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Chinese Metaphysics and Its Problems. Edited by Chenyang Li and Franklin Perkins.
Cambridge University Press, 2015. Pp. 242.

WEI Jianguo (4% E ), Ph.D., Department of Philosophy, National Chengchi
University

This book highlights the metaphysical dimension of Chinese philosophy and
provides a connected study of Chinese metaphysics. The editors, in their helpful
Introduction, respond to the long debated question “Do the Chinese really have
metaphysics?” in a twofold manner (p. 1). By first examining the Aristotelian tradition
of Western metaphysics, which systematically inquires about the nature of reality and
the cause of variations in reality, they identify the metaphysical character of Chinese
philosophical categories, for example dao 3& as the ultimate reality, the polarity of
yinyang &[5 as the fundamental operating principle of the world or ¢i 5@, as the
constitutive substance of thing, and affirm that Chinese thought has metaphysics.
They also proceed by answering this question negatively, if we locate Chinese
thought within the rigid frame of metaphysical opposition between the transcendental
realm of the super-sensible and immanent realm of the sensible appearance. Chinese
thought doesn’t conform to what Heidegger called the ontotheological constitution of
metaphysics. Chinese thought differs both from Greek philosophy that privileges an
eternal and unchanging substance as the ontological ground of what is and from “the
Christianization of Western philosophy” in which “a perfect and eternal God took the
place of this ultimate reality” (p. 3).

Chinese thought presents itself as metaphysics without metaphysics. Its
metaphysics is metaphysics without being ontotheological. Chinese metaphysics, as
Roger T. Ames analyzes it in Chapter Five, is an “ametaphysical metaphysics” (p. 85).
The ametaphysical character of Chinese metaphysics provides a different approach
to the relation between transcendence and immanence. Instead of basing itself on the
distinction between transcendence and immanence, Chinese metaphysics delineates
their mutual interconnectedness.The editors trace the metaphysical thinking of the
Chinese back to the Yijing and differentiate two forms of existence: one is “what
is without (specific) forms (xingershangzhe JETf_F3); the other is “what is with
(specific) forms (xingershangxiazhe AT F&)” (p. 2). They emphasize that the Dao,
as what is without (specific) forms, is not fixed. Its nature is change. “The ‘constant
dao’ is the constantly changing dao” (p. 4). Furthermore, the change that occurred at
the transcendent realm also affects the immanent realm. It is elevated into the structural
principle of the immanent realm. The formlessness of what is without (specific) forms
is not thought of as the degradation of what is with (specific) forms. Rather, it is the
manifestation of the changing character of the latter. Chinese metaphysics proposes a
different metaphysical thinking that affirms immanence, change, relation and process
which are suppressed and relegated to a subordinate status in the Western metaphysics

-185-



FELYHREF Fo+ A

of substance.

The book begins with an essay by Robin R. Wang on the traditional Chinese
thought yinyang [ZF%. Wang first explicates the relation between xingershangzhe J&
i 3 and xingershangxia 21 % . The two are not two independent entities. They
constitute the wholeness of xing. Xing is the middle term that functions as mediator
between the world of metaphysics and the world of physics. The total field of xing,
Yi 5} and giankun 73§ are woven into a coherent whole, with yinyang as a generative
force. Chinese metaphysical thinking is yinyang thinking that conceives reality as a
“single self-generating, self-differentiating, and self-organizing whole”. (p. 21). She
then describes the six forms of yinyang relations: (1) Maodun 7 J& (contradiction and
opposition); (2) Xiangyi f{K (interdependence); (3) Huhan H-& (mutual inclusion);
(4) Jiaogan %Z & (interaction or resonance); (5) Hubu H.{fj ( complementary or mutual
support); and (6) Zhuanhua ¥4t (change and transformation) (pp. 22-26). Wang also
discusses the movement of huanliu 32} (circular flow) and elucidates the complex
process of generation in life and nature.

JeeLoo Liu elucidates the conception of gi %@, another fundamental concept
of Chinese metaphysics, in an essay on gi-naturalism. Liu’s analysis of gi-naturalism
proceeds in two manners: on the one hand, she demystifies gi-cosmology by rendering
manifest its naturalistic dimension; on the other hand, she distinguishes Chinese gi-
naturalism from contemporary scientific naturalism. She delineates the history of gi-
cosmology, beginning with Yijing, and continuing through the classical Daoism of
Laozi and Zhuangzi, the Huainanzi, Neo-Confucianism of Zhang Zai and Wang Fuzhi,
up to the twentieth-century New Confucian Xiong Shili’s reconciliation between the
notion of ¢i and contemporary physics. Qi is the ultimate constituent of all things in
the world, both of animate and inanimate things. Chinese gi-naturalism doesn’t posit
anything over and above the realm of nature. The universe consists in the totality
of ¢gi in which the emergence and the end of existent things are explicated in terms
of the integration and disintegration of gi. Mental phenomena and spiritual forms
are also conceived as manifestations of gi. This gi-naturalism establishes a “holistic
qi-integration image of the world” (p. 39). Chinese gi-naturalism is a humanistic
naturalism that emphasizes the humanistic approach toward the world-as-it-is without
relying on any pregiven scientific hypothesis.

Franklin Perkins in Chapter Three addresses the problem of individuation
and its significance for early Chinese metaphysical thinking. Perkins focuses on the
discourse of wu ¥ (thing) and uses it to thematize the logic of individuation at work
in Chinese thought and to determine the proper mode of Chinese metaphysics. The
problem of individuation explores the constituent element of the thing. The distinctive
character of the Chinese discourse of wu is that, as the individuated and distinct entity,
wu 18 not a set of appearances supported by substance that is thrown under or stands
under these appearances. Wu is derived from a reality that is itself not individuated.
The individuated wu is grounded in the primordial unindividuated. The discourse of
wu shows how Chinese metaphysics prioritizes change over fixation and stability.
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In contrast to Western “substance metaphysics,” Chinese metaphysics is “process
metaphysics” that treats change, interconnection and interaction as ontologically
primary (p. 55). Perkins finally relates individuation to the ethical issue of self-
cultivation.

Chris Fraser in Chapter Four elucidates the Mohist conception of reality that is
derived from the doctrines concerning san fan —i% (Three Models), tian K. (heaven),
and ming 7 (fate). For the Mobhist, the reality of the natural world manifests fixed
patterns and is knowable through sense perception and inference. The dao is immanent
in nature and grounded in reliable knowledge of the world. As the dao of reality,
the dao is the normative dao that is embodied by tian and proposes the moralized
conception of nature. We are members of “the community of nature” in which we
follow the regular dao constantly and universally, and act jointly to further the benefit
of the whole world (p. 78). Fraser also discusses how the Mohist conception of reality
leads to the rejection of fatalism through the denial of the existence of ming and shows
confidence in human efficacy.

In Chapter Five, Roger T. Ames discusses early Confucian metaphysics
by proposing a metaphysical reading of the Zhongyong H1J§§. Ames elucidates the
relational thinking in the early Confucian metaphysics and distinguishes it from the
substance of the ontology of early Greece. This relational thinking emphasizes the
vital role of relationality in which phenomena are treated as conterminous events
that are internally related rather than as the external relation between the discreet
and self-subsistent things. In correspondence to this thinking of vital relationality,
Ames explores the creative mode of knowing called ars contextualis (the art of
contextualizing) that refers wanwu B5%) (myriad things) to the dynamic cosmos in
which human beings actively participate in the coordinating of all things in order to
release their creative possibilities. Ames also discusses Confucian role ethics not only
define the consummatory life to be achieved within family lineage and community, but
also constitute a precondition for a flourishing world.

Jiyuan Yu in Chapter Six presents a thorough comparison between Heraclitus
and Laozi. Yu challenges the clear-cut distinctions between Chinese and Western
metaphysics. On the one hand, Yu shows how Heraclitus and Laozi each discovered
a new way of perceiving and thinking about reality that is contrary to the ordinary
understanding of their own traditions. On the other hand, Yu argues that the picture
of Heraclitus’ logos and Laozi’s dao are surprisingly similar in that they both outline
a unified configuration of the diverse phenomenon. The world is characterized
by a dynamic oneness that is constituted by tensions of the opposites and their
transformations. The common point of two thinkers “is not that they both talk about
change, but rather that the unity of opposites (Heraclitus) or the balance of opposites
(Laozi) persists through changes” (p. 119). By explicating the view that Laozi inquires
into reality behind appearances and is concerned with the ultimate reality of constant
dao as well as with the way to live well, Yu redresses the misconception that Chinese
philosophers don’t pursue Being or reality behind the veil of appearances and the
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misunderstanding that Chinese thinkers only want to know how to live and how to
organize community rather than the truth about reality.

Michael Puett in Chapter Seven explores the metaphysical assumptions
implicated within the ritual tradition of classical China. In his reading of the early
Chinese ritual texts, mainly the “Liyan” chapter of the Liji (Book of Rites), Puett argues
that the texts concerning ritual are rooted within a complex set of metaphysical claims.
The “ritual-based vision of reality” guides humans and provides them with access
to the higher form of unity (p. 120). In contradistinction to the Western scholar that
conceives Chinese cosmology either as a negative requirement that restricts humanity
to following the larger pattern of the world or as a romanticized picture that portrays
a harmonious relation of humans with the larger world without dominating it, Puett
emphasizes that the sought-for harmony doesn’t preexist the ritual practice but is
produced by it. The world we live in is the world of fragmentation and discontinuity.
The goal of humans is to construct harmony through domesticating the natural forces
both from within and without. The metaphysical function of ritual consists in creating a
unified and harmonious world that is beneficial for human flourishing.

Hans-Rudolf Kantor in Chapter Eight discusses the concepts of reality and
the complex relation between truth and falsehood in Chinese Mahayana Buddhism.
Kantor explicates the constructivist views of reality that overlap the ontological
issues with the epistemological issues in the tradition of the Chinese Madhyamaka,
Yogacara, Tathagatagarbha, Tiantai and Huayan texts. He addresses the ontological
and epistemological implications of inseparability of truth and falsehood that
emphasize their mutual constitution and interreferentiality. On the ontological level,
the inseparability of truth and falsehood indicates that there is no ultimate reality
conceived as a transcendent realm independent from the illusive world. Falsehood
is the significant feature of reality that constitutes our existence in the world. On
the epistemological level, insight into truth and wisdom involves the experience of
falsehood that harbors a potential to instruct us. Falsehood functions as an “inverse
instructiveness” that helps us to truly understand falsehood and discern the nature of
truth and reality (p. 132). Coincidence of the epistemological sense of inseparability
with the ontological sense of inseparability shows that our existence within the present
world is dependent upon the epistemic stance in relation to it.

In Chapter Nine Vincent Shen compares Huayan Buddhism’s concept of event
with Whitehead’s ontological principle. Huayan Buddhism’s concept of event is related
to the doctrine of Ten Mysterious Gates (shixuanmeng —+ 3 [') that expresses the ideas
that all things in the world are involved in a network of dynamic relation, or the realm
of dharmas /A% is such that all shi (actualities, events, phenomenon) penetrate each
other. In its historical development, Huayan no longer affirms positively Many Others
as events but tends to reduce Many Others into the concept of One Mind. All events
are seen as manifestations of One Mind. In contrast to Huayan’s tendency to forget
the generosity to Many Others, Whitehead’s ontology emphasizes that every actual
entity tends toward others by its internal dynamic energy, and that every actual entity
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receives objectifications from others, and also objectifies upon others. The importance
of Whitehead’s ontology is that it proposes a “vision of cosmic strangification” in
which the whole universe presents itself as an ever-enlarging, ever-enriching and
ever-intensifying creative process (p. 168). By explicating the dimension of spiritual
freedom implied in the concept of emptiness in Chinese Mahayana Buddhism, Shen
also discusses the human self-cultivation that is neglected in Whitehead’s cosmological
discourse.

Brook Ziporyn in Chapter Ten elucidates Neo-Confucian thinker Zhang Zai’s
new metaphysics of polar relation on the basis of “harmony as substance”. Harmony
is not understood as harmony “of” something but as substance. Harmony is all there
is. Ziporyn describes Zhang’s new metaphysics as “monism of harmony” that takes
harmony as the sole ultimate substance upon which all things depend (p. 172). Based
on the fact that Zhang’s monism prioritizes the inherent Harmony of the intrinsic
doubleness, Ziporyn is capable of reconfiguring the relationship between gi, the Great
Void (taixu XJ§) and the Great Harmony (faihe KX X[1). Qi and voidness stand for the
polar structure of harmonizing extremes. Qi is the concretion of voidness and voidness
is the dispersed formlessness of gi. Qi and voidness together manifest the dynamic
process of the self-diversification of monistic unity. And Harmony is the ruling
category in this dynamic process. Ziporyn argues that “what all things really are is gi,
but what gi really is is also the Great Void, and thus what both gi and the Great Void
really really are is the Great Harmony” (pp. 175-176). Ziporyn also discusses Zhang’s
“Western Inscription” (Ximing Pi${), which outlines the alteration and Harmony
between condensed and dispersed material force and legitimizes the alteration of life
and death and the cardinal importance of human relationships.

John Berthrong in his chapter elaborates the major domains of philosophical
cosmology in Zhu Xi’s daoxue (learning of the way j&%£2). Berthrong addresses a
systematic study of Zhu’s architectonic axiological cosmology and thematizes the
moral and kalogenic (beauty-creating) dimension implied in this architectonic structure
of cosmology. Berthrong distinguishes “four paradigmatic domains” (p. 196). The
first domain is # {8, which focuses on the coherent principles that format the events of
cosmos, and the fundamental patterned matrix of dao. The second domain is yong F,
which explains the dynamic functions and processes and delineates the field of gi as
the power of cosmological auto-telic generativity (shengshengbuxi “E4ANE). The
third domain is /e {1 and wen 3, which investigate the cosmic, social, and personal
balance needed to realize the civilizing cultural achievements. The fourth domain is
de 1%, which renders manifest the kalogenic axiological values and virtues. Berthrong
clearly presents the lexicographical structure and vocabulary of Zhu’s mature
metaphysics.

John Makeham in the last chapter analyzes twentieth-century Chinese
philosopher Xiong Shili’s metaphysics by explicating the relation between the
ontological and the phenomenal in New Treatise on the Uniqueness of Consciousness.
Makeham characterizes Xiong’s metaphysics as an ontological monism that is opposed
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to ontological dualism and pluralism. Xiong sought to identify the ontological and the
phenomenal in this ontological monism. Phenomena are not ontologically different
from the Fundamental Reality. The difference between ontological and the phenomenal
is the difference between the phenomenological experience of the ultimate truth
and conventional truth. Makeham argues that Xiong was able to avoid the trap of
Buddhist notions of eternalism (changjian ‘& i) and nihilism (duanjian B . in this
combination of ontological monism with phenomenological dualism. Essentialism that
upholds the enduring existence is avoided due to the fact that Fundamental Reality
is not independent of the psycho-physical and, like phenomenal reality, is ultimately
a mental construct. The nihilistic view that all things lack intrinsic reality is averted
on the basis that the arising and ceasing of the phenomenal world is ontologically
accommodated and sustained by the Reality that does not arise and cease.

The book’s theoretical approach to the ametaphysical character of Chinese
metaphysics and its delineation of Chinese metaphysics as metaphysics without
metaphysics are similar to the task of deconstruction of metaphysics. Both aim to
disassemble the ontotheological constitution of metaphysics without leaving the terrain
of metaphysics. As Derrida remarks, “movements of deconstruction do not destroy
structures from the outside. They are not possible and effective, nor can they take
accurate aim, except by inhabiting those structures.”' Deconstruction of metaphysics
neither dismantles metaphysics from outside nor is a call to move beyond metaphysics.
It requires not only grasping metaphysics as a thing to be deconstructed, but also
treating metaphysics as containing the source of deconstruction. If metaphysics is
deconstructable, it must be deconstructable already. Jean-Luc Nancy writes: “In truth,
metaphysics deconstructs itself constitutively, and, in deconstructing itself, it dis-
encloses [declof] itself in itself the presence and certainty of the world founded on
reason.””” The ametaphysical character of Chinese metaphysics indicates nothing else
than the deconstructability of metaphysics and its constitutive self-deconstruction.

This self-deconstruction also affects the understanding of the status of the
transcendent. The transcendent is not the homogeneous realm of an ontotheological
closure. Rather, it is the site of disenclosure in which the closure is breached and
opened up from within. Seen from the perspective of genealogical deconstruction,
metaphysics is not originated from the full substantiality of the transcendent but, on
the contrary, originated in the latter’s substanceless void. The Western metaphysics
of substance has forgotten or concealed the fact that metaphysics constitutively
deconstructs itself and is founded upon the pure void. This forgetfulness or
concealment leads Western metaphysics to the presupposition of the underlying
substance that grounds beings as a whole. The independent existence of the

2l Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology, trans. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1976), p. 24.

22 Jean-Luc Nancy, Dis-enclosure: The Deconstruction of Christianity, trans. Bettina Bergo,
Gabriel Malenfant, and Michael B. Smith (New York: Fordham University Press, 2008), p. 7.
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transcendental is a derivative construction in which the void or emptiness at the realm
of the transcendent is filled in by the unchangeable and stable substance.

As metaphysics without metaphysics, Chinese metaphysics thinks metaphysics
in deconstruction. What follows from this is the collapse of the distinction between
transcendence and immanence. Nevertheless, the transcendent is not simply
abandoned. Chinese metaphysics is not metaphysics of immanence without
transcendence. Transcendence is transposed into the realm of immanence. By
distinguishing what is without (specific) forms from the fixed mode of substance
and by emphasizing the constant changeability of the constant dao, the book shows
how Chinese metaphysics thinks about the interconnectedness of transcendence and
immanence and highlights the “transcendence-in-immanence nature” of Chinese
metaphysical thinking. Transcendence is located within the material reality and affects
the immanent infrastructure of things. It is “immanent transcendence” which “reveals
at once the sense of openness, resiliency, depth, and accommodation of the momentary
contents involving the larger realm of existence™*. Immanent reality is a living process
that continuously regenerates itself and is full of vitality, novelty and creativity.

However, the logic of immanent transcendence has not unfolded the full
consequence of metaphysics in deconstruction. There are two limitations here. First,
the ontological void of the transcendence is not uncovered as such. Transcendence is
transposed in a structural overlapping in which what is without (specific) forms reveals
itself as the manifestation of what is with (specific) forms and sustains it from within.
The two realms are seen as “two conceptions of the same existence”(p. 5). Second, the
forces of disruption resulting from the ontological void of the transcendence are not
fully unleashed in immanence. The fact that immanence, presented itself as a creative
process, constantly extends beyond itself is grounded on a positive ontological force.
Immanent transcendence constitutes another mode of ontological closure in which
immanence is no longer bordered on a higher transcendent presence, but is enclosed
upon itself through incorporating the power of transcendence and redirecting the
movement of transcendence as toward its own expansion.

A radical unfolding of metaphysics in deconstruction involves double
abolishment: the abolishment of the transcendent realm and the abolishment of the
immanent realm. Nietzsche writes: “The true world—we have abolished. What world
has remained? The apparent one perhaps? But no! With the true world we have also
abolished the apparent one.” The abolishment of the transcendent doesn’t leave
immanence intact but demands a further abolishment of immanence. Immanence is

2 Ming Dong Gu, Sinologism: An Alternative to Orientalism and Postcolonialism (London; New

York: Routledge, 2013), p. 208.

Kenneth K. Inada, “Immanent Transcendence: The Possibility of an East-West Philosophical
Dialogue”, Journal of Chinese Philosophy, 35. 3 (2008): 507.

Fredrich Nietzsche, Twilight of the Idols or, How One Philosophizes with a Hammer in The
Portable Nietzsche, trans. Walter Kaumann (New York: Viking Press, 1954), p. 486.
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also deprived of its consistency. What is overlooked in immanent transcendence is
that immanence is inherently inconsistent and is structured around a central void that
destabilizes immanence and hollows it out. “The tension between immanence and
transcendence is thus also secondary with regard to the gap within immanence itself:
‘transcendence’ is a kind of perspective illusion, the way we (mis)perceive the gap/
discord that inheres to immanence itself.”**

The ontological void of the transcendent takes place as the spacing of
immanence. It exposes the non-coincidence of immanence with regard to itself. The
fact that Chinese metaphysics is metaphysics without metaphysics is not a simple
assertion of the affirmation of immanence, change, relation and process. It is not
enough to see Chinese metaphysics as a complement to the current interests of the
Chinese philosophy that, by emphasizing the ethical and political dimension, focus on
“connections between virtue ethics and Confucianism”, “applications of Daoism in
environment ethics”, and “debates on the implications of Confucian political thought
for democracy” (p. 1). By indicating the similarity of the ametaphysical character of
Chinese metaphysics and contemporary deconstruction of metaphysics, what remains
to be thought through is the inherent discord of immanence, destabilization, abyssal
freedom and contingency.

The book is well produced and informative, providing ample space for the
discussion of the problematical question of Chinese metaphysics. The essays are
engaging and thought-provoking. Anyone interested in Chinese philosophy and
comparative philosophy can greatly benefit from it.

26 Slavoj Zizek, The Parallax View (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2006), p. 36.
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