement: 

The six classics are only histories. The ancients didn't write books 

without a purpose in mind; the ancients never theorized without 

basing their work on facts, and the six classics are the political 

manuals of the ancient emperors.198 

Zhang's statement differentiates him from his contempo

rary, the famous Confucian Dai Zhen (.X.Rl, 172Lj-1777), well 

known for his philological research. Dai was very critical of 

Neo-Confucianism, especially its interpretation of Li (~.'rea

son'). He famously denounced Zhu Xi and other later Confu

cians for 'using Li for killing', just as cruel officials use the law 

tor deadly ends.199 For Zhang, Dai was still trapped in the 

tradition which seeks the Oao in the ancient texts, not realis

ing that the six classics cannot transcend time-and that, 

if they could, that would mean that the Oao would become 

eternal, which would itself be a contradiction. For Zhang, the 

six classics tell us about nothing more than the Oao of their 

time. For the inquiry into the Oao of our own time, it is neces

sary to historicise according to the development of society 

and the complications this development brings with it. This 

historicisation is also a philosophising, which takes a leap into 

the philosophy of history instead of lingering over the endless 

decoding of 'original meanings'. Moving away from a detailed 

ma ·~-~~&.~A~••; ~A*•••w#~. ~-~~I~• 
:\f4.ill.&'. Cited by Yu Ying-shih (#;:?R;~). On Oai Zhen and Zhang Xuecheng: 
Research of the History of Thought in the Mid Qing Dynasty (~llGA!t~~ 
~~: mf~'i='AA~l:fj}(!l,~~liJfYi:) (Beijing: SDX Joint Publishing Company, 
2000), 57, 

199. Chen Lai. Sung Ming Li Xue. 6. 
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analysis of etymology, Zhang therefore suggests philosophis

ing about history in a more general way, in an approach that 

his biographer Oavid Nivison sees as comparable to Hegel 's 

analysis of history.200 The six classics thus become the Qi of 

the Ooo of antiquity. In the chapter 'Yuan Dao Zong' ( «@:if! 
~ )) , 'Original Oao'), Zhang states: 

The t Ching says: 'what is above the form is called Oao, what is 

below the form is called Qi'. Dao and Qi are not separable, just 

as shadow cannot be detached from shape. The later scholars 

believed that the teaching of Confucius comes from the six 

classics, and thought that the six classics are where Oao dwells, 

without knowing that the six classics are actually only Qi [ ... ] 

Confucius passed six classics to the next generation, since the 

Oao of the ancient emperors and sages are not visible without 

the six classics acting as Qi [ ... ]The Confucians kept on believing 

that the six classics contain Oao; but how can one :alk about 

Oao without Qi?-how can shadow exist without shape?
201 

In a certain sense, what Zhang Xuecheng suggests here is 

close to what we call deconstruction today: here, the exis

tence of Ooo also depends on its supplement -its subjectile 

as Oerrida might say-otherwise it would become invisible. 

Writing, in particular here the writing of history, is significant 

in that it renders visible the Ooo that continually changes and 

200. Nivison, The Life and Thought of Chang Hsueh-ch'eng, 158. 

201. · «~» El: f %mLt1lt~Z.J!!, %mff1lt~Z.~L J i!!::f~U~. ~!1 
•::fem. •mg~~zft1lt~~· · ~~~•emz•ili · w::f~~• 
f§'$ili o .. ... ~-=fj£~-~W\11&@ , 3'1'~7t~7t.:EZ.m::fm ~. ~•en ;tt~ 
zm~1lto ...... Wff/E¥1lfmt, 'i'f::lt~~i . ~~~~Gmz• ; ~*r~lfM 
:gj§)H , e%f¥.1lfj!j\t ! '.Cited by Yu Yingshih, On Oai Zhen and Zhang Xue 

Cheng, 53, 

rnoves above visible forms. lt is clear that Zhang confirms 

the unity of Ooo and Qi; but paradoxically, in doing so, he also 

relativises the relation between Qi and Ooo, making it a his

torical phenomenon. Zhang's conception of Ooo and Qi was 

to have a great influence on scholars such as Gong Zizhen 

(11 §~, 1792-18LJ1) and Wei Yuen (~~, 1795-1856), impor

tant figures in the early modernisation of China, discussed 

below.202 Zhang's critique of Neo-Confucianism also shifted 

the focus from the correlation between knowing and moral

itY toward knowing and objective knowledge-this point, 

although implicit, would be important for the programme of 

New Confucianism.203 

§15. THE RUPTURE OF Ql AND DAO 
AFTER THE OPIUM WARS 
Under fierce attack for its metaphysical discourses, con

sidered to be empty and detached from history and reality, 

Neo-Confucianism fell into decline and finally gave way to 

the new disciplines of Western science towards the end of 

the Qing dynasty. This is a development that is far more 

difficult to account for than the spread of Buddhism dur

ing the Wei Jin dynasties. Buddhism brought about a new 

form of thinking and new values, but the existing values and 

powerful _material supports embedded in Western science 

would make it impossible for the latter to be immediately 

202. Yu Ying-shih (:#<-~~ ) . The Humanity and Rationality of China ( «AY:. 
~llll:lis<J .P ~)) ) (Taipei : Linkingbooks, 1998), 395. 

203. Yu Ying-shih, On Dai Zhen and Zhang Xue Cheng, 89-90. Yu points out 
three main differences between Zhang and Wang Yangmin, whose concept of 
Liangzhi is fundamental to Mou Zongsan's philosophical programme, discussed 
in §18 below. The main difference could be interpreted as the shift from what 
Wang calls the Liangzi (knowing good, or the heart) of de (virtue) to the 
Liangzi of knowledge. 
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adopted. Instead, it enforced an adaptation to the technologi

cal condition. This adaptation represents one of the greatest 

challenges and crises that Chinese civilisation has experienced, 

and indeed seems to render impossible any return to a 'proper', 

'authentic' origin. 

Western technology produced hype in China: but more 

fundamentally, it produced fear. Take the example of the first 

railway in China, from Shanghai to Woosung, built by the British 

company Jardine, Matheson & Co. in 1876-1877. The railway 

provoked such anxiety (in terms of security and potential 

accidents) that the Ching dynasty paid 285,000 tales of silver 

to buy the railway and subsequently destroyed it.204 The cultural 

transformation in question here, which some Asian scholars 

ambiguously tend to call 'a different modernity', is indeed very 

modern in the sense that it is remarkably 'Cartesian': for the 

attempt to impose scientific and technological development 

while retaining the 'fundamental principles' of Chinese thought 

implies that the mind (the cogito-or, here, philosophical 

thought), through the medium of technics, can contemplate 

and command the physical world without itself being affected 

and transformed. 

The two Opium Wars in the mid-nineteenth century had 

destroyed the civilisation's self -confidence, and thrown it 

into a whirlpool of confusion and doubt. After the Opium 

Wars (183g-18LJ2, 1856-1860), China recognised that it would 

be impossible to win any war without developing 'Western' 

technologies. The serious defeats it suffered led to the Self

Strengthening Movement ( § §~ :ll t!J , 1861-1895), which 

20<1. Sun Kuang-Teh (1J~$Ht\), Late Ching Tradition and Debates Around 
Westernisation ( a.#.m~#jt:~il§ {{.B{] -1¥~ ) (Taipei: Taiwan Commercial Press, 
1995), 29. 

extensively modernised the military, industrialised production, 

and reformed the education system. Two of the slogans of this 

1110vement capture the spirit of the times. The first is 'learning 

tram the West to overcome the West [ Jrrp~ ~it~ 1M~ ] ': the · 

second bespeaks a more cultural and nationalist spirit: 'Chinese 

learning for fundamental principles and Western learning for 

practical application [ cp~~H. iffi~~ffl ]'. Li Sanhu has 

pointed out that, in the confrontation between Chinese and 

western culture, a series of 'translations' took place in which 

oao and Qi were gradually identified respectively with Western 

(social, political and scientific) theory and technology. 205 Li pro

posed that if, since the Han dynasty, Oao was understood to be 

prior to Qi, from the time of the later Ming and Qing dynasties, 

this order was reversed, with Qi being seen as prior to Oao.206 

The first translation consists in replacing Qi with Western 

technology, and using it to realise the Chinese Oao. During the 

reform movement following the Opium Wars, Wei Yuan, the 

intellectual who proposed the slogan 'learning from the West to 

overcome the West', identified Western technology with Qi in 

the hope of integrating it into the traditional study of the classics. 

Wei had heavily criticised the Neo-Confucians for speculating 

on metaphysics, and not using Dao properly to solve social and 

political problems. He sought to retrieve some principles from 

Chinese philosophy that he thought might help reform Chinese 

culture from within, and accordingly read the six classics as 

books on governance.207 He thus unconsciously reversed the 

holistic view of Dao and · Qi into a kind of Cartesian dualism. 

205. Li Sanhu, Reiterating Tradition. 111. 

206. Ibid., 67. 

207. Chen Qitai (ilt:!t*) and Liu Lanxiao (~~ ifiti ~), A Critical Biography of 
Wei Yuan (~~~¥~ ) (Nanjing: Nanjing University Press. 2005) , 159. 
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In comparison with Zhang Xuecheng, who influenced him, Wei 

Yuan extends the concept of Qi from historical writings to arte

facts. and takes a much more radical materialist stance. If the 

Gu Wen movement was an attempt to reassert Dao through 

writing, nonetheless it still held that one could find the unity 

of Dao and Qi. In Wei Yuan's extension of the concept of Qi 

to Western technologies, he breaks definitively with the moral 

cosmology: Qi becomes a mere thing controlled and mastered 

by Oao. Oao is mind, and Qi is its instrument. In this conception, 

Qi becomes a pure tool. Yan Fu (fi&~. 189£1-1921), translator 

of Aldous Huxley and Charles Darwin, mocked this 'matching' 

between the Chinese Dao and the Western Qi: 

The body and its use reside within a unity. The body of a cow is 

used to carry loads; the body of a horse to voyage. I have never 

heard that the body of a cow can be used like a horse. The dif

ference between the East and the West is like that between two 

different faces; we cannot ignore this and claim that they look 

similar. Therefore, Chinese thought has its own use, and so does 

Western thought; they should be juxtaposed, and when they are 

unified, they will both perish. Those who want to combine them 

as one thing, while separating them one part as body and one 

part as instrument. already commit a logical error; how can we 

expect this to work?
208 

The second translation, according to Li Sanhu, consists in 

replacing both Dao and Qi with Western theory and Western 

technology. What followed the Self-Strengthening Movement 

(~fJ}iltJJ. 1861-1895) was the Hundred Days' Reform (Ilt.Bt 
~if. 11 June-21 September 1898), a reaction from intellectuals 

to the shock of China having been defeated by Japan in the 

First Sino-Japanese War (189£1-1895). Retrospectively, we 

can well imagine why this event was registered ·as a trauma: 

defeat by the Western countries could be explained by the 

reiative advancement of their civilisation, whereas defeat by 

the Japanese must have seemed in~xplicable, considering 

that Japan was a small 'subordinated state' of China. After the 

Opium Wars, the Self-Strengthening Movement aimed firstly 

to strengthen the military in China; developing better quality 

warships and weapons; and secondly to integrate Western 

sciences and technology into China through industrialisation, 

education, and translation. However, all of these plans were 

suspended due to the defeat in the Sino-Japanese War. 

We must note that. at this moment, materialist thought 

was rather popular in Europe, and Chinese intellectuals who 

had become more familiar with European thought started to 

appropriate it. Let us take one of the most famous reformist 

intellectuals, Tan Sitong ( ~tlffl~ fRJ. 1865-1898), as an example. 

Like almost all Confucians, Tan also emphasised the unity of 

Oao and Qi. However, as Li Sanhu pointed out. he equated Qi· 

with science and technology, and identified Dao with Western 

scientific knowledge, albeit formulated in terms of Chinese 

philosophical categories. His materialist thinking holds that Qi 

is the support of Dao; without Qi, Dao would no longer exist. 

Therefore Dao should be changed to be compatible with the 

Western 'Qi'. Consequently, Tan effectively reversed Wei Yuan's 

155 

---{ 

I 
m 
::0 
c 
"lJ 
---{ 

c 
::0 
m 
0 
"Tl 

~ 
~ 
z 
0 
0 
~ 
0 
~ 
"Tl 
---{ 

m 
::0 
---{ 

I 
m 
0 
::g 
c 
s:: 
:::: 
~ 
::0 
Ul 



156 

(/) 

0::: 
<( 

S: 
~ 
:J 

0... 
0 
w 
I 
1-
0::: 
w 
I
lL 
<( 

0 
<( 
0 
0 
z 
<( 

0 
lL 

0 
w 
0::: 
:J 
1-
0... 
:J 
0::: 
w 
I 
1-

'Qi in the service of Oao' (~~mffl) into 'Oao in the service 

of Qi' (m~~ffl). 

The 'materialists' of this period combine Chinese philosophy 

with Western science in very creative, sometimes seemingly 

absurd ways. In Shanghai in 1896, Tan met the English Jesuit 

John Freyer ( 11ltitim, 1839-1928). who introduced the concept 

of the ether into China.209 Tan performed a materialist reading 

of the ether, and translated it into his earlier reading of the 

Chinese classics, including the I Ching and Neo-Confucianist 

texts. He proposed to understand Confucius's ren ( 1=. 'benevo

lence') as the 'use' or 'expression' of the ether: 

Of the Dharma world, the spiritual world, the world of sentient 

beings, there is a sublime being that sticks to all, unites all, and 

channels all, fills all. it can't be seen, can't be heard, can't be 

smelled, can't be named, and we call it the ether. it gives birth to 

the material world, the spirit, and the sentient beings. 

Ren (benevolence) is the use of the ether, all beings in the 

universe come from there, and communicate through it.210 

Observe that, since ren is the spiritual part of the ether, the 

ether is both ch'i and Qi, and ren is its Oao. Retrospectively, 

we may suspect that Tan had indeed found a substitute for 

the Neo-Confucian's ch'i in the ether, and hence wanted to 

realise the Oao through the study of the ether. At the time Tan 

was also reading John Freyer's translation of Henry Wood's 

Ideal Suggestion Through Mental Photography (translated 

209. Ibid. , 113. 

210. ·~¥id'¥·, }j~J¥., ~1:::3'¥-.lEi~::k.Z.ffJ~.~Jiff~~ftl, ~Jti*, ~51E 

~, rm1t¥'ifi.Z. -!fm~ . § ~f~rm~.:&:~f~rm~.o-~f~rm~'*.f!\UUA~z. 
~.Z.EI fl).:t:J o ...... l't:3'¥-EI3~1::.J!~EI3 :JiU1:.~1::EI3~ili o ~f=.l).:t:.Z. 
m. rm:ll::itl! ;§t!fm rn zl)1::. rnzl)Jffi'. 

into Chinese by Freyer as ~{,,~:Wg¥~. which can be trans

lated back as: Ways to Get Rid of Psychological Illness), in 

which the author suggests an analogy between the move

ment of the ripple and the psychological force. 211 This image 

matches perfectly Tan's speculation on the relation between 

the ether and ren, which he developed into what he called a 

'theory of the force of the heart', or 'psychological power ( 
lc,,j]~)'. 

Tang's comrade, another famous reformist intellectual, 

Kang YouWei (-:ff~, 1858-1927), put forward a similar inter

pretation, stating that 'ren is thermal force; yi (justice, rightful

ness) is gravitational force; there is no third that constitutes 

the universe'.212 From the outset, we can understand them 

(among with other similar theories came out of that period) 

as attempts to re-unify Qi and Oao; however, the mismatch of 

categories and their meanings produced incompatible mixtures 

which couldn't help but end in failure. 

This absorption by Chinese intellectuals of nineteenth-cen

tury physics as a new foundation for Chinese moral philosophy 

so as to boost popular hopes of realising political and social 

equality is but a particularly poignant example of the type of 

appropriation with which intellectuals sought to reinvigorate 

Chinese thought with Western science and technology. In 1905, 

after eight years of exile in the United States and Europe, Kang 

wrote a book entitled Saving the Country through Material 

(~~;f!I:~MU). in which he states that the weakness of China is 

211. Bai Zhengyong ( 8 U!¥Ji ). On the main concerns in Tan Sitong's thought, 
see 'Exploring Tan's thought according to Ether, Benevolence and Psychic 
Power' Cf;£ f l),:t:J , f f=J ~ f {,,jJ J ~~n~li'iJ.\M~.Z.§J~) , )C~tg 
12 (2008). 631-2 

212. Li Sanhu, Reiterating Tradition, 112, f f=1lr, AA:fJill; ~::jlf, :m:nill; 
:7~:"F~~~ili.tlt~1lf J c «'*ri*J:9r~ A~~» ). 
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not a matter of morality and philosophy, but rather of material; 

the only way to save China, then, is to develop a 'science of 

material' (!lo/)~~). 213 What Kang means by 'material' is actu~ 

ally technology.214 This reading is perfectly compatible with a 

movement of modernisation, understood as the making use 

of 'Qi' in order to realise 'Oao'. This instrumentalist emphasis 

on 'usage' or 'use' reverses the Oao and Qi of cosmotech~ 

nics-and, according to Li Sanhu, replaces Chinese holism 

with Western mechanicism.215 

§16. THE COLLAP.SE OF QI-DAO 
A second major period of reflection on science and technology, 

as well as democracy, came after the 1911 revolution in China, 

when some of those who had been sent abroad as children 

later returned as public intellectuals. One of the most impor ~ 

tant intellectual movements, now known as the May Fourth 

Movement, erupted in 1919, initiated by the protest against 

the Treaty of Versailles which allowed Japan to take over 

some territories in Shang Dong province, previously occupied 

by the Germans. More significantly, it also led to a movement 

among a young generation who concerned themselves not 

only with science and technology, but also with culture and 

values. On the one hand, this cultural movement resisted 

traditional authorities; on the other hand it placed a high value 

213. Lou Zhitian (;l ;t; 83 ), Tradition in Disintegration. Chinese Culture and 
Scholarship in Early 20th Century (~~~a<:J~t.i- 201!t*clitrM a<:J~ OO!)Jt{t 
~~#i) (Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 2009), 328. 

21L! . Ibid., 331. However on page 219 of the same book, Lou says that it refers 
to science; we can see that science and technology are two concepts that 
were not, and still are not, well distinguished among scholars in China. 

215. Ibid. The notable example that Li gave is the anarchist Wu Zhihui (!.R:l!£ 
8$, 1865-1953), founder of the lnstitut Franco-Chinois de Lyon, who promoted 

mechanism as utopia. 

on democracy and science (which were popularly known 

as 'Mr De and Mr Sai'). During the 1920s and '3os, Western 

philosophy started to flourish in China. 

Three names are closely related to the contemporary 

intellectual history of China: William James, Henri Bergson, 

and Bertrand Russell. 216 The intellectual debates of the period 

concerned whether or not China should be fully Westernised 

and fully adopt Western science, technologies, and democ

racy-as advocated by intellectuals such as Hu Shi (a student 

of John Dewey), and, on the opposite side, criticised by Carsun 

Chang Junmai (a student of Rudolf Eucken), Chang Tungsun 

(the Chinese translator of Bergson in the 1920s), and others. 

These debates, however, led to unresolved questions and 

uncompromising propositions. The question raised at this time, 

one that anticipated the advent of the New Confucianism, 

was how it might be possible to develop a modernisation that 

would be authentically Chinese. In the following I recount some 

historical episodes indicative of how intellectuals of the time 

understood this question, and how they thought about the 

development of China in relation to science and technology. 

§16.1 CARSUN CHANG: SCIENCE 
AND THE PROBLEM OF LIFE 
The first episode takes place in 1923, when the philosopher 

Carsun Chang (~~M, 1887-1968), an expert in Neo-Con

fucianism and a student and collaborator of Rudolf Eucken, 

delivered a talk at Chinghua University in Beijing, and later 

published it as an article entitled 'Rensheng Guan (.A1:ft)'. 
The title is difficult to translate: literally it means the intuition of 

216. lt is worth noting that none of these philosophers were specialists in 
technics. with the arguable exception of Bergson in his Creative Evolution. 
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life. or of living, and we may suppose that it was intended to 

evoke the German word Lebensanschauung used by Eucken. 

Chang met the latter in 1921 in Jena. and decided to study 

under him, later collaborating with him on a book titled Dos 

Lebensproblem in China und in Europa (The Problem of Lite 

in China and in Europe, 1922), which was never translated 

into Chinese (nor into English).217 The book is divided into 

two parts: the first on Europe, by Eucken. and the second on 

China, by Chang, with a closing epilogue by Eucken. lt is not 

in itself a particularly profound investigation into the subject 

matter. and consists of brief sketches of the different Leb

ensanschauungen ('life-views' or 'views. of life') from ancient 

times up to the present day. In the epilogue Eucken made the 

following remarks on the Chinese way of life and its relation 

to Confucian moral philosophy: 

What we specifically found there is a strong concern with the 

human and his self-awareness; the greatness of this way of life 

lies in its simplicity and its ·truthfulness; in a strange way, the 

high esteem of such social and historical being-together was 

combined with rational enlightenment.218 

Evidently, the collaboration with Eucken allowed Chang to 

combine his moral philosophy with the question of life. In this 

regard Chang calls himself a 'realist idealist', meaning that he 

217. R. Eucken and C. Chang, Dos Lebensproblem in China und in Europa 

(Leipzig: Quelle und Meyer, 1922). 

218. Ibid .. 199. 'Ais eigentumlich fanden wir dabei namentlich die Konzentration 
des Strebens auf den Menschen und auf seine Selbsterkenntnis; die Gr68e 
dieser Lebensgestaltung liegt in ihrer Schlichtheit und ihrer Wahrhaftigkeit; In 
merkwurdiger Weise verband sich hier mit vernunftiger Aufklarung eine gro8e 
Hochschatzung des gesellschaftlichen und geschichtlichen Zusammenseins.' 

starts with the 'I', but that the 'I' is not posited as absolute, 

since it is exposed to the experience of the real world. The 

idealist starting-point characterises his Lebensanschauung, 

which differentiates objective science from philosophy. In 

'Rensheng Guan' Chang suggests that the 'I ' should provide 

the perspective from which to understand that which falls 

outside of it, including the individual, the social, property

from the inner spiritual self to the outer material world, the 

hopes of the world, and even the creator. For Chang, science, 

a discipline that begins and ends with objectivity, should have 

its basis in the intuitive and subjective '1'. Chang characterised 

the differences between science and the 'vision of life' in 

five points: 

Science (based on) Vision of life (based on) 

Objective Subjective 

Reason Intuition 

Analytic method Synthetic method 

Causality Free will 

Commonality Singularity 

This schematic distinction was immediately attacked by geologist 

Ding Wenjiang CTJtiT, 1887- 1936), who criticised Chang for 

regressing from science to metaphysics, and dubbed his philoso

phy Xuan Xue (~~).a term used to describe the philosophy 

that emerged during the Wei Jin dynasties. greatly influenced by 

Daoism and Buddhism (see §9 above), and was generally seen 

as a hybrid of a scholarly discipline and a superstition. 

What is most significant in this episode is Chang 's concern 

that science was being valued over the traditional theory of 

knowledge in Chinese society, implying a reconfiguration of all 
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forms of values and beliefs, including the Lebensanschauung. 

As he warns, and as Ding's critique seems to confirm, at this 

time in China science was in danger of becoming the ultimate 

measure of all forms of knowledge and, in doing so. of filter

ing out anything that was considered insufficiently scientific, 

except those elements that it considered to be harmless and 

merely decorative. 

§16.2. THE MANIFESTO FOR A CHINA
ORIENTED CULTURAL DEVELOPMENT, 
AND ITS CRITICS 
Another episode from 1935 characterises the second moment 

and the debates around it, and allows us to understand the 

main ideas at stake. On 10 January 1935. ten well-known 

professors in China published an article entitled 'A Mani

festo for a China-Oriented Cultural Development ( cp WlJ.2js: 

1flEI"JJt1-t]!~'§§)',219 in which they criticised the proposal 

for 'Chinese thought as body and Western thought as instru

ment' as superficial, and demanded deeper reform. They also 

criticised the proposal for full westernisation, whether it be 

in imitation of Britain and the USA. the Soviet Union, or Italy 

and Germany. This manifesto expressed a fear of a chaotic 

internecine intellectual war that would lead to a forgetting of 

Chinese origins and contemporaneity alike, and envisioned 

a new China capable of effectively integrating technology 

and science without losing its roots. On 31 March, Hu Shi 

responded mockingly to the manifesto, claiming that there 

was no need to worry about a 'Chinese-oriented culture', 

since China will always be China. According to Hu, there is 

219. Wang Xin Ming et al. 'A Manifesto for a China-Oriented Cultural 
Development', in Westernisation/Modernisation, vol. 2 (f;tlffi1t~IJIJH~1t · ~ 
$) (Hefei: Huangshan Books. 2008). 

a kind of inertia in culture in general so that when Ch· 
· 1nese 

culture attempts to fully westernise itself it will alway 
. · s create 

something else owing to this inertia· 'Even if the Ch· 
· 1nese 

accepts Christianity, as time goes on, he will be different from 

a European Christian, he will be a Chinese Christ1·an' H · e goes 
on to moc.k the then leader of the Chinese Communist Party 

Chen Dux1u (~~J§j\3§:, 1879-19"12), later a Trotskyist after he 

was expelled from the party: 'Chen Duxiu has accepted . com-
munism, but I believe that he is a Chinese communist, different 
from the communists from Moscow:22o 

This pragmatist attitude was to become the dominant 

view in China, probably because it was the thinking that best 

befitted such a period of experimentation and questioning. Yet 

it is also a peculiar kind of pragmatism, since it affirms wester

nisation while anticipating a differentiation originating from the 

obstructive forces of its own culture and tradition. On this view, 

the Chinese culture becomes purely 'functional aesthetics' in 

Leroi-Gourhan's sense, meaning that it serves only to add an 

aesthetic dimension to the main driving forces of development, 

which will henceforth be Occidental-science and technology, 

democracy and constitutionalism. During this 1935 debate, 

Chang Tungsun (~-*1!, 1886-1973. translator of Henri Berg

son) posed a question which was not picked up on by other 

intellectuals, but which remains a valid and critical one: he 

insists that the question is not whether westernisation is good 

or bad, but rather whether China has the capacity to absorb 

Western civilisation at all-a question that still resounds today 

amidst the social, economic, and technological catastrophes 

befalling the country. The kind of pragmatism exemplified by 

Hu has the naivety to believe that differentiation is a natural 

220. Hu Shi, editorial of Independent Critique (~JL~f~) 1LJ2 (March 1935). 
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product, and is devoid of political struggle. The pragmatic view 

was replaced by the Marxist doctrine at the beginning of the 

Communist regime, but saw a revival towards the end of the 

twentieth century, following the economic reform in China led 

by Deng Xiaoping. 221 However, what is common to all phases 

of this process is that the spirit of the <;mcient cosmotechnics 

is fading away, and that what proves incompatible with the 

modern is consigned to the harmless category of 'tradition', 

set apart from the forces of development. 

As we can see from the above two scenes from 1921 

and 1935. the question of technology was rarely mentioned 

as such. it was rather science and democracy (or more pre

cisely, ideology) that were central to both debates. it seemed 

intuitive to include technology under science, or at least to 

consider it as applied science. This disregard for the question 

of technology meant that the intellectual debates tended to 

remain at the level of ideology. it is not surprising to find that 

the scholar Wang Hui's 2008 The Rise of Modern Chinese 

Thought pays almost no attention, within its thousands of 

pages of well-documented materials, to the question of tech

nology.222 Technology merges with the question of science, and 

becomes invisible. Scholars of Wang's generation still confine 

themselves to the discourse on science and democracy; they 

are incapable of a more profound philosophical analysis that 

221. Li Zehou ($~~) and Liu Zaifu ( %'/ ~ Mtl! ) . Farewell to Revolution (~ ~~.!J 
1fp: @]~=+t!tl.tc9='~) (Hong Kong: Cosmos Books, 2000). The philosopher 
Li Zihou proposed a 'farewell to revolution' and called for a move away from 
ideological debates. China, he insists, needs a new theoretical tool to manage 
its internal dynamics and its international relations, namely pragmatic reason. 

222. Wang Hui, The Rise of Modern Chinese Thought (IJ1 1~9='~ ,ii!J,m Er.J ~j\;g) 
(Beijing: SDX Joint Publishing Company, Ll vols. 2008). 

would take technology into account; instead, they linger over 

questions of 'thought', whether idealist or materialist. 

§17. NEEDHAM'S QUESTION 
Throughout the twentieth century, the question of why mod

ern science was not developed in China was of continual 

interest to historians and philosophers. Bearing in mind once 

more that science has to be fundamentally distinguished 

from technics, this question is still germane in order for us to 

take the question of technics further, since the reason why 

modern science wasn't developed in China also explains the 

collapse of Qi-Oao in its confrontation with modernisation. 

Feng Youlan. a Chinese philosopher who completed his PhD 

thesis at Colombia University in 1923. published an article in 

the International Journal of Ethics entitled 'Why China has no 

Science-An Interpretation of the History and Consequences 

of Chinese Philosophy'. Feng was only twenty-seven years 

old when he published the article, but this young philosopher 

asserted confidently that the reason why China didn't have 

science is that it didn't need science. Feng understands sci 

ence to be closely related to philosophy; or. more precisely, 

to be determined by certain philosophical modes of thinking . 

Hence, for Feng, the absence of science in China owes to the 

fact that Chinese philosophy prevents the scientific spirit from 

emerging. Feng's analysis is intriguing. although rather than 

really explaining the lack of science, it poses some significant 

questions as to the relation between science and technology, 

and the role of technology in China. 

I will summarise Feng's argument here in a rather simplified 

form. Feng showed that in ancient China (during the period 

of Ionian and Athenian philosophy in Greece) there were nine 

schools, namely Confucianism (1$%). Daoism (i!!% ). Moism 
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(:!~%),the School of Yin-Yang (~~~%),the School of Law 

(¥!%). the School of Logic ( 1S % ). the School of Diplomacy(~ 

t.l%), the School of Agriculture (Jl%), and the Miscellaneous 

School(~% ) . However, only the first three schools-namely 

Confucianism, Oaoism, and Moism-were influential, and 

competed to become the dominant school of thought. Feng 

believes that Moism was the school that was closest to science, 

since it promoted the arts (the art of building and the art of 

war) and utilitarianism. Confucianism, especially through the 

writing of Mencius (372-289 sc), harshly disparaged Moism 

and Oaoism: it was against Moism because of its promotion of 

universal love and its consequent disregard for family hierarchy, 

which Confucianism takes as a central value; and against 

Oaoism because of its promotion of an order of nature, which 

Daoism holds to be fundamentally unintelligible. 

Feng also argues that there is a certain affinity between 

Confucianism and Oaoism in terms of their call to return to 

the self in order to seek moral principles. However, the nature 

proposed by Daoism is not a scientific and moral principle, 

but rather a Oao that cannot be named and explained, as is 

already announced in the first sentence of Oao De Ching. For 

Feng, the dominance of Confucianism marked the annihilation 

of Oaoism and Moism, and hence also the annihilation of any 

scientific spirit in China. Even though 'ge wu (~4o/.J)' (the 

study of natural phenomena so as to acquire knowledge) is 

fundamental to the Confucian doctrine, the 'knowledge' that 

it seeks is not the knowledge of the thing in question, but the 

'heavenly principle (Xf£)' beyond the phenomenon. 

Feng's analysis is very much a reductionist approach in 

the sense that he reduces culture to the manifestation of 

certain doctrines: however, it also confirms that Chinese 

philosophy tended to seek higher principles whose incarnation 

in the secular world would determine moral and political value. 

Furthermore, Feng fundamentally confuses science and tech

nology, since what Moism proposed was not a scientific spirit. 

but rather a craftsman's spirit, exemplified in the building of 

houses and the invention of war machines. Thus, although 

Feng's account may possibly explain why technics was not 

a theoretical theme in ancient China, and didn't evolve into 

modern technology, it does not necessarily prove that there 

had been a scientific spirit before the domination of Confucian

ism, unless one considers that science necessarily emerges 

from technology. We all know today that technics continued 

to advance in China until the sixteenth century, at which point 

it was overtaken by Europe. That is to say that, even though 

Moism never became the dominant doctrine, technics was 

not annihilated; on the contrary, it flourished until the advent 

of what we now call European modernity. 

The question posed by Feng is also that of the great 

historian Joseph Needham, who dedicated his lifelong project 

to an analysis of why modern science and technology did not 

emerge in China. The multiple volumes of his Science and 

Civilisation in China remain invaluable for any future develop

ment of the philosophy of technology in China. Reproaching 

Feng, Needham writes that the great philosopher's 'youthful 

pessimism' is 'unjustified '.223 Needham showed very well that 

an artisanal technical culture existed in China, and that it was 

in many respects advanced in comparison to the same period 

in Europe. Given the rich materials provided by Needham and 

the detailed comparisons that he made, we can feel justified 

in setting aside Feng's conclusions, and instead appreciate 

223. J. Needham, 'Science and China's lnftuence on the World', in The Grand 

Titration: Science and Society in East and West (London: Routledge, 2013), 116. 
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that there was indeed a technical spirit in ancient China.224 

For Needham, though, this is a rather complicated question, 

which he attempted to approach through detailed analyses of 

the role of technicians, the feudal-bureaucratic system, and 

philosophical, theological, and linguistic factors. Needharn 

defended his argument against the thesis that Chinese cul

ture emphasised practice and hence ignored theory, which is 

evidently incorrect when we consider that Neo-Confucianisrn 

in China achieved speculative metaphysical heights at least 

as great as its mediaeval European counterparts.225 He also 

defended it against the thesis that pictographic writing hin

dered the advancement of science in China: on the contrary, 

he showed that Chinese writing is even more effective and 

expressive than alphabetical writing, i.e. that it enables the 

same expression with much greater brevity.226 

§17.1. THE ORGANIC MODE OF THOUGHT 
AND THE LAWS OF NATURE 
Needham's argument centres on both social and philosophical 

factors. The main social factor is that the socio-economic sys

tem in China discouraged a technical culture from developing 

into its modern form, since the mark of success for individuals 

was to enter the bureaucratic system and to become a state 

'official'. The system of selection for such appointments, based 

on an examination of memorisation and essay writing (starting 

in 605 and abolished in 1905) had a tremendous influence on 

China, through the effects of the material of study (mainly 

22£1. Ibid., 55-122. 

225. Needham, 'Poverties and Triumphs of the Chinese Scientific Tradition', in 
The Grand Titration, 23. 

226. Ibid., 38. 

classical texts), the way of studying, the expectations of the 

tarniiY. and social mobility. Needham's analysis is exemplary 

and I will not repeat it here. My concern is more with the 

philosophical explanations, upon which I find myself in agree

ment with Need ham. He claimed that the mechanical view of 

the world was lacking in ancient China, and that instead what 

dominated Chinese thought -as we have already discussed 

above-was an organic and holistic view: 

[T]he philosophia perennis of China was an organic materialism. 

This can be illustrated from the pronouncements of philosophers 

and scientific thinkers of every epoch. The mechanical view of 

the world simply didn't develop in Chinese thought, and the 

organicist view in which every phenomenon was connected with 

every other according to hierarchical order was universal among 

Chinese thinkers. 227 

This is a significant difference that I believe was cosmotechni

cally determinative for the different rhythms of technological 

development in China and in Europe: a mechanical programme 

capable of effectively assimilating nature and the organic form 

didn't exist in China, where the organic remained always the 

credo of thought and the principle of living and being. This 

organic form of nature in China, insists Needham, must be 

strictly distinguished from the question of nature as it was 

posed in the West, from the Presocratics up to the European 

Renaissance. In Europe, laws-both natural laws in the juridi

cal sense and the laws of nature-come from the same root, 

namely the model of 'law-giving': in the first case, 'earthly 

imperial law-givers', in the second a 'celestial and supreme 

227. Ibid., 21. 
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Creator Deity', whether the Babylonian sun-god Marduk, the 

Christian god, or Plato's demiurge. The Romans recognised 

both positive laws-civil coded laws of a specific people or 

State, ex legale, and the Law of Nations (ius gentium) which is 

equivalent to natural law (ius natura/e).228 The Law of nations 

is developed to deal with non-citizens (peregrini), to whorn 

citizen laws (ius civile) cannot be directly applied. Although 

Needham did not explain the connection between the Law 

of Nations and the Law of Nature, we can acquire an under

standing of this connection from other sources: for example, 

Cicero extended the Stoic law of nature to social conduct: 

'The universe obeys God, seas and land obey the universe, and 

human life is subject to the decrees of the Supreme Law';229 

they have different connotations but the same denotation.23o 

Needham believes that although ius gentium was hardly to be 

found in China, there was a sort of 'law of nature' which, as 

we have seen already, was the moral principle of the Heaven, 

reigning over both human and non-human. The natural laws 

of early Christianity also governed both the human and the 

non-human, as we can see from the definition of Natural Law 

by the jurist Jupian (170-223): 

Natural Law is that which Nature has taught all animals; for 

that kind of law is not peculiar to mankind, but is common to 

all animals. ( ... ) Hence comes that union of the male and female 

228. Ibid., 300. 

229. Cicero, On the Republic. On the Laws, tr. C. W. Keyes (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1928), "161. 

230. See J. Bryce, Studies in History and Jurisprudence, (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1901), Vol2, 583-6 

which we call marriage; hence the procreation and bringing up 

of children.231 

A radical separation was made, as Needham suggested, by the 

theologian Francisco Suarez (15LJ8-1617).232 Suarez proposed 

a separation between the world of morality and the world 

of the non-human: law can only be applied to the former. 

since things lacking reason are capable neither of law nor 

obedience.233 This concept of the law of nature with a direct 

relation to the law-giver is present not only in the juridical 

domain, but also in natural science, for example in Roger 

Bacon and lsaac Newton. Needham proceeds to the claim 

that the law of nature in the sense of ius gentium or natural 

science in Europe is not present in China. precisely because 

(1) there was a distaste for abstract codified laws owing to 

historical experience, (2) li proved to be more suitable than 

any other forms of bureaucratism, and (3) more importantly, 

the Supreme Being, although it existed for a short period in 

China, was depersonalised, and hence a celestial supreme 

creator who gives laws to both nature and the non-natural 

never really existed. Therefore, 

[t]he harmonious co-operation of all beings arose not from the 

orders of a superior authority external to themselves, but from 

231. Ibid., 588 n1. 

232. lt is perhaps no coincidence that both Heidegger and Etienne Gilson 
pointed out that Suarez played an important role in the redefinition of the 
relation between existence and essence in the history of ontology; see 
M. Heidegger, The Basic Problems of Phenomenology, tr. A. Hofstadter 
(lndianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1983), 80-83, and E. Gilson, L'etre et 
/'essence (Paris: Vrin, 1972), chapter 5, 'Aux origins de l'ontologie'. 

233. Needham, The Grant Titration, 308. 
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the fact that they were all parts in a hierarchy of whales forming 

a cosmic and organic pattern and what they obeyed were the 

internal dictates of their own natures.234 

This lack of a mechanical causal view meant that the notion 

of a system well-ordered according to laws did not arise; and 

hence China lacked any programme that sought effectively 

to understand beings and to manipulate them according to 

mechanical causalities. This mechanical paradigm could be 

said to be a necessary preliminary stage for the assimilation 

of the organic-that is, the imitation or simulation of organic 

operations. as for example in the technological lineage from 

simple automata to synthetic biology or complex systems. 

Needham thus poses the following analogy: 

[W]ith their appreciation of relativism and the subtlety and 

immensity of the universe, they were groping after an Einsteinian 

world-picture without having laid the foundations for a Newto

nian one. By that path science could not develop.235 

There is room for doubt as to Need ham's term 'organic materi

alism', since it is debatable whether what he is addressing here 

is a materialism at all . lt is perhaps more correct to say that 

China was governed by moral laws which were also heavenly 

principles; and that la.w. following Needham, was understood 

in an 'Whiteheadian organismic sense by the Neo-Confucian 

school'236-precisely what we describe here as a Chinese 

cosmotechnics. 

23<'1 . Ibid. , 36. 

235. Ibid., 311. 

236. Ibid., 325. 

§18. MOU ZONGSAN'S RESPONSE 
For New Confucianism, a school that emerged in the early 

twentieth century,237 the question of science and technol

ogY. along with that of democracy, was unavoidable. Having 

recognised that the 'Cartesian' paradigm, which would seek 

to absorb Western development while retaining the Chinese 

·rnind' intact, was no more than an illusion. New Confucian

ism set itself the task of integrating Western culture into 

that of China and making it compatible with its traditional 

philosophical system. To put it more bluntly, the philosophers 

of New Confucianism sought to show, from a cultural and 

especially a philosophical point of view, that it is possible for 

Chinese thought to produce science and technology. This 

attempt culminated in the work of the great philosopher Mou 

zongsan (1909-1995). in particular in the guise of his reading 

of lmmanuel Kant. 

§18.1. MOU ZONGSAN'S APPROPRIATION 
OF KANT'S INTELLECTUAL INTUITION 
Mou was trained in Chinese philosophy, from the I Ching 

to Neo-Confucianism and Buddhism. as well as Western 

philosophy, with a certain specialisation in Kant. Whitehead, 

and Russell, among others. He also translated Kant's three 

critiques (from their existing English translations) into Chinese. 

Kant's philosophy plays a decisive role in bridging Western 

237. According to Liu Shu-hsien (~tl:kt7t. 193<'1-) 's classification. Xiong 
Shili ( ~ + )J, 1885-1968) belongs to the first group of the first generation. 
Feng Youlan (1895-1990) belongs to the second group of the first generation; 
Mou Zongsan (1909-1995) belongs to the second generation; Liu himself, Yu 
Yingshih ( #;-~~. 1930-) , and Tu Weiming C:Hf.liajj, 19<'10-) belong to the 
third generation. See Liu Shu-hsieng, One Principle Many Manifestations 
and the Global Territorialization (f£-7H3R~~f31(±1!!:1¥1tft ) (Beijing: Beij]ng 
University Press. 2015). 2. 
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and Chinese thought in Mou's system. Indeed, one of Mou·s 

most striking philosophical manoeuvres is to think the division 

between Western and Chinese philosophy in terms of What 

Kant calls phenomenon and noumenon. In one of his most 

important books. Phenomenon and Thing-in-Itself (I~~~ 

4o/J § ~ ). Mou writes: 

According to Kant. intellectual intuition belongs only to God, 

but not to humans. I think this is really astonishing. I reflect on 

Chinese philosophy, and if one follows the thought of Kant, 1 

think that Confucianism. Buddhism and Daoism all confirm that 

humans have intellectual intuition; otherwise it wouldn't be pos

sible to become a saint. Buddha, or Zhenren. 238 

What exactly is this mysterious intellectual intuition that is 

fundamental to Mou's analysis? In the Critique of Pure Reason, 

Kant sets up a division between phenomena and noumena. 

Phenomena appear when the sensible data delivered through 

the pure intuitions of time and space are subsumed under the 

concepts of the understanding. But there are cases when 

objects that are not perceived through sensible intuition can 

still become objects of the understanding. In Edition A of the 

Critique we find the following clear definition: 

Appearances, in so far as they are thought as objects according 

to the unity of the categories. are called phenomenon. But if 

I assumed things that are objects merely of the understand

ing and that. as such. can nonetheless be given to an intui

tion-even if not to sensible intuition (but hence coram intuit 

238. Mou Zongsan, Collected Works 21, Phenomenon and the Thing-in-Itself, 5. 

;ntellectuali)-then such things would be called noumena 

( inte!ligibilia). 239 

ThiS noumenon. which sometimes Kant calls the thing-in-itself 

in Edition A. demands another, non-sensible type of intuition. 

The noumena as a concept is therefore negative, in so far as 

it poses limits to the sensible. Yet it could potentially have a 

positive signification if we could 'lay at [its] basis an intuition'

that is. if we could find a form of intuition for the noumenon.24o 

Since such an intuition could not be a sensible one, however, 

it is something that human beings do not possess: 

[S]uch an intuition-viz., intellectual intuition-lies absolutely 

outside our cognitive power, and hence the use of the categories 

can likewise in no way extend beyond the boundary containing 

the objects of experience.241 

Kant's refusal of intellectual intuition as something acces

sible to human beings is decisive for Mou's interpretation 

of the difference between Western and Chinese philosophy. 

In Intellectual Intuition and Chinese Philosophy, a precursor 

to the later and more mature Phenomenon and Thing-in

Itself, Mou attempted to show that intellectual intuition is 

fundamental to Confucianism, Daoism, and Buddhism alike. 

For Mou, intellectual intuition is associated with the creation 

(e.g. cosmogony) and with moral metaphysics (as opposed to 

Kant's metaphysics of morals, which is based on the subject's 

239. I. Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, tr. W. S. Pluhar (lndianapolis, IN: Hackett 
Publishing Company, 1996), A2L19, 312. 

2LIO. Ibid., 8308. 318. 

241. Ibid. 
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capacity for knowing). Mou finds theoretical support for this 

view in Zhang Zai's work, particularly in the following passage: 

The brightness of the heaven is no brighter than the sun. when 

one looks at it. one doesn't know how far it is from us. The sound 

of the heaven is no louder than the thunder. when one listens to 

it. one doesn't know how far it is from us. The infinity of heaven 

is no greater than the great void (tai xu). therefore the heart 

(xin) knows the heaven's boundary without exploring its limits.242 

Mou notes that the first two sentences refer to the possibil~ 

ity of knowing through sensible intuitions and understand~ 

ing; the last sentence, however, hints that the heart is able 

to know things that are not bounded by phenomena. He 

remarks on the strangeness of the last sentence, which is 

not, strictly speaking, logically meaningful, for there can be no 

meaningful comparison of infinities. For Mou, the capacity of 

the 'heart (xin)' to 'know the heaven's boundary' is precisely 

intellectual intuition: it doesn't refer to the kind of knowing 

determined by sensible intuitions and the understanding, but 

rather to a full illumination emerging from the cheng ming of 

the universal, omnipresent, and infinite moral xin (~ ... ~ ... -

rm$!{1J~B"Ji!!1:@:.;1s:;!)ZJf:ft S)jytjf~ B"J!il~ZJ;oT).243 In this full 

2ll2. Mou Zongsan,lntel/ectuallntuition and Chinese Philosophy (~B"JJ[}t~ 
l:j:l~T§~). 18ll . 1 adopt the translation of tai xu as 'great void ' from Sebastian 
Billioud. See S. Billioud, Thinking through Confucian Modernity: A Study of 
Mou Zongsan's Moral Metaphysics (Leiden: Brill. 2011), 78, '*Z.PJ.J:~A:~ B • 
~~§~z. ~~~••mz•m.*z••*~•• · ~~-~z.R 
3;Q~&M£::t:i!ili. *z~~-A:~:t:m: . ~ ~L.,3;Q~Z. -~~;Jl~Jili. ·. 

2ll3. Mou, Intellectual Intuition and Chinese Philosophy, 186. 

illumination, beings appear as things-in-themselves rather than 

as objects.244 

Cheng ming, literally 'sincerity and intelligence', comes 

from the Confucian classic Zhong Yong ('Doctrine of the 

Mean').245 According to Zhang Zai, 'the knowing of Cheng 

rning reaches the liangzhi of the moral of heaven, and is totally 

different from knowing through hearing and seeing (~l'!}j?JT 

~o».:7d~ f!~o; ~~11rBVJ\~orm B)'.246 Thus knowing based 

on intellectual intuition characterises Chinese philosophy and 

its moral metaphysics. Mou often repeated that his is a moral 

metaphysics, but not a metaphysics of morals, since the latter 

is only a metaphysical exposition of the moral, while for the 

former, metaphysics is only possible starting with the moral. 

He therefore demonstrates how the unification of Qi and Oao 

depends upon this capacity of the mind to go beyond formality 

and instrumentality. Mou also demonstrates that intellectual 

intuition exists in both Daoism and Buddhism. it is not our 

purpose here to repeat his lengthy and detailed proof but, in 

short. intellectual intuition in Daoism is related to the fact that 

knowledge is infinite, while human life is finite-therefore it 

is futile to chase after infinity with one's limited life. We can 

understand this from the first two sentences of the story of 

Pao Ding cited above: 

24ll . Ibid., 187. 

245. In Zhong Yong, one reads I W£~*Z~ill, W£z~. A ::tit! ill: El W£ 
PJ3, mwz·ij:. El P)3W£, mwz~. W£~1JPJ3 *, P)3~1JW£*· J : 'Sincerity is the 
way of heaven. The attainment of sincerity is the way of men ( ... ] When we 
have intelligence resulting from sincerity, this condition is to be ascribed to 
nature: when we have sincerity resulting from intelligence, this condition is 
to be ascribed to instruction. But given sincerity, we shall have intelligence; 
there shall be the sincerity.' tr. J. Legge, <http://www.esperer-isshoni.info/ spip. 
php?article66 >, 1893 (translation modified]. 

246. Mou, Intellectual Intuition. 188. 
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Your life has a limit, but knowledge has none. If you use what 

is limited to pursue what has no limit, you will be in danger. If 

you understand this and still strive for knowledge, you will be in 

danger for certain! 2
<1

7 

This would prima facie seem to confirm Kant's prohibition on 

intellectual intuition. But Pao Ding puts forward another way 

of knowing, namely that the Oao is that which is beyond all 

knowledge, and yet can be apprehended by the heart. The 

same is true for Buddhism, as demonstrated in the concept 

of the void or nothingness: the void and the phenomenon 

coexist, but in order to know the void, one must go beyond 

phenomena and physical causality. 

For Anglophone readers who wish to look deeper into 

Mou's argument for intellectual intuition, the work of Sebas

tien Billioud serves as a good introduction, although Billioud 

also criticises Mou for remaining silent on Kant's Critique of 

Judgement and the reinterpretation of intellectual intuition in 

post -Kantian philosophy, especially the work of Fichte and 

Schelling-a reasonable enough criticism since, although 

he refers several times to Fichte, Mou never engages with 

his thought in any depth. Billioud attempts to compare Mou 

Zongsan and Schelling through the work of the great French 

connoisseur of Schelling Xavier Tilliette.2.:1s However. we must 

be careful with this comparison. The term 'intellectual intuition' 

is rather muddy already, and its legacy in German idealism 

even more so. In an infiuential1g81 article, Moltke Gram argued 

against that what he calls the 'continuity thesis' regarding 

intellectual intuition, as a transition from Kant to Fichte and 

2£17. Zhuangzi. 19 

2£18. Billioud, Thinking through Confucian Modernity, 81-9. 

schelling. The 'continuity thesis' comprises the following three 

claims summarized by Gram: (1) For Kant, intellectual intuition 

is a single problem; (2) the object of intellectual intuition is 

not given to it, but rather created by it (as for the deity); (3) 

Fichte and Schelling deny Kant's claim that human beings 

do not have intellectual intuition and affirm it as the core of 

their systems.2
<1

9 Gram shows that, for Kant, intellectual intu

ition has at least three different meanings, namely: (1) the 

intuition of the noumenon in the positive sense; (2) the cre

ative intuition of an archetypal intellect; and (3) the intuition 

of the totality of nature. He further argues that Fichte's and 

Schelling's concepts of intellectual intuition basically do not 

correspond to any of the above three senses.250 

In fact, if we take a close look at Fichte's and Schelling's 

use of the concept of intellectual intuition, we can see that it 

is almost opposite to Mou Zongsan's. For Fichte and Schelling, 

Kant's 'I think' remains a fact, a Tatsache, and so cannot 

furnish the ground of knowing; for the ground of knowing 

must be absolute, in the sense that it is not conditioned by 

anything else. For Fichte, beyond the 'I think', there must 

be an immediate consciousness of this 'I think', and it is this 

consciousness that has the status of intellectual intuition. In his 

Wissenschaftslehre Fichte claims that 'if the self of intellectual 

2£19. M. S. Gram. 'Intellectual Intuition: The Continuity Thesis', Journal of the 
History of Ideas £12:2 (Apr-Jun 1981), 287-30£1 . 

250. Yolanda Estes responded to Gram's essay by claiming that there are 
actually five meanings of intellectual intuition in Kant; besides the three 
mentioned above, she added (Ll) the apperception of the l's self-activity, 
and (5) the conjoined intuitions of the moral law and freedom-and showed 
that these two meanings are affirmed by Fichte and Schelling. See Y. Estes, 
'Intellectual Intuition: Reconsidering Continuity in Kant. Fichte, and Schelling', 
in D. Breazeale and T. Rockmore (eds), Fichte, German Idealism, and Early 
Romanticism (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2010), 165- 78. 
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intuition is, because it is, and is, what it is; then it is insofar as 

it posits itself, absolutely self -sufficient and independent.'251 

Therefore Fichte proposes to think of intellectual intuition 

as Tathandlung, as a self-positing act. In the same way, the 

early Schelling understood intellectual intuition as the ground 

of knowing, as elaborated in his 1795 essay 'Of the I as the 

Principle of Philosophy'. However, there are two different 

developments in Fichte and Schelling, although they both face 

the same question of the passage from the infinite to the finite. 

In Fichte, the unconditional! requires a non-1 as negation or as 

check (Anstof3); what is outside of the unconditional! is only 

the product of such a negative effect; whereas Schelling's 

Naturphilosophie moves from the I to nature, and considers 

that the I and nature have the same principle, as expressed in 

his famous claim 'Nature should be Mind made visible, Mind the 

invisible Nature'.252 The Absolute, for Schelling, is no longer the 

subjective pole, but rather the absolute unity of subject -object, 

which is constantly in recursive movement. In short. it must 

be said that Fichte's and Schelling's concepts of intellectual 

intuition are based on the search for an absolute foundation of 

knowing, which is then turned into a recursive model, whether 

'abstract materiality' in Fichte253 or the 'productivity of nature' 

in Schelling.254 This distinction between Fichte and Schelling 

251. Cited by D. E. Snow, Schelling and the End of Idealism (New York: SUNY 

Press, 1996), L15. 

252. F.W.J. Schelling, Ideas for a Philosophy of Nature, tr. E. E. Harris and P. 
Heath (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 1989), L13. 

253. 'Abstract materiality' is a term used by lain Hamilton Grant to describe 
the infinite iteration or looping of Fichte's model which explains both I and 
Nature; see Grant, Philosophy of Nature after Schelling (London: Continuum. 

2008), 92. 

25L1. For a detailed analysis of Schelling's concept of individuation in his early 

Naturphilosophie. see Y. Hui, 'The Parallax of lndividuation: Simondon and 

iS later described by Hegel in his The Difference Between 

Fichte's and Schelling's System of Philosophy: Fichte aims 

tor a 'subjective subject -object', while Schelling seeks an 

'objective subject -object', meaning that for Schelling nature is 

considered to be independent (selbststandig). 255 In any case, 

the role played by intellectual intuition in both enterprises is 

quite different from the use Mou intends to make of it in con

necting it with the Chinese tradition. 

Yet despite these differences, the inquiries of Mou certainly 

share something with those of the German Idealists, as far as 

the dynamic between the infinite and the finite is concerned. 

We have seen that, for the Idealists, there is a passage from 

the infinite to the finite, which explains being; for Mou, though, 

the passage leads from the finite to the infinite, since he aims 

not for a philosophy of nature, but a moral metaphysics. Mou 

zongsan's critique of Heidegger's Kant and the Problem of 

Metaphysics rests on exactly this point: that Heidegger failed 

to show that Dasein is finite but can also be infinite. The 

ultimate difference is that Mou has no intention of finding an 

objective form for the inscription of the infinite in the finite, but 

rather seeks to found it in a formless being: xin (Jl.'. 'heart') 

as the ultimate possibility of both intellectual intuition and 

sensible intuition; and it is also within the infinite xin that the 

thing-in-itself can become infinite. 

Mou subsequently attempts to use this division between 

noumenon and phenomenon to explain why there is no modern 

science and technology in China. In his 1962 Philosophy of 

Schelling ', Angelaki 21:L1 (Winter 2016), 77-89. 

255. B.-O. Kuppers. Natur als Organismus: Schellings fruhe Naturphilosophie 
und ihre Bedeutung fur die moderne Biologie (Frankfurt am Main: Vittorio 
Klostermann, 1992). 35. 
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History ( !If~ -rg-~ ). a book that reads history chronologically 

according to dominant modes of thought. Mou observes 

that Chinese philosophy has speculated about the nournenal 

world and paid little attention to the phenomenon. which was 

considered to be secondary-a tendency that is expressed 

in various aspects of Chinese culture. Occidental culture has 

taken the contrary path, refraining from speculating on the 

noumenon and devoting itself to the phenomenon. Mou calls 

the former the 'synthetic spirit of comprehending reason [~ 

-@- 1¥-H'i'fl=Jil. L.~~~]' and the latter the 'analytic spirit of compre

hending reason [0-MB":JAJJIL.~~~]'. In Mou's interpretation, 

intellectual intuition means the capacity of an intuition which is 

far beyond any analytic deduction or synthetic induction, and 

this intuition is not the sensible one which serves the under

standing.256 In other words, the intellectual intuition that Kant 

thought was only possible for God is also. within the framework 

of Oaoism. Confucianism, and Buddhism. possible for human 

beings. The important point here. according to Mou, is that 

when intellectual intuition dominates thinking, another form 

of knowing, which he calls zhi xing ( ~0'1::1:. 'cognitive mind'), is 

indirectly suppressed-and this, according to his reading, is 

the reason why logic, mathematics, and science were not well 

developed in China. 
The accuracy of Mou's classification is debatable, although 

once we understand the Kantian background, and appreciate 

the underlying mission that Mou had set himself, it may seem 

reasonable. Mou wanted to show that it is possible to develop 

the 'cognitive mind' from what in traditional Chinese philosophy 

is called Liangzhi ( ~~Q), meaning conscience, or knowing 

of the good, and which involves a certain 'self-negation'. He 

256. Mou Zongsan, Collected Works 5, Philosophy of History, 205. 

t>elieved that this focus on Liangzhi owed to the fact that, 

within the Chinese tradition, philosophy aims to experience 

a cosmological order which is far beyond any phenomenon. 

uangzhi comes from Mencius, and was further developed by 

the great Neo-Confucian Wang Yangming (x~ E)j , 1L172-1529). 

In Wang's version we find a metaphysics that is much richer 

than Mencius's, which limited itself to the moral implication 

of Uangzhi. For Wang, Liangzhi is not knowing , but knowing 

everything (~~omHWil'~Q), and is furthermore not limited to 

the human being but also applies to other beings in the world 

such as plants and stones (J¥:*7fL:t=! ill:ff ~~Q). That is not to 

saY that Liangzhi exists everywhere, but that one can project 

uangzhi into every being: 

When I say zhi zhi ge wu [ 3~Ho~4m. to study the phenomena 

of nature in order to know the principles]. it means directing the 

/iangzhi everywhere. The Liangzhi of my heart is the reason of 

Heaven [tian li] . By directing the tian li of liangzhi into things, 

they also acquire the reason. Directing the /iangzi of my heart is 

zhi zhi [to know]: everything that acquires reason is ge wu (~4m . 

contemplating the thing] . Therefore xin (heart] and /i [reason] 

are combined.257 

The supreme level of knowing consists in the conscious return 

to the liangzhi ( ~~Q) and its projection into every being 

(f'MP.J). Liangzhi, in this interpretation, becomes the cosmic 

257. Wang Yangming, 'A Reply to Gu Dong Qiao' ( ~JliUIH~ i!i) . in Collected 

Works, vol. 2, ( J:. ~HJHIL :?ffi:= ). (Shanghai: Shanghai Ancient Works 
Publishing, 1992), ·;a=l$A?,JT~3j!(j;o~ !li!J~, 3&1* ~L.,:Z.. I~J;o ~JJ:fi:!li!J!Ii!Jill o 

§6:Z..l~. ~ ?,JT~*• ill o 3& 1*~ l~:Z..*•~JJJJ!Ii!J !Ii!J , ~JJJJ !Ii!J!Ii!J 
IMX-~ o 3&1*~:Z..l~~ . 3&~ -tB o :fi::fi:!li!J !Ii!J W~X-~. ~!li!l ill o 
l:*'L.'~•w~-~m·. 
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mind, which has its origin in Confucius's teaching of ren 

( 1=. 'benevolence'). The cosmic mind is an infinite mind. Here 

Mou combines Buddhism with Wang's thought and achieves 

a certain coherence of thought. or what is called tong (~. 

integration in a systematic sense). The question is as follows, 

then: If what occupies itself with liangzhi is a moral subject 

rather than a knowing subject. and if objective knowing has 

no position in liangzhi, then does this explain why there was 

no modern science and technology in China, allowing us then 

to conclude that. if China continues to rely on its classical 

Confucian teaching, it will never be able to develop any sci

ence and technology? This is the dilemma of New Confucian

ism: how to affirm Confucian teaching and at the same time 

allow modernisation to proceed, while not presenting the 

two as a separated tong. The response we will examine here 

consists in taking the most sophisticated part of the thought 

of Mou Zongsan, while admitting that it nonetheless harbours 

certain weaknesses and hence compromises his project of 

modernisation. 

§18.2. THE SELF-NEGATION OF LIANGZHI 
IN MOU ZONGSAN 
Mou further developed the concept of the self-negation or 

self-restriction of Liangzhi ( 5;t 9;0 1¥1 § ft:Jjz ~~) found in the 

I Ching and in Wang's New Confucianism. Here we follow 

Jason Clower's English translation of the term Kanxian as 

'self-negation',258 although it is not very exact. Kanxian is 

also a fall, like Heidegger's Verfallen; however Mou uses a 

very active mode here, suggesting a kind of selfhood ( § :ft). 

258. Mou Zongsan, Late Works of Mou Zongsan. Selected Essays on Chinese 

Philosophy, tr. J. Glower (San Diego, CA: California State University Press, 2014). 

lt is not simply given; rather, it demands a 'conscious falling'. 

Hence this falling is not a fault. but rather the realisation of 

the possibility of Liangzhi. One can perhaps discern a sort of 

Hegelian dialectics here, but this movement of thought can 

also be read in terms of a Kantian aesthetic judgement. in the 

sense that it is a heuristics-this is, however, not very clear 

in Mou's own writing. Sometimes he calls this action zhi (¥A). 
a word used often in Buddhism to describe the will to hold 

something instead of letting it go, or simply attachment. In 

this respect it has less to do with negation in the Hegelian 

sense and is more of a voluntary holding. Sticking to Kantian 

language, we might say that. for Mou, the relation between 

uangzhi and what falls outside of it is not constitutive, but 

regulative. Liangzhi constantly negates and restricts itself, in 

order to arrive at its destination through a necessary detour: 

Therefore, self-negation, in order to become the subject of cogni

tion, must be the conscious determination of the moral subject. 

This detour is necessary, since only by detouring thus can it reach 

its goal. Hence we call it 'to reach by detour [ B±l:ii]'. This neces

sity is the necessity of dialectics; this detour is the detour of 

dialectics, not merely the linear trajectory of intellectual intuition 

or a sudden awakening.259 

The notion of 'achieving' or 'realisation' (:il ) is associated 

with the Neo-Confucian idea that there is a linear and direct 

relation between Liangzhi and knowledge. However, it is also 

clear that Liangzhi did not give rise to the form of knowledge 

that we call science. With this concept of the self-negation of 

259. '"/& ;lt 13 flt :fj:: llf3 !J. ~ ~~ ~rli¥J 3:: H C ~u-ti ) JJ ;lt li 1>i~A:,, !Ji.Z. M 13 :YU& ~ 
*~·~-~~m£~~~.-~~- ~. ~~~•· ~z.nr~•J. 
~-~~£Mm~~~. ~-~-£Mm~~- . ffi~R£~--8Z.K 
~~EJG~.iH!f~·· ~ffi1Ff!~··· Mou Zongsan, Collected Works 21,127. 

185 

~ 
I 
m 
(/) 
m 
r 
"'fl 
z 
m 
(j) 
~ 
~ 

0 
z 
0 
01 

r 
~ 
z 
(j) 
N 
I 

z 
~ 
0 
c 
N 
0 
z 
(j) 
(/) 

~ 
z 



186 

z 
<( 
(j) 
(!) 
z 
0 
N 

:::J 
0 
2 

~ 

I 
N 
(!) 
z 
<( 

_j 

LL 
0 
z 
0 
1-
<( 
(!) 
w 
z 
Q 
_j 

w 
(j) 

w 
I 
1-

Liangzhi, Mou is able to announce that the knowing SUbj 

is only one possibility of Liangzhi, and hence that it is Pact 
os.. 

sible to have two minds at the same time. Here Mou uses a 
Buddhist expression, One mind opens two gates or one mind 

two aspects (-{.,!m~F~).260 meaning that the cosmic rnind 

is able to negate itself in order to be a cognitive mind-an 

act of negation that would enable it to develop science or 

technology. The phenomenon belongs to the knowing rnind 

the noumenon to the cosmic mind, which is also the source, 

of what Kant calls intellectual intuition; and yet 

it cannot really hold itself or persist; since when it holds. it is no 

longer itself, but the light of the intellectual intuition is hindered 

and turns aside, therefore it is its. own shadow but not itself

that it is to say, it becomes the 'subject of cognition'. Therefore, 

the subject of cognition is what appears when light is hindered, 

and projects in a different way, and consequently the light of the 

intuition becomes other cognitive activities, which are analytic 

activities. Sensibility and cognition are only two modes of a 

knowing subject; the subject of cognitive knowing is the self

negation of the subject of intellectual intuition.261 

Mou believes that with this concept of self-negation it is 

possible to systematically integrate Western philosophy-in 

a Kantian sense, the theory of knowledge-into the Chinese 

260. This phrase comes from the Buddhist classic Awakening of Faith in the 

Mahayana C::k*it9{~~). 

261. 'f.§.'t.\li/f~~Jt:¥J\M';lt El 6: 't- ¥J\:M'. ~P/f ;llk't El 6. JJ;!l!::'tB<l~ 
~~~~•~w•~~-a . ~~. JJ;!l!::'t§~~-~. W/f;llk't§c.. 
~•;llkm. --t•~r•~~HJ . ~-~~a•;llk--t§c.~~-~-w~ . 
w~*@*W~~. --tB<J~ft~~-~a•~B<JTmm~. ~mmmD. 
•tt~~ttR;llk-•~~~~•· w•~~~;llk~~a~•~Eift~Eia 
:ljz~Ji3W~~. ~J!Ij~~j;Qfi'. Mou Zongsan, Collected Works21, 135. 

nournenal ontology. In doing so, Mou proposes several further 

'translations' that may seem odd to Western philosophers. 

Firstly. he identifies the noumenon with the ontological, and 

the phenomenon with the ontic, in the Heideggerian senses 

of these terms (Mou had read Heidegger's Kant and the 

problem of Metaphysics [1929]. and hence integrates Hei

degger's vocabulary into his division of systems). Secondly, 

he equates theological transcendence in Kant's philosophy 

with the Heaven of classical Confucianism. In so doing, Mou 

develops a very clean division of systems between the East 

and the West. but at the same time integrates the West into 

the possibilities of the East. 

What is also important in Mou's analysis of the Liangzhi 

is a return to the political philosophy of Confucianism, namely 

neisheng waiwang ( 179 ~~r .3:::, 'inner sageliness-outer kingli

ness') . This Confucian schema follows a linear trajectory that 

we met earlier: investigation of things (~!Jm) . extension of 

knowledge (3&~P ). sincere in thoughts(~~). rectify the heart 

(.IE>L.' ), cultivate the people ( 1~~ ), regulate their families (Jtf 
~).govern well the States (¥€1WJJ). world peace (f~r). But 

the New Confucians understood that there was a problem with 

this direct projection from the inner to the outer. If, in the past. 

one trusted in a linear progression from the Emperor's cultiva

tion of virtue and morality to the achievement of a peaceful 

world. this is no longer possible; instead, the projection now 

demands a detour through the outside. In other words, the 

traditional way of projection is no longer a progression but 

rather a regression. Hence a different trajectory is needed, 

and this resonates with the detour that Liangzhi has to take. 

This is very clear in Mou's book on political philosophy, Oao 

of Politics and Oao of Governance (!&:@:~¥€! :@: ) (197t1). in 

which he writes: 
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Outer kingliness is the outward movement of inner sageliness. 

that is right. But there are two ways of achieving it, directly or 

via a detour. The direct approach is what we spoke of in the older 

time, the indirect approach (detour) is what we speak of now 

in relation to science and democracy. We think that the indirect 

approach allows the outer kingliness to be most expressive. But 

in the case of the direct approach, it becomes a shrinking back. 

Therefore, from inner sageliness to outer kingliness, when it is 

indirectly achieved, then there is a radical transformation, which 

doesn't come from direct reasoning .262 

What Mou is suggesting here is that the ancient schema can 

no longer function, and that therefore any enterprise that 

seeks to start again with the ancient texts and with personal 

cultivation (although these are still important) is no longer 

sufficient. In comparison to the traditional conception of the 

relation between politics and the moral, he perceives that one 

must rethink this passage by affording a higher priority to sci

ence and technology-in other words, he implicitly suggests 

that the 'detour' must in fact lead through the Qi. 

Mou's philosophical task in relation to the question of tech

nology ends here. Unlike others, he brings it into a metaphysical 

register which is compatible with the Kantian system as well as 

the traditional Chinese philosophy. Yet he goes no further, since 

at bottom his thought is an idealist gesture. Mou insisted that 

Kant's philosophy is by no means a transcendental idealism, but 

W2'*I~~~m~*· ~~•.mm~Im~~m.Im~~~~• 
~. ~m~amm~~••~•~~~-~-~ . am~A~m~•*~ 
~--·~R~Im. ~Rd*I~~-.~~. ~~~~*I·~~
~~ . x~~-•M~~~~~. w~~-~Me.~~*~=~ett~ 
ilffl*mi~M~~*~m.**m:. Mou Zongsan. Collected Works 9 ( « 
•m:~~l!D ) (Taipei: Students Books Company, 1991). 56; cited by Zheng 
Jiadong ( J~%:1*). Mou Zongson ( «.$.*.=: >> ) (Taipei: Dongda Books, 1978), 81. . 

rather an empirical realism; and, like the Neo-Confucians, he 

held that mind and things cannot be separated. Yet in Mou's 

work. the mind becomes the ultimate possibility of knowing 

both phenomenon and noumenon. What conditions the mind 

to be such a pure starting point? Like Fichte and Schelling, Mou 

identifies Liangzhi as the unconditioned, with the fundamental 

difference that Liangzhi is not a cognitive /eh, but rather a 

cosmic /eh . If Liangzhi can negate itself into a knowing subject. 

then the knowing subject, thus derived from a conscious act 

of Uangzhi, dwells in a coherent relation to Liangzhi. Hence 

when science and technology are developed in this way, they 

will be a priori ethical. To put it in another way, in relation to 

the Qi-Oao discourse, we might say that Qi is a possibility of 

oao. Hence the relation between Qi and Oao is not one of 'use', 

but is instead an i~clusive relation. This is also the reason I call 

Mou's approach an idealist one. 

So how useful is Mou's strategy in reconsidering the mod

ernisation project? Mou's biographer Zheng Jiadong noted that 

For hundreds of years. maintaining the status quo of the nation 

and at the same time being able to absorb Western knowledge

having both fish and the bear's paw-was what the Chinese 

dreamt of. The 'negation of Liongzhi' is the most sophisticated 

and philosophical expression of this dream. But whether this , 

dream can be realised is another question.263 

And indeed, Mou's 'idealist' proposal for such a metaphysical 

and cultural transformation was totally ignored by the materi

alist movement in mainland China, a movement he had heavily 

criticised. However, it is lamentable that Mou's philosophical 

263. Zheng Jiadong. Mou Zongsan. 89. 
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project wasn't taken further. In mainland China, Mou's Work 

has not been well received, owing to his critical view of Corn~ 

munism: for him, it had very little to do with the Chinese tradi~ 

tion and indeed, on the contrary, only succeeded in destroying 

that tradition. Instead, another path was followed, in the name 

of the dialectics of nature, which leads to what I call the end 

of Xing er Shang Xue (the ancient expression that is used to 

translate the English word 'metaphysics'), and the emergence 

of a new discipline of Science and Technology Studies. 

§19. THE DIALECTICS OF NATURE 
AND THE END OF XING ER SHANG XUE 
Martin Heidegger declared the end of metaphysics on various 

occasions: he considered Nietzsche to have been the last 

metaphysician. In his 1969 essay 'The End of Philosophy and 

the Task of Thinking' he declared that the end of philosophy 

was portended by the beginning of cybernetics. This 'end', 

however, is not universal, although as we will see. it is a gen

eral tendency brought about by modern technology-an end 

that I characterise as 'dis-orientation'. The 'end of metaphysics' 

did not take place simultaneously in the West and in the East: 

firstly because 'metaphysics' is not equivalent to its usual 

translation in Chinese, Xing er Shang Xue-as we have seen 

clearly above, the development of Xing er Shang Xue was not 

able to produce modern science and technology; and secondly 

because, in the East. the end of Xing er Shang Xue took 

another form: the disassociation of Dao from Qi. For China, 

this end has only become present as a kind of aftershock over 

the past century, as if it had been deferred. and only arrived 

when a new destiny was imposed-modernisation, and later 

globalisation-a process in which Chinese philosophy no 

10nger plays any important role-or only in the promotion of 

tourism and the culture industry. 

'Needham's question' continued to haunt Chinese scholars 

throughout the twentieth century. If one follows the logic of 

Needham and Feng, one might say that there was never a 

philosophy of technology in China before the twentieth century. 

As we have seen, in one sense, China has only a philosophy 

of nature along with a moral philosophy, which may regulate 

hOW technical knowledge is acquired and applied. In Europe, 

it could be argued, philosophy of technology was only inau

gurated in the late nineteenth century, and initially gained its 

place in academic philosophy in Germany through the works 

of Ernst Krapp, Martin Heidegger, Fried rich Dessauer, Manfred 

Schrater and others. However, as we saw above, the question 

of technics has always been present in Western philosophy, 

and indeed could be said to be cosmotechnically constitutive 

of accidental thinking-even if it is in some sense repressed, 

if we follow Bernard Stiegler's argument. which we will discuss 

in detail in Part 2 below. 

In China a different trajectory was followed, mainly owing to 

the fact that, from 19LJ9 on. Marxist ideology became dominant 

in all aspects of the new Republic. Engels's Dialectics of Nature, 

together with his Anti-Duhring, were widely studied and were 

presented as the foundational theory for the development of 

socialist science. From the time of its translation into Chinese 

in 1935. Dialectics of Nature became a 'discipline' in China, 

equivalent to Science and Technology Studies in the West. 264 

In these two books, Engels seeks to show that a materialist 

dialectics should become the main method for natural science. 

264. Lin Dehong Ctt~.W*). 15 Lectures on Philosophy of Technology C¥4~fg" 
f:+li~) (Beijing: Beijing University Press, 2014). 
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Anti-DOhring was also a response to the 'degeneration of Berlin 

Hegelianism', where the idealist and metaphysical interpretation 

of nature had become predominant. In the second preface to 

Anti-DOhring Engels writes: 

Marx and I were pretty well the only people to rescue conscious 

dialectics from German idealist philosophy and apply it in the 

materialist conception of nature and history. But a knowledge 

of mathematics and natural science is essential to a conception 

of nature which is dialectical and at the same time materialist.265 

Engels's materialist dialectics starts from empirical facts and 

sees nature as a constant process of evolution. We might 

simplify it into two main points. Firstly, Engels wants to argue 

that every natural being has its history, from plants to animals 

to nebulae. Engels praised Kant's Universal Natural History 

and Theory of the Heavens (1755). in which Kant had already 

suggested that the formation of the earth and the solar sys

tem was an evolutionary process. If this is the case, then 

according to the Kantian cosmology, all beings on earth and 

in the universe must also come into being in time. As Engels 

wrote, 'Kant's discovery contained the point of departure for 

all further progress'.266 Secondly, in the spirit of Marx, Engels 

wants to show that there is a 'humanised nature', a nature 

perceived by the human being through his labour. The second 

point had significant influence in China, probably because the 

chapter 'The Part Played by Labour in the Transition from Ape 

to Man', which elaborates on Darwin's evolutionary theory, 

was separately translated and appeared before the whole 

265. F. Engels, Collected Works (London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1987), vol. 25, 11. 

266. Engels, Collected Works, vol. 25, 324. 

rnanuscript had been published in Chinese. In this chapter, 

Engels emphasises that animals don't have tools, and hence 

theY can only use nature, while humans, after the liberation of 

the hands, are able to use tools and hence to master nature. 

The Marxist philosopher and economist Yu Guangyuan (ft.: 

jtm, 1915-2013). widely known as the figure who most pro

foundly influenced Deng Xiaoping's economic reform, led the 

translation of Engels's Dialectics of Nature. and also in his own 

work extended this 'humanised nature' into a more concrete 

concept of 'social nature' as a second nature, and also as a 

new 'discipline'.267 

During the Civil Wars in China (1927-1937. 19L15-195o), 

and later owing to the deterioration of relations between the 

People's Republic of China and the Soviet Union, China was 

forced to develop science and technology from the fragmented 

and insufficient knowledge that the country had at the time. 

In 1956. Yu Guangyuan, together with some natural scientists, 

drafted a 'Twelve Year (1956-1967) Research Plan of Dialectics 

of Nature (Philosophical Questions in Mathematics and Natural 

Science)', and in the same year established a regular newsletter. 

Engels's Dialectics of Nature became the guiding method of a 

national movement proposed by Mao in 1958: 'open fire against 

nature, carry out technological innovation and technological 

revolution'. 268 At this point. then, Dialectics of Nature became 

not just a critique of the 'degeneration of Hegelianism' and the 

'abuse of science' in Germany, but also a method by which to 

understand nature and hence to 'master' it. 

267. Yu notably published a book entitled A New Philosophical School is 

Emerging in China ( --t!f~~~lEtE 'flim1l!Jl!ml) (Nanchang: Jiangxi Science 
and Technology Publishing House, 1996). 

268. 'r'D §i!U'Hfx, :itt1J'~;;f:~;mtiJ~;;f:~$.' 
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The Cultural Revolution ( 1966-1976) on the one hand further 

destroyed the traditions that were regarded by the regime 

as 'regression' according to Marx's theory of the progress of 

history (Primitive Communism-Slavery-Feudalism-Capital

ism-Socialism-Communism); and on the other hand made 

Dialectics of Nature the foundation of science and technol

ogy in China. In 1981 the Chinese Society for Dialectics of 

Nature (CSDN) was established under the approval of Deng 

Xiao Ping. The influence of Dialectics of Nature was hence 

extended beyond science to technology studies, becoming a 

'weapon' to improve productivity in all domains. The philoso

pher Chen Changshu ( l3t /§ fli. 1932-2011) may be said to be 

responsible for formally and officially founding the discipline of 

'Philosophy of Science and Technology' in China. He proposed 

to the Academic Degrees Committee of the State Council 

in 1990 the adoption of this name for the discipline, in place 

of 'dialectics of nature'.269 Chen's own Introduction to the 

Philosophy of Technology (1999) is a valuable textbook in the 

field. 270 But although this newly formalised discipline took on a 

new name, Dialectics of Nature was still its historical founda

tion stone, despite the fact that, apart from the chapter on 

evolution, Engels's book contains nothing about technology. 

Philosophy of Science and Technology is hence rather 

new in China, but it has a strong dynamic behind it, owing to 

the recognition of the importance of this subject. For example, 

among others. the philosopher Qiao Ruijin's An Outline of Marx

ist Philosophy of Technology (2002) systematically explores 

269. Xia Li, 'Philosophy of Science and STS in China: From Coexistence to 
Separation', East Asian Science, Technology and Society: An International 
Journal5 (2011), 57-66. 

270. Chen Changshu ( ~~Hi ) . Introduction to Philosophy of Technology 
( i)ZWJ'fg"'~~ ) (Beijing: Science Publishing, 1999). 

the appropriation of Marxist critique of technology in China; 

and Lin Dehong's Man and Machine: The Essence of High 

Technology and the Renaissance of the Humanities elaborates 

on the possibility of a new humanities which takes technology 

into account. 271 Although I am sympathetic to these efforts, it 

strikes me that there has been a lack of continuity or even 

coherence in thinking China and its relation to technics. That 

is to say that, apart from the recent work of Li Sanhu, such 

a philosophy of technology has only ever been an attempt to 

introduce Technikphilosophie or Philosophy of Technology into 

China, in parallel with the Marxist critique of technology, in order 

to assimilate them. This is the case with the names we have 

cited above, and other contemporaries such as Carl Mitcham, 

Herbert Marcuse, Andrew Feenberg, Albert Borgmann, and 

Hubert Dreyfus-as if China and Europe have the same 

understanding of technics. The universalisation of European 

philosophy is thus pharmacological in the sense that, although 

it may lead to broader conversations, its dominance can also 

close down any path to a more profound dialogue. 

This, then, is what we may call the end of metaphysics as 

xing er shang xue: the metaphysical thinking that, in Chinese 

thought, maintains the coherence of the human-cosmological 

system is interrupted in such a way that a metastability can no 

longer be restored. I call this situation 'dis-orientation' in two 

senses: firstly, there is a general loss of direction: one finds 

oneself in the middle of the ocean without being able to see 

either point of departure or destination-the scenario that 

Nietzsche depicted in The Gay Science; secondly, unlike the 

271. Lin Dehong ( ;f;tt~*). Human and Machine: The Essence of High 
Technology and the Renaissance of the Humanities (A~:tf1=2!-73.i*4i)ZI¥J;;$: 
3l~.A.)Cf~11jli¥J~~) (Nanjing: Jianshu Education Publishing, 1999). 
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Occident, the Orient is negated in such a way that it ceases 

to be the Orient, and in consequence the Occident also loses 

sight of the Orient. In other words, a homogeneity is brought 

about by technological convergence and synchronisation. 

Philosophies of technology in China over the past thirty years 

have been active responses to technological globalisation 

and economic growth in China, but the tendency to identify 

the Chinese concept of technics with that of the West, or 

to allow the latter to override the former. is a symptom of 

globalisation and modernisation, one that amplifies the ten

dency of forgetting and the detachment from the question of 

cosmotechnics-a question which, therefore, in China, has 

been subject to its own 'forgetting' wtiich is not the same as 

that described by Heidegger. 

Technological reason is expanding to the extent that it 

is becoming the condition of all conditions, the principle of 

all principles. A totality is in the process of forming through 

technical systems, as Jacques Ellul already predicted in the 

1g7os.272 If this technological reason is to be resisted, this can 

only be done by bringing forth other forms of reasoning to 

constitute a new dynamics and new order. Accelerationism 

appeals to a universalism that it attempts to decouple from 

any colonialist imposition of culture. Yet at the same time it 

draws this universalism from a 'Promethean' conception of 

technology which it champions but whose cultural specificity it 

never subjects to interrogation. Here the category of technics 

272. J. Ellul , The Technological System (London: Continuum. 1980); this book 
can be read as an extension of Simondon's Du Mode d'existence des objets 
techniques. For further analysis see Y. Hui. 'Technological System and the 
Problem of Desymbolization'. in H. Jer6nimo. J. L. Garcia, and C. Mitcham (eds). 
Jacques Ellul and the Technological Society in the 21st Century (Dordrecht: 

Springer. 2013) . 73-82. 

itself is exhaustive, and harbours only one destiny. Beyond such 

an accelerative universalization, the diversity of technicities 

and their various relations to nature-as well as to the cos

mos-has to be rediscovered and reinvented. The only hope 

for China to avoid the total destruction of its civilisation in the 

Anthropocene is to invent a new form of thinking and invention, 

as Mou Zongsan did, but this time in a different way. This will 

require it to distance itself from the traditional idealist approach 

and to look for another interface between what Mou called 

noumenal and phenomenal ontology. To achieve this requires 

thinking cosmotechnical/y, and developing a form of thinking 

that allows a further development of Qi without detach

ing it from Dao and cosmological consciousness. In Part 
2

, 

we will take up this question through a reinterpretation of time 
and modernity. 
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PART 2: 
MODERNITY AND 

. TECHNOLOGICAL CONSCIOUSNESS 



§20· GEOMETRY AND TIME 

111 
part 1 we demonstrated that, even if what Western thought 

would recognise as a 'philosophy of technology' remained alien 

to the Chinese, nevertheless the exposition of the history 

of the relation between Qi and Oao enables us to unearth a 

'technological thinking' in Chinese philosophy. it is our task in 

part 2 to ask what happened when this Chinese technological 

thinking confronted the Western one, grounded in its long 

philosophical tradition. What is called 'modernity' in Europe 

didn't exist in China, and modernisation only occurred after 

the confrontation between the two modes of technological 

thought. Here this confrontation will be described as the 

tension between two temporal structures; but this will also 

involve a rethinking of the question of modernity itself. Over 

the course of the twentieth century, the voices that pro

claimed the necessity of 'overcoming modernity' were echoed 

firstly in Europe, and then in Japan-though with different 

motives-and now are heard almost everywhere, in light of 

ecological crisis and in the wake of technological catastrophes. 

But what these voices ended up calling forth-as seems to 

be forgotten among anthropologists who propose a return 

to ancient cosmologies or indigenous ontologies-was war 

and metaphysical fascism. lt is by revaluating the question 

of modernity through the confrontation of the two modes 

of thought mentioned above that I want to suggest that it is 

not at all sufficient to go back to 'traditional ontologies', but 

that we must instead reinvent a cosmotechnics for our time. 

Had Need ham already answered the question of why mod

ern science and technology did not arise in China? Did Chinese 

intellectuals answer Need ham's question in a satisfactory way 

in the twentieth century? Needham certainly provided a very 

systematic analysis of different factors, amounting to far more 
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than mere social constructivism. His analysis took in the system 

of public recruitment of government officials, philosophical 

and theological factors, and social-economic factors, all Of 

which had significant impact on the formation of a singular 

culture. These factors form an assemblage which expresses 

the tendencies, forces, and contingencies that constitute 

Chinese history. Yet I fear that Needham's analyses are not 

sufficient to explain the lack of modern science and technology, 

and that there is something more fundamental at stake in the 

Chinese philosophical system; and in order to apprehend this, 

we will have go deeper. As we have seen, Chinese philosophy 

is based on an organic rather than a mechanical form of 

thinking-something Need ham noted, but pursued no further. 

Mou Zongsan, in turn, suggested that Chinese philosophy is 

characterized by a focus on noumenal ontology, as indicated by 

the tendency to turn experience toward the infinite. it seems 

that in the Chinese philosophical mentality, the cosmos has a 

rather different structure and nature than in that of the West; 

and that the role of the human and its way of knowing are also 

determined in a different way, in coherence with the cosmos. 

As we shall see below, according to the observations of 

Sinologists, the ancient Chinese did not develop a systematic 

geometry-the knowledge of space1-and neither did they 

elaborate on the theme of time. Below we will explore the 

implications of the thesis that Chinese thinking is marked 

by an absence of any axiomatic system of geometry and an 

under-elaboration of time. 

1. B. Stiegler and E. During, Philosopher par accident (Paris: Galilee, 20QLI), 52. 

§20.1 THE ABSENCE OF GEOMETRY 
IN ANCIENT CHINA 
Needham noted that in ancient China there was no geometry, 

bUt only algebra.2 Of course, this is not to say that there was 

no geometrical knowledge-indeed there was, since the his

tory of China can also be read as the history of controlling two 

rivers (the Yangzhi River and Yellow River) prone to constant 

flooding and occasional drought. Managing these two rivers 

rnust necessarily have demanded geometrical knowledge, 

rneasurement, and calculation. Rather, Needham means that a 

systematic knowledge of geometry came rather late, possibly 

not until after the translation of Euclid's Elements of Geom

etrY by the Jesuits towards the end of the 'seventeenth cen

tury. Some historians suggest that the Jiu Zhang Suan Shu 

(7L~Uf1#. Night Chapters on the Mathematical Art, 1oth-

2nd centuries sc) and the commentary of the Mathemati

cian Liu Hui (~tl~. 3rd Century) already demonstrated an 

advanced geometrical thinking.3 However, the latter differed 

fundamentally from Greek geometry in the sense that the 

Jiu Zhang Suan Shu did not establish a formal deductive 

system of axioms, theorems, and proofs; and in fact, 'unlike 

ancient Greek mathematics, which emphasises geometry, the 

achievement of ancient Chinese mathematics lay primarily in 

calculation'.4 Other historians have shown that what is lack

ing in ancient Chinese mathematics is the development of a 

2. Needham. 'Poverties and Triumphs of the Chinese Scientific Tradition', 21. 

3. Mei Rongzhao, 'Liu Hui 's Theories of Mathematics', in Fan Dainian and R. 

S. Cohen (eds) , Chinese Studies In the History and Philosophy of Science and 
Technology (Dordrecht: Springer, 1996), 243-54: 248. 

4. Ibid., 244. 
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'complete structural theoretical system'.5 For example, Zhan 

Heng (78-139) is considered to have postulated that the su g 
l"l, 

moon, and planets move along spherical paths, but owing to 

the lack of any axiomatic system, the discovery was not devel, 

aped any further. Geometry and logical systems only started 

to emerge in China during the seventeenth century, following 

the translation of Euclid's Geometry (Jihe Yuanben) by Mat, 

teo Ricci and Paul Xu Guangqi. Xu Guangqi perceived that 

'logic is a forerunner of other studies and a prerequisite for 

the understanding of various other disciplines', and therefore 

endeavoured to make geometry and logic the cornerstone of 

the new science. 6 

Of course, geometry was a significant discipline in ancient 

Greece, and the philosophical rationalisations of the Ionian 

philosophers were closely related to its invention. Thales, the 

first known Ionian philosopher and pioneer of geometry, used 

his knowledge of the geometrical properties of triangles to 

calculate the height of pyramids and to determine the diam, 

eters of the sun and the moon. Thales's assumption that the 

world is composed of a homogeneous element is a necessary 

precursor to the geometrical investigation of order, measure, 

and proportions.7 And we should not forget that, at least 

according to Hippolytus, Pythagoras united astronony, music, 

5. Jin Guantao, Fan Hingyi, and Liu Qingfeng, "The Structure of Science and 
Technology in History: On the Factors Delaying the Development of Science 
and Technology in China in Comparison with the West since the 17th Century 
(Part One)', in Dainian and Cohen (eds), Chinese Studies in the History and 
Philosophy of Science and Technology, 137-16-4: 156. 

6. Jin Guantao, Fan Hingyi, and Liu Qingfeng, Historical Changes in the 
Structure of Science and Technology (Part Two: A Commentary), 165-84. 

7. P. Clavier, 'Univers', in D. Kambouchner (ed.), Notions de Philosophie, I 
(Paris: Gallimard, 1995), L15. 

and geometry. 8 This rationalisation is also central to the cos

rnogony in Plato's Timaeus, in which god becomes a technician 

who works on the receptacle (chora) according to different 

geometrical proportions. lt was this spirit that led to the great 

achievements of Greek geometry. Such rationalization reached 

itS height in the system laid down by Euclid of Alexandria, in 

which a mathematical discipline is described as a collection of 

axioms. and where the theorems derived from them can be 

ascertained to constitute a complete and coherent system. 

Notwithstanding their advances in geometry, it has often 

been noted that the ancient Greeks were not so strong in 

algebra. One of the best demonstrations of this is Archimedes's 

On Spirals, in which the mathematician mechanically describes 

how to trace a spiral without employing any symbol or equa

tions. As mathematician John Tabak observes, the 'Greeks 

had little interest in algebra. Our facility in generating new 

curves is due largely to our facility with algebra'. By the time 

of Pappus of Alexandria, the last of the great ancient Greek 

geometers, they had already achieved a quite comprehensive 

understanding of lines, planes, and solids, yet '[f]or the Greeks 

describing almost any curve was a struggle'.9 During the 

Middle Ages, research in geometry slowed as it fused with 

theology, although geometry was still regarded as one of the 

seven liberal arts. What is significant during this period is the 

reintroduction of Greek geometry to the Romans, as indicated 

firstly by the translation of Euclid 's Elements from Arabic into 

Latin by Adelard of Bath ( 1080-1152) around 1120, and later, the 

8. C. Riedweg, Pythagoras. His Life, Teaching, and Influence (lthaca and 
London: Cornell University Press, 2002), 25. 

9. J. Tabak, Geometry: The Language of Space and Form, (New York: 
Facts on File, 200LI), 36. 
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first translation from Greek to Latin by Bartolomeo Zarnbertl 

( 1-473-15-43) at the end of the fifteenth century.10 During the 

Renaissance, geometry was partly driven by artistic creation 

especially painting: the techniques developed to project a' 

three-dimensional object onto a two dimensional plane, and the 

theory of perspective, led to what we know today as projective 

geometry. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the rise 

of modern science in Europe, as exemplified by the work of 

Kepler, Galileo, and Newton, can be characterised as a spirit of 

geometrisation. In a 1953 remark that has often been quoted, 

by Need ham among many others, Albert Einstein observed that 

The development of Western science is based on two great 

achievements: the invention of the formal logical system (in 

Euclidean geometry) by the Greek philosophers, and the discov

ery of the possibility to find out causal relationships by system

atic experimentat (Renaissance) . In my opinion one has not to be 

astonished that the Chinese sages have not made these steps. 

The astonishing thing is that these discoveries were made at all.11 

Einstein's characterisation of geometry as a 'formal logical 

system' may remind us of our discussion of the development 

of Chinese thought in Part 1: as we saw, the school of Moism, 

which advocated logic and technics, was repressed by Confu

cians such as Mencius in favour of an outlook based on a moral 

cosmology. The second achievement of the West, according 

10. C. Scriba and P. Schreiber, 5000 Years of Geometry: Mathematics in 

History and Culture, tr. J. Schreiber, (Basel: Springer, 2015), 231, 236. 

11. A. Einstein, Letter to J. S. Switzer, April 23, 1953. In A. C. Crombie (ed.), 

Scientific Change: Historical Studies in the Intellectual. Social. and Technical 
Conditions for Scientific Discovery and Technical Invention, from Antiquity to 

the Present (London: Heinemann. 1963), .1L12. 

to Einstein, was the discovery of causal relations through 

experimentation. This search for causal regularities and 'laws 

of nature' is a very specific form of philosophising about nature, 

one that moves from concrete experiences to abstract models. 

In relation to Chinese thought, Need ham posed a very relevant 

question here: Can this emergence of the concept of laws 

of nature in Europe in the sixteenth and seventeenth cen

turY be attributed specifically to scientific and technological 

developments?12 Catherine Chevalley answers in the affirma

tive by pointing out three key scientific developments in Europe 

during this period: (1) the geometrisation of vision (Kepler); (2) 

the geometrisation of movement (Galileo); and (3) the codifica

tion of the conditions of the experiment (Boyle, Newton). In 

each of these cases, geometry plays a crucial role in so far as it 

allows for a detachment of scientific knowledge from everyday 

experience. In the first instance, Kepler mobilised the Plotinian 

understanding of light as emanation against Aristotle's substan

tialist definition, and showed that the formation of images on 

the retina involves a complicated process which follows geo

metrical rules (i.e. diffraction and the geometrical deformation 

of inverted images). Similarly, Galileo's geometrisation of the 

laws of movement, which superseded the Aristotelian concept 

of change (metobo/e) as modification of substance and acci

dents (generation or corruption), proceeded by considering an 

ideal environment of the void, where falling objects of different 

masses will acquire the same speed, against the intuitive belief 

that an object with larger mass will fall at a higher speed.13 

12. J. Needham, 'Human Laws and Laws of Nature in China and the West I', 

Journal of the History of Ideas 12:1 (January 1951), 3-30 ; "Human Laws and 

Laws of Nature in China and the West 11: Chinese Civilization and the Laws of 

Nature', Journal of the History of Ideas 12:2 (Apri11951), 19L1-230. 

13. C. Chevalley, 'Nature et loi dans la philosophie moderne', in Notions de 
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The apodictic nature of geometry stands against the fallibility Of 

intuition-a passage in Galileo's Dialogue Concerning the Two 

Chief World Systems reveals the striving for a methodological 

certitude that is not affected by the vicissitudes of human error 

and judgment : 

If this point of which we dispute were some point of law, or 

other part of the studies called the humanities, wherein there is 

neither truth nor falsehood, we might give sufficient credit to the 

acuteness of wit, readiness of answers, and the greater accom

plishment of writers, and hope that he who is most proficient in 

these will make his reason more probable and plausible. But the 

conclusions of natural science are true and necessary, and the 

judgment of man has nothing to do with them.
14 

Einstein was not unjustified, then, in his assessment of the 

advance of geometry in Europe. In fact, if we look at the 

history of cosmology from its mythical origins up to modern 

astronomy, via Claudius Ptolemy, Copernicus, Tycho Brahe, 

Kepler, and Newton, at every stage it is fundamentally a geo

metrical question.15 Even Einstein's theory of general relativity, 

which identifies gravity with the curvature of four -dimensional 

space-time, is fundamentally a geometrical theory (albeit no 

longer a Euclidean one). 

Philosophie, I, 127-230. 

1<1. Cited by C. Bambach, Heidegger. Dilthey and the Crisis of Historicism 

(lthaca and London: Cornell University Press), 50. 

15. See H.S. Kragh, Conceptions of Cosmos: From Myths to the Accelerating 
Universe: A History of Cosmology (Oxford: Oxford University Press. 2013), in 
which Kragh formulates a history of the cosmos according to a passage from 
to Euclidean geometry to non-Euclidean geometry, e.g. Riemannian geometry. 

§20.2 GEOMETRISATION AND 
TEMPORALISATION 
sut rather than limiting ourselves to geometry as a mathe

matical subject, let us take the question further by connecting 

it with the question of time. lt seems to me that the relation 

between time and geometry/space is fundamental to the 

Western concept of technics and its further development into 

efficient mnemotechnical systems. In posing the question in 

this way, we will shift from abstraction to idealisation-that is, 

from mental abstraction to idealisation in externalised geomet

rical forms. Idealisation has to be distinguished from ideation, 

which still concerns theoretical abstraction in thought-for 

example, we can think of a triangle (e.g. ideation), but the 

apodictic nature of the triangle becomes common to all when 

it is externalised (e.g. drawn).16 Idealisation in this sense thus 

involves an exteriorization, whether through writing or draw

ing. My reasoning on the relation between geometry, time, 

and technics can be summarised as follows: (1) geometry 

demands and allows the spatialization of time, which involves 

(2) exteriorization and idealization through technical means, 

(3) geometrical apodicticity allows logical inferences as well 

as the mechanization of casual relations, and (-4) the technical 

objects and technical systems made possible on the basis of 

such mechanisation in turn participate in the constitution of 

temporality: experience, history, historicity. 

Geometrisation is a spatialisation of time in various senses. 

Firstly, it visually expresses the movement of time (either in 

linear form or in a cone section); secondly, it both spatialises 

and exteriorises time in such a way that time can be recollected 

16. This speculation emerged out of many long discussions with Bernard 
Stiegler, and I take the distinction between ideation and idealization from him. 
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in the future in an idealised form (we will come back to this 

point later when discussing the thought of Bernard Stiegler). 

My hypothesis-though delicate and speculative-is simply 

the following: Not only was geometry not developed in China; 

in addition. the question of time was not addressed in the 

same way as in the West; and it is these two considerations 

together that gave rise to a different concept of technics 

in China. or indeed the apparent absence of any thinking of 

technics. This argument may seem rather perplexing at first 

glance. In order to explain, I will firstly give an outline of the 

question of time in China, and then move on to the relation 

between time and geometry, before we arrive at a synthesis 

of them in relation to technics. 

Sinologists such as Granet17 and Jullien have addressed the 

question of time in Chinese thought, and both argue that there 

is no concept of linear time in China but only shi, which means 

'occasions' or 'moments'. The Chinese traditionally manage their 

lives according to sishi (II!l~). meaning the four seasons.18 

17. M . Granet. La pensee chinoise (Paris: Albin Michel, 1968), 55-71. 

18. This is debatable, however: according to Chinese historian Liu Wenying, 

the classification of four season.s only arrived toward the end of the Western 
Zhou period (10L16-771 BC). Previously, a year was divided into spring and 

autumn. See Liu Wenying ( 'j~)C~ ). Birth and Development of the Concepts 
of Time and Space in Ancient China ( 9='~tl1~~~ft~B"J&1:.~~~~) 
(Shanghai: Shanghai Peoples' Press, 1980), 8; Moreover, this has to be further 

justified, since it may be argued that from the Shang dynasty (1600 B~-10L16 
BC), there has been a system for recording days and years known as Stems

and-Branches' ( ~-T:I:-t!r~::) . which functions according to a sexagenary cycle; 

moreover, this recording system was integrated with the I Ching for fortune 

telling, which also demands calculation; however, when Granet and Jullian 

argue that the concept of time was not elaborated in China, they mean that. 
although one can find ways of recording dates and years, the perception and 

understanding of time remained closely attached to concrete events rather 

than abstract time. Equally, the Chinese were pioneers in clockmaking: Zhang 
Heng (78-139) succeeded in using water to rotate an armillary sphere, and 

the polymath Su Song (1020-1101) constructed one of the first clocks 1n the 

Jullien also observes that this conception of time is closely 

related to the Huainanzi (discussed in Part 1 above) and its 

schematic definition of the relation between political and social 

conduct and seasonal change. As he notes, Chinese culture's 

understanding of time, where the movement of the seasons 

is taken as a first principle, is fundamentally different from that 

of the Aristotelian tradition, which is based on a conception of 

tirne as movement from one point to another, or from one form 

to another, involving quantity and distance.19 From antiquity, 

tirne has been considered to be inter-momentary-that is, 

it is thought in terms of movement between one point and 

another (we may want to call this a primary spatialisation 

quo geometrisation, in contrast to a second spatialisation in 

writing which we will discuss below): For the ancients, time is 

world, the 'Water-powered Armillary & Celestial Tower' (1088) . Therefore not 

only did the mechanization and calculation of time (calendric science) exist 

already in the Han dynasty, it was very advanced (see J. Needham, Ling Wang, 

o. J. de Sollar Price, Heavenly Clockwork The Great Astronomical Clocks 
of Medieval China [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008] , 7. Su 's 

machine was abandoned 121L1 due to the difficulty of transportation during the 

move of the capital [with the new dynasty], and no one else could understand 

the documents drafted by him in order to rebuild it.) Indeed, it is undeniable 

that China had a leading position in many technological domains before the 

sixteenth century. However, the question we should reflect on here is that of 

whether the existence of calendarity implies a conceptual 'elaboration' of time? 

One does not necessarily follow from the other. 

19. In Aristotle's Physics, time is considered to be 'quantity of movement' 

defined by the before and after, we can find a clear definition of time in 220b5-

12, in which see that time considered as 1)movement; 2) number; 3) between: 

'Time is the same at all places simultaneously, but earlier and later times are not 

the same, because also the present [stage of a] movement is just one, whereas 

the past and future [stages] are different [se. from each other] . And time is a 

number, not by which we number, but rather as a thing numbered, and this is 

always different when earlier or later; for the nows are different. [Similarly] the 

number of 100 horses and of 100 men is the same number, but those of which 

it is the number-the horses and the men-are different', cited by D. Bostock, 

Space, Time, Matter. and Form. Essays on Aristotle's Physics (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2006), 1L11, 
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'between' (metaxu); for the Stoics it is 'interval' (diastama); 

and for Augustine. sentimus interval/a temporum.
20 

But, as 

Jullien shows. this notion of time as interval only reached 

China in the nineteenth century, following the adoption of the 

Japanese translation of time as 'between-moments'-jikan in 

Japanese and shijian (~M) in Chinese.
21 

An alternative. more encompassing concept of time is 

found in the Chinese understanding of the cosmos/universe 

or Yu Zou (¥Eir).22 where Yu is space and Zou is time. Zou is 

etymologically related to the wheel of a wagon, from whose 

circular movement time takes its figurative metaphor.
23 

Sishr 

is likewise cyclical. and is divided into twenty-four solar terms 

(11[]*') indi~ated by seasonal change. For example, the period 

around 5-6 March is called jingzhe (.ti). literally meaning 

'the awakening of insects', indicating the end of hiberna

tion. In the 1 Ching, time (shi) is also referred to in terms of 

occasions: for example, one speaks of 'observing shr (~~)'. 
'understanding shf (13}3~)'. 'waiting for shf (q=!f~)'. and so on.

24 

Shf is also associated with shi (~). which Jullien translates 

as 'propensity' (propension). and which can be understood, 

simplifying somewhat. as situational thinking.
25 

(Following the 

work of Marcel Oetienne and Jean-Pierre Vernant. Jullien also 

20. Jullien, Du Temps. 74. 

21. Ibid., 73. 
22. Both 'cosmos' and 'universe' are translated into Chinese as Yu Zhou. 

23. Liu Wenying, 21-2. 

24. Chun-chieh Huang (J'4'~~). Confucian Thought and Chinese Historical 
Thinking (1~~J~,;m~~~l!f.'t !i\Mllt) (Taipei : Taiwan University Press. 2014),3. 

25. F. Jullien, Traite de /'efficacite (Paris: Editions Grasset.1996) . Granet a\~ 
emphasised this point. describing the concept of space in China as 'rhythmic 
and geometric'; however. one should also bear in mind that he was not really 

talking about space, but rather tengshui. 

pointed out that a similar thinking could be identified in ancient 

Greece. bearing the name metis, which Detienne and Vernant 

gloss as 'cunning intelligence'.26 Although the Sophists explored 

the concept of metis, this mode of thought was repressed and 

excluded from 'Hellenic science'). The association between 

the two concepts shf and shi, for Jullien, also undermines the 

idealist tendency to think from the subject or /, tending rather 

toward what he calls a transindividual relation with the outer 

world: what constitutes the subject is not the will or the desire 

to know. but rather what is outside of it and traverses it. 27 

We may therefore wonder whether, whereas in Chinese 

thinking. truth did not constitute a veritable philosophical 

question, while the search for apodicticity among the Greek 

thinkers allowed geometry to become the primary mode of 

representation of the cosmos (time and space), and thus 

allowed the reconstitution of the temporalisation of experi

ence by means of technics. Bernard Stiegler argues that the 

relation between geometry and time in the West is demon

strated in Socrates's response to Meno's question concerning 

virtue, where he shows that geometry is essentially technical 

and temporal in the sense that it demands a writing and a 

schematisation. Stiegler skilfully reconstructs the question of 

geometry as a question of time. or, we may say, a question of re

temporalisation. Recall that in the Meno, Socrates is challenged 

by Meno with a paradox: if you already know what virtue is, 

then you don't need to look for it; however, if you do not know 

what it is, then even when you encounter it. you will not be 

able to recognise it. The conclusion that follows is that one can 

26. M. Detienne and J.P. Vernant. Cunning Intelligence in Greek Culture and 
Society, tr. J. Lloyd (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991). 

27. Jullien, Du Temps, 84. 
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never know what virtue is. Socrates replies to this challenge 

with a ruse: he says that he once knew what virtue is, but has 

forgotten, and hence will need help to remember. Socrates 

demonstrates this process of remembering or anamnesis 

by asking a young uneducated slave to solve a geometrical 

problem by drawing it in the sand. For Stiegler, this operation 

exemplifies the technical exteriorisation of memory: it is only 

the markings on the sand-a form of techne-that allow the 

slave to trace the lines of the problem and to 'remember' the 
I 

forgotten truth. As Stiegler notes, geometrical elements such 

as a point or a line do not really exist, if we understand existence 

in terms of spatial-temporal presence. When we draw a point 

or a line in the sand, it is no longer a point, since 
1
it is already a 

surface. The ideality of geometry demands a schematization 

qua exteriorization as writing:28 

Geometry is knowledge of space, and space is a form of intuition. 

Thinking of space as such an a priori form suppose this capacity 

of projection that the figure represents. But it is essential here to 

notice that this projection is an exteriorization not only in that it 

allows a projection for intuition. but also in the sense that it con

stitutes a retentional space, that is to say a support of memory 

which, step by step. backs the reasoning of the temporal flux 

that is reason. which thinks.29 

According to Stiegler's deconstruction, then, the Platonic con

cept of truth as recollection is necessarily supplemented with a 

technical dimension which, however, Plato does not thematise. 

28. See B. Stiegler and E. During, Philosopher par accident (Paris: Galilee, 

200Ll), chapter 2. 

29. Ibid., 52. 

Stiegler calls this 'tracing of the line on the sand', this exte

riorised memory, tertiary retention-a term that he adds to 

the primary and secondary retention explained in Husserl's On 

the Phenomenology of the Consciousness of Internal Time.30 

When we listen to a melody, what is retained immediately 

in memory is the primary retention; if tomorrow I recall the 

melody, this testifies to a secondary retention. What Stiegler 

calls tertiary retention, then, would be, for example, the musi

cal score, the gramophone, or any other recording device that 

externalises the melody in a stable and enduring form outside 

of consciousness proper. 

Here Stiegler takes up the thread of Jacques Derrida's 

Introduction to Husser/'s Origin of Geometry, where Derrida 

confirms that what constitutes the origin of geometry is 

communication from generation to generation, as Husserl 

himself argues; but adds that this is only possible through 

writing, which assures the 'absolute traditionalisation of the 

object, of its absolute objectivity'. Geometry is constituted 

not only by communication (drawn figures), but is itself the 

constituent of communication (ortho-graphs), without which 

the 'self-evidence' or apodicticity of geometry would not be 

retained.31 Stiegler takes this thesis much further, integrat

ing it with Leroi-Gourhan's concept of exteriorisation (see 

30. E. Husserl, On the Phenomenology of the Consciousness of Internal 
Time (1893-1917). tr. J.B. Brough (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 1991). 

31. 'The drawn figure and writing are two sine quo non conditions of 
geometry, qua two dimensions of exteriority. There is geometry only when 
there is a figure whose elements (point. line. surface. angle, hypotenuse. etc.) 
are defined by a language that poses them as idealities. But this language can 
pose them as definitions in this way only on condition that they can be ortho
graphically recorded. allowing the work of thinking to proceed step by step 
and "to the letter". with no loss of semantic substance.' Stiegler and During, 
Philosopher par Accident, 5Ll. 
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Introduction). Technical objects, for Stiegler, constitute an epi

phylogenetic memory, a 'past that I never lived but that is nev

ertheless my past. without which I would never have had a Past 

of my own'.32 Epiphylogenetic memory is distinct from both 

genetic and ontogenetic memory (the memory of the central 

nervous system); in Stiegler's words, it is a 'techno-logical 

memory'33 which resides in languages, the use of tools, the 

consumption of goods, and ritual practices. We might say 

then that technics, as the idealisation of geometrical think

ing, inscribes time and simultaneously brings into play a new 

dimension of time-one which, as Stiegler shows, remained 

under-elaborated in Heidegger's Being and Time. 

§20.3 GEOMETRY AND 
COSMOLOGICAL SPECIFICITY 
If Stiegler was able to retrieve from his reading of Plato and his 

deconstruction of Heidegger a concept of time as technics in 

Western philosophy, it seems that a similar enterprise would 

not be possible for ancient Chinese philosophy. We have to 

admit that to say that technology inscribes time is to make an 

ontological and a universal claim. Leroi-Gourhan's anthropol

ogy of technology had already shown that technics should be 

understood as a form of the exteriorisation of memory as well 

as the liberation of organs, and hence that the invention and 

use of technical apparatuses is also a process of hominisation. 

Tool-use and the liberation of the hands, and the invention 

of writing and the liberation of the brain, are corresponding 

activities that transform and define the human as a species. 

In other words, Leroi-Gourhan offers an evolutionary theory of 

32. Stiegler, Technics and Time 1, 1Ll0 

33. Ibid., 177 

the human from the perspective of the invention and usage 

of technical objects. However, the experience of technics is 

related to and partially conditioned by cosmology-and it is 

precisely in this sense that we insist on the importance of a 

cosmotechnics. Technical apparatuses function somatically 

as extensions of organs-and, as prostheses, are somatically 

and functionally universal, and yet they are not necessarily 

cosmologically universal. That is to say, in so far as technics 

is both driven by and constrained by cosmological thinking, it 

acquires different meanings, beyond its somatic functionalities 

alone. For example, different cultures may have similar calen

dars (e.g. with 365 days in a year) , yet this doesn't mean that 

they have the same concept or t~e same experience of time. 

Now, as touched upon in the Introduction, Leroi-Gourhan 

himself provides a comprehensive theory of the convergence 

and divergence of technical inventions across different milieus 

according to two general concepts: technical tendencies 

and technical facts. 34 The technical tendency is a universal 

tendency that occurs in the techno-evolutionary process, for 

example the use of fiint or the invention of the wheel ; whereas 

technical facts relate to particular expressions of this tendency 

conditioned by a specific social-geographical milieu: for exam

ple, the invention of tools that suit a particular geographical 

environment or adopt t he use of certain symbols. 

Yet even if we agree with Leroi-Gourhan in seeing the 

exteriorisation of memory as a general technical tendency, this 

does not yet allow us to explain why and how each culture exte

riorises at a different pace and with a different direction; that is, 

it does not explain how exteriorisation is determined by certain 

3Ll . A. Leroi-Gourhan, Milieu et Technique [19Ll3] (Paris: Albin Michel, 1973), 
Ll2Ll-3Ll . 

217 

G) 
m 
0 
s: 
m 
-1 
;o 
-< 
)> 
z 
0 
() 

0 
(f) 

s: 
0 
r 
0 
G) 

() 
)> 
r 
(f) 

-o 
m 
Q , 
() 
-1 
-< 



218 

>-
~ 
0 
l.L 

0 
w 
0.. 
Cl) 

_.J 

<{ 

0 
CJ 
0 
_.J 

0 
~ 
Cl) 

0 
0 
0 
z 
<{ 

>-
0:: 
I
W 

~ 
0 
w 
CJ 

conditions-not only biological and geographical but 
. . · also 

soc1al, cultural, and metaphysical. As noted in the lntrod . 
. ~~ 

Lero1-Gourhan attempted to analyse the differences bet ' 
. . ween 

techn1cal facts 1n terms of the specificity of the milieu a d . n Its 
exchanges with other tribes and cultures· however h'1s f . ' ocus 
tended to ~e on the description of technical objects themselves. 

Indeed, th1s constitutes the great strength of Leroi-Gourhan's 

uniqu.e research method; and yet in proceeding in this way 

he failed to take the question of cosmology sufficiently into 

account.35 For Leroi-Gourhan, in the differentiation of technical 

facts the biological condition is primary, since it is central to 

the issue of survival: for example, utensils such as bowls are 

invented so that one need not go to the source of the water 

every time. The importance of geographical conditions is 

evident, since the climatic conditions specific to a given region 

favour certain inventions over others. In FOdo-a response to 

Heidegger's Being and Time-Japanese philosopher Watsuji 

Tetsuro (tO :i± t& ~~) even goes so far as to argue that the milieu 

also determines the personal character of the population and 

their aesthetic judgement.36 The Japanese word tOdo comes 

from the two Chinese characters for wind (Jl) and soil (±). 

Watsuji classifies three types of fOdo, namely monsoon, desert 

and meadow. To give brief examples of Watsuji's observations, 

he thinks that, since Asia is heavily affected by monsoons, the 

resulting relative lack of seasonal change creates an easy-going 

personality. In Southeast Asia especially, since the weather is 

35. Speech and Gesture does in fact contain passages on the relation 
between city development and cosmogony-however here Leroi-Gourhan 
understands the latter as a symbolic form. 

36. T. Watsuji , Climate and Culture: A Philosophical Study (FOdo [Jl±]). tr. 
G. Bownas (Westport. CT: Greenwood Press, 1961). 

always very warm, nature provides a plenitude of foodstuffs, 

and therefore there is no need to labour too much in order to 

survive, or to worry about the possibility of day-to-day living. 

Similarly, he argues that the lack of natural resources in the 

deserts of the Middle East creates solidarity between peoples, 

so that the Jewish people, although they live in diaspora, 

remain united; while in the meadowlands of Europe, clear and 

regular seasonal changes demonstrate the constancy of the 

laws of nature, thus suggesting the possibility of mastering 

nature with science. Watsuji has an interesting observation 

on the relation between the fOdo of Greece and the develop

ment of geometry and its logic, as expressed in Greek art and 

technics. He points out that, far before the sculptor and painter 

Phidias (480-430 se), Greek sculpture already had a close rela

tion to Pythagorean geometry. Before the birth of geometry, 

Greek art already attests to a 'geometrical' mode of observa

tion or theoria , conditioned by a fOdo which is 'bright' and 

'hides nothing': 

Hence the Greek climate offered a unique opportunity for the 

furthering of such unrestricted observation. The Greek looked at 

his vivid and bright world, where the form of everything was bri l

liant and distinct , and his observing developed wit hout restrict ion 

in that there was mutual competition [ .. . ]The observat ion of a 

bright and sunny nature automatically promoted the develop

ment of a similarly bright and sunny character in the subject. 

This came out as a brightness and clarity of form in sculpture. in 

architecture and in idealistic thought.37 

37. Ibid., 86. 
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Watsuji related this 'pure observation' to Aristotle's concept Of 

form (eidos) as essence (ousia); one can also relate it to his 

hylomorphism. and to Plato's theory of form-the incarnation 

of the ideal in the real. This geometrical reason is crucial to 

the development of the art and technics that character_ 

ised ancient Greek culture. The Romans, although they were 

unable to take up the legacy of Greek art. maintained their 

geometrical reason, and therefore, suggests Watsuji, 'through 

Rome, Greece's reason settled the fate of Europe'.38 By con

trast. in Chinese and Japanese fOdo one rarely encounters the 

brightness of Greece; instead they are characterised by mists 

and constant changes in weather, meaning that beings are 

obscured and are not revealed in the same way as in Hellenic 

forms. According to Watsuji, then, what developed in these 

fOdo was an illogical and unpredictable 'unity of temper': 

So the artist, unlike his Greek counterpart. cannot seek unity in 

his work by proportion and by regularity of form. The latter were 

replaced by a unity of temper, which cannot be other than illogi

cal and unpredictable. In that it is hard to find any law in them. 

techniques governed by temper never developed into learning.39 

lt is worth mentioning here that Watsuji had already observed 

that the fOdo is not eternal: he predicted that the situation 

in South East Asia would change greatly when Chinese busi

nessmen entered into the region-meaning that the tech

nologies, practices, and social values brought by the Chinese 

through trade would produce a huge transformation of the 

region. it is only in so far as exchange between ethnic groups 

38. Ibid., 91. Watsuji was not probably aware that Heidegger had an opposite 
position on the Greco-Roman heritage. 

39. Ibid., 90. 

is limited that the conception and development of technics is 

subsumed by cosmology, which is grounded in culture, social 

structure, and moral values-and, for Watsuji, ultimately, in 

the fOdo. 

The fact that Chinese culture does not elaborate on time 

and geometry, then, may have served as a cultural and cosmo

logical condition of its technological development. producing, 

in Leroi-Gourhan's terms, different technical facts within the 

universal technical tendency. We can observe the different 

ways in which these conditions developed in China and in 

the West according to two technical aspects: firstly, in the 

interpretation of time in the production of technical beings, 

in the sense that time can be geometrically treated, whether 

as linear or cyclical, thus allowing a new temporalization; and 

secondly, in the understanding of progress and historicity in 

relation to technicity. These differences stem from differing 

understandings of nature (cosmos) and progress (time). In 

Proces ou Creation, his treatise on the Neo-Confician Wang 

Fuzhi (±xz, 1619-1692), Jullien remarks that Wang Fuzhi 

can hardly speak of the progress of history when he does 

not oppose nature to history; Jullien's conclusion is that 'the 

tradition in which [Wang] inscribed his thinking was never 

affected by a theophanic reading of history'.40 But there is also 

a political reason that explains why, although there is history 

in China, there is also a lack of discourse on historicity. lt is 

surprising to note that Laozi, the author of Oao De Ching, was 

a historian of the Zhou dynasty; or more precisely, that he was 

the official historian of the royal library.41 What did it mean to 

LIO. Jullien, Proces ou Creation , 72. 

Ll1. Ssu-Ma Ch'ien ( '§'J~:il ) . Records of the Grand Historian of China(~ 
~). tr. B. Watson (New York: Columbia University Press, 1961); see the section 
on Lao Tzu. 
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be a historian at that time? And how can a historian have left 

us a Oao De Ching that is indifferent to both history and tirne? 

In its first sentence we already read that · Dao called dao is 

not dao. Names can name no lasting name'. Should we read 

this as a refusal of the writing of history, provided that what 

he means by history is something that always escapes and is 

continually changing? In fact. in Laozi's time, the role of the 

historian was to peruse the ancient texts in order to give advice 

on governance; the political use of history qua interpretation 

of texts took precedence over any development of historical 

consciousness. As we have already seen in Part 1, this remained 

the case up until the time of Dai Zhen. and especially Zhang 

Xuecheng, who, in the eighteenth century, sought to break 

Dao out of the 'prison' of the classics. 

This second point will be our major concern, meaning that 

we will be concerned with articulating the relation between 

the conception of time (nature and history) and technological 

development. In parallel, we will see that the efforts that were 

made to elaborate on the concept of time in China and in East 

Asia were in general closely related to the question of modernity, 

but that they adopted a very ambiguous relation to technics. 

This has its consequences in contemporary China, where today 

we observe a kind of paradox: on one hand, there is rampant 

technological development in terms of scientific research, 

infrastructure projects, and construction (including its devel

opment project in Africa); while on the other hand there is a 

strong sense of loss or disorientation, in which China ceases 

to be China. and becomes instead capitalism with Chinese 

characteristics-not so different from the situation foreseen 

by Hu Shi (see §16.2), where the residue of Chinese culture 

serves only to inflect an otherwise triumphant westernisation. 

The end of modernity in Europe, meaning the beginning of the 

process of gaining technological consciousness, has only ampli

fied this paradox, since the temporal and spatial compression 

of globalisation leaves no room for negotiation, only exerting 

an ever greater pressure for assimilation. 

This is a delicate hypothesis, and so is the demonstration 

that I want to proceed with in the following pages. The aim 

here is to reconsider the question of technology by situating 

China within the European temporal axis; and to make room 

for a new programme of cosmotechnics. However, we will 

first have to examine the different attempts to 'overcome 

modernity' and to learn from their failures. These historical 

lessons are indispensable in exposing the deep problematics 

of modernity and the traps that may lie ahead as we try to 

move beyond them. 

§21. MODERNITY AND TECHNOLOGICAL 
CONSCIOUSNESS 
If, as we saw in Part I, the holistic cosmological view in China 

was brutally dismantled by modernisation, this was because it 

was able neither to resist nor to confront the technical reality 

of European and American culture. Qi-Oao as a moral and 

cosmological structure was transformed and restructured 

by the material-ideal structure of technics. The sun, moon. 

and planets moved in the same way as before, but they were 

no longer perceived to have the same meaning, the same 

structure. or the same rhythm. Modernisation is fundamentally 

a transformation, if not a destruction, of the moral cosmol

ogy that is expressed in every form of art in China, from tea 

ceremonies to calligraphy, from craftsmanship to architecture. 

After the example of Plato's suppression of the spatial 

supplement involved in the slave-boy's anamnesis, technics 

as inscription, and hence as a support of time, has been the 
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unconsciousness of the modern. That is to say, it has never 

been thematised as such within modernity, and yet it acts in 

such a way as to constitute the very conception and percep

tion of the modern. Now, unconsciousness only exists in 

relation to consciousness; we might even call it the negation 

of consciousness. When consciousness recognises something 

unconscious, even though it may not be able to know exactly 

what it is, it will attempt to integrate it and render it functional. 

Technological unconsciousness is the most invisible, yet the 

most visible being; as Heidegger says, we don't see what is 

nearest to us. And it was this technological unconsciousness 

that granted the cogito the will and the self-assurance to 

exploit the world, without perceiving the limits of this exploi

tation. The later discourse on progress and development that 

fuelled and justified the European colonial project continues 

with the same logic, up until the moment when crises are 

imminent: industrial catastrophes, the extinction of species, 

the endangering of biodiversity .... 

Bruno Latour formulates this in a different way: he sees it 

as the internal contradiction between two registers: on the one 

hand what he calls 'purification', e.g. nature vs culture, subject 

vs object, and on the other hand what he calls 'mediation' 

or 'translation', meaning the production of 'quasi-objects', or 

objects that are neither purely natural nor cultural (for example, 

the hole in the ozone layer) . The latter, presented as a hybridisa

tion, are according to Latour in fact nothing but the amplifica

tion of purification. Given this contradiction in the constitution 

of the modern, Latour claims that 'we have never been modern', 

in the sense that the 'modern' profoundly separates nature and 

culture, and embodies the contradiction between domination 

and emancipation. Although Latour does not characterise the 

modern in terms of technological unconsciousness, then, he 

recognises that the modern refused to conceptualise quasi

objects. A quasi-object is something that is neither merely 

object nor subject, but a technical mediation between the 

two-for example (in Michel Serres's example) a football in 

the football game which, when the two teams play, ceases to 

be an object, but transcends such a subject -object division. 

The refusal to conceptualise quasi-objects means that the 

concept of technics that functions to separate nature .and 

culture, subject and object, as is the case in the laboratory, is 

not fully recognised or remains unconscious: 

Moderns do differ from premoderns by this single trait: t hey 

refuse to conceptualize quasi-objects as such. In their eyes. 

hybrids present the horror that must be avoided at all costs by a 

ceaseless. even maniacal purification[ ... ] [T]his very refusal leads 

to the uncontrollable proliferation of a certain type of being: the 

object, constructor of the social , expelled from the social world, 

to a transcendent world that is, however, not divine-a world 

that produces, in contrast, a floating bearer of law and morality.<12 

Technics remained unconscious, then, and yet this uncon

sciousness began to produce significant effects in the life of 

the mind at a certain moment in European history, namely the 

modern era, and this unconsciousness culminated during the 

Industrial Revolution. The transformation of this unconscious

ness to consciousness characterises the contemporary tech

nological condition. lt is a turn, in which one attempts to render 

technics a part of consciousness, but not consciousness itself 

(which is why we can understand it as instrumental rationality) . 

.<:12. B. Latour, We Have Never Been Modern, tr. C. Porter (Cambridge, MA: 

Harvard University Press, 1993), 112. 
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This new condition is shared throughout the globe, Without 

any choice in the matter: even in the Amazonian forest there 

are movements that have had to insist on their own cultures

for example giving rights to non-humans, preserving traditional 

cultural practices, and so on-just as the Chinese attempted 

to save their traditional values during modernisation. Faced 

with the impossibility of claiming complete social and eco

nomic autonomy, they have had to confront the contemporary 

technological condition, and the destiny of such indigeneous 

practices remains uncertain today. 

In contrast to the common understanding, according to 

which the postmodern, dating to the late twentieth century, 

indicates the end of modernity, I would rather say that moder

nity only comes to an end at this moment in the twenty-first 

century, almost forty years after Jean-Francois Lyotard's 

announcement of the advent of the postmodern, since it 

seems that only at this stage do we come to appreciate our 

technological consciousness. In fact, not only Latour and 

Lyotard, but also many others who wrote on technology, such 

as Jacques Ellul and Gilbert Simondon, had raised the problem 

of the lack of awareness and misunderstanding of technology. 

For example, in On the Mode of Existence of Technical Objects, 

Simondon characterises it as an ignorance and misunderstand

ing of technics, and tries to render visible or raise awareness 

of technical objects.43 Jacques Ellul, in turn, took up Simon

don's analysis of technical objects and technical ensembles 

and extended it to the global technological system that is in 

the process of becoming a totalising force. lt is this effort at 

rendering conscious that of which we are unaware, but which 

LJ3. Simondon, Du mode d'existence des objets techniques, 10. 

largely constitutes our everyday life, that really constitutes the 

·end of modernity'. 

However, let us step back and ask: What do we mean by 

the word 'end'? lt doesn't mean that modernity suddenly stops, 

but rather that, as a project, it has to confront its limit, and in 

doing so, will be transformed. Therefore, by 'end of modernity', 

we surely do not mean that modernity ceases to affect us, 

but rather that we see and know that it is coming to its end. 

Nevertheless it still remains for us to overcome it, to overcome 

the effects that it has produced on and in us-and this will 

undoubtedly take much longer than we might imagine, just as 

Heidegger tells us that the end of metaphysics doesn't mean 

that metaphysics no longer exists and has ceased to affect us, 

but rather that we are witnessing its completion and waiting 

for something else to take over, whether a new thinking of 

Being, or an even more speculative metaphysics. Furthermore, 

like the end of metaphysics, the end of modernity proceeds at 

a different pace in Asia than in Europe, precisely in so far as, 

firstly, their philosophical systems do not perfectly match each 

other, and, secondly, the propagation of a concept from one 

system to another is always a deferment and a transformation. 

The postmodern arrived too early, with too much hope, 

anxiety, and excitement, in the writings of Lyotard-a prophet 

of the twentieth century. Lyotard's discourse on the postmod

ern prioritises the aesthetic; he is sensitive to the aesthetic 

shifts produced by the transformation of the world driven by 

the forces of technology, and tries to turn this force into one 

that would be capable of negating the modern. The postmod

ern is a response to such new aesthetics, and also serves as a 

new way of thinking through the appropriation of technology. 

Hence it is unsurprising to see that, in the exhibition Les lmma

teriaux curated by Lyotard in 1985 at the Centre Pompidou in 
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Paris, the question of sensibility came to the fore, with new 

technical and industrial objects juxtaposed with artworks frorn 

Yves Klein, Marcel Duchamp, and others. The sensibility and 

the 'inquietude' that Les lmmateriaux attempted to foster 

amounts to an awareness of the uncertainty of the cosrnos, 

the insecurity of knowledge, and the future of humanity. With 

this new sensibility, human beings become more aware of what 

is in their hands, of the technical means they have developed, 

and of the fact that their own will and existence have become 

dependent upon these apparatuses which they believed to be 

their own creations-and indeed that the human itself is in the 

process of being 'rewritten' by the new 'immaterial ' languages 

of machines. lt is in this way that Lyotard rais~d the question 

of anamnesis in relation to technology: he saw very clearly 

that the exploitation of memory by industry would be amplified 

with the development of telecommunications technologies. 

He therefore sought to overcome the industrial hegemony of 

memory by pushing the question to a new height (and setting 

it on a new plane) , albeit one that remains very speculative 

and hence almost opaque. The process that is understood as 

the end of modernity, in my own conceptualisation, centres on 

the hypothesis that modernity is subtended by a technological 

unconsciousness, and that its end is indicated by a becoming

conscious, a realisation that Dasein is a technical being who 

may invent technics, but is also conditioned by them. 

Heidegger 's Being and Time, especially his critique of 

Cartesian ontology: and in his later works the effort to recon

struct the history of Being-a task which can be understood 

as that of terminating modernity by posing a new question, a 

recommencement -arises from an awareness of the forget

ting of Being. The ontological difference is an opening, since it 

reformulates the question of Being according to two different 

orders of magnitude, one concerning beings (Seiendes) , the 

other Being (Sein). The forgotten question of Being functions 

as the unconscious of the ontic inquiry into beings consti 

tuted by the history of science and technology. Freud, in turn, 

developed a theory of the unconscious and of repression in 

order to retrieve that which is deeply hidden and long since 

forgotten and repressed by the superego. The tasks of Freud 

and Heidegger, although they belong to two very different 

theories and disciplines, characterised two major discourses 

on modernity in the twentieth century, and two attempts 

to quit this modernity. As we shall see, in confronting the 

question concerning technology in China, Freud's concep

tion of the unconscious, repression, and working-through will 

be crucial. Indeed, Heidegger hinted at a kind of repression 

inherent in the antagonistic relation between technology and 

the question of Being: for him, technology, the completion of 

Western metaphysics, occluded the original question of Being. 

The forgetting of Being, in effect, is the question concerning 

technology. In order to understand technology, and what is at 

stake in it for non-European cultures, then, we must go by way 

of Heidegger and the concept of technology as the completion 

of metaphysics, but without equating Eastern and Western 

philosophical systems and thereby attributing a universal origin 

of technics to Prometheus. We must rather seize the possibility 

of appropriating it, deferring it as an end, and, in this deferring, 

re-appropriate the Geste//-that is, modern technology.44 

LlLl. This is derived from what Stiegler. following Derrida, calls 'pharmacology', 
meaning that technics is at the same time 'remedy' and 'poison'. We will see later 
that the resistance that we are talking about is by no means a blind resistance 
to all modern technologies-which would be unwise if not impossible-but 
rather a resistance that aims for a re-temporalization and re-opening of the 
question of world history. 

229 

~ 
0 
0 
m 
;o 
z 
::::; 
-< 
)> 

z 
0 
-j 
m 
0 
I 
z 
0 
r 
0 
G) 

0 
)> 
r 
0 
0 
z 
(/) 

0 
0 
c 
Cl) 
z 
m 
(/) 
(/) 



230 

(/) 
(/) 
w 
z 
(/) 

:J 
0 
u 
(/) 

z 
0 
u 
,...J 
<( 

u 
(9 

0 
_J 

0 
z 
I 
u 
w 
1-

0 
z 
<( 

>-
1-

z 
Cl:: 
w 
0 
0 
~ 

it is with Bernard Stiegler, not Lyotard, that this question 

becomes transparent. The work of Stiegler announces the 

end of modernity.-'1 5 Stiegler demonstrates that Western Phi

losophy has long since forgotten the question of technology: 

if, for Heidegger. there is a forgetting of Being, for Stiegler 

there is equally a forgetting of technics. Technics, as tertiary 

retention, is the condition of all conditions, meaning that even 

Dasein, who seeks to retrieve an authentic time, in order to 

do so must rely on tertiary retention, which is at once the 

already-there and the condition of Dasein's being-in-the

world . For Stiegler, technics, notwithstanding its destructive 

nature in the epoch of technology described by Heidegger in 

'The Question Concerning Technology', thus becomes more 

fundamental than the forgetting of Being: the history of Being 

as situated in the history of Western metaphysics will have 

to be rewritten according to the concept of technique as an 

original default (as well as the fault of Epimetheus). 

We may therefore ask whether, as suggested above, rather 

than this forgetting being a lack of memory, a hypomnesis 

brought about by technical objects, it is a question of an uncon

scious content that is only slowly recognised once its effects 

on the life of the mind become significant. The deconstruction 

of Heidegger's and Husserl's concepts of time in the three 

volumes of Technics and Time may in this case be seen as 

a psychoanalysis of this technological unconsciousness, and 

therefore as an attempt to release them from their repression 

by the cogito, the symbol of modernity. 

L15. This is not to suggest that Lyotard did not contribute to it. As we will 
see below, Lyotard posed a very speculative question in a discussion with 
Stiegler-that of the 'clear mirror'-which attempts to radically open up a new 
direction in the dialogue with the Other that is often absent in the philosophy 
of technology. 

§22. THE MEMORY OF MODERNITY 
Stiegler's tertiary retention is fundamentally a question of a 

kind of time that remains ambiguous in Heidegger's Being 

and Time. Heidegger's critique of clock time forms a part 

of his critique of the forgetting of Being, as indicated by 

the loss of an authentic time, or Eigentlichkeit. In the sec

ond division of Being and Time, Heidegger expanded this 

critique to encompass the question of history and historic

ity. In order to understand historicity, one must first situate 

Dasein as a historical being. Heidegger distinguishes historicity 

(Geschichtlichkeit), which has its source in Dasein's historising 

(Geschehen), from historiology (Historie): historicity is not 

an objective description of what is past, but rather resides in 

the totality of historising, meaning the temporalisation of the 

past, present, and future. For Heidegger the past, memory, is 

primordial, as is the case in Wilhelm Oilthey-a major influence 

on Heidegger both before and during the writing of Being and 

Time. For Dilthey, life is historical in three basic ways. Firstly, 

the past always insists in the present, since life is always an 

lnnewerden, a process of integrating what is past into the 

present: secondly, the present is a building-up (Aufbau) of the 

past in terms of structure and development; and thirdly, the 

past also exists as an objectified past, in the form of artefacts, 

nexuses of actions, events, and so on .-'16 Not unlike Dilthey, 

Heidegger attempts to grasp this temporalisation as a whole. 

The present, as the pivot of such a historisation, emerges from 

Dasein's grasp of its own historicity. 

In the second division of Being and Time, Heidegger 

arrives at the question of resoluteness, being-towards-death, 

L16. T. R. Schatzki, 'Living Out of the Past: Dilthey and Heidegger on Life and 
History', Inquiry -46:3 (2003), 301-323: 312. 

231 

_, 
I 
m 

s: 
m 
s: 
0 
::0 
-< 
0 
"Tl 

s: 
0 
0 
m 
::0 
z _, 
-< 



232 

>-
t: 
z 
0:: 
w 
0 
0 
2 
u_ 

0 
>-
0:: 
0 
2 
w 
2 
w 
I 
1-

and being-in-the-world as the basic structure with which to 

describe this temporalisation which yields an 'authentic his

toricity'. The world is disclosed in the resoluteness of Dasein, 

since in resoluteness Dasein comes back to itself; and in such 

a coming-to-itself, it is able to find its authenticity. But what 

does Heidegger mean by resoluteness (Entschlossenheit)? lt 

is, Heidegger writes, defined 

as a projecting of oneself upon one's own Being-guilty( ... ] Reso

luteness gains its authenticity as anticipatory resoluteness ( a/s 

dos verschwiegene, angstbereite Sichentwerfen auf dos eigene 

Schuldigsein [ ... ]lhre Eigentlichkeit gewinnt sie a/s vorlaufende 

Entschlossenheit] '. 47 

Derrida points out that here, the Schuld of the Schuldigsein 

doesn't simply mean guilt ( coupable) or responsibility, but 

rather a non-empirical debt, 'of which I am indebted as if I was 

always already taken in a contract -and it is historicity-a 

contract that I have not signed but that ontologically obliges 

me.'48 This 'non-empirical debt' is the 'heritage' whose authen

ticity can only be achieved when Dasein firstly takes over 'in 

the thrownness an entity which is itself'.49 Such resoluteness, 

in turn, is brought about by the recognition of being-towards

death as finitude and limit of Dasein. In other words, being

towards-death is the necessary condition of any freedom in 

its 'authentic sense'. Only in being free for death does Dasein 

understand its finite freedom, which allows it to choose and to 

<17. M. Heidegger, Sein und Zeit (Tubingen: Max Niemeyer Verlag, 2006), 
382; Being and Time, tr. J. Macquarrie and E. Robinson (Oxford: Blackwell, 
2006), <13<1. 

<18. J. Derrida, Heidegger : la question de I'Etre et /'Histoire Cours de /'ENS
Uim (1964-1965) (Paris: Galilee, 2013), 273-<1 . 

<19. Heidegger, Being and Time. <13<1 . 

decide between accidental situations, and therefore become 

able to hand down to itself its own fate. This self-handing

down (sich uberliefern) of resoluteness must result in the 

revelation of a place, the 'do' or 'there' of Dasein, as its des

tination in authenticity. In what does this self-handing-down 

consist. then? 

The resoluteness in which Dasein comes back to itself, discloses 

current tactical possibilities of authentic existing, and discloses 

them in terms of the heritage which that resoluteness, as thrown, 

takes over. In one's coming back resolutely to one's thrownness, 

there is hidden a handing down to oneself [ sichOberliefern] of 

the possibilities that have come down to one, but not necessarily 

as having thus come down.50 

The Sichuberlieferung doesn't happen naturally, but is both a 

choice and a repetition. Derrida translates it as 'auto-transmis

sion' and 'auto-tradition', and proposes that it is another face 

of the 'auto-affection' of pure time that Heidegger described 

in Kant and the Problem of Metaphysics.51 The 'there' is 

revealed in the moment of vision (Augenblick), where Dasein 

resolves the tension between its resoluteness and its being

in-the-world with others. Despite the fact that the question 

of 'heritage' is recognised, it is recognised only as the 'given'. 

But can a historical being be possible without an analyt

ics of the 'already there' (schon do)? Death only acquires its 

meaning when it is situated within a world of symbols, rela

tions, and writings; otherwise the death of the human being 

50. Ibid., <13<1 [emphasis in the original] . 

51. Oerrida, Heidegger: la question de /'Etre et I'Histoire, 265-8. 
Unfortunately Derrida didn't fully develop his argument. but he does point out 
that the sichOberlieferung, the transmission of the self ('la transmission de 
soi') is the original synthesis and is central to historicity. 

233 

__, 
I 
m 

~ 
m 
~ 
0 
::0 
-< 
0 , 
~ 
0 
0 
m 
::0 
z 
__, 
-< 



234 

>-
1-

z 
a: 
w 
0 
0 
2 
u.. 
0 
>
a: 
0 
2 
w 
2 
w 
I 
1-

would be no different to that of animals. Death for animals is 

fundamentally a question of survival, but for human beings, it 

is also, according to Heidegger, the question of freedom. it is 

this question-the question of a Oasein analytics from the per

spective of technics-that Stiegler attempts to answer in his 

Technics and Time. For Stiegler. temporalisation is conditioned 

by tertiary retention since, in every projection, there is always 

a restructuring of memory that is not limited to the past that 

I have lived. Addressing the museum of antiquities, Heidegger 

asks 'What is the past?', and replies, 'nothing else than that 

world within which they belonged to a context of equipment 

and were encountered as ready-to-hand and used by a con

cernful Dasein which was-in-the-world·. 52 The past consists in 

the structures of relations which are no longer expressed as the 

ready-to-hand, but can only be made visible by thematisation 

(in which case, they become present-at-hand). However, with 

the notion of tertiary retention introduced by Stiegler, what 

was ready-to-hand functions as the condition for, and as the 

unconscious part of, our everyday experience. That is to say, 

Stiegler brings about a new dynamic of temporalisation; we 

will come back to this point below, in the discussion of Keiji 

Nishitani's interpretation of Heidegger. 

The question of memory does indeed concern tertiary 

retentions such as monuments, museums, and archives: 

the latter become the symptoms of technological unconscious

ness because, on the one hand, this technological uncon

sciousness speeds up the destruction and disappearance 

of traditional life, yet on the other also promotes a desire to 

retain what is disappearing. This is a contradiction, since this 

memorialisation tends to act as a consolation for the profound 

52. Heidegger, Being and Time, LJ31. 

rnelancholia produced by this process, without realising that 

it is technological unconsciousness that is responsible for it. 

Modernity, fully dominated by its will, sees only its destina

tion (development. commerce. etc.), and rarely sees what is 

unconsciously driving it towards such an illusory goal. Hence 

rnodernity and memory sometimes seem in opposition to 

each other, yet at other times seem to supplement each other. 

The force of modernity is one that dismantles obstacles and 

abandons laggards, and the critique of modernisation has 

often centred on its disrespect for history and tradition. Yet 

the discourse of collective memory is also wholly modern-a 

compensation for what is destroyed, since only when threat

ened by destruction does it become a memory rather than 

a mere object of everyday life of interest only to historians.53 

Heidegger takes a critical view of this memorialisation, since 

it objectifies in a way that tends to alienate Dasein's authentic 

grasp of historicity. Objectified history, or what Heidegger calls 

'historicism' (Historismus), has its source not in Dasein but 

rather in the effort to objectify world history, in which Dasein 

then becomes no longer a historical being, but rather one 

among many objects, swept along by a history determined 

by events external to it. In the Black Notebooks, Heidegger 

makes the opposition even more explicit: 

History [Historie]: technology [Technik] of 'Geschichte' 

Technology [Technik] : history [Historie] of 'Nature'54 

53. For this reason we see that. in China, high-speed economic development 
has destroyed cities yet, at equal speed, replaced them with monuments or 
museums; one suspects that this is not purely an economically driven process, 
but rather that there is a symptomatic lack of historical consciousness here, as 
we discuss below. 

5LJ . M. Heidegger. GA 95 Oberlegungen VII-XI Schwarze Hefte 1938139 
(Frankfurt am Main: Klostermann, 201LJ), 351. 
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We can understand the statement 'technology is the history Of 

nature' as affirming that technology, identified with the histo 

of metaphysics, underlies the process of the objectification ~ 
nature; in the same way, 'Historie' becomes metaphysical, and 

conceals Geschichte. This opposition is taken up again in the 

Black Notebooks when Heidegger writes: 

Presumably the historian understands 'Geschichte' as Historie, 

then it is indeed, as he says hypothetically. Historie is only a form 

of technics in the essential sense[ ... ] Only when the power of 

Historie is broken does Geschichte again have its space. Then 

there is fate and openness for the appropriate [Schickliche].55 

But this tension set up by Heidegger between history (His

torie) and historicity (Geschichtlichkeit) can only be resolved 

when, as in Stiegler, one affirms that the latter cannot do 

without the former; which also implies that the authenticity 

of Dasein is always, in a sense, inauthentic-that is, deprived 

of any absoluteness or certainty. Modernity only ends, and 

historicity (albeit in a different sense to Heidegger's) is only 

achieved, when the question of memory is rendered transpar

ent, meaning that technological unconsciousness is rendered 

into a memory-a memory whose significance and impact 

one must become aware of. 

The end of modernity is therefore indicated not only by 

the acknowledgement that the human being is no longer the 

master of the world, or that the world escapes us. This we 

have known since the very beginning of humanity: the Gods 

were above us, no matter whether they were those of Mount 

Olympus, of Egypt, or of the Sinai Peninsula; since the very 

55. Heidegger, GA 97, 29. 

beginning it has been known that the notion of the human as 

rnaster of the world is only an illusion; but at the moment when 

thiS illusion is fuelled by technological unconscious, it begins to 

structure reality itself. The end of modernity is a re-cognition 

of this illusion; the recognition that technics is what conditions 

hominisation, not only in its history but also in its historicity. The 

end of modernity therefore consists not only in the enuncia

tion of this end, but also in a reformulation of the history of 

Western metaphysics, as in Nietzsche's Gay Science, where 

the madman crying incessantly in the marketplace searches 

tor the lost god. 56 The transcendence of God will have to be 

replaced either by a philosophy of immanence or by another 

transcendence-the transcendence of Being57 and Dasein.58 

Stiegler adopts Derrida's method so as to reconstruct a 

history of technics as an onto-epistemological object. This is 

56. Nietzsche, The Gay Science, 119-20 [§125]. 

57. · Sein ist dos transzendens schlechthin (Being is the transcendens pure 
and simple)' Heidegger, Sein und Zeit, 38 [§7] [italics in the original]; Dermot 
Moran has remarked that Heidegger took this point up again in 'Letter on 
Humanism': 'This retrospective definition of the essence of the Being of beings 
from the clearing of beings as such remains indispensable for the prospective 
approach of thinking toward the question concerning the truth of Being'. See 
D. Moran, 'What Does Heidegger Mean by the Transcendence of Dasein?', 
International Journal of Philosophical Studies, 22:<1, (201<1), <191-51<1: <196. 

58. In the same passage (§7) of Sein und Zeit, 38 (62), Heidegger writes: 
'[ ... ] the transcendence of Dasein's Being is distinctive in that it implies the 
possibility and the necessity of the most radical individuation. Every disclosure 
of Being as the transcendens is transcendental knowledge. Phenomenological 
truth (the disclosedness of Being) is veritas transcendentalis'. For a more 
comprehensive discussion on Heidegger's concept of the transcendence of 
Dasein in relation to the Husserl's phenomenology, see Moran, 'What Does 
Heidegger Mean by the Transcendence of Dasein?'.lt suffices here to mention 
that in What is Metaphysics?, Heidegger writes: 'Da-sein means: being held 
out into the nothing [Hineingehaltenheit in dos Nichts]. Holding itself out into 
the nothing, Dasein is in each case already beyond beings as a whole. This 
being beyond beings we call transcendence [Oieses Hinaussein Ober dos 
Seiende nennen wir Transzendenz]'. Cited by Moran, 508. 
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undoubtedly an ambitious project: Stiegler wants to re-read 

the history of philosophy through technics, and hence to make 

technics the first question of philosophy. In his reformulation 

of the mythology of Prometheus, fire constitutes the origin 

of man as a technical being. Recall that Zeus commanded 

Prometheus to distribute skills to all living beings, including 

humans and animals. Epimetheus, the brother of the giant 

proposed to take over this task. But Epimetheus-whose, 

name means 'hindsight' in Greek-forgot to distribute any Skill 

to humans, and hence Prometheus had to steal fire from the 

god Hephaestus. The punishment Prometheus received frorn 

Zeus was to be chained to the cliff, while the Aetas Kaukasios 

('Caucasian eagle') came to eat his liver every day after it had 

regrown during the night. A human without fire-meaning 

without technics-would be an animal without quality. Its origin 

is the default; hence Stiegler proposes to think of this default as 

a necessity (a 'detaut qu'il taut'). In Stiegler's reinterpretation, 

the myth of Prometheus and Epimetheus lies at the centre of 

classical Greek thought, and constitutes the unconscious of 

Western philosophy. 

Hence, for Stiegler, the history of Western philosophy can 

be also read in terms of the history of technics, in which the 

question of Being is also the question of technics, since it is only 

through technics that the question of Being is opened to us. A 

similar reading of Heidegger was proposed by Rudolf Boehm in 

his 1g6o essay 'Pensee et technique. Notes preliminaires pour 

une question touchant la problematique heideggerienne [Think

ing and Technics: Preliminary Notes for a Question Regarding 

the Heideggerian Problematic]' which, as we touched upon 

in Part 1, concerns the interpretation of Heidegger's 1935 

Introduction to Metaphysics. Boehm shows that techne is 

always present not only in Heidegger's thinking, but also as 

the ground of Occidental philosophical thinking. Indeed, it is 

thiS technics that characterises the metaphysical mission of 

the Ionian philosophers. Boehme shows that, in Introduction 

to Metaphysics, Heidegger interprets technics in the Ionian 

philosophers as an activity that produces a radical opening of 

Being through the confrontation between techne (that of the 

human) and dike (that of Being). We have attempted to recover 

the concept of techne in Presocratic philosophy in Heidegger's 

Introduction and Metaphysics, and we have seen (§8) how 

Heidegger translated dike not as Gerecht (justice), but rather 

as Fug (fittingness); In war (polemos) or strife (eris), Being 

reveals itself as physis, logos, and dike. 59 

For Heidegger, however, this reading of technics as the 

origin of philosophical and practical activities that opens the 

question of Being is foreclosed in Platonic-Aristotelian Athenian 

philosophy as a declension (Abfa/1) and a fall (Absturz)60-the 

beginning of onto-theology. According to Boehme's reading, 

Heidegger believes that Plato and Aristotle opposed technics 

to nature, and therefore excluded technics from its original 

meaning, as developed by the Ionian philosophers (an omis

sion that Stiegler undertakes to correct). For Heidegger, then, 

if the danger of modernity consists in the rise of technology, 

this technology is essentially different from the techne of 

ancient times. Technological development, accompanied by 

its rationality and driven by the desire for mastery, forms a 

gigantic force that is in the process of depriving the world of 

any other possibility and turning it into a giant standing reserve, 

as adikia or Unfug (un-fittingness).61 Technology is the destiny 

59. Backman, Complicated Presence, 33. 

60. Boehm, 'Pensee et technique', 202. 

61. See our discussion in Part 1 (§8). 
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of Western metaphysics, and indeed this is even clearer When 

we recall Heidegger's famous assertion that 'cybernetics is 

the completion or the "end" of metaphysics'.62 The question 

here is not that of judging whether or not this critique is just 

but rather that of seeing it as a contribution to a movement, 

away from the technological unconsciousness of the modern. 

T award the conclusion of ·his essay, referring to the necessary 

confrontation between techne and dike, Boehme raises two 

very intriguing questions: 

(C]ould philosophy not forget Being, and simply concentrate all of 

its efforts on attaining the highest perfection of its technics? Or 

else, ultimately, is there any possibility that thinking could release 

itself from its attachment to a technical condition?63 

We can identify Boehme's two questions with two forms 

of thinking which today confront modernity: one seeks to 

overcome the impasse of philosophy analysed by Heidegger 

through a new conceptualization of technology, as is the case 

in Stiegler; the other tends to retreat into a 'philosophy of 

nature', whether Whiteheadian or Simondonian-to submit 

techne to nature-namely, to surrender to the overwhelming 

(Uberwaltigend), or Gaia. We have already touched on the 

limits of this second approach in the Introduction: Chinese 

philosophers such as Mou Zongsan. and Sinologists such 

as Joseph Needham, have already discovered the affinity 

between Whiteheadian and Chinese philosophy; but if we 

are to admit that a return to the Whiteheadian concept of 

62. M. Heidegger, 'The End of Philosophy and the Task of Thinking', in On 
Time and Being, tr. J. Stambaugh (New York: Harper & Row. 1972). 55-73. 

63. Boehm, 'Pensee et technique', 217. 

nature can help us to escape the impasse of modernity, then 

would a return to the Chinese traditional philosophy also 

afford such an escape route? Maybe we should ask the same 

of indigeneous ontologies: Are they then able to confront 

technological modernity? Our task here is to show that this is 

not sufficient. In the case of China, the Qi-Oao unity has been 

completely shattered. Although one may wish to argue that 

because of the formidable political factors in play, we cannot 

give an absolute or negative answer to this question, our 

philosophical analysis in Part 1 concerning the breakdown of 

the Qi-Oao relation, and our analysis above of the geometry

time-technics relation in China in comparison to Europe, have 

aimed to show that this is not only a socio-political question, 

but fundamentally an ontological one. Those who propose 

a return to nature or to cosmologies alone seem to have 

gracefully elided the failures of the project of 'overcoming 

modernity' in the twentieth century. These failures must be 

addressed. As will become evident below, the Kyoto School's 

fanatical attempt to carry through this project, for example, 

is something we should avoid at all costs today, but their 

analyses of the question of time and historical consciousness 

remain important in posing anew the question of technology 

and world history. 

§23. NIHILISM AND MODERNITY 
As stated above, the long process known as 'modernity' in 

Europe did not take place in China or in other Asian countries. 

The mastery of the world as a will to power did not emerge in 

China, 54 and technological unconsciousness, since it produced 

6<1. We should count the Yuan dynasty, governed by the Mongolians, as an 
exception, since China was invaded and colonised. 
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such a negligible effect. was never considered as a problem 

to be overcome. As we saw in Part 1, technology only became 

a problem following the Opium Wars. But is the China of 

today ready to take up the question of technology and to 

give it sufficient reflection from the perspective of its own 

culture and tradition? Because even today, if we are to take 

up Heidegger's and Stiegler's critiques, we risk accepting a 

universal history of technology and a cosmopolitanism without 

world history. 

This risk is reflected in current thinking on the opposition 

between global and local. In such an opposition, the local is seen 

as a form of resistance against the global; yet the discourse of 

the local is itself the product of globalisation. The fundamental 

necessity is that the relation between technics and time should 

be further examined, not so as to dismantle its ontological 

ground, which the European philosophers have already laid 

bare, but rather so as to understand its implications for cultures 

in which such a reflection has not yet occurred; and further, to 

develop a new programme that does not consist in a retreat 

into the local, the 'uncontaminated', whether as resistance or 

as passive adaptation to the global. Indeed, here we should 

also question the image of the globe, which intuitively suggests 

that modernisation and de-modernisation is a spatial question 

subject to the logic of inclusion and exclusion. For this reason, 

below I will propose instead to think from the perspective of 

a global axis of time. 
Keiji Nishitani, of the Kyoto School, was one of the few 

early twentieth-century Asian philosophers who formulated 

a profound philosophical critique of technology in relation to 

the question of time. This is not surprising when we consider 

that Nishitani was once a student of Heidegger in Freiburg, 

and like his teacher, he was also associated with fascism 

in Japan, and was consequently suspended from teaching 

after the Second World War. His understanding of technol

ogy-and here we resist passing judgment, since what is said 

below should prepare us to grasp the common root of their 

metaphysical fascism-resonated with Heidegger's critique 

of modern technology, but whereas Heidegger looked to the 

early Greeks, Nishitani attempted to propose a 'solution' from 

and for the East. 

In his early work, Nishitani set himself the task of show

ing how, unlike Western philosophy, Eastern philosophy was 

able to transcend nihility, or more precisely to demonstrate 

such a possibility by appropriating the categories of Western 

philosophy. What exactly is this nihility that seems to Nishitani 

to be a kind of divide between the two systems of thought? 

Nihility refers to that which renders meaningless the meaning 

of life. When we become a question to ourselves and when 

the problem of why we exist aris~s . this means that nihility has 

emerged from the ground of our existence and that our exist

ence has turned into a question mark.65 

Nihility is like an evil that arises in every questioning of exis

tence. There are two instances in which it becomes possible to 

ignore it: either in the permanent objectification of the world, 

in which the question of subjectivity becomes a non-question 

and yet a gigantic force pushes human beings towards the 

abyss of nihility; or in a system of thinking that offers a remedy 

for the emergence of nihility-not just resisting it, but casting it 

into an absolute emptiness which Buddhists call 'the void[~]'. 

According to Nishitani, modern science and technology 

65. Nishitani, Religion and Nothingness, Ll . 
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are accelerating humanity towards a situation in which the 

question of Being presents itself as a crisis. Reflecting, like 

Heidegger, on the relation between science and technol

ogy, Nishitani argues that science consists in universalising 

the laws of nature. since they are regarded as the absolute 

and most objective rules; hence they can enter into realms 

wherein they were previously considered irrelevant or illegiti

mate as explanatory means. These supposedly universal laws 

of nature are implemented in technology, and therefore their 

effects are amplified not only in the natural realm but also in 

the social and economic realms. Two consequences derive 

from this: firstly, the laws of nature pervade every domain; 

and secondly, their impact is amplified by technology in such 

a way that they can assert power outside of their own realm: 

[T]hrough the work of man[ ... ] the laws of nature become mani

fest in their most profound and obvious mode. In the machines, 

human work can be said to have passed beyond the character 

of human work itself, to have objectified itself and to have 

assumed the character of an immediate working of the laws of 

nature themselves. 56 

The laws of nature, according to Nishitani, are abstractions, in 

that 'they are nowhere to be found in the world of nature';67 

and yet the world comes to be reconstructed according to 

these abstractions, thus converting the real to the ideal. Mod

ern technology, which embodies the laws of nature, therefore 

liberates them from nature itself. According to Nishitani, this 

dialectical movement has two further consequences: firstly, 

66. Ibid., 82. 

67. Ibid., 83. 

on the side of man, it produces 'an abstract intellect seeking 

scientific rationality' ; and secondly, it produces a 'denaturalised 

nature' which is 'purer than nature itself'. 58 The technologised 

world is thus constructed according to an untruth which 

follows neither human nature nor nature itself. This opens 

up a ground for nihility, since man believes only in the laws 

of nature, which distance him from nature and truth; and the 

rules of nature thus implemented in technology and embed

ded in everyday life produce a second distancing of man from 

truth. French Existentialism, largely influenced by Heidegger, 

seems to Nishitani insufficient to deal with the situation, since 

its desire is 'inherent in a nihilism that has yet to seek self

consciousness', and therefore it cannot tackle the root of 

nihilism69-meaning that Sartrian existentialism is still rooted 

in the Western tradition, especially that inspired by Heidegger, 

so that its reflection on nihilism doesn't go to the root of 

the problem. The history of Being discussed by Heidegger 

and Nietzsche, according to Nishitani, 'doesn't exist in the 

East'. Yet he goes on to argue that 'the East has achieved a 

conversion from the standpoint of nihility to the standpoint 

of sOnyata', thus transcending what Hegel calls a 'bad infinity' 

(schlechte Unendlickeit):70 

In Buddhism, true transcendence, detached from the 'world ' of 

Samsara as such, has been called nirvana( ... ] Nirvana converts 

68. Ibid., 85. 

69. Ibid., 88 

70. G.W.F. Hegel, The Encyclopaedia Logic, tr. T.F. Geraets, W.A. Suchting, 
and H.S. Harris (lndianapolis/ Cambridge: Hackett Publishing Company, 1991), 
149 [§93] : 'something becomes an other, and this other is itself a something, 
which, as such, then alters itself in the same way, and so without end'. 
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the schlechte Unendlichkeit into 'true infinity' [ ... ] that is, away 

from finitude as 'bad infinity' in Existenz to infinity in Existenz_71 

There are two questions that interest us in this statement: (
1
) 

How is this 'conversion' from the bad infinity to the true infin

ity possible? and (2) What does it mean in relation to historic

ity, and world historicity? Nishitani's grasp of the sOnyatQ is 

based on a new logic, one that revokes the 'excluded middle'

meaning that it is neither affirmative nor negative. We might 

call it a privative logic (non-being), in between affirmation 

(being) and negation (not-being). For Nishitani, science and 

technology are based on a substantialist thinking that seeks 

to grasp the essence of being as self-identity. In this reading, 

developed on the basis of Dogen's teaching, the logic runs as 

follows: In order to be without self-identity, one has to negate 

both one's own negation and affirmation. As Dogen says: 'just 

understand that birth-and-death is nirvana[ ... ] only then can 

you be freed of birth and death'.72 it is by negating both birth 

and death that Existence can be raised to such a height that 

it transcends nihility. 

Let us take up an example that Nishitani gives. in order to 

understand what he means by a 'non-substantial understand

ing of being'. If one asks 'What is a fire?', then one looks for the 

eidos of the fire under the condition that 'fire here displays itself 

and displays itself to us'.73 Substance is presented in terms of 

logos, as something to be explained in a logical and theoretical 

way through categories as it is in Aristotle. However, if we say 

71. Nishitani, Religion and Nothingness. 176. 

72. Ibid., 179. 

73. Ibid. , 113. 

that (a) 'fire doesn't burn fire', then (b) it is non-burning, and 

therefore it is fire: 

Substance denotes the self-identity of fire that is recognized in 

its energeia [ ... ] on the contrary, the assertion that fire doesn't 

burn fire indicates the fact of the fire's 'non-burning', an action 

of non-action?4 

To clarify this paradox, we can present it in this way: if fire. 

according to the substantialist thinking. is defined as that 

which burns. the fact that fire does not burn fire is the first 

step in moving away from the self-identity of fire as a sub

stance, towards its energeia as such, towards another self

identity which is, for fire in itself, its 'home ground'.75 In doing 

so. since fire is not seen as something burning-which is its 

essence from the substantialist point of view-it reclaims its 

'true' identity, and therefore is fire. 76 That 'non-burning' is 'an 

action of non-action' means that the action of fire manifests 

itself in the privation of its substantialist form. and that there

fore fire finds its definition in another ground. This constant 

negation neither ends at some definite point, nor does it 

become an infinite regression; rather, it seeks to maintain 

itself in a state in which substantial thinking is prevented from 

appropriating it: 

In contrast to the notion of substance which comprehends the 

selfness of fire in its fire-nature (and thus as being) , the true 

selfness of fire is its non-fire-nature. The selfness of fire lies in 

7L1 . lbid .. 116 

75. Ibid. 

76. Here Nishitani also refers to Heidegger's a-letheia (Un-verborgenheit) . 

2<1 7 

~ 
~ 
'= (f) 

s: 
)> 

z 
0 

s: 
0 
0 
m 
;o . 
z 
-I 
-< 



248 

>-
1-

z 
0:: 
w 
0 
0 
:::1: 
0 
z 
<( 

:::1: 
(f) 

:::J 
I 

z 

non-combustion. Of course. this non-combustion is not some 

thing apart from combustion: fire is non-combustive in its very 

act of combustion. lt does not burn itself. To withdraw the non

combustion of fire from the discussion is to make combustion 

in truth unthinkable?7 

Nishitani wants to find the 'home ground' of fire, which con

sists neither in its actuality as fire nor in its potentiality to 

burn, but rather in its own ground which is defined by 'non

combustion', 'not burning itself'. However, this doesn't come 

from scientific observation, but rather from the privation 

of 'emptiness' in the Buddhist sense. Here we can see that 

Nishitani is attempting to carry out a similar task to that which 

Mou Zongsan attempted, although the latter used Kantian 

terminology whereas the former was strongly influenced 

by Heidegger and his language. Both of them argue that, 

whereas theoretical reason cannot enter the realm of the 

noumenon, 'intellectual intuition' is able to arrive at theoretical 

reason through a self-negation. One can only enter the 'good 

infinity' that defines Existenz with a different kind of thinking: 

Infinity, as a reality, is cut off from the prehension of reason. No 

sooner do we try to grasp it in the dimension of reason than it 

turns forthwith into something conceptual.78 

Is this logic enough to allow us to develop an East Asian 

thinking of modern science and technology, though? lt is not 

possible to construct technics in the realm of the noumenon 

(although this word is only employed by Mou Zongsan, not 

77. Ibid. , 117 

78. Ibid., 177. 

Nishitani, to characterise such an infinity)-with the sole 

exception, perhaps, of the demiurge in Plato's Timaeus. Unlike 

the will for the second coming of Christ, which functions as 

the historical progress of the spirit, in the East Asian culture 

that Nishitani describes, the Will as Non-Will. is detached from 

all historical happenings. Likewise, the noumenal thinking that 

Mou characterises seems to be another kind of historical 

consciousness, since it is not a matter of waiting for any event, 

but rather is subsumed under an order that is already ahead 

of history-it is a cosmological consciousness. 

§24. OVERCOMING MODERNITY 
Towards the end of Religion and Nothingness, Nishitani 

posed a question that he was not able to answer, though he 

attempted to do so throughout almost his entire career: 

[H]istorical consciousness has since seen remarkable devel

opments in the West. Particularly in the modern age, human 

life itself gradually came to take shape through the histori

cal self -consciousness of man. But what is involved in such a 

development?79 

Nishitani identifies the difference between West and East with 

the fact that the former has developed a stronger notion of 

historical consciousness. Understanding why such a historical 

consciousness did not develop in the East is key to the relation 

between technics and time in the East. In fact. this question 

already troubled Nishitani during his early career, and was to 

play an important role in his political philosophy. lt is necessary 

79. Ibid., 206. 
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to examine this point, since it demonstrates both the neces . 
Slty 

and the danger of historical consciousness. 

Between 19-40 and 19-45. Nishitani was deeply engaged in 

the project of 'overcoming modernity' with his Kyoto School 

philosopher colleagues, including Kosaka Masaaki and Koyarna 

lwao (they were all students of Nishida Kitaro [1870-19LJ5] and 

Tanabe Hajime [1885-1962] at Kyoto Imperial University), as 

well as the historian Suzuki Shigetaka (1907-1988). Nishitani's 

ideas from this period are recorded in writings which include 

the discussions organised by the literary magazine Chuokoron 

in 19LJ1-LJ2 (the first being the famous 'The Standpoint of 

World History and Japan'), the monograph View of the World 

and View of the Nation (19-41), and the essays 'My View of 

"Overcoming Modernity"' (19-42) and 'The Philosophy of World 

History' ('Sekaishi no tetsugaku', 19LJLJ). Many scholars and 

historians have already elaborated on the question of national

ism and imperialism embedded in these discussions and texts, so 

and I will not repeat their arguments here, but will focus instead 

on the question of world history and historical consciousness. 

Nishitani's project of overcoming modernity consists in 

the desire to return to Japanese culture and to transcend the 

Western culture and technology that had been imposed upon 

Japanese society since the arrival of the 'Black Ships' (Western 

vessels) in the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries. According to 

Nishitani, Western culture and technology had created a huge 

gap between tradition and modern life, and the Buddhism and 

Confucianism that once grounded Japanese society were no 

longer able effectively to engage with political and cultural life. 

80. See, for example, N. Sakai, Translation and Subjectivity: On 'Japan ' and 
Cultural Nationalism (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1997); and 
C. Goto-Jones, Re-Politicising the Kyoto School as Philosophy (London and 
New York: Routledge, 2008). 

This observation of Nishitani's evidently resonated with that 

of his colleagues, as well as that of Chinese thinkers of the 

same period. The New Confucians, for example, proposed to 

develop Chinese philosophy so that it could integrate Western 

rationality as one of its possibilities. We saw in Part 1 how, 

in Mou Zongsan, the question of xin (J~'. heart) or liangzhi 

( !~J;p, 'consciousness') formulated by Wang Yangming was 

evoked in order to descend from noumenal experience to the 

knowledge of phenomena. The shin (the Japanese equivalent 

of xin) is equally important for Nishitani in his rearticulation of 

the question of consciousness, and hence of historical con

sciousness; however, in Nishitani it also opens onto something 

else: absolute nothingness. In fact, it is immediately evident 

that, although they followed similar intellectual trajectories, 

the Chinese and Japanese thinkers developed two different 

responses to modernisation. 

We should say a few words about Nishitani's teacher 

Nishida Kitaro here, since it was Nishida who developed the 

concept of absolute nothingness. But Nishida also engaged 

with Wang Yangming's teaching on the unity of acting and 

knowing (9;P1y..g- - ), performing a combined reading of Wang 

YangMing with Fichte's concept of Tathandlung as well as Wil

liam James's notion of 'pure experience'. 81 Fichte uses Tathan

dlung to describe a self-positing (selbst-setzend) beginning, 

81. Kosaka Kanitsugu, 'Nishida Kitar6 und Wang Yangming-ein 
Prototypus der Anschauung der Wirklichkeit in Ostasien', in Hsaki Hashi (ed.) , 
Oenkdisziplinen van Ost und West (Nordhausen: Raugott Bautz Verlag, 2015), 
123-158. Feenberg assimilates this 'action-intuition' ({T~ i¥JJUlO to what 
Heidegger calls circumspection (Umsicht), but is mistaken in doing so since, as 
we will see below, it is in fact related to intellectual intuition. See A. Feenberg, 
'The Problem of Modernity in the Philosophy of Nishida', in J. Heisig and J. 
Maraldo (eds) , Rude Awakenings: Zen, the Kyoto School and the Question of 
Nationalism (Hawaii : University of Hawaii, 1995), 151-73. 
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which is not conditioned by something else-the Unbed· 
. . Jngte 

wh1ch firstly means the absolute or unconditional but ' 
. · also 

means that w .h1ch cannot taken as a thing (Ding). Nishida 

argues that 1t 1s not the knowing subject that compreh 
. ends 

reality; rather, the reality thus experienced constitutes th 
k . e 
now1ng subject. Nishida defines pure experience as the 'd· 

lrect 
seeing of the facts just as they are', where 'direct seeing' is the 

Japanese translation of the German Anschauung.82 Here the 

subject is not the absolute. but rather pure experience, Which 

overcomes the isolationism of Fichte's /eh, and resonates 

with Mou Zongsan's characterisation of Wang Yangming's 

liangzhi as intellectual intuition. Nishida later further explored 

the condition of possibility of such an intuition, moving from 

Wang Yangming to the teachings of the Zen masters Dogen 

and Shinran (1173-1262)83 on nothingness. Nishida states that, if 

the West has considered being as the ground of reality, the East 

has taken nothingness as its ground84-nothingness, which 

'does not itself come to be or pass away', is opposed to the 

world of being, and is absolute in the sense that it is 'beyond 

encompassing by any phenomenon, individual, event or rela

tionship in the world'. 85 This absolute nothingness stands as the 

highest principle of reality, which Nishida calls the 'universal of 

the universals', since it relativises all other universal thoughts.86 

82. J. W. Heisig, Philosophers of Nothingness An Essay on the Kyoto School 
(Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2001), 56; see Part 1 (§18.1), where we 
distinguish between Mou's concept of intellectual intuition and that of Fichte 
and Scheliing. 

83. F. Girard, 'Le moi dans le bouddhisme Japonais', Ebisu 6 (1994), 97-124: 98. 

84. Heisig, Philosophers of Nothingness, 73 

85. Ibid., 74. 

86. Ibid. , 75. 

This 'nothingness' is not easy to understand. Firstly, it is para

doxical to pose the question 'What is the nothing?' because 

this immediately turns it into a question of being. Secondly, 

neither can one say that it is not real; in fact, according to 

Nishida, it has a place (basho, ~Jiff) where being and/or 

nothing manifests,87 though this may suggest that it exists.88 

Andrew Feenberg summarises the concept as 'experience as 

a field of immediate subject-object unity underlying culture, 

action and knowledge, and making them possible as objectifi

cation of the prior unity'.89 For Nishida, absolute nothingness 

is the 'spiritual essence' that needs to be added to the 'mate

rialism of the West' in order to bring about a correct order. 90 

The concept of absolute nothingness is further developed by 

Nishida's colleague Tanabe, following a Hegelian logic, into a 

87. Nishida's concept of basho consists in the idea that when two things are 
in relation. the relation always presuppose a place: if we consider the relation 
between A and not-A, there must be a place for such relation to take place. 
For a more detailed analysis of Nishida's concept of the space, see Augustin 
Berque, Ecoumene. Introduction 6 /'etude des milieux humains (Paris: Be/in, 
2000), 53,140. 

88. The question of the nothing is notably addressed by Heidegger in his 
1927 Marburg inauguration speech 'What is Metaphysics?', in W. McNeil 
(ed.), Pathmarks (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 82-96. 
Heidegger attempts to show that anxiety makes manifest the nothing, since 
in anxiety beings slip away: 'beings are annihilated by anxiety, so that nothing 
is left'. lt is very possible that Heidegger is using the logic of privation here, in 
which respect his thinking is similar to that of the Buddhist thinkers. When 
Heidegger says that 'Oa-sein means: being held out into the nothing' (91) , he 
means that one goes beyond beings as a whole, toward transcendence. This 
lecture was attacked by Ruldolf Carnap in an article entitled 'The Overcoming 
of Metaphysics Through Logical Analysis of Language'. However, Wittgenstein, 
in his notes, left a paragraph showing his sympathy with Heidegger. Both 
Carnap's and Wittgenstein's texts can be found in M. Murray (ed.), Heidegger 
and Modern Philosophy: Critical Essays (New Haven, London: Yale University 
Press, 1978). 

89. Feenberg, The Problem of Modernity in the Philosophy of Nishida, 126. 

90. Heisig, Philosophers of Nothingness, 104. 
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political and historical concept that provides a 'unifying tela 

to history'.91 Nishitani's work takes this approach further· f s 
· or 

him, absolute nothingness is no longer theoretical and 
1
·nd· . 

IVId~ 
ual; he believes that it can be concretely applicable to natio 

ns. 
How can absolute nothingness be understood in this way? In 

his book on nihilism, Nishitani states: 

I am convinced that the problem of nihilism lies at the root of the 

mutual aversion of religion and science. And it was this that gave 

my philosophical engagement its starting point. from which it 

grew larger and larger until it came to envelop nearly everything 

[ ... ]the fundamental problem of my life[ ... ] has always been, to 

put it simply, the overcoming of nihilism through nihilism.92 

Nishitani applies this same quasi-Nietzschean logic in propos

ing to 'overcome nationalism through nationalism'. He imagines 

a nationalism that is different from that of the modern nation

state-indeed, one that consists in the negation of the latter. 

Nishitani sees the modern state as a form of subtraction 

which aims to lay bare the ground of common unity; the nega

tion takes place when individual freedom consciously appropri

ates control of-and thereby finally subjectivises-the state.93 

This is another form of nationalism which leads neither to an 

absolutism of the state, nor to a liberalism that would separate 

the individual from the state. To transcend the limits of the 

modern nation state, for Nishitani, it is by no means sufficient 

just to return to traditional Japanese values; one must con

struct a Japanese nation from the standpoint of world history. 

91. Ibid., 121. 

92. Ibid., 215. 

93. Ibid., 197. 

In doing so, Nishitani suggests. one can produce a 'leap from 

the subjectivity of a national ego to that of a national non

ego'. 9<~ The nation now takes the form of a subject. the unity 

of which consists in the will of all free individuals. 

The Kyoto School project resonates with that of nine

teenth-century Idealism-which is no coincidence, given that 

Nishitani began his academic career as a reader of Schelling, 

translating the latter's Treatise on the Essence of Human 

Freedom and Religion and Philosophy into Japanese; and 

that Nishida and Tanabe were very much interested in Hegel. 

However. the Kyoto school also set itself the task of transcend

ing the Idealist project, as stated in Nishitani's Philosophy of 

World History: 

The world of today demands that a new relation between world

historical research and the philosophy of world-history is thought 

differently from Hegel's philosophy of world-history, as well as 

Ranke's. And, furthermore, it demands that Hegel's reason of 

the state and rational idealism, and Ranke's mora/ische Energie 

and historical idealism-by transcending even the standpoints 

of even such great men-are reconsidered in a still more fun

damental way.95 

We can understand what Nishitani means here by 'world

historical research' and 'philosophy of world-history' by briefly 

reflecting on the two camps of the debate on historicism in 

9~. Ibid., 198. 

95. Cited by Christian Uhl, 'What Was the "Japanese Philosophy of 
History"? An Inquiry Into the Dynamics of the "World-Historical Standpoint" 
of the Kyoto School ', in C.S. Goto-Jones (ed.), Re-Politicizing the Kyoto 
School as Philosophy (London: Routledge, 2008), 112-3~: 125: Keiji Nishitani, 
ChosakushO, IV (Tokyo: Sobunsha, 1987/ 1988), 252. 
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Germany during the period from 188o to 1930. On the one 

hand, there was the dominant model for academic research 

among neo-Kantians such as Wilhelm Windelband and his 

student Heinrich Rickert; on the other hand there were those 

whose concept of history was attacked for a tendency toward 

'relativism', such as Friedrich Meineke's 'vitalist' view and Dii

they's Weltanschauungslehre. 96 This debate came to an end 

after Heidegger's Oestruktion of ontology in Being and Time. 

The Kyoto school sought to overcome Hegel's rational idealist 

view of history as the realisation of the spirit -a notion not so 

far from Leibnizian theodicy, given that Hegel says that history 

is 'the justification of the ways of god'.97 But they also wished 

to overcome Leopold von Ranke's description of history as a 

set of unique and singular events driven by 'moral energy'. In 

short, the thought of the Kyoto School was strongly inftu

enced by German philosophy and, whether consciously or 

unconsciously, they took up the philosophical task of Germany 

to reformulate a philosophy of the world-history without a 

Christian aim, as if it were now Japan's responsibility-as 

Suzuki overtly declared during the Chuokoron meeting, in a 

call that resonates with Heidegger's 1933 inaugural speech as 

the Rector of Freiburg University: 

According to Hegel. it was the Roman and German people who 

carried the destiny of world-history on their backs. but today it is 

Japan that has become conscious of such a world-historical des

tiny[ ... ] The reason why Japan possesses leadership in East Asia 

96. See Bambach, Heidegger. Oilthey and the Crisis of Historicism. 

97. See P. Chetelat . 'Hegel's Philosophy of World History as Theodicy. On 
Evil and Freedom', in W. Dudley (ed.), Hegel and History (New York: SUNY 
Press. 2009), 215-30. 

lies with the fact that Japan is conscious of its world-historical 

destiny, which actually is this consciousness. This destiny is not 

saddled on Japan objectively, but Japan makes it subjectively 

conscious to itself.98 

This task consists in overcoming the limits of European cul

ture. as actualised in present forms such as the nation state, 

capitalism, individualism, and imperialism; in other words, the 

impasse of European modernity. According to the Kyoto 

School, it is up to the Japanese nation to overcome this 

legacy by creating a new world history through a nationalism 

and imperialism proper to it99- and the only way to realise 

this whole project is a 'total war' (soryokusen, a translation 

from the German toto/er Krieg). 100 This total war is presented 

as a purification through which new subjectivities will arise 

from the lost Japanese spirit and realise absolute nothing

ness as the ground for a 'universal world history' in which 

many 'specific world histories' can 'exist harmoniously and 

interpenetratingly'.101 This 'total war' is thus an 'accelerationist' 

strategy par excellence that seeks to intensify the confticts 

between states and individuals in order to transcend the world 

as objective totality. War, for the Kyoto school philosophers. 

is the force that defines history and therefore world history.102 

We might well say that the Idealists' concept of strife ( Streit) 

is reincarnated in the concept of war here. Idealists such as 

98. Uhl, 'What Was the "Japanese Philosophy of History"?', 120; cited from 
'Toa kyoeiken no rinrisei to rekishisei', ChOokoron (Aprii19LI2): 120-27: 127. 

99. T. Kimoto. The Standpoint of World History and Imperial Japan, PhD 
Thesis, Cornell University, 2010, 153-5. 

100. Ibid., 1LI8. 

101. lbid.,1LI9. 

102. Uhl, 'What Was the "Japanese Philosophy of History"?', 115. 
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Schelling, Holderlin, Hegel, and the early Romantics found i 

Greek tragedy a literary form which expresses such a strif~ 
tragedy is based on the necessity of fate, and the tragic her~ 

affirms the necessity of suffering as the realisation of his 

freedom.103 ln the Japanese version, though, tragedy finds its 

realisation in a vision of 'world history as purgatory'.104 To the 

eyes of the Kyoto School, the Sino-Japanese war had noth

ing to do with imperialism, but happened because it was the 

moral obligation of Japan to save China.105 The realisation of 

the Great East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere is one part of the 

new history that Japan is 'obliged' to realise for the benefit of 

East Asia. The conception of this 'just war' is given in Kosaka 

Masaaki's concluding statement of the first roundtable sec

tion for the magazine Chuokoron: 

When man becomes indignant. his indignation is total. He is 

indignant in both mind and body. This is the case with war: 

both heaven and earth become indignant. In this way, the soul 

of humanity comes to be purified. This is why it is war that 

determines the crucial turning points in world history. Hence 

world history is purgatory.106 

103. See D. J. Schmidt. On Germans and Other Greeks: Tragedy and Ethical 
Life (lndianapolis, IN: Indiana University Press. 2001). 

10Ll. Kimoto. The Standpoint of World History, 1"15. 

105. Note that Suzuki also claimed. during the Chuokoron meeting, that 'we 
must conclude that morality did exist in China, but no moral energy'; see Uhl, 
'What was the "Japanese philosophy of history"?', 123; cited from ChOokoron 
(Aprii19Ll2), 129. 

106. Cited by Kimoto, The Standpoint of World History, 1Ll5; from Kosaka et al. , 
'Sekaishiteki tachiba to Nihon', 192. Kimoto also notes that this concept comes 
from Nishida. 

Looking back at this fanaticism, one can find in Nishitani's 

hilosophy a justification for a kind of racism and nationalism, 
p h . . 
which are seen as the 'means' towards t e1r own negat1on-a 

negation that moves towards absolute nothingness and the 

political project of a world history radically different from that 

defined solely by Western modernity. 

The different intellectual milieus of China and Japan yielded 

different interpretations of modernity, then. lt might be said 

that the Japanese intellectuals experienced a deeper problem 

of time and history, and that it was the question of time qua 

history that they sought to overcome. Chinese intellectuals 

such as Mou Zongsan, on the other hand, were puzzled by 

the question of why modern science and technology had not 

arisen in China, and concluded that this probably owed largely 

to China's long intellectual history, which has a totally different 

philosophical temperament from that of the West. There

fore, as we have seen, for Mou Zongsan the strategy was to 

show that, while retaining its traditions and moral teachings, it 

would nevertheless be possible for China to produce the same 

modernity as in the West. and to bypass the crisis in Europe.107 

Nishitani (and the other members of the Kyoto School) , on 

the other hand, tried to show that the only way to transcend 

the nihilism of modernity was to reconstitute world history on 

the ground of absolute nothingness. 

107. Unlike the Kyoto School philosophers, Mou rarely touched upon the 
question of modernity. Some commentators, such as Stephan Schmidt, 
have proposed that there is a hidden agenda in Mou's teaching, for example, 
a 'declaration of intellectual independence of Confucian philosophy from 
Confucian institutions' (S. Schmidt. 'Mou Zongsan, Hegel and Kant: the Quest 
for Confucian Modernity', Philosophy East and West 6:2 (April2011), 260- 302: 
276). This is not entirely convincing, however. Mou was one of the founders 
of the New Asia College, which is now part of the Chinese University of Hong 
Kong, and served as a professor in the universities throughout the rest of 

his career. 
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Like Nishida, Mou Zongsan also engaged with Wang Yang . 
rn1ng 

and late~ with. Buddhism, yet he arrived at a totally differ~ 
ent read1ng. H1s later work On the Highest Good (l.iiJ~~ 

l::il!lfll 

1985) is based on a new interpretation of Tian Tai Buddhism' 

which, as he admitted in Nineteen Lectures on Chinese Phi~ 
losophy (1983), he had not engaged with in his Phenomenon 

and Thing-in-itself. 108 In On the Highest Good he found that 

the 'perfect teaching [111~]'109 in Tian Tai Buddhism is more 

advanced than the teaching of 'one mind opens two doors' 

which had allowed him to resolve the 'ontological difference' 

between phenomenon and noumenon as well as the Kantian 

antinomy of practical reason. In fact, in Intellectual Intuition 

and Chinese Philosophy (1971), when explaining intellectual 

intuition in Buddhism, Mou already hinted at the superior 

teaching of Tian Tai Buddhism over others,110 a superiority 

that can be appreciated both through its critiques of the other 

teachings and through its own propositions. Firstly, Tian Tai 

Buddhism accused Hua Yuan Buddhism of cutting off the 

lower worlds (i.e. the worlds of animals, spectres, etc.) and 

abandoning them, while emphasising the purity of truth (~ 

JI!WffL). 111 This critique in fact resonates with Wang Yang

ming's critique of Buddhism, which holds that it aims only to 

transcend beings without taking care of them, meaning that 

Confucianism is superior to Buddhism as a form of social and 

108. Tomomi Asakura, 'On Buddhistic Ontology: A Comparative Study of Mou 
Zongsan and Kyoto School Philosophy', Philosophy East and West 61:LI (2011), 
6<'17-78: 6LJ9. 

109. 'Perfect teaching' for Mou means a teaching that cannot be achieved 
through linguistic description, but which must necessarily go beyond language, 
Mou Zongsan, Nineteen Lectures, 2L18. 

110. Mou, Intellectual Intuition and Chinese Philosophy, 211-15. 

111. Ibid .. 215; Asakura, 'On Buddhistic Ontology', 661. 

political thought. The .'perfect teaching' of Tian Tai consists in 

the expression 'three thousands realms in a singfe instant of 

thought' ( -2 = T-), which for Mou is a fuller expression of 

intellectual intuition than 'one mind opens two doors'. 

As Tomomi Asakura has acutely pointed out, one can 

understand the difference between Mou and the Kyoto School 

bY considering that Mou departs from a moral standpoint 

whereas the Kyoto School begins with a religious standpoint

in the philosophy of Tanabe, 'the attitude that sees the reality 

qua absolute contradiction and absolute self-disruption'. 112 Mou 

sought an 'internal transcendence ( r*J:frs<J~~)' within his 

'non-attachment ontology [~¥Jts<J:ff:ff~]'. whereas Nishitani 

sought an overcoming which took its most radical form by 

achieving emptiness through war. What is at stake in both 

enterprises, however, is the problem of time, and of a history 

that has been totally conquered by an axis of time largely 

defined by European ontotheology and its completion in the 

realisation of modern technology. If the failure of both of 

these projects-though for different reasons, since the Kyoto 

school's decline owed largely to Japan's defeat at the end of 

the Second World War -has anything to tell us, it is that, in 

order to overcome modernity, it is necessary to go back to 

the question of time and to open up a pluralism which allows 

a new world history to emerge, but one which is subordinated 

neither to global capitalism and nationalism, nor to an absolute 

metaphysical ground. This new world history is only possible by 

undertaking a metaphysical and historical project, rather than 

simply claiming the end of modernity, the end of metaphysics, 

the return to 'nature'-or, even less credibly, the arrival of 

the multitude. 

112. Asakura, 'On Buddhistic Ontology', 666. 
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Further analysis of the historical consciousness at 
f N. h. ., the cent 

o 1s 1tan1 s programme for overcoming moder . . re 
nlty Will e 

us to answer the question of the lack of histor'l 
1 

nable 
. . ea consci 

ness 1n East As1an culture. Firstly let us bear . . ous, 
, . , , In m'nd th 

Granet s and Julllen s observations on the quest· at 
. . IOn Of ti 
1n Ch1na are no less applicable to Nishitani. During th me 
N. h' · h · e 197os IS 1tan1 eld several discourses in different temp! · ' 

. . . . es 1n Japan 
d1scuss1ng modern1sat1on and Buddhism, later pub!' h 

. ~~~ 
a book entitled On Buddhism. As suggested abov 

e. we may 
suppose Nishitani to have been haunted by the qu t· 

. . .· ~~~ 
hlstoncal consciousness; and indeed, at a certain point h 

cl~ims that the concept of the historical does not exist in ~as~ 
As1an culture. What he means by 'historical' is the awa 

. . reness 
of s1tuat1ng oneself as a historical being, and anamnesis as 

reconstruction of historicity Geschichtlichkeit Retr 
. ' . ~~~ 

t1vely-at least from what he said during these lectures d 
. an 

given his personal relation to Heidegger-Nishitani's concept 

of world history seems to come less from Hegel or Ranke 
than from Heidegger: 

I am sure that Buddhism falls short of such historical conscious

ness, at least to some extent. Generally speaking, something 

called 'historical' exists no less in China than in India and Japan. · 

But I have the impression that in these countries there has been 

no trace of seeing the world as history in the true sense of the 

word[ ... ] This way of thinking is somewhat different from an his

torical one. at least of the sort prevalent in the modern world.113 

In claiming that Asia has not been capable of 'seeing the world 

as history in the true sense of the word', Nishitani means that 

113. K. Nishitani, On Buddhism (New York: SUNY Press. 2006), 40. 

. Eastern thinking there is a lack of elaboration of the tem

,noralisation of the past. present, and future. Nishitani believes 

pat the concept of history is intrinsic to Christianity.114 In 
th b . . 
Christianity, the original sin and eschatology mark a eg1nn1ng 

and an end, as well as the limit of waiting for a beginning of 

a new epoch, with the Second Coming of Christ. Christianity 

is historical also in a second sense, indicated by the human's 

rogressive conception of himself in relation to God. For Nishi-
p . h 
tani, this historical consciousness genuinely arose dunng t e 

Renaissance, and culminated during the Reformation. In the 

Renaissance, it was indicated by the consciousness that the 

world order is not entirely dependent on providence, and that 

the personal relation between God and man is cut across by 

the natural sciences;115 and in the Reformation in the realisa

tion that history is but a human product. In contrast. Nishitani 

observes that, in Buddhism, there is a negativity in time which 

must be transcended, meaning that finitude in both its linear 

and cyclical form must be transcended in order to attain abso

lute emptiness. Therefore Buddhism is not able to open up the 

question of historical consciousness, and does not see the 

possibility of 'emergence' in every 'now'.116 Nishitani continues: 

[T]he other aspect-namely, that it is historical and that being 

is time-is comparatively neglected. Or rather I should say, if 

the term 'neglect' is a bit of an exaggeration. it is not sufficiently 

developed. This is attributable to the fact that Buddhism places 

emphasis on the negative inherent in the contention that time 

is somewhat transient and that this is a world of suffering. 

114. Ibid., 56. 

115. Nishitani, Religion and Nothingness, 89. 

116. Ibid., 50. 
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Buddhism seems to have failed to grasp that the world of time 

is a field in which something new emerges without interruption.117 

Nishitani employs a Heideggerian vocabulary here, using 

Augenb/ick to translate the 'now' which, for Heidegger, acts 

as a vertical cut into the flow of time.118 Heidegger had used 

it to translate the Greek word kairos, which suggests a non

chronological time that can be presented as a rupture or 

jump. There is certainly a sense of rupture and jump in Zen 

Buddhism, namely in what is called dun wu (~JH.g:, 'insight'). 

A Buddhist becomes a master in the moment of dun wu, 

which happens like a flash over the sky-for example, it takes 

place at the moment when one sees a frog jumping into the 

pond, as described in the haiku of Matsuo Basho (16LJLJ-169LJ), 

'old pond-a frog jumps in, water's sound'.119 But dun wu 

neither happens in every now, nor does it require a long 

goal-seeking process: it is one time for all, since dun wu is a 

radical transformation or elevation which opens a new realm of 

experience and a new way of thinking. it transcends time, and 

one may describe it with Nishitani's own term 'superhistory'. 

Nishitani's attitude on this question in relation to Heidegger 

differs from that of Mou Zongsan: As we saw, Mou claimed 

that Heidegger failed to understand that, although Dasein is 

finite, it can also transcend itself and enter the infinite through 

intellectual intuition. 

117. Ibid., <19-50. 

118. 'History and superhistory, time and eternity, cross over and intersect with 
one another. This point of intersection has been called the "now," "here." or 

"the point of contact." As you know, to use terminology prevalent in the West. 
it is often termed the "moment." (that is, Augenblick in German). The "now," 
while ex-isting in time, cuts t ime in a vertical way.' Ibid., <19. 

119. Matsuo Basho, BasheS's Haiku. tr. D. L. Barnhill (Aibany: State University 
of New York, 200<1), 5<1 . 

Following Heidegger, Nishitani also makes a distinction 

between Geschichte and Historie. Historie means 'to talk 

about stories or to hand down legends' whereas Geschichte 

indicates that 'something happens, or that something novel 

that has never been before has arisen'.120 Like Heidegger, he 

links Geschichte to the verb geschehen, meaning 'happening'. 

History as Geschichte is linked to the Ereignis, conditioned 

by a historical consciousness. In such a consciousness, past, 

present. and future as such become contemporaneous with 

each other. it therefore no longer involves a subject that looks 

back at the past as a series of historical events, but one that 

sees itself as a historical being, grounded in the hermeneutics 

of history. 

One must be cautious here to avoid squaring Nishitani 's 

interpretation of Buddhism with Mou Zongsan's-not to men

tion to avoid equating Buddhism with Chinese culture. However, 

we are at least justified in saying that, in both of these cultures, 

the notion of time was not only underdeveloped, but was also 

taken as something to be transcended. Such transcendence 

is within the capacities of intellectual intuition, which in Mou's 

work allows the subject access to the moral cosmology, nature, 

and the void. 

Returning now to Stiegler's thesis of technics as originary 

question, we must also recognise. once again, that such a 

historical consciousness also hinges on a series of technological 

inventions such as copying and printing (especially when one 

considers the printing of Bibles during the Reformation)

meaning that, besides Christian eschatology, it is also technicity 

that allows the 'now' to occur as a vertical cut. as Ereignis. A 

dialogue can be set up between Nishitani and Stiegler precisely 

120. Ibid. , 7<1. 
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on the basis of Stiegler's critique of Heidegger on this P . 
Olnt· 

Stiegler showed that Heidegger considered world history onl · 

as the possibility of Dasein, without recognising how ext ~ 
en~ 

orisation is necessary for the constitution of Dasein; meaning 

that the concept of world history in Being and Time rema· 
1ns 

a transcendental discourse.121 Let us look at how Heidegger 
defines world history: 

With the existence of historical being-in-the-world, what is 

ready-to-hand and what is present-at-hand have already, in 

every case. been incorporated into the history of the world. 

Equipment and work-for instance. books-have their 'fates'; 

buildings and institutions have their history. [ ... ] These beings 

within the world are historical as such. and their history does not 

signify something 'external' which merely accompanies the 'inner' 

history of the 'soul'. We call such beings 'the world-historical'.122 

The world-historical is what Stiegler calls 'tertiary retention'.123 

Heidegger didn't disregard technics, of course; neither did 

he fail to reflect that the world into which Dasein is thrown 

functions as an 'already-there', which he presents as 'factic

ity'. But he did not consider Dasein's temporalisation from the 

perspective of technics, which is also the condition of such 

temporalisation; rather, he gives the ultimate possibility to 

Dasein in the realisation of being-towards-death. Stiegler's 

critique is that the world-historical is 'not simply the result 

121. Stiegler. Technics and Time. 2: Disorientation (Stanford, CA: Stanford 
University Press. 2009). 5. 

122. Cited by Stiegler. Technics and Time 1: The Fault of Epimetheus 
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1998), 237; from Heidegger. Being 
and Time. 388 [translation modified). 

123. Stiegler, Technics and Time 3, 37. 

of what falls behind the temporalising who in the form of 

traces', but is the very constitution of the 'who in its proper 

temporality '.124 This historicity has to be retrieved through 

the anamnesis of writing, or technics. As Stiegler further 

shows in the third volume of Technics and Time, writing is the 

·spatialisation of the time of consciousness past and passing 

as Weltgeschichtlichkeit '. 125 Technical objects are the second 

spatialisation of time as interval, and historicity is only possible 

through anamnesis with the aid of mnenotechnics. 

We can see a kind of contradiction here between Nishi

tani's absolute nothingness and Stiegler's positing of the 

necessity of a world history in a technical form. World history 

is fundamentally an anamnesis par excellence, while absolute 

nothingness is the original ground freed from any relativity, 

a self-grounding absolute emptiness or void. This is not to 

perform a deconstruction of Nishitani 's concept of historical 

consciousness, but rather to suggest that. behind historical 

consciousness, there lies the functioning of technological 

unconsciousness. In other words, Nishitani could by no means 

achieve his goal without a 'psychoanalysis' of the technological 

unconscious of East Asian culture. If it is true, as Stiegler claims. 

that there can be no historical consciousness without a techni

cal support. then we may say that in China and in Japan. there 

must also be a kind of technological unconsciousness, in so far 

as there are historical writings, printings, and other techniques 

which were. in their time, as refined and sophisticated as any 

in the world. But then we Will have to explain why this techni

cal support-these writings and printing techniques, which 

existed in China in an equal if not more advanced state than in 

12<1. Ibid .. 237-8. 

125. Stiegler. Technics and Time vol. 3, 56. 
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Europe in ancient times-did not give rise to such a hist . 
oncal 

consciousness in China. Certainly, we are not claiming tha 

these technics in China and Japan have nothing to do Wit~ 
memory. Rather, we seek to show that a philosophical system 

that functions on the basis of intellectual intuition, and seeks 

insight into the noumenon, refuses td take this memory into 

account; and that what results is a division into two ontolo

gies, namely a noumenal ontology and a phenomenal ontolog 
Y. 

where the dominance of the former implies the subordination 
of the latter. 

Now, this may seem to lead to a circular argument: (1) there 

is a lack of historical consciousness, because the question of 

time is not elaborated; (2) since the question of time is not 

elaborated, the relation between technics and time has never 

been a question; (3) since the relation between technics and 

time is not a question, a historical consciousness as anamne

sis does not arise. But it is at this point that the question of 

geometry, time, and anamnesis discussed above returns, and 

returns us to the question of the relation between Qi and Oao. 

Qi may be described, in Stiegler's terms, as a 'retentional 

object', since as a technical object it retains traces, or memories. 

But in China it is ontologically a-temporal, a-historical, since 

it accords with Dao and expresses Oao-and in order to be 

'excellent'. nothing is more important than to accord with Oao. 

The Dao here is a cosmological and a moral one; Qi is part of 

the cosmology, but it is governed by a principle that is not 

defined by and in itself, but by its relation to other beings, both 

human and non-human. In Part 1 (§1£:1-15). we discussed the 

line of thought on the relation between Dao and Qi advocated 

by Zhang Xuecheng and Wei Yuan. Zhang Xuecheng acutely 

pointed out that one should consider the relation between Q; 

and Oao as a historical-temporal one. For him, the six classics 

are historical artefacts, and therefore belong to Qi. This de

absolutises the relation between Dao and Qi, while at the same 

time leads to a re-inscription of it, simply because according 

to this account, Qi carries the Oao of the epoch. Wei Yuan's 

inverse attempt to inscribe Oao in Qi, proposed after the 

two Opium Wars, was an attempt to secure a technological 

consciousness. However, such a consciousness is unable to 

hold sway, and is flushed away immediately by the 'Cartesian 

separation' of Chinese thought as mind from Western tech

nology as mere instrument. We may well see both cases as 

efforts to mobilize the ontological Qi-Dao relation in order to 

produce a new episteme.126 

§25. ANAMNESIS OF THE POSTMODERN 
Forty years after the demise of the Kyoto School, the task 

of 'overcoming modernity' adopted another form in Europe: 

the 'postmodern', made famous by Lyotard . Indeed, the task 

with which Nishitani charged himself-namely, to overcome 

European culture and technology with absolute nothingness

was to find certain resonances in Lyotard 's formulation of the 

postmodern. I refer here specifically to Lyotard 's text ·Logos 

and Techne, or Telegraphy', included in the 1998 collection 

translated into English as The Inhuman: Reffections on Time. 

Lyotard first gave this paper at a 1986 seminar of IRCAM (lns

titut de Recherche et Coordination Acoustique/Musique) at 

the Centre Georges Pompidou organised by Bernard Stiegler, 

who was at the time writing his masters' thesis under the 

supervision of Lyotard. The text specifically addressed the 

question of anamnesis and technics, a theme that was to 

become central to Stiegler's philosophy. 

126. For the use of the term episteme, please refer to §2. 
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The main thesis of this seminar consists in the following: 

the relations between matter and time, according to LYo

tard, can be grasped in three different temporal syntheses: 

habit. remembrance, and anamnesis. Habit is a synthesis that 

expresses itself bodily. Remembrance seeks a narrative With 

an origin, or a beginning. Anamnesis, for Lyotard, means some

thing rather different. and must be carefully distinguished from 

remembrance. This distinction has its source in Freud, espe

cially his 1914 essay 'Remembering, Repeating, and Working

Through [Erinnern, Wiederholen und Durcharbeiten]'. In this 

essay Freud tried to show that there are two techniques of 

analysis: hypnosis, which helps the patient to reconstruct the 

unconscious content through a simple form of remembering 

(simple in the sense that the patient is removed from the pre

sent, and what matters is the earlier situation); and a second 

scenario in which 'no memory can as a rule be recovered'.m 

This second situation occurs, for example, with certain child

hood experiences which we didn't understand at the time, but 

which somehow disclosed themselves subsequently. The most 

significant difference between the technique of remembrance 

in hypnosis and the technique of uncovering repetition is that, 

in the latter, the patient 'reproduces it not as a memory but 

as an action; he repeats it, without. of course, knowing that 

he is repeating it'.128 The analyst's task in this case is to help 

the patient to uncover the source of resistance. However, as 

Freud identified, there are two difficulties here: the first is that 

the patient may refuse to recognise that there is a problem

that is to say, he or she may refuse to remember; the second 

127. S. Freud, Remembering, Repeating, and Working-Through , Standard 
Edition vol. 12 (London: Hogarth, 1958), 1<19. 

128. Ibid., 150. 

is that novice analysts often found that. even after revealing 

this resistance to the patient. there was no change. it is at this 

point that Freud introduces the third term, Ourcharbeiten or 

·working-through': 

One must allow the patient time to become more conversant 

with this resistance with which he has now become acquainted , 

to work through it, to overcome it. by continuing, in defiance 

of it. the analytic work according to the fundamental rule 

of analysis.129 

In 'Logos and Techne, or Telegraphy', Lyotard makes reference 

to Stiegler's retentional model of memory (through spatiali

sation) by referring to three modes of memory-breach

ing (frayage), scanning (balayage) and passing (passage), 

corresponding respectively to habit, remembrance, and 

anamnesis-identifying Freud's Durcharbeiten with the third 

type of synthesis of time, anamnesis. Lyotard's reading of 

Ourcharbeiten, however, is quite different from Freud's.13° For 

Lyotard, this anamnesis has two different senses, the nuances 

of which must be carefully distinguished. The first sense of 

Ourcharbeiten takes the form of free association: as Lyotard 

says, 'passing' takes more energy than scanning and breach

ing, precisely because it has no preestablished rules.131 This 

sense is taken up on another occasion, in The Postmodern 

129. Ibid., 155. 

130. In Scarfone Dominique's article 'A quoi ceuvre !'analyse?', Libres cahiers 
pour la psychanatyse 9 (200<1) , 109-23, the author argues that, for Freud, the 
Durcharbeiten is a task that falls to the patient, and the analyst can only wait 
and allow things to occur; for Lyotard the contrary is the case: it is the 'third 
ear' of the analyst that allows the passage of the signifier. 

131. Lyotard, 'Logos and Techne, or Telegraphy', 57. 
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Explained, where Lyotard understands avant -gardism as a 

movement that bears great responsibility for the presupposi

tions implied in modernity. The work of the modern painters, 

from Manet to Duchamp to Barnett Newman, can, he sug

gests, be understood in terms of an anamnesis, in the sense 

of psychoanalytic therapeutics: 

Just as the patient tries to elaborate his present trouble by freely 

associating some apparently inconsistent elements with some 

past situation-allowing them to uncover hidden meanings in 

their lives and their behaviour-in the same way we can think 

of the work of Cezanne, Picasso, Delaunay, Kandinsky, Klee, 

Mondrian, Malevich, and finally Duchamp as a working through 

(Durcharbeiten) performed by modernity on its own meaning.132 

For Lyotard, these artists don't represent a rupture with the 

modern, but rather an anamnesis of the modern. Hence they 

are representatives of a postmodern art which liberates itself 

from rules and responsibility, and passes beyond the rules of 

inscription, through anamnesis. But yet more intriguing, albeit 

also somewhat puzzling, is Lyotard's demand for something 

which is not inscribed and hence cannot be limited by the 

rules of writing-an origin that is not something remembered, 

indeed, a memory that is not inscribed, and yet cannot be 

forgotten-as exemplified by Freud's notion of the experience 

of childhood as something that is not remembered but which 

must nonetheless be worked through. Christopher Fynsk 

proposes to emphasise the role of infancy in Lyotard's concept 

of anamnesis in relation to this point, noting that Lyotard 

132. J.-F. Lyotard, The Postmodern Explained: Correspondence, 1982-1985, tr. 
D. Barry (Sydney: Power Publications, 1993), 79-80 (translation modified). 

·understood himself to be writing from an infancy and to an 

infancy'.133 In the section on anamnesis in 'Logos and Techne, 

or Telegraphy', in a passage cruoial for our inquiry here, Lyotard 

dramatically introduces an example from Dogen in order to 

explain what he means by 'passing' or anamnesis. In this use 

of Dogen we can observe the different nuances that mark 

out 'passing' from anamnesis as Durcharbeiten. Fynsk writes: 

I believe that the appeal to Dogen, here, is not merely an instance 

of exoticism, however effective it might also be on that score. it 

is rather an implicit acknowledgment that what [Lyotard] seeks 

to think does not surrender to the concept or to any theoretical 

exposition-that if there is a passage from infancy to thought, 

it is not established by the concept.134 

I would take this reference to Dogen more seriously than Fynsk 

does. Indeed, the reference to Oogen is not limited to this one 

occasion in Lyotard's writings, but recurs in various notes and 

interviews. What Lyotard was thinking here was much more 

intriguing and more uncanny than Fynsk suggests: it is none 

other than the logic that Nishitani used to avoid reducing 

being to its essence, as in his example about fire. I call this 

logic the negation of logos-although the word 'negation' is 

perhaps not entirely correct. since the negation here is neither 

a total negation nor a partial privation (e.g. part, intensity). We 

could clarify this distinction between privation and negation by 

paraphrasing the peculiar example Heidegger uses to clarify 

the difference as understood by the Greeks: when I am asked 

133. C. Fynsk, 'Lyotard 's Infancy', Yale French Studies 99, Jean-Francois 
Lyotard: Time and Judgment (2001), <18. 

13<1 . Ibid., 55. 
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if I have time for skiing, I reply, 'no, I don't have time'. In fact 

I do have time, but I don't have time .for you.135 Here being is, 

not negated by taking a reverse direction, but rather subject to 

privation in such a way that it is taken out of its usual context 

(as in 'fire doesn't burn fire'). This logic is exemplified in the 

movement from modern to postmodern. The postmodern is 

the self-negation of the modern. it is not that, at a certain 

moment of modernity, something happened, and at that point 

the postmodern arrived; it is rather that. at a certain moment 

of its development, the logic of modernity turned against itself 

and transplanted itself into another context.136 The reference 

to Dogen, I believe, seeks to demonstrate the same logic, no 

longer limited to the case of modernity but applied to logos as 

such. I believe that here Lyotard poses his ultimate question 

on technics, even if it remains shrouded in ambiguity-namely, 

he attempts to compare what he means by anamnesis with 

what Dogen, in Shobogenzo, the classic of Zen Buddhism, 

calls a 'clear mirror'. I will quote Lyotard's comment at length: 

lt makes sense to try to recall something (let's call it something) 

which has not been inscribed if the inscription of this something 

broke the support of the writing or the memory. I'm borrowing 

this metaphor of the mirror from one of the treatises of Dogen's 

Shobogenzo, the Zenki: there can be a presence that the mirror 

cannot reflect, but that breaks it into smithereens. A foreigner or 

135. M. Heidegger, Zollikon Seminars: Protocols. Conversations, Letters, ed. 
M. Boss (Illinois: Northwestern University Press, 2001 ), L16-L17. Heidegger 
writes: 'it took Greek thinkers two hundred years to discover the idea of 
privation. Only Plato discovered this negation as privation and discussed it in 
his dialogue The Sophist. · 

136. This negation, which emerges from an internal development. is the logic 
presented by Lyotard in his Introduction to Les lmmateriaux. See J.-F. Lyotard, 
Oeuxieme etat des immateriaux, March 198L1 (Archive du Centre Pompidou) . 

a Chinese can come before the mirror and their image appear in 

it. But if what Dogen calls 'a clear mirror ' faces the mirror, then 

'everything will break to smithereens'. And Dogen goes on to 

make this clear: 'Do not imagine that is first the time in which the 

breaking has not yet happened, nor that there is then the time in 

which everything breaks. There is just the breaking.' So there is 

a breaking presence which is never inscribed nor memorable. lt 

does not appear. lt is not a forgotten inscription, it doesn't have 

its place and time on the support of inscriptions, in the reflecting 

mirror. lt remains unknown to the breachings and scannings.137 

This passage is undoubtedly the most puzzling part of Lyo

tard 's intervention. The mirror and the clear mirror certainly 

have no end of metaphorical connotations. And yet, as Fynsk 

points out. it is very difficult for us to analyse this statement

to consider a dialogue between a twentieth-century French 

philosopher and a thirteenth-century Japanese monk-with

out falling into some kind of exoticism. 

Taking up Dogen further, the clear mirror stands for the 

mind (or intellectual intuition) before which the phenomenon 

is dismantled. The clear mirror presents something almost 

opposite to any conceptualisation of substance, since it is emp

tiness. Firstly, the clear mirror negates substance or essence 

(ousia) as eidos. This may remind us of Nishitani's perplexing 

logic of self-identification: fire doesn't burn fire, therefore it is 

fire. The phenomenal experience presents itself as such out 

of the actualization of the mind, since a normal person clings 

to substantializing it. The clear mirror is another type of mind, 

one able to operate a privation of this substantialist inclination; 

to this mind the world appears in constant change, without 

137. Lyotard, 'Logos', 55. 
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any persistence. There was no event that broke the clear 

mirror and marked the beginning. Before a clear mirror, there 

is only constant breaking, which destroys the concept of the 

self (the self cannot be mirrored at all). A person who doesn't 

have a mind like the clear mirror can see herself. since she 

still has upadana (clinging, grasping, attachment), which only 

sees phenomena since it can only navigate through forms. In 

contrast, a clear mirror sees everything broken, since in-itself 

it is empty. Lyotard continues: 

I am not sure that the West-the philosophical West-has 

succeeded in thinking this, by the very fact of its technologi

cal vocation. Plato, perhaps, when he tries to think agathon 

beyond essence. Freud perhaps when he tries to think primary 

repression. But both always threatening to fall back into the 

technologos. Because they try to find 'the word that gets rid', as 

Dogen writes. And even the late Heidegger is perhaps missing 

the violence of the breaking.138 

lt is not clear how much Lyotard knew of the history of the 

'clear mirror'-a story that is famous in Zen Buddhism, though 

it is considered to be apocryphal. According to the tale that 

is told, the Fifth Patriarch of Zen Buddhism Daman Hongren 

wanted to find a successor, and his student Shenxiu (606-

706) was considered a strong candidate. However, Hongren 

had doubts and wanted to find a more suitable person, and, 

in order to select one, asked his students to write a poem 

to explain what the mind is. Shenxiu wrote the following on 

the wall: 

138. Ibid. 55. 

~~wr:m::tM . 
1[)~ ~~EJ o 
~~JJJmttt:. 
iJJ1!;fiJm~o 

The body is the Bodhi tree, 
The heart is like the clear mirror. 
One should often clean it, 
And let no dust alight. 

Huineng (638-713), an obscure figure in the temple, responded 

with another poem. In fact, Huineng couldn't read or write, so 

he had to ask someone else to do it for him. (This is one of 

the characteristics of the practice of Zen Buddhism, where 

literacy is not considered to be an important virtue.) The poem 

won the approbation of Hongren, and Huineng became the 

Sixth Patriarch of Zen Buddhism. The clear mirror is the mind 

that Zen Buddhism seeks to achieve: 

wr :m:*~~:tM , 
~~?Jj\~~EJ , 

**~-4m, 
1PJ~jfiJm~o 

Bodhi is not .tree, 
Clear mirror is not mirror. 
There is not a single thing, 
How can it gather dust? 

Lyotard, though, transforms the clear mirror into a ques

tion of writing, and thus also a question of logos. Here we 

come across another meaning of substance: the support, or 

hypokeimenon. The question is: Can being be, without being 

carried by a hypokeimenon? Or, as Lyotard asked in the first 

text reproduced in The Inhuman, 'Can Thought Go On Without 

a Body?· Is iogos able to facilitate an anamnesis that is not 

inscribed by it? In other words, can logos, and here techno

logos, rather than determining the anamnesis, allow it to arrive 

in a non-deterministic way? Lyotard thus hopes to over

come logos through logos, in the same way that Nietzsche 

and Nishitani sought to overcome nihilism through nihilism. 

Another similar passage in the teaching of Dogen demon

strates this logic: the Zen master teaches 'Think of not-think

ing. How do you think of not-thinking? Non-thinking. This is 
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the essential art of zazen' (Zazen or tso-ch'an literally 

means 'sitting Zen' and is a technique of meditation).139 

The opposition that Dogen creates here is that between think

ing and not-thinking. This is a pure negation, since thinking 

cannot be not-thinking, and not-thinking cannot be thinking. 

But for Dogen, between thinking (shiryo) and not-thinking 

(fushiryo), there is a third way, which is non-thinking (hishiryo), 

and which negates both thinking and not-thinking, through 

the privation of thinking. For Lyotard, this privation of the 

logos leads to a realm which is not inscribed and is not inscrib

able in the logos. Lyotard adopts this logic himself when, in a 

talk given at a colloquium on the occasion of the opening of 

an exhibition of the artist Bracha Lichtenberg Ettinger, later 

published as 'Anamnesis of the Visible', he describes her work 

with the phrase: 'I remember that I no longer remember'.14o 

We might say that this double-bind is the logic of anamne

sis: Is the non-logos possible through the negation of logos 

within logos? In the last paragraph of 'Logos and Techne, or 

Telegraphy', Lyotard raises the question that we cited in the 

Introduction: 

[l]s the passage possible, will it be possible with, or allowed by, 

the new mode of inscription and memoration that character

izes the new technologies? Do they not impose syntheses, and 

syntheses conceived still more intimately in the soul than any 

earlier technology has done?141 

139. C. Olsen, Zen and the Art of Postmodem Philosophy: Two Paths of 
Liberation From the Representational Mode of Thinking (New York: State 
University of New York Press, 2000) , 68. 

1LIO. J-F. Lyotard, 'Anamnesis of the Visible', Theory Culture Society 21 (200LJ), 118. 

1L11. Lyotard, 'Logos', 57 (italics added). 

Thus Lyotard asks whether some new. unknown possibility 

could be opened up by this new technology; or whether, on 

the contrary, the new technology favours only a synthesis 

that is ever more efficient and hegemonic, i.e. automation. 

This question was posed to the philosophers of writing, or of 

mnemotechnics. Logos is confronted with the clear mirror, in 

order to think whether it is possible to realise the clear mirror 

with techno-logos. 

As has already been suggested, retrospectively we might 

ask whether the anamnesis that Lyotard refers to here is not 

very similar to the emptiness proposed by Nishitani. Indeed, 

they come from the same tradition, if not the same Zen master. 

Lyotard seeks to overcome European modernity through an 

anamnesis which, as he knows, is the ground of East Asian 

thinking. However, he was probably not aware that this same 

anamnesis was also its greatest weakness when it came to its 

confrontation with modernisation. Moreover, Lyotard 's analysis 

does not yet touch upon the real problem, which is historical, 

techno-logical, and geo-political. Lyotard hopes that the 'clear 

mirror' might negate the tendency toward the totalisation of 

the system, thus enabling egress from the system as Entram

ing; that it might resist the hegemony of the industrialisation 

of memory by deviating from its axis of time, which he calls 

'common time'.142 ln this sense, he hopes that the postmodern 

can take up the non-modern and use it as a conceptual tool to 

overcome the modern. The simple opposition between non

modern and modern has to be problematized, though: and the 

post modern, in so far it wants to be a global rather than only a 

European project. has to re-position itself as an Aufhebung that 

1L12. Lyotard, 'Logos', Ll7. 
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seeks a resolution of the incompatibilities between different 

ontologies, different epistemes. 

Let us say a few words about this global axis of tirne 

which has become hegemonic through globalisation. 1 have 

hinted above that we must move away from the visual irnage 

of the globe, since it carries with it the question of inclusion 

and exclusion. The notion of cosmos as 'house' and sphere 

originates from an antique European cosmology; a 'stimulat

ing image of an all-encompassing sphere' exemplified by the 

Ptolemaic model. as Peter Sloterdijk has rightly claimed, which 

has survived 'until the twentieth century'.143 ln contrast to the 

image of the globe, Sloterdijk proposes a theory of foam, which 

he calls a 'polycosmology'. We may be attracted by Sloterdijk's 

new visual, spatial form of bubbles, which he proposes as the 

basis of a 'discrete theory of existence'.144 However, reviewing 

Sloterdijk's recent comments on refugee policy may prompt 

us to ask whether these autonomous bubbles do not conceal 

an exclusive and seemingly fascist tendency: in an interview 

with the German political magazine Cicero in January 2016, 

Sloterdijk criticized Angela Merkel's refugee policy, claiming 

that 'we haven't learned to praise (Lob) borders,' and that 

'Europeans will sooner or later develop an efficient common 

border policy. In the long run the territorial imperative prevails. 

After all, there is no moral obligation to self-destruction.'145 Do 

the participations of bubbles only confirm the irreducibility of 

1ll3. P. Sloterdijk, In the World Interior of Capitol: For a Philosophical Theory 
of Globalization, tr. W. Hoban (London: Polity, 2013), 28. 

1llll. P. Sloterdijk, 'Spheres Theory. Talking to Myself About the Poetics of 
Space', Horvord Design Magazine 30 (Spring/Summer 2009) , 1-8: 7. 

1ll5. P. Sloterdijk, 'Es gibt keine moralische Pfticht zur Selbstzerstbrung', 
Cicero Mogozin fur politische Kultur, 28 January 2016. 

borders? And doesn't their allure still leave us trapped in the 

question of territory and inclusion-exclusion? 

The real danger of globalisation seems twofold: in consists 

firstly in a submission to the pure determination of time and of 

becoming by technologies, as examined above, and secondly 

in the attempts to overcome modernity, which all too easily 

turn into fascist and fanatical movements against 'deracinated 

peoples'. We will conclude the first point here, and will address 

the second point in the following section. 

Towards the end of Gesture and Speech, Leroi-Gourhan 

raised a problem of rhythm that arises with the synchronisation 

effect of technological systems: 'Individuals today are imbued 

with and conditioned by a rhythmicity that has reached a stage 

of almost total mechanicity (as opposed to humanization).'146 

The invitatior.l to move from spatial metaphor to temporal 

experience is an invitation to rethink rhythms that are in the 

process of synchronising and becoming homogeneous, follow

ing the triumph of the global technological systems that exist 

in every domain of our daily lives and traverse every territory: 

telecommunications, logistics. finance, etc. lt is this rethinking 

that must be the main task of a programme of 're-orientation' 

after Lyotard's postmodern 'disorientation', a programme that 

aims to go beyond the opposition between the global and the 

local as the constitution of cultural and political identity. Instead 

of negating technology and tradition, such a programme will 

have to open itself to a pluralism of cosmotechnics and a 

diversity of rhythms by transforming what is already there. The 

only way to do this is to unmake and remake the categories 

that we have widely accepted as technics and technology. 

1ll6. Leroi-Gourhan, Gesture and Speech, 311. 
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In contrast to Lyotard, Eastern attempts to overcome moder

nity-whether the Kyoto School's fanatical proposal to over

come it by war or Mou Zongsan's optimistic programme 

of transcending it by descending from the /iangzhi-failed 

because they were not able to overcome the time-axis con

stituted by the technological unconsciousness of modernity 

on its global scale. Nishitani's strategy was to escape this 

time-axis by enveloping it in order to give it a new ground

absolute nothingness. Mou's strategy was to descend to 

this time-axis by contemplating it, in the hope of being able 

to integrate it, as when he says that 'one heart/mind opens 

two doors/perspectives (-~~,IMJ~F~)'. Ultimately what is 

problematic is that, in both cases, a dualism is presented as a 

solution. This dualism is not so much a Cartesian one-and 

indeed both thinkers were very much aware of the problem 

of Cartesian dualism, and their philosophies also aimed to 

overcome it-it rather consists in the fact that technics as 

constitutive of Oasein and Weltgeschichtlichkeit is under

mined as a mere possibility of the xin . All three attempts, 

we may conclude, are failed ones. However, the way that 

these questions were raised will allow us to formulate another 

programme. Lyotard's speculative question has lost none of 

its power today, because the real question is not whether 

Chinese or Japanese traditions can give rise to science and 

technologies, but rather how they can appropriate the global 

axis of time to radically open up a new realm for themselves, 

in the way that Lyotard described (but in the opposite direc

tion), and how they can do so without regressing into dualism. 

§26. THE DILEMMA OF HOMECOMING 
What should we take from these attempts to over

come modernity? Attempts to take a position cleaving to 

Heidegger's interpretation of philosophy and technology 

ended up with metaphysical fascism. The Kyoto school's 

adoption of Hegelian dialectics and Heidegger's mission of 

philosophy as the theory of the Third Reich to achieve the 

East Asia eo-prosperity Sphere147 1ed not only to a metaphysi

cal mistake but also to an unforgivable crime. However, it is 

not enough to criticize them simply out of moral indignation: 

Heidegger did point out a problem that is produced by the 

planetarization of technology, namely the destruction of tradi

tion and the disappearance of any 'home'. But it is a question 

that must be taken beyond a critique of nationalism, so as to 

reconsider the grave consequences brought about by techno

logical globalization. A failure to understand this dilemma will 

end up in the fanaticism of the Kyoto School, which sought to 

reestablish a world history even at the expense of a total war; 

or that of Islamic extremism, which believes it can overcome 

the problem with terror. The cinders of fanaticism will not be 

extinguished without a direct confrontation of technological 

globalization, without which it will spread everywhere, both 

inside and outside Europe, in different forms. The first two 

decades of the twenty-first century reflect this incapacity to 

overcome modernity. 

147. Hajime Tanabe, in 'On the Logic of eo-prosperity Spheres: Towards a 
philosophy of Regional Blocs' (1942), presented the project as a Hegelian 
dialectics which, according to him, will lead to equality of nations; in 1933, 
Tanabe responded to Heidegger's rectoral address with a series of three 
articles in a Japanese newspaper 'The Philosophy of Crisis or a Crisis in 
Philosophy: Reflections on Heidegger's Rectoral Address', in which he argued 
against Heidegger's prioritisation of the Aristotelian theorein , and proposed 
to consider philosophy as a more active engagement in the political crisis, 
exemplified by Plato's two visits to Syracuse. The two articles are collected 
in D. Williams, Defending Japan's Pacific War: The Kyoto School Philosophers 

and Post-White Power (London: Routledge, 2005) . 
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84 The theory of the Russian new right Heideggerian thinker 

Aleksandr Dugin, meanwhile, can be given as a recent repre

sentative example of the tendency to appropriate the 'home

coming' of philosophy as a response against technological 

planetarisation. Dugin proposes what he calls a 'fourth political 

theory' as a successor to the major twentieth-century politi

cal theories, namely fascism, communism, and liberalism.14s 

This new programme is a continuation of the 'conservative 

revolution' usually associated with Heidegger, Ernst and Frie

drich Junger, Carl Schmitt, Oswald Spengler, Werner Sorn

bart, Othmar Spann, Friedrich Hielscher, Ernst Niekisch, and, 

more notoriously, Arthur Moeller van den Bruck (1876-1925), 

whose 1923 book Dos Dritte Reich considerably influenced 

the German nationalist movement, which saw modern tech

nology as a great danger for tradition and turned against it. 

Modernity seems to Dugin an annihilation of tradition, while 

postmodernity is 'the ultimate oblivion of Being, it is that 

"midnight", when Nothingness (nihilism) begins to seep from 

all the cracks'.149 Dugin's proposal to overcome both modernity 

and postmodernity consists in following in the footsteps of 

Van den Bruck by proposing that 'conservatives must lead a 

revolution'. 150 Dugin's idea is go back to the Russian tradition 

and to mobilize it as a strategy against technological mod er

nity. He concretizes this idea in what he calls the 'Eurasia 

movement', which is both a political theory and an episteme, 

in the sense that it uses tradition as an episteme 'opposed to 

an unitary episteme of Modernity, including science, politics, 

1L18. A. Dugin, The Fourth Political Theory, tr. M. Sleboda and M. Millerman 

(London: Arktos Media, 2012). 

1L19. Ibid., 22. 

150. Ibid. , 132. 

culture, anthropology'.151 Even though the proposed reestab

lishment of this new episteme resonates with what we have 

thus far demonstrated, Dugin's programme fails to develop it 

further into any philosophical programme, and it becomes a 

mere conservative movement. 

The 'conservative revolution' is invariably a reactionary 

movement against technological modernisation; Heidegger 

was one of the first to have transformed this question into a 

metaphysical one, namely that of modern technology as the 

completion of metaphysics. But Heidegger left open the possi

bility of a 'homecoming' to the Presocratics. In doing so he may 

have been alluding to Hblderlin's lyrical novel Hyperion, which 

consists of letters between a Greek, his lover, and a German 

interlocutor. From the letters, we know that Hyperion once 

left his country and travelled to Germany to acquire Apollonian 

rationality.152 However, he found life in Germany unbearable 

and went back to Greece, to live as a hermit, Ancient Greece 

for Hblderlin is an 'experience' and 'knowledge' of a singular 

historical moment, when technics and nature are presented in 

tension and conf1ict.153 Heidegger appropriated this in his own 

diagnosis of the contemporary technological situation, and 

presented it as a 'recommencement'. it is not difficult to see 

the common ground of the political programmes of Heidegger, 

the Kyoto School, and Dugin in this notion of a homecoming. 

The homecoming of philosophy as a recommence

ment beyond modernity is not only a refusal of technology, 

151. Ibid., 136. 

152. J. Young, The Philosophy of Tragedy From Plato to Zizek (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2013) , 101. 

153. D. J. Schmidt, On Germans and Other Greeks (lndianapolis: University of 

Indiana Press, 2001), 139. 
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characterised by the Heidegger of the 1930s and 'Lios as 'machi

nation (Machenschaft)', a precursor to the term Gestef/.154 

The renunciation of metaphysics is based on the hope that 

something more 'authentic' can be revealed-the truth of 

Being. The truth of Being is however not universal, since it 

is only revealed to those who went back home, not to those 

who are not at home, and definitely not to those who stand 

between the people ( Volk) and their homecoming. The latter 

are subsumed under the category of the mass (dos Man), and 

of course the Jewish people figure foremost in this category 

in the Black Notebooks, in which what Donatella Di Cesare 

describes as a 'metaphysical anti-Semitism' prevails: in this 

reading of history of metaphysics, the Jews become those 

who have completed and amplified a metaphysical deracination: 

The question of the role of World Jewry [We/tjudentum] is 

not a racial question [rassisch]. but the metaphysical ques

tion [metaphysisch] concerning the kind of humanity [Men

schentOmlichkeit], which, free from all attachments, can assume 

the world-historical task of uprooting all beings [Seiendes] from 

Being [Sein].155 

The Judenfrage and the Seinsfrage constitute an ontological 

difference, but for Heidegger, Juden is not something station

ary like a being-present-at-hand; rather, it is a force that drives 

15£1. I. Farin, 'The Black Notebooks in Their Historical and Political Context'. in 
I. Farin and J . Malpas (eds) , Reading Heidegger's Black Notebooks 1931-1941, 
(Massachusetts. Cambridge: MIT Press, 2016). 301. 

155. M. Heidegger, GA 96 Oberlegungen XII-XV Schwarze Hefte 1939-1941 
(Frankfurt am Main: Klostermann. 201£1) , 2£13; cited and translated by D. Oi 
Cesare, 'Heidegger's Metaphysical Anti-Semitism', in Reading Heidegger's 
Black Notebooks 1931-1941. 181. 

the West towards the abyss of Being. Judaism appropriated 

the modern development of Western metaphysics, and is 

spreading 'empty rationality' and 'calculating ability'. Judaism 

walks hand-in-hand with toxic modern metaphysics: 

The reason why Judaism has temporarily increased its power is 

that Western metaphysics, at least in its modern development, 

has offered a starting point for the spread of an otherwise empty 

rationality and calculating ability, which have, consequently, 

acquired a shelter [Unterkunft] in the 'spirit' [Geist] without 

nevertheless being able to grasp, moving from themselves. 

the hidden ambits-of-decision [Entscheidungsbezirke] . The 

more original and captured-in-their beginning the prospective 

decisions and questions. the more they remain inaccessible to 

this 'race'.156 

But it is not only the Jews who are portrayed as a malign 

metaphysical force and an obstacle to accessing the question 

of Being; Heidegger also has the 'Asiatics' in his sights here, 

described as 'barbaric, the rootless, the allochthonic'.157 lt is 

not entirely clear what is meant by 'Asiatic', but it is clear that 

it carries the general meaning of 'non-European'. On 8 April 

1936, at the Hertziana Library of the Kaiser-Wilhelm Institute 

156. M. Heidegger. GA 94 Oberlegungen /I-VI Schwarze Hefte 1931-1938 
(Frankfurt am Main: Klostermann, 201-4). £16; cited and translated by Oi Cesare, 
'Heidegger's Metaphysical Anti-Semitism', 18£1. 

157. Summarizing Heidegger's discussion on the opposition between 
the early Greek and the Asiatic, Bambach writes: '[Asia] stands as a name 
for the barbaric. the rootless, the allochthonic-those whose roots are not 
indigeneous but who come from another place. For Heidegger, Asia comes 
to signify pure alterity, the otherness that threatens the preservation of the 
homeland'. C. Bambach. Heidegger's Roots: Nietzsche, National Socialism, 
and the Greeks (lthaca and London: Cornell University Press) , 177. 
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38 in Rome, Heidegger gave a lecture entitled 'Europe and the 

German Philosophy', in which he began by defining the task 

of European philosophy: 

Our historic Dasein experiences with increasing urgency and 

clarity that its future is facing a stark either -or: the salvation of 

Europe, or (alternatively] its own destruction. But the possibility 

of salvation requires two things: 

1. The shielding [Bewahrung] of European people from the Asiatics 

[Asiatischen ]. 

2 . The overcoming of its own rootlessness and disintegration.158 

What is the historical significance of the spread of the empty 

rationality and calculation that is the destiny of Western 

metaphysics? lt is presented as a crisis, an emergency which 

European philosophy is not able to deal with, since it is already 

planetary. The 'Asiatics', whether inside or outside Europe, 

are considered to be a threat to Europe; however, the Asiatic 

countries outside Europe were not able to confront techno

logical modernisation either, and the Kyoto School also tried 

to follow Heidegger in his retreat into the thinking of the 

Heimatum. This in turn legitimated a 'metaphysical fascism', in 

a 'turn' that is common to Heidegger, the Kyoto School, and 

more recently their Russian fellow conservative . 

This reveals the limits of Heidegger's reading of the his

tory of Western metaphysics and the history of technology 

(as history of nature).159 However, we must also ask: Why did 

158. M. Heidegger, 'Europa und die Deutsche Philosophie', cited by L. Ma. 
Heidegger on East-West Dialogue: Anticipating the Event (London: Routledge, 
2007). 112; the original text is reproduced in H. H. Ganders (ed.), Europa und 

die Philosophie (Frankfurt am Main: Klostermann, 1993), 31-<11. 

159. Heidegger, GA 95, 133. 

Heidegger's metaphysical analysis have such a strong reso

nance in the East? Because, once again, what he described is 

undeniable: namely, the destruction of tradition-for example, 

when the village loses its traditional form of life and becomes 

a tourist site.160 Although it fell outside of his primary concern 

for the destiny of Europe, Heidegger seems to have suspected 

that this experience of modernity would be graver outside 

of Europe than inside-for example when he writes that, if 

communism comes to power in China, China will become 'free' 

for technology. After a hundred years of modernisation, the 

'homecoming' of all philosophies, whether Chinese, Japanese, 

Islamic, or African, will be of increasing concern in the twenty

first century because of accelerated dis-orientation. So how 

can one avoid the fanaticism of total war or terrorism, or the 

'conservative revolution'-a metaphysical fascism that claims 

to be against fascism? 

Everyone, every culture, needs a 'home', but it doesn't 

need to be an exclusive and substantial place. lt is the aim of 

this book to show that it is not only necessary to seek alterna

tives, but that it is possible to do so by opening the question 

of technics not as a universal techno-logy, but as a question 

of different cosmotechnics. This involves the re-appropriation 

of the metaphysical categories from inside a culture, as well 

the adoption of modern technology into it, transforming it. 

In comparison to the Communist appropriation of technol

ogy as a means of economic and military competition after 

19..::19. the New Confucians took a different approach toward 

modernisation. They went back to traditional philosophy, fortu

nately without invoking the same kind of metaphysical fascism; 

the reason for their failure is historical and philosophical: firstly, 

160. Ibid., 80. 
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since modernisation took place at such astonishing speed, 

it increasingly left no time for any philosophical refiection 

whatsoever, especially given that the Chinese philosophical 

system had perenially failed to identify the category of Technik 

in itself; secondly, the tendency to reconceptualize technology 

took a rather idealist approach, and therefore became embed

ded into a cultural programme without having any profound 

understanding of technology. Cosmotechnics proposes that 

we reapproach the question of modernity by reinventing the 

self and technology at the same time, giving priority to the 

moral and the ethical. 

§27. SINOFUTURISM IN THE ANTHROPOCENE 
We could have stopped here, since the question concerning 

technology in China has been almost fully exhibited: firstly, the 

destruction of the traditional metaphysics and moral cosmol

ogy that once governed social and political life; secondly, the 

attempts to reconstitute a ground proper to their traditions 

and compatible with Western science and technology, but 

which only produce contrary effects; and lastly, the deracina

tion (Entwurzelung) that Heidegger anticipated as an imminent 

danger in Europe, but which has progressed at a much more 

tremendous pace in Asia. However, we cannot stop here. We 

must confront the problematic of the 'homecoming' of phi

losophy, and go beyond it. For it is evidently impossible for the 

Chinese to totally refuse a science and technology that have 

indeed effectively become a past that they have never lived, 

but which has now been passed to them. lt is urgent to take 

further this inquiry concerning the technological condition that 

is leading to the widespread feeling of the loss of tradition in 

Asia today; and the only possible response is to propose a new 

.form of the thinking and practice of technologies. 

In 1958, during a roundtable discussion, Nishitani described 

this deracination with enormous grief: 

Religion is impotent in Japan. We don't even have a serious 

atheism. In Europe, every deviation from tradition has to come 

to terms with tradition or at least to run up against it. This seems 

to explain the tendency to interiority or introspection that makes 

people into thinking people. In Japan[ ... ] ties with tradition have 

been cut; the burden of having to come to terms with what lies 

behind us has gone and in its place only a vacuum remains.161 

The pace of modernisation is probably even faster in China 

than in Japan, precisely because China was and still is consid

ered to be a country that had 'modernisation without moder

nity', while Japan is considered to be a country baptised by 

European modernity. The second half of the twentieth century 

was full of experiments for China: the Great Leap, the Cul

tural Revolution, the Four Modernisations (agriculture, indus

try, national defence, science and technology), the Market 

Economy .... Subsequently, over the past thirty years, we have 

witnessed a huge transformation synchronised to a global 

technological time-axis characterised by speed, innovation, 

and military competition. As we have seen, and as Nishitani 

had already observed, the technological system is now totally 

separated from any moral cosmology: cosmology becomes 

astronomy, spirit is despised as superstition, and religion 

becomes the 'opium of the people'. The separation between 

tradition and modern life that Nishitani worried about has only 

amplified and intensified, with the gap being enlarged yet fur

ther in China under the reforms of the greatest accelerationist 

161. Cited in Heisig, Philosophers of Nothingness, 20L1. 
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2 of the socialist camp, Deng Xiaoping. As discussed in Part 1, 

the acceleration led by Deng Xiaoping, on the advice of the 

thinkers of the 'Dialectics of Nature', squarely placed China on 

the same technological time-axis as the West. Following this 

combined acceleration and synchronisation. though, what still 

lags behind is Chinese thought. The relation between Dao and 

Qi has foundered under the new rhythm introduced by the 

technological system. lt is tempting here to repeat Heidegger 

in saying that 'night is falling'. All one can see is the disappear

ance of tradition and the superficial marketisation of cultural 

heritage, whether through the culture industries or tourism. 

Amidst the economic boom, one also senses that an end is 

arriving. And this end is going to be realised on a new scene, 

that of the Anthropocene. 

The Anthropocene is considered by geologists to be the 

successor to the Holocene, a geological period which provided 

a stable earth system for the development of human civilisation. 

The Anthropocene is regarded as a new era-a new axis of 

time-in which human activities influence the earth system in 

previously unimaginable ways. According to the commentators, 

there is a rough consensus that the Anthropocene started 

towards the end of the eighteenth century, marked by the 

invention of James Watt's steam engine, which triggered the 

industrial revolution. Since then, homo industria/is and its tech

nological unconsciousness has become the major force in the 

transformation of the earth, and the creator of catastrophes,162 

as human beings become elevated to a 'causal explanatory 

category in the understanding of human history'.163 In the 

162. I adopt the term homo industria/is from M.S. Northcott. A Political 
Theology of Climate Change (Grand Rapids, M I: Eerdmans, 2013), 105. 

163. C. Bonneil, 'The Geological Turn. Narratives of the Anthropocene', in C. 

twentieth century we observed what the geologists called the 

'great acceleration', starting from the 1950s, indicated by the 

economic and military competition during the Cold War. the 

shift from coal to oil, etc. On the macro-level we have long 

observed climate change and environmental damage; on the 

micro-level, geologists have observed that human activities 

have effectively influenced the geochemical process of the 

earth. In this conceptualisation of our epoch, geological time 

and human time are no longer two separate systems. 

The recognition of the Anthropocene is the culmination 

of a technological consciousness in which the human being 

starts to realise. not only in the intellectual milieu but also 

in the broader public, the decisive role of technology in the 

destruction of the biosphere and in the future of humanity: it 

has been estimated that. without effective mitigation, climate 

change will bring about the end of the human species within 

two hundred years.164 The Anthropocene is closely related to 

the project of rethinking modernity, since fundamentally the 

modern ontological interpretations of the cosmos. nature, the 

world, and humanity are constitutive of what led us into the 

predicament in which we find ourselves today. The Anthropo

cene can hardly be distinguished from modernity, since both 

of them are situated on the same axis of time. 

In brief, there are two responses to the potential danger of 

the Anthropocene: one is geo-engineering, which believes that 

the earth can be repaired by employing modern technology 

(e.g. ecological modernism); the other is the appeal for cultural 

Hamilton, F. Gemenne, C. Bonneuil (eds) , The Anthropocene and the Global 
Environmental Crisis: Rethinking Modernity in a New Epoch (London and New 

York: Routledge, 2015), 25. 

164. Northcott. A Political Theology of Climate Change, 13. 
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plurality and ontological pluralism. lt is the second response that 

we have tried to engage with in this book. Many efforts have 

been made to broach this subject, across anthropology, theol

ogy, political science, and philosophy-notably, Bruno Latour's 

'resetting modernity' project and Philippe Descola's anthropol

ogy of nature. The division between culture and nature in 

modernity is considered by many anthropologists to be one 

of the major factors in bringing about the Anthropocene. As 

Montebello claims, contrary to the Ionian cosmologies, which 

speak of the community of all beings whether living, human, 

or divine, Cartesian dualism makes the human a special kind 

of being, one that is detached from nature and makes nature 

its object.165 lt would be too easy to blame Cartesian dualism 

as a kind of 'original sin', but it would be also ignorant not to 

see it as a paradigm of the modern project. Modernity began 

with the cogito, with the confidence in consciousness which 

allows human beings to master the world, to develop a system 

of knowledge through the self-grounding of the cogito, and to 

set out a programme of development or progress. Theologist 

Michael Northcott considers it to have been accompanied by 

a loss of theological meaning and a politico-theological failure 

in the West. As he states: 

The dating of the Anthropocene at the outset of the industrial 

revolution is then indeed the most appropriate from a theological 

point of view. since it is with the rise of coal, optics and com

merce that the sense of eo-agency between Christ, Church and 

cosmos is lost in post-Reformation Europe.166 

165. P. Montebello, Metaphysiques cosmomorphes. 103. 

166. Northcott, A Political Theology of Climate Change, 48. 

Northcott's observation resonates with Nishitani's, except 

that. in Europe, although the Industrial Revolution was experi

enced as a rupture, there was still a certain continuity because 

this rupture emerged out of an internal dynamic rather than 

being the result of an irruption of external forces. lt is also 

true that, in recent reflections on the Anthropocene, some 

prominent intellectuals have proposed a certain reinvention of 

political theology and cosmology. Thinkers such as Northcott 

present the Anthropocene as a moment of change, a kairos to 

be seized.167 Northcott interprets the deep time of the earth 

discovered by Scottish geologist James Hutton towards the 

end of the eighteenth century as chronos,168 and sees the 

Anthropocene as an apocalypse without the intervention of 

God, a kairos which summons human beings to take respon

sibility for this crisis. 

However, among these proposals, there is a common 

underestimation of the problem of modernity, as if it is only a 

'disturbance', a St6rung. Let us take the example of Latour's 

'Resetting Modernity' project. We can understand 'resetting 

modernity' by way of a metaphor that Latour himself employs: 

What do you do when you are dis-oriented-for instance, when 

the digital compass of your mobile phone goes wild? You reset 

it. You might be in a state of mild panic because you have lost 

167. M. Northcott, 'Eschatology in the Anthropocene: from the Chronos of 
Deep Time to the Kairos of the Age of Humans', 100-112. 

168. Hutton was the first to show that the earth has existed for more than 
800 million years, in contrast to the biblical belief that the earth is around 
6000 years old. Not only did Hutton's discovery challenge the church, it 
also proposed a theory of 'the system of the earth', considered to be the 
groundwork of modern geology. 
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your bearings. but still you have to take your time and follow 

the instruction to recalibrate the compass and let it be reset.169 

The problem with this metaphor is that modernity is not a 

malfunctioning machine. but rather one that works too We// 

according to the logic embedded in it. Once it is reset, it Will 

restart with the same premises and the same procedure. 

There is no way in which we can hope that modernity can 

be reset like pressing a button-or rather. this kairos of the 

modern may be possible for Europe, although I doubt it, but 

it certainly will not function like this outside of Europe, as 1 

have tried to show by recounting the failures of China and 

Japan to overcome modernity: the former ended up amplifying 

modernity, the latter with fanaticism and war. 'Disorientation' 

does not mean simply that one has lost one's way and doesn't 

know which direction to choose; it also means the incompat _ 

ibility of temporalities, of histories, of metaphysics: it is rather 
a 'dis-orient-ation'. 

In contrast to the appeals to 'return to nature' or to 'reset 

modernity', what I have tried to propose here is a rediscovery 

of cosmotechnics as both metaphysical and epistemic proj

ect. The question that remains to be further formulated is 

that of the role to be played by modern technologies in this 

project. it seems to me that this is the fundamental question 

for overcoming modernity today. it is less about the role of 

China in the Anthropocene-although we know that China 

has contributed greatly to its acceleration170-than about 

169. B. Latour, 'Let's Touch Base!· . . in B. Latour (ed.) Reset Modernity! 
(Karlsruhe and Cambridge MA: ZKM/ MIT Press. 2016), 21. 

170. Since 2008 China has been the greatest producer of carbon dioxide. 
for example. W. Steffen et al. , The Anthropocene: From Global Change to 
Planetary Stewardship, AMBIO LJO: 7 (2011). 

how China (for example) will reposition itself in relation to 

the gigantic force of the earth-human time-axis constituted 

by modern technologies. How is it possible to connect tech

nological consciousness with the cosmotechnics that we 

have tried to illuminate here? A sinofuturism, as we may call 

it, is manifesting itself in different domains. However, such a 

futurism runs in the opposite direction to moral cosmotechnical 

thinking-ultimately, it is only an acceleration of the European 

modern project. If we pay attention to what is happening with 

digitisation in China now, it confirms our view: as Facebook and 

Youtube arrives, China censors them and builds a Renren or a 

Youku which look more or less the same; when Uber arrives, 

China will adopt it and call it Youbu .... As we can understand, 

there are historical and political reasons for this, yet this is also 

the moment when such repetition should be suspended, and 

the question of modernity raised again. 

The dream of China after the two Opium Wars, that of 

'surpassing the UK and catching up with the USA', seemed 

to have been realised in certain way in 2015 when it was 

confirmed that a Chinese company had been contracted to 

build a nuclear power station at Hinkley Point in the United 

Kingdom. The successful testing of the atomic bomb in 197-q 

and the hydrogen bomb in 1976 brought China into the first 

rank of world military powers, but this nuclear programme 

remained within China's borders. Building a nuclear plant in the 

UK, however, was symbolically different. In October 2015. Liu 

Xiaoming, the Chinese ambassador in London, was invited onto 

the BBC to talk about the power station. Asked whether the 

UK could also build a nuclear power plant in China, he replied 

'Do you have the money first. do you have the technology, do 

you have expertise?[ ... ] If you have all this, we certainly would 
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want to have co-operation with you, like the French. We have 

some co-operation with France'. 

In February 2016, during the famous annual TV programme 

of the state-owned CCTV for celebrating the Chinese New 

Year, the climax came at the moment when five-hundred and 

forty robots danced onto the stage, with the singer trilling 

'rush, rush, rush, dashing to the peak of the world .. .' while a 

dozen drones leapt above the stage and shuttled back and 

forth between the laser lights. This is perhaps the scene that 

best symbolises the likely future of the Anthropocene in China: 

robots, drones-symbols of automation, killing, immanent 

surveillance, and nationalism. One wonders how far the popular 

imagination has already become detached from the form of 

life and moral cosmologies that were central to the Chinese 

tradition. However, what lies behind the scenes-no matter 

how awkward it is to admit, and no matter how much it might 

make us lament the loss of tradition-is the fact that China 

has succeeded in participating in the construction of the 

axis of time of modernity, and has become one of its major 

players (and of course this is true not only of China, but also 

of many other developing countries). This is especially so if 

one considers the rapid, ongoing modernisation of China and 

its infrastructural projects in Africa. The 'modern', which was 

accidental to Chinese culture, is thus not only being ampli

fied within the country itself. but also propagated within the 

countries of its Third World partners-and in this sense it is 

extending European modernity through modern technology 

(according to Heidegger, ontotheology) . 

Thus the question of the Anthropocene is not only that 

of measures such as reducing pollution, for example, but that 

of confronting the axis of time which, as Heidegger already 

observed, is drawing us towards an abyss. This doesn't mean 

that such ameliorative measures are not important on the 

contrary, they are necessary but not sufficient. What is more 

fundamental is the relation between human and the cosmos 

(between the Heaven and the earth) that defines cultures and 

natures. As Heidegger predicted, these relations have slowly 

passed away, yielding to a general understanding of Being as 

Bestand. Capitalism is the contemporary cosmotechnics that 

dominates the planet. Sociologist Jason W. Moore is right 

to call it a 'world ecology' which ceaselessly exploits natural 

resources and unpaid labour to sustain its ecology;171 Econo

mists Shimshon Bichler and Jonathan Nitzan propose that 

we consider capitalism as a 'mode of power' that orders and 

reorders power (as the Greek word kosmeo itself suggests) .172 

Bichler and Nitzan suggest that the evolution of capitalism is 

not only the evolution of its adoption of modern science and 

technology; rather they also share the understanding of a 

cosmic dynamics: for example, between the late nineteenth 

century and the early twentieth century, there was a shift 

from a mechanical mode of power to one that prioritizes 

uncertainty and relativity. 

it is true that we can find some hints in the ancient wisdom 

as to how the human-cosmos relation might be reconceptual

ised as a principle of coexistence. governance, and living. For 

example, in the Mencius, there is a famous dialogue between 

Mencius and King Hui of Liang, in which Mencius denounces 

war and proposes to the King another way to govern the 

country by following the 'four seasons' (sishf): 

171. J. W. Moore, Capitalism in the Web of Life: Ecology and the Accumulation 

of Capital (London: Verso, 2015). 

172. S. Bichler and J. Nitzan, 'Capital as Power: Toward a New Cosmology of 
Capitalism', Real-World Economics Review 61 (2012), 65-8<1. 
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)Q If the king understands this, there is no reason to expect the 

people to be more numerous than they an~ in neighboring states. 

If the agricultural seasons are not interfered with, there will be 

more grain than can be eaten. If close-meshed nets are not 

allowed in the pools and ponds, there will be more fish and tur

tles than can be eaten. And if axes are allowed in the mountains 

and forests only in the appropriate seasons, there will be more 

timber than can be used. When grain, fish, and turtles are more 

than can be eaten. and timber is more than can be used, this will 

mean that the people can nourish their lives, bury their dead, and 

be without rancor. Making it possible for them to nourish their 

lives, bury their dead, and be without rancor is the beginning of 

kingly government.173 

A similar comment on governing according to the season 

is found in the writings of Mencius's contemporary Xunzi 

(l'fFf. 313-238 BC).174 The ancient Chinese wisdom has been 

ceaselessly repeated in the past decades in view of the eco

logical crisis and rampant industrialization, and yet what we 

have heard are only constant catastrophes. The Li (rites) 

have become purely formal. to the point where, ridiculously, 

one prays to the Heaven so that one can exploit more the 

earth in order to profit more. lt is not that there is no aware

ness of the problems. but rather that pragmatic reason-the 

173. Mencius, Mencius. tr. I. Bloom (New York: Columbia University Press, 
2009). Book I, 3. 

17L1. In contrast to Mencius's proposal that human nature is good, Xunzi 
insists that it is evil, and is the reason why education is important. Xunzi is in 
agreement with Mencius on the question of ecology, however: the King, as 
sage, should impose laws to protect natural resources when they are in the 
process of growing, for example when plants and trees are pushing in the 
forest. axes should be forbidden to enter the forest (' J¥:*~¥7ttij[Z.~. Jl!J 
:J$JT::fA w~ . ::f:*;Jt~ . ::ffo.\@;!t-tHB'). 

reason that seeks to adapt itself so as to profit from global

ization-prevents us from raising the deeper questions of 

cosmotechnics and episteme. The cosmotechnical relation to 

the cosmos-not only as intimacy but also as constraint. is in 

most cases disregarded in the industrial mode of production. 

Huge varieties of knowledge and knowhow are replaced by 

the domination of a global episteme imposed by capitalism. 

This technological becoming of the world has to be challenged 

in order to interrupt its hegemonic synchronization and to 

produce another mode of coexistence. However, although 

we do not resign ourselves to admitting that the principles of 

Chinese philosophy are simply rendered obsolete or anach

ronistic by the progress of the global time-axis, neither will 

this question be answered by a superficial espousal of the 

'spiritual', or by inscribing technology within a 'philosophy of 

nature' imagined to emanate from ancient lore, and supplying 

a pacifying metaphysics that simply mitigates the disquiet 

created by dis-orientation (i.e. the model of Zen or Dao as 

'self-improvement' for the consumer) . Reappropriating tech

nology complicates the project of 'overcoming modernity', 

since this can only be a global project -one that is constituted 

by, and struggles against. a common time-axis: any retreat 

from the question of the global will not give us a better solu

tion than slow disintegration. Therefore, world history must be 

approached from this standpoint. 

§28. FOR ANOTHER WORLD HISTORY 
By positing this common time-axis and world history, are we. 

as postcolonial scholars argue, trapped in a sort of historicism, 

accepting a certain narrative of European modernity as the 
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pivot of world history?175 This question certainly deserves our 

attention, since it can be dangerous to dress up an old prob

lem in new clothes. Yet this is not merely a question of narra

tives, but rather of a technical reality that cannot be reduced 

to the level of discourses alone. One of the dangers of arguing 

that world history is merely a narrative, and that therefore it 

is possible to find an exit from it via another narrative, is that 

it ignores the materiality of such world history, and takes the 

relation between technics and thinking, between Oao and Qi, 

to be a matter of texts alone. We know, for example, that the 

historicism that developed between roughly 188o and 1930 

among German historians and Neo-Kantians was bankrupt 

after the World Wars;176 it is not history as a narrative that is 

our problem, but rather how it functions in material terms. A 

new constitution of time, and therefore of a new world history, 

I would claim, must consist not simply in a new narrative, but 

rather in a new practice and knowledge, one that is no longer 

totalised by the time-axis of modernity. This is a difference 

of position in regard to postcolonial critiques that must be 

emphasised. 

In this spirit. let us briefly examine some of the ideas of 

the postcolonial historian and scholar Dipesh Chakrabarty, as 

presented in his wonderful and provocative Provincializing 

Europe. a book dedicated to a thorough critique of historicism 

and the notion of Europe as the axis of the historical narrative of 

modernity. Chakrabarty uses Heidegger to problematise Marx's 

concept of history as a paradigm of 'History 1 vs History 2', 

175. D. Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe: Postcolonial Thought and 
Historical Difference (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press. 2000). 

176. See Bambach, Heidegger. Oilthey, and the Crisis of Historicism. 

using the contrast between the ready-to-hand (zuhanden) 

and the present-at-hand (vorhanden): 

Heidegger does not minimize the importance of objectifying rela

tionships (History 1 would belong here)-in his translator's prose, 

they are called 'present-at-hand'-but in a properly Heideg

gerian framework of understanding, both the present-at-hand 

and the ready-to-hand retain their importance; one does not gain 

epistemological primacy over the other. History 2 cannot sublate 

itself into History 1.177 

A few pages later, Chakrabarty states more clearly what he 

means by History 1 and 2: when capital as a philosophical

historical category is analysed as the transition of History 

1 through translations, it becomes a universal and empty 

abstraction; however, History 2 is what opens the 'historical 

difference' and therefore involves a different kind of transla

tion. one that is constituted by an irreducible difference. In this 

sense, the Heideggerian ready-to-hand can be mobilised to 

resist the 'epistemological primacy' of History 1:178 

History 1 is just that. analytical history. But the idea of History 

2 beckons us to more affective narratives of human belong

ing where life forms, although porous to one another, do not 

seem exchangeable through a third term of equivalence such 

as abstract labor.179 

177. Ibid., 68. 

178. Ibid., 239 

179. Ibid., 71. 
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The problem of this whole analysis is the unexplained 

Zuhandene. As I have shown elsewhere. Zuhandene are fun

damentally technical objects in our everyday life. They are 

not Vorhandene. objects (Gegenstand) that stand (stehen) 

over against (gegen) the subject. The temporality of the 

Zuhandene is defined by equipmentality (Zeuglichkeit). For 

example, when we use a hammer. we do not need to thema

tise it; rather. we use it as if we know it already. Heidegger's 

Zuhandenheit ('readiness-to-hand') is a composite of discur

sive and existential relations which constitute the temporal 

dynamic of technical objects. but also of technical systems.18o 

We live in a world composed of more and more technical 

objects developed during different periods of history, pos

sessing different temporalities; and the opposition between 

Historie and Geschichite, present-at-hand and ready-to-hand 

as fundamental categories is not sufficient to account for 

historicity itself. This was precisely the point at which we 

were able to stage a confrontation between Stiegler's and 

Nishitani's interpretation of world historicity. Chakrabarty's 

characterisation of Zuhandenheit as the life-world is an intui

tive and indeed very interesting way to conceptualise alter

native histories against the history of colonisation. since the 

ready-to-hand resists any reduction to essence; however, it 

180. See my On the Existence of Digital Objects, chapter 3, where I propose 
an ontology of relations to describe the dynamic between what I call 'discursive' 
and 'existential' relations. These two types of relations should not be confused 
with what. in mediaeval philosophy, are known as relationes secundum dici and 
relationes secundum esse, since the latter still retain the notion of substance, 
which relational ontology seeks to move away from. In short, discursive 
relations are those that can be said and hence materialised in different forms, 
not excluding causal relations-for example, drawings, writings, physical 
contacts of pulley and belt. electrical currents, and data connections; 
existential relations are relations to the world that are constantly modified by 
the concretisation of discursive relations. 

is not possible to deduce a historical conception based on 

the Zuhandene without recognising their nature as technical 

objects, and the fact that they cannot exist alone as technical 

objects. but only in a world-a world which is increasingly 

becoming a unified and globalised system. 

As Chakrabarty says, the axis of time that synchronises 

global activities is becoming more powerful and at the same 

time more homogeneous; this is precisely what we call 'mod

ernisation'. However. I do not agree that one can reduce this 

axis of time simply to narrative. and thereby easily 'provincialize' 

it. Chakrabarty's critique exemplifies the problem of many 

postcolonial theories. which tend to reduce political and mate

rial questions to the register of inter-textuality in comparative 

literature. Modernity qua technological unconsciousness will 

necessarily continue to propagate in other cultures and civi

lisations. The declaration of the end of modernity in Europe 

does not mean that modernity in general ends, since it is only 

in Europe that such a technological consciousness is seized 

both as a fate and as a new possibility (as in Nietzsche's nihil

ism). lt is a necessity for other cultures because technological 

unconsciousness is promoted by global military and economic 

competition. so that technological modernisation becomes 

inevitable. it was under such conditions that China found it nec

essary to speed up its technological development -constant 

tensions with the Soviet Union and the USA during the Cold 

War. and then the arrival of the market economy, only pushed it 

to exhaust all natural and human resources in order to maintain 

a constant growth in GDP. So the question is not simply that 

of developing new narratives. or of looking at world history 

from the point of view of Asia or of Europe, but rather that 

of confronting this time-axis in order to overcome modernity 
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through modernity, meaning through the reappropriation of 

modern technologies and technological consciousness. 

The sort of cosmopolitanism constituted by global com

merce as cosmopolitan right, as envisioned by Kant in his Per

petual Peace (1795). as well as in his projection of a common 

becoming in his Idea for a Universal History from a Cosmo

politan Point of View (178£1) , has been to some extent realised 

with the various technologies of reticulation in force today (e.g. 

different forms of networks, transportation, telecommunica

tion, finance, anti-terrorism, etc.) . One might argue, as does 

Jurgen Habermas, that the kind of reason that Kant described 

has not yet arrived, that the project of Enlightenment is not 

yet complete. However, the question seems to be no longer 

about completing a universal reason in the Kantian and/or 

Hegelian sense, but rather about reconstituting a variety of 

cosmotechnics able to resist the global time-axis that has been 

constructed by modernity. Having criticized the European 

colonists and traders, Kant observes that China and Japan 

have wisely decided upon their policy against these foreign 

visitors: the former allow contact, but no entry into the terri

tory; the latter limit their contact with the Dutch while at the 

same time treating them as criminals.181 But such 'wisdom' 

has proved impossible in the context of globalisation; and it is 

also impossible to go back to this state of isolation-for what 

was external (e.g. trade) is now internal to the country (e.g. 

through financial and other networks). 

But today the task of overcoming modernity through mod er

nity inevitably brings us to the question of specificity and locality. 

181. I. Kant. 'Toward Perpetual Peace', tr. D.L. Colclasure, in Toward Perpetual 

Peace and Other Writings on Politics, Peace. and History (New Haven, CT and 
London: Yale University Press. 1996), 83. 

Locality is not the reassuring alternative to globalization, but 

its 'universal product'.182 1f we want to talk about locality again, 

then we must recognize that it is no longer an isolated locality

the self-isolated Japan or China, disconnected or remote from 

the global time-axis-but must be a locality that appropriates 

the global instead of being simply produced and reproduced 

by the global. The locality that is able to resist the global 

axis of time is one capable of confronting it by radically and 

self-consciously transforming it-rather than merely adding 

aesthetic value to it. The local cannot stand as an opposition 

to the global, otherwise it will risk defaulting to some kind 

of 'conservative revolution', or even facilitating metaphysical 

fascism. I have attempted here to take a first step towards 

deviating from the conventional reading of Chinese philosophy 

as a mere moral philosophy, to reassess it as cosmotechnics, 

and to put forward the traditional metaphysical categories as 

our contemporaries; I have also aimed to open up the concept 

of technics as multi-cosmotechnics, consisting of different 

irreducible metaphysical categories. The reappropriation of 

modern technology from the standpoint of cosmotechnics 

demands two steps: firstly, as attempted here, it demands 

that we reconfigure fundamental metaphysical categories such 

as Qi-Oao as a ground; secondly, that we reconstruct upon 

this ground an episteme which will in turn condition technical 

invention, development, innovation, in order that the latter 

should no longer be mere imitations or repetitions. 

In speaking of China or East Asia in general, the question

central to our thesis here-is how the Qi-Oao relations that 

we sketched out in Part 1 might contribute to the discussion 

182. Invisible Committee, To Our Friends (Cambridge MA: Semiotext. 201LI). 
188-9. 
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on diversity or pluralism. In outlining the lineage of the Qi-Dao 

relation, we do not intend to suggest a return to an 'original' or 

'authentic' relation between Qi and Oao, but rather to forcefully 

open up a new understanding of Dao in relation to the global 

axis of time. If we look for examples in the past, the emergence 

of different schools (including Confucianism, Daoism, etc.), 

Neo-Confucianism, and New Confucianism were invariably 

responses to political crisis or to the decline of spirit. Each 

attempted to renew an episteme based on the reinterpreta

tion of the tradition by way of metaphysical categories. This 

episteme would in turn condition political, aesthetic, social, and 

spiritual life (or form of life) and serve as a force of creation and 

constraint upon knowing. For example, in the tea ceremony or 

calligraphy, where the use of Qi is no longer one that aims at 

a certain end, but rather one that aims for a totally different 

experience. In these instances Qi is transformed into a higher 

purpose, which we may call, following Kant, 'purposiveness 

without purpose'. These forms of aesthetic practice have 

been widely carried out in China from ancient times up to the 

present day. Owing to the modernization of everyday life they 

are becoming less widespread, even if some of them are now 

being revived in the context of the marketing strategies of our 

consumer society. The question is not simply that of · retreat

ing into aesthetic experience, but rather that of refining the 

philosophical thinking that may be contained within it. What 

is central to such a proposal to trace and seek a philosophy of 

technology in China is to systematically reflect on the relation 

between technics, and the unity of the cosmic and moral 

order -which will allow us to begin to reflect once more on 

the production and use of technology. 

There remain many questions to be further reflected upon 

and concretely experimented with: How can such a form 

of experience be imagined in relation to information tech

nologies-computers, smartphones, robots, and so on? How 

can we talk about Qi-Dao in relation to diodes, triodes, and 

transistors, examples that Gilbert Simondon used to discuss 

the mode of existence of technical objects? How are we to 

renew the relation with non-humans after a hundred years of 

modernisation? Technological development has overflowed 

the framework of the ancient cosmotechnics, to the extent 

that those ancient teachings such as Oaoism, Buddhism, or 

even Stoicism become dogmas and are consequently adopted 

as no more than self-help methods; in the 'best' cases they 

are transformed into something like the 'Californian ideology'.183 

However, we maintain that it is possible to raise these ques

tions anew, and to approach them from the cosmotechnical 

point of view-and not that of Ge/assenheit -according to 

different orders of magnitude, from that of the cosmos to 

that of ch'i. Simondon's analysis of the TV antenna, discussed 

above (§2), seems to me a good example of how we might 

imagine the compatibility between cosmotechnical thinking 

and modern technology. 

The concept of cosmotechnics-beyond cosmologies

therefore hopes to reopen both the question and the multiple 

histories of technology. In other words, in using China as an 

example, and proposing to take up the Qi-Dao cosmotechnics 

as the ground and constraint for the appropriation of modern 

technology, we aim to renew a form of life and a cosmotech

nics that would consciously subtract itself from and deviate 

from the homogeneous becoming of the technological world. 

183. The hippy movement in the United States during the 1960s, where a 
rather westernized form of Zen Buddhism was adopted as the religion of many 
hackers. 
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This is impossible without a reinterpretation of our tradition and 

its transformation into a new episteme. And it will also involve 

another form of translation: no longer a translation based on 

equivalence, for example from metaphysics into xing er shang 

xue or techne into jishu, but a translation based on difference, 

a translation that allows a transduction to take place. 

Transduction, as understood by Simondon, implies the 

progressive structural transformation of a system triggered by 

incoming information-part of the individuation of civilisation, 

in which progress is characterised by 'internal resonances'. In 

an article entitled 'The Limits of Human Progress: A Critical 

Study',184 a response to Raymond Ruyer's 1958 article of the 

same title on the question of technological acceleration in 

relation to the limits of human progress, Simondon proposed 

to consider the physical concretisation of technical objects as a 

limit on civilisation. Ruyer had rejected Antoine Cournot's idea 

that technological progress was a regular and linear accretion, 

describing it rather as an 'accelerated explosion', and argued 

that the exponential acceleration of technology will stop at 

some point.185 We cannot elaborate on Ruyer's arguments 

here, but it is interesting to note that, by the end of the article, 

he states that, even though the Industrial Revolution in the 

eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries brought misery to 

a large part of the population, 'once the technical skeleton is 

stabilised, life can begin its games and fancies anew'.186 Ruyer's 

argument may find resonance with the pragmatists in China: 

18Ll. G. Simondon, 'The Limits of Human Progress: A Critical Study' (1959), 
Cultural Politics 6:2 (2010), 229-36. 

185. R. Ruyer, 'Les Limites du progres humain', Revue de Metaphysique de de 

Morale 63: L1 (1958), L112-27: L116. 

186. Ibid., L123. 

let development take its course, and please bear with the 

catastrophes-we will repair 'nature' afterwards. Simondon. 

rather than presupposing a definite end to human progress, 

proposes to understand human progress in terms of cycles 

characterised by the internal resonance between human being 

and objective concretisation: 

(W]e can say that there is human progress only if, when passing 

from one self-limiting cycle to the next, man increases the part of 

himself which is engaged in the system he forms with the objec

tive concretisation. There is progress if the system man-religion 

is endowed with more internal resonance than the system man

language, and if the man-technology system is endowed with 

a greater internal resonance than the system man-religion.187 

Here Simondon identifies three cycles, namely 'man-language', 

'man-religion', and 'man-technology'. In the 'man-technology' 

cycle, Simondon observes a new objective concretisation, 

which is no longer that of natural language or religious rituals, 

but that of the production of 'technical individuals'. lt is possi

ble that technical concretisation may not produce any internal 

resonance, and therefore may not lead to a new cycle. This, 

we might say, constitutes Simondon's critique of modernity, a 

critique that finds its concrete example in today's China as well 

as in most parts of Asia, where one finds a entropic becoming 

driven by capitalism (the dominant cosmotechnics) leading 

nowhere,188 and with no resonance-the universalisation of 

187. Simondon, 'The Limits of Human Progress', 231. 

188. I relate the term 'entropic' to what Levi-Strauss in Tristes Tropiques called 
'entropology', a term he suggests to rename his own discipline, anthropology, 
which describes the disintegration of cultures under assault from Western 
expansion: 'anthropology could with advantage be changed into "entropology", 
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naturalism in Descola's sense. This is the danger posed to all of 

us in the Anthropocene. Here, producing an internal resonance 

is the task of translation. The 'internal resonance' we seek 

here is the unification of the metaphysical categories of Qi and 

Oao, which must be endowed with new meanings and forces 

proper to our epoch. One will certainly have to understand 

science and technology in order to be able to transform them; 

but after more than a century of 'modernisation', now is the 

moment to seek a new form of practice, not only in China but 

also in other cultures. This is where imagination should take 

off and concentrate its efforts. The aim of this book has been 

to put forward such a new translation based on difference. lt 

is only with this difference, and with the capability and the 

imagination to assert this difference in material terms, that 

we can stake a claim to another world history. 

as the name of the discipline concerned with the study of the highest 
manifestations of this process of disintegration'. C. Levi-Strauss, Tristes 
Tropiques , tr. J. Weightman and D. Weightman (New York: Penguin Books, 1992), 
LJ1LJ. The term has recently been invoked by Bernard Stiegler, when he called 
the anthropocene an 'entropocene', in the sense that it constantly produces 
hubris, see B. Stiegler, Dons la disruption: comment ne pas devenir fou 
(Paris: Editions les Liens qui Liberent. 2016); Jason W. Moore calls it the 
Capitaloscene, in the sense that the anthropocene is fundamentally a stage of 
the world ecology of capitalism, J. Moore, Capitalism in the Web of Life. 
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E 

ecology 25 
Enlightenment 1Ll0, 306 
'End of Philosophy and the Task of 

Thinking. The' (Heidegger) 

190 
Entwurzelung (Heidegger) 3Ll 
episteme 

and techne 95 
episteme (Foucault) 30-31 

ether 
and ren (Tan Sitong) 156-157 

ethics 
and cosmology, Stoic and Daoist 

121-122 

eudaimonia 
in Aristotle 120-121 
in the Stoics 121, 127 

Eurasia movement (Dugin) 28Ll 
'Europe and the German Philosophy' 

(Heidegger) 288 

F 

fascism 280, 28Ll 
metaphysical 283, 288, 289 

form 
and ch'i 1Ll1 
and Dao 99-100 
and Qi 99-100 

FOdo (Watsuji) 218-221 

G 

Ganying (~1!) ('feeling', 'response') 
27-28 

Gelassenheit (Heidegger) 3, 
115-116,309 

geometry 91 
and dike 77-79 
and exteriorisation 215-216 
and temporalisation 213 
and time 209-210 
Einstein on 206 
ideality of, and writing 21Ll 
in ancient Greece 20Ll-206 

and art 219 
in Chinese thought 202, 

203-20Ll, 210 

Geste/1 (Heidegger) 97, 229, 286 
Gesture and Speech (Leroi

Gourhan) 281 
ge wu c:mw. study of natural phe

nomena) 166 
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globalisation 190, 280, 280-281. 306 
and the local 242, 307 
and tradition 283 

governance 
and resonance, in Chinese philoso

phy 81-82, 85-86 
in Daoism. wu wei zhi zhi (~~Z 

¥il ) 101-102 

Gu Wen movement (t!Jclit!J) 
131-133 

H 

Heaven 
in ancient China 81 
Principle of the Heaven (:7\::JI) 

(Confucius) 69 

historicity 40, 41 
and memory 234-237 
and technics 237 
in Heidegger 231-232 

history 221-222 
and Geschichte (Heidegger) , 

Nishitani on 265 
Chakrabarty on 303 
historical consciousness 

Nishitani on 249-250, 263 
world history 312 

as purgatory (Kyoto School) 258 
in Heidegger 266 
in Nishitani 255-256. 257, 262-263 

holism 67 
and mechanism 158. 169 

homecoming 285-286, 290 

Huainanzi 15, 80-82, 83, 84 , 211 

Hundred Days' Reform 155 

hylomorphism 61 

hypokeimenon 
in Lyotard 277 

I Ching 100, 102, 173 

idealisation 209 

Idea (Plato) 97-98 

individuation 51 

intellectual intuition 186, 265, 275 
and Daoism 177 
and liangzhi, in Mou Zongsan 252 
'continuity thesis' (Gram) 178-179 
defined by Kant 174-175, 175 
in Fichte and Schelling 179-180 
in Mou Zongsan 173-184, 264 
in Nishitani 248 

Intellectual Intuition and Chinese 
Philosophy (Mou Zongsan) 

175,260 

intensity 
in Viveiros de Castro 49 

Introduction to Husserl's Origin of 
Geometry (Derrida) 215 

Introduction to the Philosophy of 
Technology (Chen Changshu) 

194 

J 

Jiu Zhang Suan Shu (n:m-•m. 
Night Chapters on the Math
ematical Art) 203 

jun zi ('gentleman') (Confucius) 118 

K 

Kant and the Problem of Metaphys
ics (Heidegger) 181, 187, 233 

Kong (2 . 'void ') 131 

Kyoto School 43, 241 , 242, 250, 255. 

256, 258, 261,282, 283,288 

L 

law 
and nature 170-171 

Nishitani on 244 
concept of law-giving, and sci

ence 169-172 

Les lmmateriaux (Lyotard) 227, 

227-228 

/i (ll. 'reason' or 'principle') 
and ch'i 1"11 

Li (~. 'rituals') 29, 300 
and Oao 113 

meaning of 109-110 
and Qi, in Confucianism 108-114 

liangzhi ( !i!9;Q, 'consciousness') 177 
in Mou Zongsan 182-188, 251, 

252, 282 
as unconditioned 189 
in Wang Yangming 183 
self-negation as possibility of 

(Mou Zongsan) 41. 

184-187. 

Li Ji ( ~"fc:. Book of Rites) (Confu

cius) 110-111 

'Limits of Human Progress: A Critical 

Study, The' (Simondon) 310 

Li Qi ( :fi~) 109 

locality 307 

logos 
and philosophy, in Aristotle (Sel

lars) 118-119 
and the clear mirror, in Lyotard 

279 
in Heidegger's reading of Preso

cratics 71 
negation of. in Lyotard 273-274 
overcoming of, in Lyotard 

277-278 

'Logos and Techne, or Telegraphy' 

(Lyotard) 269-279 

Lun qi ( ~11l\. . 'On ch'i') (Song Yingx

ing) 140 

M 

magic 20, 22 

Man and Machine (Lin Dehong) 195 

'Manifesto for a China-Oriented 

Cultural Development (9=t ~P.lil;;$: 

t'LI¥J )Cft~~~§i)' 162-163 

marxism 194 
materialism 43 

and ch 'i 142-143 
and Qi-Oao relation 36 

mathematics 
in Montebello 48 

May Fourth Movement 158-159 

mechanism. 172 
memory 272 

and historicity 234-237 
epiphylogenetic (Stiegler) 216 
exteriorisation of in technics 

(Leroi-Gourhan) 214 

industrialisation of (Lyotard) 279 

metaphysics 
and technology 239-240 
end of (Heidegger) 227 
in Heidegger 96-97 
and xing er shang xue (%mL .. b") 

99-100 

metis (Detienne and Vernant) 213 

ming ( ~. 'name') 114 
and Qi 114 

modernisation 223 
and Buddhism, in Nishitani 

262-263 
and Mou Zongsan 189-190 
in China 226 
in China and Japan 291 

modernity "12 , 52, 223, 257, 296 
and conception of time 222-223 
and postmodernity 274 
and tradition 235 
as interpreted in China and Japan 

259 
end of, in Europe 222-223, 227, 

236, 305 
in Europe and elsewhere 241-242 
overcoming "15, 46, 52 

in Nishitani 250-252 
through anamnesis 
(Lyotard) 279 

'resetting modernity' (Latour) 52, 
294. 295 

and the Anthropocene 293 
Simondon on 311 

Moism 83, 166, 167, 206 
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Mongolian Empire 138 
moral 

in Confucian cosmology 38, 
62-63 

in I Ching 62-63 
moral metaphysics, in Mou Zong

san 181 

Moral Creative Reality: Mind and 
Nature (-l., H:~·t'£0:) (Mou 

Zongsan) 136 
Morality of Happiness, The (Annas) 

123 
mythology 

and philosophy 10-11 
and techne, in Heidegger 7L1 
and technics 17 
Chinese, and technics 1L1-16 

'My View of "Overcoming Moder

nity"' (Nishitani) 250 

N 

nationalism 259 
in Nishitani 25"1-255 

naturalism (Descola) 21, 2L1 , L19, 50, 
52,312 

nature 51 
and law 170-171 
and technics, in Chinese and 

Western philosophy 69-70 
and time, in Chinese philosophy 

(Garnet. Jullien) 81 
in Schelling 69 
in Simondon 51-52 

neisheng waiwang ( I*J ~5'r I , 'inner 

sageliness-outer kingliness') 

113 
in Mou Zongsan 187 

Neo-Confucianism 88, 133, 136, 138, 
1L19, 151, 168, 173, 185 

New Confucianism 151,159, 173, 251. 
289-290 

nihilism 28L1 
Nishitani on 25L1 

nihility (Nishitani) 2L13-2L15, 2L16 

Nineteen Lectures on Chinese Phi-
losophy (Mou Zongsan) 260 

nomos 75, 77-78 
non-action (Nishitani) 2L17-2L18 
nothingness 

in Heidegger 253 
in Nishitani 252-25L1 , 259, 267, 

282 

noumenon 182,186-187,189, 2L18, 
268 

0 

oikeiosis 
in Stoicism 123, 125 

On Literature and History (X.'£Jm. 
50 (Zhang Xuecheng) 1L19 

On the Highest Good (Mou Zong

san) 260 
On the Mode of Existence of Tech

nical Objects (Simondon) 226 
On the Phenomenology of the Con

sciousness of Internal Time 

(Husserl) 215 
ontology 

noumenal vs phenomenal 268 
ontotheology 97, 98, 261. 298 
Opium Wars 31-32, 152-153, 155 
organic, organicism 

and mechanism 169 
in Chinese philosophy 6L1, 98, 202 
in Kant 68 
Needham on 168-169 

Outline of Marxist Philosophy of 
Technology (Qiao Ruijin) 

19L1-195 

p 

pharmacology 108, 195, 229 
Phenomenon and Thing-in-Itself (IW, 

~~!!m§ 5t) (Mou Zongsan) 

17L1, 260 

philosophy 
and Enlightenment encyclopae

dism 139-1L10 
and myth and rationality 11 
of technology 191 

in China 19L1-196 
Western and Eastern, in Mou 

Zongsan 173-17L1, 186-187 
Western, history of as history of 

technics (Stiegler) 238 
Western, universalisation of 195 

Philosophy of History (.ffl.'£ 1'§ ~) 

(Mou Zongsan) 181-182 
Philosophy of World History (Nishi

tani) 250, 255 
physis 7L1 

and techne 70 
in the Stoics 6L1 

postcolonialism 56-57. 302 
postmodern 226, 27L1, 28L1 

in Lyotard 227-228 
Postmodern Explained, The 

(Lyotard) 271 
praxis 

and techne, in Plato (Vernant) 
92-93 

Proces ou Creation (Jullien) 221 
'productionist metaphysics' (Zim

merman) 97, 98 
Prometheanism 12, 29-30, 33, 

196-197 
Prometheus 12-1L1, 238 
Provincializing Europe (Chakrabarty) 

302-305 

Q 

Qi(M )29 
and ch'i 1L11-1L12, 1L13, 1L15 
and form 99-100 
and Li, in Confucianism 108-11L1 
and ming 11L1 
as retentional object 268-269 
identified with Western technol-

ogy 153 

in Confucianism 29 
in Daoism and Confucianism 115 
in Mou Zongsan 188 
meaning of 65, 98-99 
relation to Dao, see Qi-Dao relation 

Qi-Oao relation 35, 36, 56, 100, 197, 
2L11, 268-269, 292, 307-308 

and technical objects 309 
and the end of xing er shang xue 

190-191 
as resistance (Gu Wen Move

ment) 129-13L1 
Dao in the Service of Qi (Tan 

Sitong) 155-156 
in Confucianism 108-115 
in Daoism 101-107, 103-10L1 
in modernity 153-15"1 
in Mou Zongsan 177, 189 
'matching ' between Chinese Oao 

and Western Qi 15L1 
relativisation of (Zhang Xuecheng) 

151 
reunite to become One (JiM-&:1 

- ) 101 
under conditions of modernity 

153,223 
unification of Dao and Qi (JiM-&:1 

- M ) 65-66 
'writing enlightens Oao' (X~ ajj 

Ji) 131-133 
'writing conveys Oao' ()(~~ 

Ji)' 138 
and writing (Gu Wen Movement) 

133-13L1 

'Question Concerning Technology, 

The' (Heidegger) 3, 62, 230 
quasi-objects (Latour) 22L1 - 225 

R 

rationality 
in Stoicism 117, 122-123,127 

Reiterating Tradition (Li Sanhu) 

100-101 
relational thinking 

in Chinese philosophy 55-56 
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Religion and Nothingness (Nishitani) 
2LI9 

ren ( 1=. 'benevolence') 109, 135, 
157, 18LI 

as ether (Tan Sitong) 156 
're-orientation' 281 
resonance 28 

in Chinese philosophy 27, 80-85 
in Confucianism 83-8LI 
in Mou Zongsan 88 

retention (Stiegler) 215, 231. 266, 
271 

Romanticism 68 

s 
Saving the Country through Material 

(!lill~;Jll!:i¥Jl~) (Kang YouWei) 
157-158 

science 188 
Carsun Chang on 161 
history of modern Western sci

ence 206-208 
in twentieth-century China 159 
lack of development in China 

('Needham's question') 
165-168, 201-202 

Nishitani on 2LILI-2LI5, 2LI6 

Science and Civilisation in China 

(Needham) 167-168 
Self-Strengthening Movement 

152-153, 155 
shamanism 111-112 
shen C*P. 'spirit') 136, 1LI1 
sishf (ll!l~. 'four seasons') 210-211, 

212, 299-300 
sophrosyne ('temperance') 90 
Soviet Union 193, 305 
spatialisation 211-212 
'Standpoint of World History and 

Japan, The' (Nishitani) 250 
Stoicism 6LI, 116-128,170 

and Daoism 127-128 
time in 212 

structuralism Ll9-50 

sOnyota 
in Nishitani 2LI6 

T 

ton dong (ffi.~. 'magnanimity') 117 
Ton tion (~X. 'On Heaven') (Song 

Yingxing) 1LIO 
techne 6 

and anamnesis (Stiegler) 21LI 
and orete 93-9LI 

in Aristotle 9LI-95 
in Plato 92-9LI 

and episteme 95 
and praxis , in Plato (Vernant) 

92-93 
and dike 239-2LIO 

in Heidegger 76-77 
and technology, in Heidegger 3LI 
and virtue in the Stoics 126 
as origin of thinking, in Heidegger 

71-72 
as violence, in Heidegger 69-79 
in Heidegger 238-239 
in Plato 89-9LI 
in Presocratic thought 89 

technical fact and tendency (Leroi
Gourhan) 8-9, 217-218, 221 

technicity (Simondon) 20 
technics 126 

anamnesis and, in Lyotard 
27LI-275 

and Ooo 116 
equivalent in Chinese 5LI 
and geometry 209 
and historicity 237 

in Stiegler and Nishitani 
265-266 

and living, in Daoism 103-10LI 
and nature, in Chinese and West

ern philosophy 69-70 
and technological unconscious-

ness 225-226 
and time 39-LIO 
as anamnesis 223-22LI 
as exteriorisation (Leroi-Gourhan) 

217-218 

as exteriorisation (Stiegler) 
215-216 

as philosophical concept 10 
as poiesis, in Heidegger 77 
as universal Ll, 19, 195, 217, 229, 

2LI2 
forgetting of (Stiegler) 230 
in China 9, 61 
in Heidegger 239 
universality of 217 

Technics and Time (Stiegler) 230, 
23LI,267 

technology 
and metaphysics 239-2LIO 
as completion of metaphysics 

(Heidegger) 229 
Dao as philosophy of, in Daoism 

and Confucianism 65 
digital 31 
Heidegger on 3, Ll-6 
in Leroi-Gourhan 8-9, 18-19 
in Lyotard LILI-LI6 
introduction of modern technol-

ogy into China 152-153 
Lyotard on 279 
machines and Dao 105-106 
Nishitani on 2LILI, 2LI6 
Philosophy of Technology 6-7 
technological unconsciousness 

39-LIO 
vs science, in China 167 
Western, absorption into China 32 
Western, identified with Qi 153 

thing-in-itself Ll7, 175 
Thinking and Technics (Boehm) 238 
Tion Gong Koi Wu (XI~!lill. 'The 

time 

Exploitation of the Works of 
Nature') (Song) 139-1LIO, 
1LI5-1LI6 

and geometry 209 
in Chinese thought 221 

and historicity, in Heidegger 
231-232 

and history, in Christianity, Nishi
tani on 263 

and matter, in Lyotard 270 

and nature, in Chinese philosophy 
(Garnet, Jullien) 81 

and technics 39-LIO 
global time-axis 2LI2, 261, 280, 

291,301,305 
in Aristotle 211 
in Chinese thought 39, 202, 

210-213 
temporalisation (Stiegler) 

266-267 

tong (~. 'integration') 18LI 
tragedy 85, 258 

and chance 70-71 
Transduction (Simondon) 310-311 
truth 

in Greek and Chinese thought 213 
in Heidegger's account of Aristo

telian technics 62 

'Twelve Year Research Plan of 
Dialectics of Nature' 193 

tyche ('chance') 70, 90-91 

u 

uncanny 72 
unconditioned 

in Fichte and Schelling 68 

unconscious 
in Freud 229 
technological unconsciousness 

22LI, 230, 235, 2LI1-2LI2, 
267, 282, 305 

in Lyotard 228 

V 
View of the World and View of the 

Notion (Nishitani) 250 
violence 

techne as, in Heidegger 69-79 

virtue 
as de, in Chinese philosophy 66 

void 131-132,178, 2LI3 
and ch'i (Zhang Zai) 1LI1 
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w 

won wu (;i;"4i(}, 'thousand beings') 
in Laozi and Zhuangzi 65-66, 137 

war 
'total war', in Nlshitani 257-258, 

261.282,283 

Weltbild (Heidegger) 21 
westernisation 

of China 162-16Ll 
Working-Through (Durchorbeiten) 

(Freud) 270-271 
writing 

and Dao 131-132, 150-151 
and technological unconscious

ness 267-268 
Chinese vs alphabetical, Needham 

on 168 
in Plato 107-108 

wu wei (~~.'non-doing') 3, 86, 101 
wu xing (1i1'J. 'movements') 55, 

136,1L13-1L1Ll 
in Dong Zhongshu 8Ll 

X 

xioo yoo Ui!!Jtl. 'free and easy') 117 
xin ('C.', 'heart') 38-39, L10-L11 

in Mou Zongsan L11, 88, 1L12, 176, 
181,251 

in Nishitani (shin) 251 

xing er shong xue (%ffil..t~) 36 
and metaphysics 99-100 
end of 190 

xing ctt. 'inner possibility' or 'human 

nature') 135 
in Mou Zongsan 88 

Xuon Xue (1r~) ('mysterious think

ing') 86-87, 161 

Univ. Bayr.::- uth 
Univ.Bibiiothe!< . 

V 

Yin-Yong 5Ll, 8Ll, 87, 136 
in Dong Zhongshu 8Ll 

you (1f. 'being', 'there is') 102 
'Yuan Dao' (Jffi:it!. 'Essentials of the 

Dao') (Han Yu) 132 
Yu Zou C¥'iir. 'universe') 212 

z 
zhi (¥}!.,'attachment') 185 
zhi xing (9;utt 'cognitive mind') 

(Mou Zongsan) 182 
zi ran ( § ?!.\) 6Ll-65, 70, 101, 115, 117, 

127,13Ll 
and Oao 102 


