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Aristotle to Zoos: A Philosophical Dictionary of Biology (Oxford Paperbacks); Pluto's
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“Knowing is Living”: The Crux of Chang
Tung-sun’s Early Epistemology as Revealed
in his Debate with Chang Chiin-mai

Key-chong Yap”

Abstract

Immediately before and after the explosion of the “Controversy over
Science and Metaphysics” in March 1923, Chang Chiin-mai (Zhang Junmai)
and Chang Tung-sun (Zhang Dongsun) were also engaged in a philosophical
debate on the relationship between knowing and living. As probably the best
qualified person philosophically to support Chang Chiin-mai in the ensuing
controversy, Chang Tung-sun might not be expected to have carried out this
parallel debate with Chang Chiin-mai. In fact, the debate has been largely
ignored in studies of the controversy, as it is generally taken for granted that
the two Changs shared similar ideas. But a closer study will reveal that the
personal debate between the two Changs accounts for much of the reasons why
Chang Tung-sun could not unconditionally support Chang Chiin-mai in the
controversy as Chang Tung-sun advocated an intellectualistic epistemology
while Chang Chiin-mai adhered to an anti-intellectualistic epistemology.

In terms of both general orientation and details, the two Changs’
epistemologies have not much in common, which might be attributed to their

respective attitudes towards science and reason. For Chang, “knowing is living”

Institute of Modern History, Academia Sinica
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while for Chang Chiin-mai knowing could at most only form part of living.
Chang Chiin-mai’s perspective was ontological or metaphysical while that of
Chang Tung-sun epistemological. The latter is a more cautious approach though
with equally profound results. It should come as no surprise if Chang Tung-sun
came to a different conclusion from the divergent perspective; but what is most
significant was that he also pointed out the inconsistencies in Chang
Chiin-mai’s philosophy of living itself. He used a reductio ad absurdum form
of logic.

Chang Tung-sun said that his insistence on the argument that “there is
nothing conceivable outside knowing, and thinking is living” did not begin with
him, for he quoted J.B.S. Haldane’s The Reign of Relativity, pp. 146-7, which
put forward exactly the same view, namely “[It] (knowledge) is rather in the
nature of a medium to which form of existence must be referred. In particular it
does not seem clear that reality can be divorced from meaning. Knowledge
appears as if it were no static thing, but actual only as a dynamic process,
differing altogether in character from any between outside objects. For it
creates its own distinctions within itself, and excepting through it and in its
terms there is no intelligible significance to be found for either the self that
knows or for the objects to which it is related. Knowledge must thus turn out to
be the prius of reality, and like the ‘élan’ of Bergson or the ‘will’ of
Schopenhauer, itself the ultimate reality, capable of expression in no terms
beyond its own, in as much as creation is meaningless outside its scope.” This
is the view to which Chang Chiin-mai was in violent opposition. The rarely if
ever noted starkly divergent views of the two Changs on whether “knowing is
living” is the theme of this article, and is also the crux of the debate between
the two Changs around the outbreak of the Controversy over Science and

Metaphysics, which was in turn to draw many more enthusiastic participants,
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making it one of the most exciting and profound intellectual controversies in

contemporary China.

Key words: Knowing is Living, Chang Tung-sun’s Early Epistemology, the
Controversy over Science and Metaphysics, intellectualistic

epistemology, anti-intellectualistic epistemology
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