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I. Science Wars Before the “Science Wars”

Wars once more are the agenda of science studies. Since late 2016, when the OED
crowned “post-truth” its word of the year, scholars have again taken up arms over the
excesses of constructivism; have again quarreled over old SSK (Sociology of Scientific
Knowledge) principles like “symmetry”; have again battled over whether decades of
anthropological, historical, and sociological critiques of science “relativized and drained
of meaning” concepts like “truth, facts, and reality.”' And throughout this, the feeling of a
repetition—"once more” and “again”—is explicit. In particular, contemporary debates
claim as their precursor the acrimonious battles of a not-so-distant past: the so-called
“Science Wars” of the mid-1990s.?

Concerning these “Science Wars,” we have established a familiar narrative. Starting
with the publication of Paul Gross and Norman Levitt's Higher Superstition (1994), then
moving through the Sokal Hoax and responses to it, the “Science Wars” witnessed a clash
of classical “Enlightenment” universality against the “postmodern” relativism of
sociocultural studies of science. What began as an academic struggle quickly spilled into
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! Erik Baker and Naomi Oreskes, “It's No Game: Post-Truth and the Obligations of Science Studies,”
Social Epistemology Review and Reply Collective 6, no. 8 (2017): 1-10, 2, 7. For a survey of various positions,
see Johan Soderberg, “The Moment of Post-Truth for Science and Technology Studies,” in Post-Truth
Imaginations: New Starting Points for Critique of Politics and Technoscience, ed. Kjetil Rommetveit
(Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge, 2021), 86-110. Key contributions to the debate include Sergio Sismondo, “Post-
truth?” Social Studies of Science 47, no. 1 (2017): 3-6; Michael Lynch, “STS, Symmetry, and Post-Truth,”
Social Studies of Science 47, no. 4 (2017): 593-99; Harry Collins, Robert Evans, and Martin Weinel, “STS as
Science or Politics?” Social Studies of Science 47, no. 4 (2017): 580-6; Sheila Jasanoff and Hilton R. Simmet,
“No Funeral Bells: Public Reason in a ‘Post-Truth’ Age,” Social Studies of Science 47, no. 5 (2017): 751-70;
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2 See, for instance, Lee Mcintyre, Post-Truth (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2018), 133-48; Michael
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(20200: 49-57; Jasanoff and Simmet, “No Funeral Bells,” 752.
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the public sphere. In the aftermath, key figures such as Bruno Latour began to rethink
their approaches, while the mainstream liberal press began to decry the sins of earlier
science studies.” “Was I wrong,” Latour pondered, “to participate in the invention of this
field known as science studies?”* Decades later, in 2025, we seem to find ourselves stuck
in the same debate. Once more, and again, science studies finds itself at war.

Yet perhaps this insistence on déja vu is itself the problem. Perhaps the feeling of
repetition which grips up is less a product of some “war” on science studies, and more a
symptom of science studies’ own provinciality. Analyzing events from the vantage point
of Japan, the late historian and philosopher of science Kanamori Osamu’ 4 #x1&
observed that much of the 1990s Science Wars was quite narrowly conditioned by the
specific contours of North American university politics.® Underlying the animus of key
participants were anxieties over the shifting fortunes of the sciences versus humanities on
campuses, and grumbling over the rise of strands of scholarship—including feminist,
postcolonial, and poststructuralist approaches—loosely bundled by opponents under the
category of “postmodernism.” In this sense, the Science Wars merely opened “science” up
as a new theater of conflict for the further prosecution of peculiarly local American
culture wars ongoing since the 1980s.” Indeed, even the very meaning of “science
studies” invoked by participants throughout debates remained provincially circumscribed.
Consider again Latour’s self-doubt: “Was I wrong to participate in the invention of this

3 Bruno Latour, “Why Has Critique Run Out of Steam? From Matters of Fact to Matters of Concern,”
Critical Inquiry 30, no. 2 (2004): 225-48; Judith Warner, “Fact-Free Science,” New York Times Magazine, 25
February 2011, https://www.nytimes.com/2011/02/27/magazine/27FOB-WWLN-t.html. For a similar criticism
as Warner, see Michael Berube, “The Science Wars Redux,” Democracy Journal, no. 19 (2011): 64-74. For
other examples of science studies stepping back in the aftermath of the Science Wars, see Alan E. Shapiro,
“Historians of Science Must Again Master Scientific Substance,” Chronicle of Higher Education XLIV, no. 21
(20 February 1998), B4-B5; Philip Kitcher, “A Plea for Science Studies,” in 4 House Built on Sand: Exposing
Postmodernist Myths about Science, ed. Noretta Koertge (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 32-57.

* Latour, “Why Has Critique,” 227.

5 Throughout this issue, we generally adopt the East Asian convention of placing family names first,
followed by given name. In this case, for example, Kanamori is the family name, and Osamu the given name.
However, in this introduction, we have made exceptions to this convention when discussing East Asian scholars
with an established and visible publication record in English (e.g., Kuan-hsing Chen, Togo Tsukahara).
Furthermore, for footnotes, we retain East Asian name order when citing works written in East Asian languages,
but use European conventions (First name Surname) when citing European-language texts.

® Kanamori Osamu, Saiensu Wozu, new expanded edition (Tokyo: Tokyo Daigaku shuppankai,
2014[2000]), 21-115. For a view of the Science Wars as conditioned by the breakdown of a specific postwar
American “social contract with science,” see Sheila Jasanoff, “The ‘Science Wars’ and American Politics,” in
Between Understanding and Trust: The Public, Science and Technology, ed. Meinolf Dierkes and Claudia von
Grote (Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge, 2000), 39-60. To an extent, one might posit that the 1990s Science Wars at
the outset was framed by an even more local context: New York City. Both the editorial collective of Social Text
and Sokal were NYC-based, with Andrew Ross and Sokal themselves at NYU. The gossip collected in Lingua
Franca, Sokal's chosen platform for his revealing his “hoax,” itself also centered on the New England,
especially NYC, academic scene.

7 Most infamously, Allan Bloom, The Closing of the American Mind: How Higher Education Has Failed
Democracy and Impoverished the Souls of Today's Students (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1987).
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field known as science studies?” Implicit within Latour’s self-positioning as co-inventor is
the assumption that when we speak of “science studies,” we are speaking of a particular
product of Western—and preponderantly Anglophone—academic research since the late
1970s. This, then, may be the true issue at stake. We feel ourselves stuck in a repetition
not because an external assault on science studies continues, but because our very
understanding of this war has failed to see beyond terms dictated by a limited Western
vision of science studies and its cultural politics.

As historians of science working in a moment of the field’s “global turn,” we thus
deem it imperative to ask whether such a peculiarly 1990s North American history truly
exhausts the possibilities of what one might mean in speaking of “science wars.” Our
starting point is the suspicion that the aforementioned way of relating a particular
formation of science studies since the late “70s to post-truth conditions today may hide
more than it reveals about why sociocultural studies of science, in their varied forms
around the world, emerge as critical objects of political contention. Put differently, our
project is motivated by the following questions. Is there a way to rethink “science wars”
through a longer global history that decenters late modern Western academia’s internal
trials and tribulations? How might doing so diversify the stakes of battles over the
sociocultural study of science in ways that go beyond the seemingly intractable impasse
of “Enlightenment” and “Cold War universalism” versus “postmodernity”? And how can
recovering these diverse stakes, as well as the concepts and contexts which structured
them, contribute to new practices of writing global histories of science?

Our special issue represents an initial response to these questions. Specifically, the
articles gathered here situate the meaning of “science wars” in a much longer and plural
history of modernity in East Asia since the nineteenth century. This move can be
understood both as the continuation of a current trend toward the fine-grained
historicization of key historiographical categories in science studies broadly writ, as well
as an attempt to ‘re-orient’ (pun intended) such scholarship. Picking up on earlier critiques
of terms such as “modern science” and “Scientific Revolution,” works of late by J.B.
Shank, Kapil Raj, Lorraine Daston, James Secord, and others have sought to reconstruct
the local contexts through which notions such as “modern science” and “Scientific
Revolution” were constructed, debated, and appropriated. Shank and Raj, for instance,
both place heavy emphasis on the role of Cold War governmental funding in catalyzing
the notion of a uniquely western European “Scientific Revolution” that carried with it the
essence of liberal values.® Lorraine Daston, meanwhile, has argued that the conceptual

8 J.B. Shank, “After the Scientific Revolution: Thinking Globally about the Histories of the Modern
Sciences,” Journal of Early Modern History 21, no. 5 (2017): 377-93; Kapil Raj, “Thinking Without the
Scientific Revolution: Global Interactions and the Construction of Knowledge,” Journal of Early Modern
History 21, no. 5 (2017): 445-58; Kapil Raj, “Modern Science: A European Revolution?” in The European Way
Since Homer: History, Memory, Identity, ed. Etienne Frangois and Thomas Serrier (London: Bloomsbury 2021),
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origins of “modern science” were first articulated by historians of religion, only then to be
later imported and reworked by historians of science proper.” Most recently, James
Secord has intervened against these elite intellectual narratives to suggest that “Scientific
Revolution” first arose as a central concept in interwar America within the context of
progressive battles for women's suffrage and racial equality. These progressive politics
were then “hijacked” by primarily European historians of science in a way that denuded
them of their progressive charge.'’

Such studies have quite productively excavated forgotten political stakes buried in
the common terms of our scholarly trade. At the same time, they also all betray a similar
bias, tacitly conceiving of the history of science as a uniquely European-language
historiography. As a result, their problematizations of “Scientific Revolution”™ and
“modern science,” despite offering new genealogies, reinscribe the West as a discursive
and theoretical authority at the center of the discipline. In contrast to this tendency, our
issue takes up the spirit of Marwa Elshakry’s powerful suggestion that the concept of
“modern Western science” may have been, paradoxically, first developed “outside ‘the
West™ itself.!! Along these lines, we demonstrate that the 1990s North American “Science
Wars” were at best a late and unrepresentative iteration of at least two centuries of prior
“science wars” in East Asia. The import of this claim does not lie, to be clear, in a mere
quibble over priority. Rather, we argue that recovering the diverse reasons for which
sociocultural studies of science were pursued in East Asia and the political conflicts that
shaped their claims exposes a certain shallowness—a certain myopia—in quarrels over
science studies, postmodernism, and post-truth since the 1990s. To understand “science
wars” only in the latter sense is to erase profound geopolitical stakes embedded in
regional asymmetries of science and modernity. As part of projects of nation-state and
empire building; as part of projects to resist Western imperialism; as part of projects, also,
to negotiate the postcolonial fractures of the Cold War, East Asian thinkers devised their
own concepts and tools to analyze science from social, cultural, and civilizational
perspectives. As multiple contributors to the volume show, these projects and the
problems they raised linger unresolved today. Thus, by turning to the politics of scientific
knowledge outside the West, we hope ultimately to revitalize the meaning of “science
wars,” wresting it from a handful of theoretical battles in contemporary Western
academia, and transforming it into a keyword for global history.

111-23.

° Lorraine Daston, “The Secret History of Science and Modernity: The History of Science and the History
of Religion,” Grey Room 88 (2022): 14-31.

10 James A. Secord, “Inventing the Scientific Revolution,” Isis 114, no. 1 (2023): 50-76.

I Marwa Elshakry, “When Science Became Western: Historiographical Reflections,” Isis 101, no. 1
(2010): 98-1009.
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II. The Politics of Universality: East Asia as Method I

But why, might one ask, should this rethinking of “science wars” proceed through
the history of modern East Asia? Setting aside professional convenience—our own
subfield specialization, with its resultant personal networks, venues of publication, and
forms of workshop funding—are there specificities of region which supply a deeper
justification for the framework adopted by this special issue? An adequate answer
becomes all the more vexed once we begin to interrogate whether “East Asia” stands as a
distinct entity. After all, as many will have noticed, no articles in this issue address
science studies in post-1949 Taiwan. Although stemming from practical exigencies of
scheduling, the lacuna points to a fundamental definitional incoherence in our regional
imaginaries.'? Should we really be speaking of “East Asia” at all?

Such questions touch at the core of the still-open issue as to what “Asia as Method”
could mean for science studies. All the while grappling with the fictiveness of “East Asia”
as such, scholars like Kuan-hsiung Chen, Fa-Ti Fan, and Warwick Anderson have
advocated for the “strategi[c] appropriatio[n]” of region as a means to achieve the
“geographical dispersion of theoretical agency.”'> Drawing on and updating Takeuchi
Yoshimi's TN #F (1910-77) original use of the phrase to critique Japan's Western-
inspired path of modernization, “Asia as Method” has come to represent a search for ways
in which varied and diverse articulations of “Asia” can be used to problematize Western
modernity both as an alleged historical process and as an object of theorization. Our issue
has been conceived in consonance with this search. In particular, the contributions to this
volume indicate at least two ways in which contingencies of historical experience in late
imperial and Republican China, post-Meiji Japan, and the two Koreas pose fundamental
challenges to the terms on which “science wars” debates have been conducted,
contributing both to an alternative politics of universality and a new genealogy of science
studies.

Our first challenge confronts us with the politics of universality. The 1990s Science
Wars and their post-2016 rehashings continue to rely on a schema of “Enlightenment”
universality versus “postmodern” relativism, while critiques of “Scientific Revolution”
and “modern science” point to the complicity of these concepts with the Cold War
universalization of liberal capitalism represented, for instance, in Basalla’s diffusionism.

12 See, e.g., Prasenjit Duara, “Asia Redux: Conceptualizing a Region for Our Times,” Journal of Asian
Studies 69, no. 4 (2010): 963-83.

13 Fa-Ti Fan, “Modernity, Region, and Technoscience: One Small Cheer for Asia as Method,” Cultural
Sociology 10, no. 3 (2016): 363; Warwick Anderson, “Asia as Method in Science and Technology Studies,” East
Asian Science, Technology and Society 6, no. 4 (2012): 449. See also Kuan-hsing Chen, Asia as Method:
Toward Deimperialization (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2010); Fa-Ti Fan, “East Asian STS: Fox or
Hedgehog?” East Asian Science, Technology and Society 1, no. 2 (2007): 243-7.
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One might even go so far as to say that these two schemata are historically intertwined.
As J.B. Shank has suggested, the North American Science Wars was made possible by
“the depth of entanglement of science with Cold War society and culture,” whereby
critiques of scientific universality could function as oppositional politics to the logic of
the Cold War." Trapped on this playing field, attempts to place non-Western knowledge
systems on equal footing with modern science still find themselves navigating traps of
“postcolonialism and postpositivism” and “constructivism and relativism,” lest they be
accused of undermining a progressive project, or worse yet contributing to forms of
reactionary nationalism and anti-Westernism.'>

The approaches to science recovered in this special issue indicate another approach
to the problem of the particular and the universal. As seen in our contributors’ analyses of
Yan Fu & 18 (1854-1921), Nishi Amane P& (1829-97), and Shimomura Toratard I}
FKEE (1902-95), or else North and South Korean studies of Choe Han-gi 42754
(1803-77), multiple thinkers across East Asia proactively embraced the idea of “modern
science” as both uniquely Western in its origins and simultaneously universal in its
claims. Here, a contrast might be drawn with elite Indian intellectuals who, as studied by
Gyan Prakash, responded to colonialist discourses of science by arguing for a primordial
Hindu origin to scientific knowledge.'® Reacting to a feeling of “backwardness” vis-a-vis
the West, East Asia too bore witness to analogous efforts at rescuing indigenous
precedents to modern Western science, as well as, during the 1930s through early ‘40s,
the theorization of a uniquely “Japanese” science.'” But as the papers here demonstrate,
this search for the native roots of modern science comprised only one small part, and not
the most important part, of reactions to the dilemma of “backwardness.” For a sense of
scientific failures before also provoked a vested interest in speculating on what science
might come after. Therefore, we argue, the basso ostinato of East Asian thinking in fact
converged on a future-oriented discourse. Something, earlier, had been lacking, so that
modern science had not developed in the East. The real task moving forward, however,
was to remedy that lack in order to become agentive participants in a universal process.

Crucially, the basis for this acceptance of the universality of modern Western science

14 Shank, “After the Scientific Revolution,” 390.

15 Kapil Raj, “Beyond Postcolonialism --- and Postpositivism: Circulation and the Global History of
Science,” Isis 104, no. 2 (2013): 337-47; Elshakry, “When Science Became Western”; Itty Abraham, “The
Contradictory Spaces of Postcolonial Techno-Science,” Economic and Political Weekly 41, no. 3 (2006): 210-
17; Meera Nanda, Prophets Facing Backward: Postmodern Critiques of Science and Hindu Nationalism in
India (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2003).

1 Gyan Prakash, Another Reason: Science and the Imagination of Modern India (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1999).

17 See Okazawa in this volume and also Hiromi Mizuno, Science for the Empire: Scientific Nationalism in
Modern Japan (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2008), 170; Okamoto Takuji, Kindai Nihon no kagakuron
(Nagoya: Nagoya Daigaku shuppankai, 2021), 251-366; Kanamori Osamu, “Joshd: ‘Kagaku shisdshi’ no raireki
to shozd,” in Showa-zenki no kagaku shisoshi, ed. Kanamori Osamu (Tokyo: Keiso shobd, 2012), 22-7.
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was predicated neither on a model of history as the onward march of reason, nor, later, on
either the ineluctable spread of liberal democracy or a teleology of dialectical
materialism. Elements of such thinking certainly had their role—the papers here attest,
for example, to the influence of Hegel, Comte, Thomas Henry Huxley, and Marxism-
Leninism. But even where present, these ideas were reinterpreted through a different
historical consciousness that reflected the particularities of East Asian experiences of
global modernity. These began with the shock of Qing defeat in the First Opium War
(1839-42) and the opening of Japan through Perry’s “gunboat diplomacy” (1853-54),
followed by Japan's own forced opening of Korea through the Treaty of Kanghwa (1876).
The suddenness of these ruptures over a three-decade span yielded a complex cultural
politics of universality marked most prominently by two features. First, there was the
matter of an earlier order in which China, imagined and idealized through a philosophical
corpus shared widely across the region, had occupied preeminent status as the center of a
universal civilizing influence. Although, substantively, China increasingly lost its claim to
centrality, the formal parameters of this model nonetheless bequeathed to later thinkers an
understanding of universality tied to historical processes of cultural assimilation: a
dominant core assimilating its peripheries, and those peripheries assimilating into a
dominant core. Second, there was a peculiar unease shaped by mechanisms of informal
empire—most notoriously, unequal treaties and their extraterritorial privileges. China and
Japan, though never truly colonized, were always troubled by a sense that their sovereign
autonomy remained incomplete. That sense of incompleteness was all the more fraught in
the Korean case, wherein autonomy—briefly and elusively glimpsed—came to be
violently curtailed by Japanese colonization.

In broad strokes, these features remained structuring forces in East Asian attitudes
toward “modern Western science” throughout much of the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries. Rather than trying to assert that science came “first” in East Asia or “relocate”
the production of modern science across a plural geography, East Asian thinkers
prioritized the successful assimilation of the Other in a manner that would both preserve
and even enhance the autonomy of the Self. Put differently, their concern was with how
to make “modern Western science” fully their own, transforming themselves and their
society without relinquishing their independence both as individual and collective
subjects (F- ).

This pattern of logic, early on, prompted slogans such as “Learn the superior
techniques of the barbarians in order to control the barbarians” (Ffi 3.2 4 LA#] 32) and
“Eastern morality, Western techniques” CR¥FZIE/E, PHFEZZEMHT).  Associated
respectively with the scholars Wei Yuan 2875 (1794-1857) and Sakuma Shozan 14 /A ]
%1l (1811-64), these slogans maintained that Chinese and Japanese autonomy was not
only compatible with, but paradoxically hinged upon the assimilation of a distinctly
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foreign and “Western” science and technology. Reasoning of this sort was on clear display
in the 1896 debate between Zhang Zhidong 5& 2. (1837-1909) and Yan Fu, recounted
in Sean Hsiang-lin Lei’s article. Zhang, who after the Boxer Rebellion (1899-1901)
would become the main face of late Qing reform, championed an approach of “Chinese
essence, Western function” (F#§FEH). Metaphorically, modern Western science and
technology was a “branch” or “function” that might be grafted onto a “root” or “essence”
representing the cultural authority of Chinese civilizational values. Practically, this
translated into policies for the piecemeal adoption of Western institutions that would
enhance Chinese “wealth and power.” Yan's rebuttal of Zhang did not challenge the
formal structure of root/essence versus branch/function, so much as dispute its
substantive contents. For Yan, the West was worthy of emulation not because of its
“wealth and power,” but because the modern science it had achieved represented a
broader and far more encompassing universality. On these grounds, Yan argued that the
future of China depended on a project that would center modern science as the
fundamental form of cultural authority: modern Western science was in fact the “root”
from which future Chinese civilization should grow.'® Thus, despite their disagreements
over what constituted the true “essence” of civilization, Yan and Zhang shared a model by
which participation in universality could be achieved through strategies of assimilation.
This model applied just as much to putative “peripheries” as they did to China itself.
Preexisting concepts like jiaohua (#4k), which featured in the debates covered by Lei’s
article, served as a productive means by which Koreans and Japanese conceived of their
belonging in a universal order of civilization. Translated at times into English with terms

” o«

such as “education,” “civilization,” or simply “transformation,” jiaohua initially referred
to the capacity of a Chinese center to bring semi-civilized and barbarous peripheries into
its fold through forms of enculturation. Yet over the course of the early modern period,
Choson and Tokugawa thinkers appropriated those very same transformative dynamics of
Jjiaohua for themselves. At the simplest level, the adoption of Confucian thought,
institutions, and practices demonstrated Korean and Japanese participation in universal
civilization. In extremes, Korean and Japanese “peripheries” could also assert that
through their perfection of Confucian ideals, they had inherited the mantle of “true”
civilization compared to a “barbarian,” Manchu-ruled Qing Empire that had strayed from

the universal Way."” As depicted in Hansun Hsiung’s contribution, Nishi Amane drew on

"% See also Sean Hsiang-lin Lei, “The Dawn of Science as Cultural Authority in China: Tianyanlun (On
Heavenly Evolution) in the Post-1895 Debate over the Engagement with Western Civilization,” East Asian
Science, Technology and Society 16, no. 3 (2022): 408-32.

19 On the Japanese case, see, e.g., Watanabe Hiroshi, Kinsei Nihon shakai to sogaku, new ed. (Tokyo:
University of Tokyo Press, 2010 [1985]); Kiri Paramore, Japanese Confucianism: A Cultural History
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016). On the Korean case, see., e.g., JaHyun Kim Haboush,
“Constructing the Center: The Ritual Controversy and the Search for a New Identity in Seventeenth-Century
Korea,” in Culture and State in Late Choson Korea, ed. JaHyun Kim Haboush and Martina Deuchler
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similar reasoning in order to account both for Japan’s lack of modern Western science and
Japan’s potential role in perfecting that very science in the future. According to Nishi,
Neo-Confucianism had perverted an original Confucian philosophy that had adumbrated,
albeit only in incipient form, the techniques of knowledge production that made science
modern. Consequently, it was Europe and not East Asia that in its own separate manner
had gone on to develop these techniques and unlock their potential. Nishi thus sketched a
historical narrative in which East Asia, deviating from the true path of universality, had
ceded its central civilizational status to the West. For Japan to actively embrace modern
Western science was not to relinquish its autonomy, but to rejoin the universal movement
of civilization. Seen from this perspective, the East Asian approaches to “modern Western
science” addressed in our special issue appear to bear closer analogy to Marwa Elshakry’s
description of science’s position in the Arab Awakening. Far from a threat, the
transmission of modern Western science could be conceived as part of a return to
civilizational glory, ushering in a second Golden Age in parallel with the medieval
translation movement.?

Indeed, to the extent that the geographical locus of civilization was understood as
shifting, the mantle of universality moving from one region to the next, then implicitly
the arrival of modern Western science presented East Asia with an opportunity to fashion
themselves into a new, future civilizational center. Teased already in Nishi’s writings, this
line of reasoning reached its full form in the work of wartime thinkers such as
Shimomura Toratard. Quite unlike those of his era who advocated for a purely native and
non-Western “Japanese science,” Shimomura not only accepted the European origins of
modern science, but defended its universal status as a truly “world-historical event.”
However, as Yasuhiro Okazawa shows in his contribution, Shimomura also
simultaneously interpreted European priority in achieving this world-historical event as a
long-term advantage for Japan. Channeling, perhaps, the Hegelian dictum that the owl of
Minerva flies at dusk, Shimomura argued that it was precisely Japan's position as a
latecomer that would allow it to more effectively grasp modern science’s underlying logic
in its deeper theoretical totality, and thereby prepare the ground for the next stage in
science's historical evolution. As a result, it becomes clear in Okazawa’s analysis that
modern Western science’s claims to universality could equally be mobilized as political
support for Japanese imperialism. The structure of Shimomura's argument regarding
Japan’s role as proper heritor of modern Western science closely paralleled legitimations
of the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere shared by other philosophers in his Kyoto

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Asia Center, 1999); Carter J. Eckert, “Korea’s Transition to Modernity: A
Will to Greatness,” in Historical Perspectives on Contemporary East Asia, ed. Merle Goldman and Andrew
Gordon (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2000), 119-54.

20 Marwa Elshakry, Reading Darwin in Arabic, 1860-1950 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2013):
11, 271-6.
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School circle. Just as Japan, by absorbing modern Western science, would also carry it to
a new and higher step of development, so too was Japan’s empire conceived in dialectical
terms as a “sublation” of West and East, the synthesis of which would yield a new
“world.”

With Japan’s defeat, that new world was not to be. Instead, East Asia was left with
the wounds opened by the violence of Japan's imperial ambitions. These wounds were
arguably felt most acutely in the fracture of Koreans as a minjok ([XJ%)—a polysemous
term somewhere between “people,” “ethnos,” and “nation”—across a tangled landscape
that included two hostile states of North and South as well as the diasporic Zainichi
population which had settled in Japan. Within this context, the history of science
unexpectedly functioned as a site of convergence between otherwise disparate actors.
Jachwan Hyun's contribution to this volume starts with a seeming “war” between North
and South Korean philosophers concerning the early nineteenth-century scholar Choe
Han-gi, credited with introducing Newtonianism in the late Chdson era. Philosophers in
the North cast Choe as a dialectical materialist avant la lettre; counterparts in the South
portrayed him as a forerunner of liberal-capitalist modernization. Further complicating
the situation was the likelihood that South Korean research made unacknowledged use
of—and even possibly plagiarized—the work of Kim Cheol-Ang &# & (1929-), a
diasporic Zainichi Korean scholar of Choe Han-gi active in Japan and working on
Japanese-owned archives of Korean materials. Untangling these transnational threads,
Hyun ultimately reveals that in the “war” of North and South, both sides shared
fundamental aims. For underneath the surface of their disagreements was the postcolonial
problematic of chuch'esong (F #41£). Bundling together notions of agentive subjectivity,
independence, and self-reliance, chuch’esong operated across borders to define a common
search for an indigenous source of autonomy—one that enabled the external and foreign
to be “internalized” without compromising the integrity of the Korean minjok. In this way,
Hyun shows that the very presumption of a conflict between “capitalism” versus
“socialism” during the Cold War fails to grasp a cultural politics of science in East Asia
animated by local postcolonial conditions which overrode overt ideological divides.

Shown also in Hyun's paper is the enduring interplay between assimilation and
autonomy in East Asian debates concerning modern Western science. Just as Nishi
Amane, Yan Fu, and Shimomura Toratard had taken up the historical analysis of science
to argue for Confucianism’s compatibility with Western modernity; to articulate a new
basis for Chinese “civilization”; to outline the Japanese empire’s role in ushering in a new
era of world history: so, too, did North, South, and Zainichi Korean scholars alike
examine Choe Han-gi's adaptation of Newtonianism to a local cultural setting, out of the
conviction that it would indicate a path whereby Koreans could join the ranks of
modernity with their independence as a “people” intact. In other words, throughout East
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Asia’s modern history, concern over the dynamics of assimilation and autonomy
propelled studies of science as something always at once socioculturally particular and
epistemically universal. To argue that specificities of the society and culture of a given
civilization, empire, nation, or ethnos played a constitutive role in constructing science
was not understood as a bid to relativize modern science’s epistemic authority. Nor was it
understood as an interrogation of “where” modern science was really invented: in its
universality, science was not an object over which priority of invention dictated final
ownership. Of far greater significance than priority, or else the assertion of “another”
different indigenous science, was the task of defining autonomous terms of participation
in modern Western science’s future. How can “we” take part in a foreign world on equal
terms without losing an independent sense of who “we” are? And how can the
preservation of “our” independence eventually enable “us” to transition from being mere
participants in a foreign world into being leading actors in a shared world? Put simply,
how could one make modern Western science fully a thing of one’s own, in order to
transform it into something new?

III. The Co-Evalness of Global Science Studies: East Asia as Method 11

It was foremost in response to questions of this sort that sociocultural studies of
science first arose in East Asia. By rethinking what modern Western science itself was—
redefining its key features, adjusting its chronology, offering a different canon of actors
and ideas—East Asian intellectuals were formulating strategies for how to assimilate
modern Western science into their own native subjectivity. And this brings us to how our
volume uses “Asia as Method” to issue a second challenge: a challenge to disciplinary
genealogies. As a hybrid and institutionally dislocated field that often stood uneasily at
the interstices of history, philosophy, and sociology proper, science studies already plays
host to multiple different histories of its own formation. But whether one chooses
Whewell and the philosophy of the inductive sciences, Comtean positivism, Sarton’s
institution-building, or the 1931 London Congress; whether it be Bachelard, Fleck,
Bernal, Koyré, Kuhn, or SSK that marks the start of one’s canon, science studies in the
end still continues to portray its past as a Western-generated discourse. Granted, in the
self-conscious spirit of critique, the field has in recent decades opened itself increasingly
to voices beyond the West. Ironically, though, even advocates of pluralization today
assume that the West was at the center of what came before. When Warwick Anderson,
channeling Togo Tsukahara, asked in 2012 if East Asian STS was “still dependent on
Western intellectual frameworks,” his question carried with it a temporal horizon. To the
extent that “East Asian theories” are now emerging, it is implied that STS was heretofore
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Western.?!

Thus, our aim in recovering an earlier East Asian science studies is not simply to
diversify the field’s conceptual and theoretical vocabulary. Rather, our broader purpose is
to urge for a different understanding of what “science studies” itself is by sketching a
more complex and globally entangled genealogy of its development. East Asia’s entrance
into global modernity occurred during a particular historical conjuncture when science
itself was beginning to be defined and theorized as a sui generis object of historical and
cultural inquiry. The same long nineteenth century that Christopher Bayly and Jiirgen
Osterhammel have positioned as the crucible of an interconnected modern world was also
the crucible for what Richard Yeo, in reference to Whewell's wuvre, has labeled
“metascience”: a practice of commentary and criticism that sought “to influence the way
in which science, its method, epistemology, and values, was defined and promoted.” As
has been shown already in European and American contexts, this metascience
encompassed attempts to center science as a uniquely defining hallmark of Western
civilization, as well as arguments, by the turn of the twentieth century, to single out
science as a root cause of modernity itself.?

Unsurprisingly, such “metascience” was also a core activity in East Asia. The
suddenness of a perceived rupture of modernity meant that as a matter of imminent
urgency, almost all nineteenth-century East Asian intellectuals, in some way or form,
were confronted with the task of giving sense and historical significance to modern
Western science relative to their own societies and cultures. That is to say, an early kind
of science studies in East Asia was initially pursued not as an academic discipline, but as
an existential practice in the face of geopolitical turmoil. Reconstructing the thought of
Nishi Amane, Hsiung shows that as early as 1874, and all the while working for Japan’s
Ministry of Army, Nishi had begun to erect the foundations for a comparative socio-
institutional history of modern science by reworking elements of Comte and Whewell
into a Confucian terminology and conceptual apparatus. Yan Fu's “translation” of Thomas
Henry Huxley, as Lei’s article demonstrates, not only radically transformed Huxley into a

2! Togo Tsukahara, “Introduction: Japanese STS in Global, East Asian, and Local Contexts,” East Asian
Science, Technology and Society 3 (2009): 505-9; Anderson, “Asia as Method.”

22 C.A. Bayly, The Birth of the Modern World, 1780-1914 (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2004);
Jiirgen Osterhammel, The Transformation of the World: A Global History of the Nineteenth Century, translated
by Patrick Camiller (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2014); Richard Yeo, Defining Science: William
Whewell, Natural Knowledge, and the Public Debate in Early Victorian Britain (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1993), 8-9.

2 Stephen Gaukroger, Civilization and the Culture of Science: Science and the Shaping of Modernity,
1795-1935 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020); Michael Adas, Machines as the Measure of Men: Science,
Technology, and Ideologies of Western Dominance (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2015 [1989]); Adas,
Dominance by Design: Technological Imperatives and America’s Civilizing Mission (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 2009); Robert Bud et al., Being Modern: The Cultural Impact of Science in the Early
Twentieth Century (London: UCL Press, 2018); Daston, “The Secret History.”
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Spencerian, but used Huxley as a pretext for articulating a novel theory of how Chinese
civilization could be reformed through the “cultural authority” of modern science. The
engagement of Nishi and Yan with the work of Comte, Whewell, and Huxley was not,
unfortunately, reciprocated. Nevertheless, such efforts testify to a longer history of
“science studies” as a co-eval formation throughout different regions of the world. Across
the very same period, for instance, from Comte’s 1832 call for a chair in the “histoire
générale des sciences” down to the creation of such a chair in 1892, thinkers around the
world were actively formulating their own approaches to historicizing science—partly in
reference to Western thinkers, but partly also through their own frameworks and idioms
of, for instance, Confucian moral and political philosophy. Put simply, across the modern
period, science studies had always already been multiple and global.

If so, then in place of only critiquing a science studies “still dependent on Western
intellectual frameworks,” we may first wish to turn our attention to a history in which
“Western intellectual frameworks” may either never really have been hegemonic in any
full sense at all, or else became hegemonic only at a far later date. Rather than seeking,
for instance, a truly “East Asian” or “South Asian” science studies, we should understand
that the emergence of a kind of “metascience” since the nineteenth century took place
relatively simultaneously in multiple different communities spanning an uneven
geography of Western and non-Western countries alike. These co-eval projects of science
studies, in their common attempt to confront global modernity, shared an underlying
grammar.”* Due to tremendous geopolitical asymmetries, part of that grammar was
inevitably shaped by Western thinkers and their ideas. However, common grammatical
structure also enabled local articulations and inflections that never shied from critiquing
and reformulating Western ideas in relation to local conceptual resources and conditions.
Instead of some illusory liberation from “Western intellectual frameworks,” our efforts
should focus on recovering how communities around the world forged differential
practices, concepts, and methods of “metascience,” engaging and interacting with, but
never simply subjugated to, our more familiar Western canon of science studies.

In this sense, a return to a kind of intellectual history is essential for globalizing the
history of science.” Intellectual-historical approaches to the history of science have, for
justified reasons, been maligned since the “practical turn.”*® Science is, after all, not a set

2% On modernity as a global “grammar,” see Carol Gluck, “The End of Elsewhere: Writing Modernity
Now,” American Historical Review 116, no. 3 (2011): 676-87.

% On a “global intellectual history” of science encompassing the Ottoman Empire, India, Japan, and Qing
China, see Fa-Ti Fan, “Mr. Science,” May Fourth, and the Global History of Science,” East Asian Science,
Technology and Society 16, no. 3 (2022): 279-304.

% For key statements on the practical turn, see, e.g., Jan Golinski, Making Natural Knowledge:
Constructivism and the History of Science (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990); Andrew Pickering,
The Mangle of Practice: Time, Agency, and Science (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992); Jeb Z.
Buchwald, Scientific Practice: Theories and Stories of Doing Physics (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,



156 Hansun Hsiung and Yasuhiro Okazawa

of propositions or a body of knowledge, but a “mangle” of activities and instruments. In
part for this reason, global histories of science have focused far more on brokers, skills,
and materials: the interpreters, translators, artisans, artifacts, and tacit know-how from
around the world necessary for the construction of modern science. Yet while these forms
of non-Western agency are undoubtedly important, we should not ignore the panoply of
non-Western thinkers largely still unknown and unrecovered, without whom our
understanding of what constitutes the history of science or science studies remains
critically impoverished.

This last clause is crucial. Writing recently on the global history of science, James
Poskett has remarked that intellectual history might prove fruitful as a means to
investigate how different cultures imagined the “global” through their own categories.?’
With this, we certainly agree. Notice, however, the slippage: by displacing non-Western
ideas into the realm of “understanding[s] of the ‘global™ Poskett situates them external to
the canon of science studies proper and thus to the field's theoretical and conceptual
identity. This becomes clear elsewhere in the same essay. Despite noting that “the global
history of science has a much longer historiographical trajectory than is often
recognized,” Poskett goes on to discuss as examples of this “longer historiographical
trajectory” José de Acosta, Francis Bacon, David Hume, William Whewell, and George
Sarton. This asymmetry is not, one suspects, due to bad faith. Effort otherwise is shown,
for instance, in Poskett's mention of several of Sarton’s informants—for instance, Mikami
Yoshio = K (1875-1950), Chao Yuen Ren #iscfE (1892-1982), and Ananda
Coomaraswamy. Instead, the asymmetry testifies to the fact that we still lack sufficient
studies which would make accessible the rich global scope of ideas and debates
concerning science across the modern period.?® It is in this spirit that we speak of a return
to “intellectual history” broadly writ—one that incorporates, as Chen'’s article here does,
the tools of analysis gained by practical, artifactual, and material turns. Only by
recovering the global scope of such debates and ideas can we change our very
understanding of what “science studies” is and has been: not a field which Latour and
others helped invent in the late “70s which was then decried in the ‘90s Science Wars, but
a variegated co-construction of global modernity.

1995); Hans-Jorg Rheinberger, “History of Science and the Practices of Experiment,” History and Philosophy of
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To suggest the existence of this multi-sited and co-eval genealogy of science studies
is not to deny the feeling among practitioners today that Western intellectual frameworks
exercise a certain hegemonic authority. It is, however, to suggest two points. First, we
must problematize our historical understanding of the processes and mechanisms by
which that alleged hegemony of Western intellectual frameworks may have come about,
rather than simply assuming it an instant and inevitable product of geopolitical
asymmetries. Hsiung’s article, for example, flirts with the proposal that Nishi’s ideas
became illegible through a much slower process of successive acts of overwriting, first by
the standardization in Japan of an epistemological vocabulary derived from Neo-
Kantianism and Marxism, and later by the institutionalization of SSK. Lei’s treatment of
Yan Fu's thought suggests that the translation of Japanese texts into Chinese had a similar
effect of rendering earlier Qing discourses illegible. The meaning of terms like zhigong
(353 and zhihua (¥516), coined by Yan to express his “science-based theory of
civilization,” were subsequently displaced by the importation of the term wenming (3L H])
from Japan, which foregrounded the progressive evolution of nation-state consciousness
over questions of science.

These slower changes occurred alongside more punctual moments of rupture which
fostered among East Asian intellectuals a sense that any recourse to their own past and its
ideas was either impossible, or else undesirable. Here, one might take “science wars”
literally to posit that across the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, what might constitute
science studies in East Asia was in part repeatedly redefined and repositioned by very real
eruptions of violence that defined in stark terms a time “before” and “after.” Before and
after the Boshin War; before and after the colonization of Korea; before and after the
Xinhai Revolution and May Fourth Movement; before and after the fall of the Japanese
imperium; before and after the American Occupation; before and after the Chinese
Communist Revolution; before and after the partition of Korea: the list goes on. Such a
cratered historical landscape foreclosed the act of turning one’s gaze back in time, with
the result that starting anew often involved looking to some lineage of ‘Western’
scholarship alleged to possess deeper continuity. One clear example of this is the situation
of Kyoto School philosophy after the Second World War, tainted as it was by complicity
with Japanese imperialism. This potentially explains not only taboos surrounding
Shimomura Toratard’s history of science, but also why Park Chong-Hong AN (1903
76), a South Korean philosopher discussed in Hyun’s article, made the dramatic switch
from Marxism and Heideggerianism to logical positivism. At each juncture of perceived
rupture, and in the face of an inaccessible past, different “Western intellectual
frameworks” promised a stable tradition in which one might safely lodge one's research,
writing, and pedagogy. In this sense, a hegemony of “Western intellectual frameworks” in
our present must take into account that diverse strands of thought from the “West” were a
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resource for grappling with East Asia’s fractured historical condition.

Finally, by issuing a genealogical challenge, our special issue seeks to render visible
the underlying continuity of certain unresolved problems and tensions which, forgotten,
overwritten, or seemingly separated by the chasm of historical rupture, in fact persist in
haunting science studies in East Asia today. The presence of ghosts is most explicit in
Menglan Chen’s contribution to this issue. Those in 1920s Shanghai who pursued the
“study of the numinous”—a field often analogized to, but in significant ways quite
different from, the Spiritualist movement—were motivated by a desire to heal the
traumatic wounds of the “epistemic violence of Chinese enlightenment.” Indeed, one
might even say that the Shanghai Lingxue Society studied by Chen astutely articulated a
thread running through this volume: without a means to summon the spectral past into the
present, projects for the future remain incomplete.

One ghost summoned in Lei's paper is that of the relation between technology and
science. “East Asian technoscience” is a term that proliferates contemporary scholarship,
with continued debates over whether criteria exist that may mark it out as distinct from
other technoscientific formations.”” But as Lei's paper indicates, the very term
“technoscience” may hide within it an unaddressed instability. For Yan Fu and Zhang
Zhidong, the question of whether or not China’s adoption of modern Western science
entailed changing the prevailing cultural order revolved around defining the relationship
between science and technology. Zhang took the view that science was synonymous with
and reducible to technology, and as a consequence asserted that modern Western
science—qua modern Western technology—posed no threat to pre-existing moral-
political norms. In contrast, Yan proposed that science was a broader civilizational ethos
which took precedence over technology. Here, Yan drew analogies between modern
Western science and Neo-Confucianism, where inquiry into nature was framed by a
universal order guiding morality, politics, and the cosmos. From this perspective, science
was not the same as simply mastering certain foreign technologies. Instead, adopting
modern Western science required wholesale assimilation into the norms of Western
civilization itself. At the time, Zhang's view won the day, his late Qing reforms arguably
becoming a blueprint for later PRC policies that stressed technology. Yet as Lei goes on
to intimate, the continued popularity of Yan Fu among current Chinese audiences attests
to lingering doubts concerning such an approach. In the Chinese context, at least, it may
be that the conjunctive neologism “technoscience” signals a historical ambivalence,
designating not so much a clear entity than an ongoing tension between science and
technology since Yan and Zhang's debate.

» Ruey Lin-Chen, “A Voyage to East Asian STS Theories; or, What Might Make an STS Theory East
Asian,” East Asian Science, Technology and Society 6, no. 4 (2012): 465-85; Wei-yuan Lin and John Law,
“Where is East Asia in STS?” East Asian Science, Technology and Society 13, no. 1 (2020): 115-36.



Science Wars Before the “Science Wars” 159

Lei’s note concerning the moral valences of Yan Fu's understanding of science in
turn points to a specter haunting Chen and Hsiung’s papers: the question of science’s role
in the cultivation of the self as a moral agent. For much of East Asian history, inquiry into
nature’s principles had been denoted by a cluster of Neo-Confucian terms that included
gezhi (F&E), gewu (F4)), and giongli (55%E). Within this Neo-Confucian framework,
studying nature constituted one step in a transformative process of self-mastery essential
for becoming first a gentleman-scholar, and finally a virtuous ruler. “Science” in these
terms bridged the gap of agency between the realm of individual morality and that of
political governance.

Modern Western science destabilized this function. Some thinkers exhausted
themselves working to build continuity: much of Yan Fu's euvre, for example, argued
that modern Western science was a form of gezhi.*® Chen's Shanghai Lingxue Society
(SLS) also sought something similar, using the study of the “numinous” as a basis to link
science to moral and political cultivation. Specifically, the SLS attempted to recover a
pathway to moral subjectivity by re-enchanting the instruments and apparatuses of
knowledge-making. Rejecting that inscriptions produced by cameras and other graphic
instruments were merely automatic, mechanical traces of physical nature, the SLS argued
that photography was also capable of capturing a kind of “numinous light” which indexed
the moral and spiritual refinement of portrait subjects. Photographing numinous light and,
more importantly, learning how to perceive and decipher this light in its different
manifestations, served as a means for the knowing subject of science to simultaneously
cultivate her own virtue. In contrast, Japanese thinkers like Nishi Amane pushed for a
divorce from morality. Modern science for Nishi comprised techniques of governance,
proficiency in which in no way necessarily entailed moral self-cultivation. Nishi went so
far as to claim that the Neo-Confucian conflation between moral qualifications and
expertise were largely responsible for Japan’s failure to develop modern science.

In broad strokes, the theme of how changes in modern science have transformed
moral selthood is admittedly not in and of itself specific to East Asia. Lorraine Daston
contended as early as 1992 that the history of objectivity “is a moral history as well’—a
topic later illustrated in her work with Otto Sibum on scientific personae and her
monograph with Peter Galison.’' Steven Shapin's work has also importantly traced the
longue durée transformation of scientific selthood from the “gentleman” scientist in early
modern England down through the “technoscientific expert” in the postwar era of Big
Science.*? Yet as Chen points out, there may be ways in which questions of subjectivity

3 In addition to his contribution to this issue, see also Lei, “The Dawn of Science.”
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and moral agency take on a particular urgency in East Asia as a result of the region’s
troubled relationship to modernity. The same anxiety over collective autonomy discussed
earlier in our Introduction was part and parcel of a feeling that Asians had yet to emerge
complete as truly modern, agentive subjects compared to the West. Chen makes this
apparent by demonstrating that the SLS’s agenda of offering the modern scientific subject
a means to achieve moral agency was meant to complement an aspect of selfhood
otherwise neglected, in their view, by the aggressive Western-oriented scientism of their
era. The SLS, in Chen’s words, “rejected the equation of science with the West and
morality with the East,” and sought a “path toward a future synthesis.” Rather than being
an atavistic rejection of modernity, the “study of the numinous” was a constitutive part of
the project to bring about the full completion of China’s transition to modernity.

Chen'’s article concludes with an overt reminder of this failed project’s contemporary
relevance, speaking evocatively of the SLS’s work as an “untimely grieving, lamenting
the unfinished transformation of the knowing subject, as the unfinished project of Chinese
enlightenment.” As an unfinished project, the transformation of the knowing subject
reared its head again during the tumult of China’s post-Mao transition—this time taking
the form of a new “somatic science” which linked cybernetics to the study of gi—only to
be aborted once more in the 1990s. Hsiung, too, ends his paper with the observation that
incomplete moral subjectivity was resurrected as the central concern of scholars in the
1970s when the sociology of science began to be institutionalized in Japan. Much like the
project of Chen's SLS, however, Japanese concern over moral subjectivity has vanished
from research agendas today. What, then, should East Asian science studies make of this
unfinished project that haunts their field? In particular, how can the incomplete task of
achieving a truly modern moral subjectivity be reconciled with contemporary trends in
scholarship that overwhelmingly prioritize the decentering of the human subject?

Already in the 1990s Science Wars, the attack on a putatively “postmodern”
feminism, postcolonialism, and poststructuralism concealed an anxiety over the erasure
of the human subject as the stable agent of an Enlightenment “reason.” To raise the
problem of the subject as we do here is not return to the terms of 1990s Science Wars
debates, but rather to point out a facet they have overlooked: that the decentering of the
human subject risks pre-empting a yet incomplete bid by non-Western peoples to have
their forms of moral agency recognized on equal terms as truly modern. One may regard
this as a recurrent tension between an avant-garde of Western “theory” and the projects of
non-white actors. Fanon’s call in Black Skin, White Masks for the psychological
completion, and thus liberation, of the colonized subject was made in 1952. In 1966, less
than four years after the conclusion of the Algerian War, Foucault announced the erasure
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of the human subject—"like a face drawn in sand at the edge of the sea”—in its entirety.
Similarly, for a European theorist today to proclaim that “we have never been modern”
may at its worst be tantamount to declaring that if the West cannot have modernity, then
no one can. For while denying the West of its conceits, the deflation of modernity also
denies to non-Western actors one of their most central and cherished goals.

Does the unfinished project of modern moral subjectivity, so dear to East Asian
thinkers across the twentieth century, still have salience? Today, varieties of material,
interspecies, and posthuman approaches have provided even more compelling and
thorough critiques of the devastating consequences of an ideology of modernity which
privileged the “human” as a category above and over nature. But even setting aside these
frameworks, a fundamental objection exists: East Asian projects of modern moral
subjectivity were strongly tied to an elite male discourse. A consequence thereof was that
East Asian definitions of moral subjectivity problematically smuggled notions of
masculinity and manhood into their ideals of what it meant to be “modern.” Our issue,
regrettably, neglects to problematize gender adequately, and its genealogy of East Asian
science studies overall sorely lacks female thinkers. We intend to rectify this as part of a
larger future project, and acknowledge our current failing. At the same time, we would
flag here that any larger future project should also involve consideration of a crucial
intersectional ambivalence. For while an overwhelmingly male discourse, the project of
subjectivity in East Asia was simultaneously an anti-racist, anti-Eurocentric critique. It
sought to articulate ways in which East Asians could be accepted as “modern” on grounds
other than the wholesale adoption of moral values and behaviors coded as “white” and
“Western.”

There is therefore a need to carefully reconcile dual claims of race and gender. One
approach may lie in more attention by East Asian science studies to broader debates
within non-white feminisms. Consider, for instance, Saba Mahmood’s critique of Judith
Butler. Even after the poststructural turn, Mahmood argues, certain feminisms have
continued to naturalize the liberal subject as a tacit transcendental norm, defining agency
in terms of resistance to and subversion of domination. Yet the desirability of resistance
and subversion may well themselves be historically and culturally circumscribed. As
Mahmood goes on to show, devout Muslim women, despite being aware of patriarchal
forces in their lives, often cultivate themselves as agentive subjects through practices of
pious devotion that embody “submissiveness” and “shyness.” Rather than dismissing this
seeming passivity as false consciousness, Mahmood contends that we must examine
differential concepts of moral selfhood embedded in specific lifeworlds, or else risk
reducing the concept of agency to white, First World norms of agency.*

3 Saba Mahmood, Politics of Piety: The Islamic Revival and the Feminist Subject (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2005); in Japan, see the critique of “Western feminism” by Oka Mari, Kanojo no ‘tadashii’
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East Asian science studies, in its quest to recover non-Western voices, may wish to
build on these insights. Certainly, we must remain critical of the structural forces that
have produced a gender asymmetry in East Asian discourses of science for much of the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. This entails, as well, sensitivity to the ways in which
the moral subjectivity of the modern scientist was often inextricably bundled with ideas
of masculinity.’* However, there are at least three further nuances to which we can attune
ourselves. First, we might ask: how did East Asian concepts of scientific selfhood
consciously seek to elevate local practices and understandings of moral cultivation as
fully “modern™ Second, what varieties of white masculinity and femininity did these
local practices and understandings of moral cultivation generate? Finally, in what ways
did East Asian women articulate their own varieties of agency less in outright resistance
to, but rather by working through, these local practices and understandings of moral
cultivation? These questions suggest that far from being outmoded, the unfinished project
of modern moral subjectivity in East Asia still has an important role to play in enriching
our grasp of non-white female agency. Answering these questions, we may even arrive at
new concepts of agency that contribute to posthuman, “infrahuman,” and interspecies

frameworks by moving beyond forms of agency defined by the liberal subject.®

IV. Unfinished Projects, Future-Oriented Agency, and Global Histories of Science

Regardless of how one chooses to answer the above questions for the specific case
of East Asia, there exists the possibility that some notion of an “unfinished project” may
in the abstract prove productive for thinking through the challenge of writing global
histories of science. Despite more than a decade and a half of debate over the meaning of
such a practice, we seem to be no clearer in our response to a basic puzzle posed by Sujit
Sivasundaram in 2010: “How do we globalize the discipline without losing its
coherence?™® So it is that Kapil Raj, protesting the “repackaging of traditional area
studies,” cautions us that the global turn may ironically be causing more “geographical
and cultural fragmentation” than unity.*” So it is that James Delbourgo warns us of the
dangers of “contributionism,” wherein well-intentioned efforts to incorporate non-
Western science serve only to reinforce the primacy of the “imperial, European, or
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Western.”®

Part of the problem may lie in the slipperiness of buzzwords like “circulation.”
“Amorphous in its usage and protean in its semantics,” the term is “erratically employed”
to reference nearly “any sort of movement.”’ At the same time, a deeper problem may
very well be the unwelcome truth that for all our professed dislike of it, some concept of
“modern science”—for much of history understood as specifically “modern Western
science” —conferred upon the field a foundational coherence for which we have yet to
find a replacement. As much was obvious in bygone Whiggish histories of progress, as
well as the form taken by the infamous Needham question: why modern science in the
West, and not China? Alternatively, the assumption of modern Western science structured
declensionist narratives wherein modern science could by synecdoche stand for
capitalism, colonialism, disenchantment, and the destruction of nature. Few today, of
course, would proclaim anything so straightforward. The history of science is neither
progress nor decline, neither presence nor absence, but something far messier. But at the
center of this messiness, “modern science” has arguably continued its function as a
negative anchor, a point of reference in the shadows structuring discourse still. Modern
science is the object, implicitly, which our studies seek to make more complex or
deconstruct: “never pure,” in Steven Shapin’s words, but enmeshed in magic, changes in
social status, networks of commerce and colonial bioprospecting, tacit knowledge and
artisanal craftsmanship, practices of inscription and visualization spanning the history of
art and the history of the book. Modern science is also, implicitly, a means to highlight
other possibilities or else roads not taken: a target of defamiliarization to bring into relief
earlier paradigms, demonstrate contingency, or offset other kinds of rationalities and
modes of knowing in different parts of the world. This remains true in today’s global
histories of “circulation” and “translation.” Gone is the “Western,” replaced now with
processes of global co-construction. But in the end, these histories are still speaking of
the global co-construction of “modern science.”

Yet what if this much-vaunted entity called “modern science” was merely a blip, a
passing phase, a moment of transition, or perhaps a mild detour on the way to something
else? What if this “modern science” which we have spent so much time seeking to
explain, attack, or else deconstruct was but one short-lived stage in a longer and ongoing
“unfinished project,” the ultimate outcome of which might look quite different, and even

3 James Delbourgo, “The Knowing World: A New Global History of Science,” History of Science 57, no.
3(2019): 373-99, 383.

39 Stefanie Génger, “Circulation: Reflections on Circularity, Entity, and Liquidity in the Language of
Global History,” Journal of Global History 12, no. 3 (2017): 303-18, 303. More generally, as is well known,
“circulation” has come under fire for its alleged privileging of actors with mobility, although such critiques may
be overblown. See, Richard Drayton et al., “Discussion: The Futures of Global History,” Journal of Global
History 13, no. 1 (2018): 1-21; Poskett and Giovannetti-Singh, “Global History of Science.”
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unrecognizable, to our present? As we have stressed throughout this introduction, East
Asian thinkers across the nineteenth and twentieth centuries were far less invested than
scholars today in either problematizing the existence of modern science or debating
whether or not it was really a Western invention. They did, to be sure, offer different, and
often quite novel accounts of what “modern science” was. However, their interest in
doing so was less about revolutionizing an accepted narrative of what came before, than a
matter of determining what role they might play in shaping the story of that which would
come thereafter. Put differently, the oft-noted feeling of “backwardness” vis-a-vis the
West shared amongst East Asian thinkers always had to it another face—one oriented
toward agency in the future.

This basic concern with future-oriented agency was what animated Yan Fu's call to
root Chinese civilization in the “cultural authority of science.” It animated, too, the SLS,
who “insisted on the incompleteness of science,” and saw in the study of “numinous light”
a way to move beyond science as a “positivist project” in a way that would bring about
the moral completion of the knowing subject. More starkly still, future-oriented agency
animated Shimomura Toratard’s notion of a “history foward science.” In Okazawa'’s
reading, Shimomura understood science as a perpetual process of “becoming” (“EJiK).
Historicizing science was a way of awakening one’s consciousness to that process of
“becoming,” in order to perceive the possibilities of science’s future and become the agent
who would bring that incipient future into actuality. On this basis, Shimomura welcomed
the West's invention of modern science, while considering it in no way a final decisive
event. History was moving on; the road ahead still lay open for Japan to seize.

Of course, as Okazawa duly observes, Shimomura’s “history toward science” fell
victim to a belief that the Japanese Empire represented the future. Similarly, today, East
Asian nationalisms as well as a cultural discourse of Sinofuturism have been fueled by a
sense that the resurgent “big dragon” of China, or else South Korean, Taiwanese, and
Singaporean “tigers,” are returning us to a pre-1800 world in which “Europe was certainly
not central.”*® We reject these varieties of imperialism and nationalism, and moreover
remain agnostic on whether some larger geopolitical shift toward Asia necessarily lies in

40 On post-1800 European hegemony as a momentary shift in world history, see Andre Gunder Frank,
ReOrient: Global Economy in the Asian Age (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998). On Chinese
scientific and technological nationalism in the twenty-first century, see, e.g., Andrea Braun Stielcova, Stephanie
Christmann-Budian, and Anna Lisa Ahlers, “The End of ‘Learning from the West?: Trends in China’s
Contemporary Science Policy,” MPIWG Observations, no. 6 (2022): 1-8; Sylvia Schwaag Serger et al., “What
Do China’s Scientific Ambitions Mean for Science—and for the World?” Issues in Science and Technology, 5
April 2021, https://issues.org/what-do-chinas-scientific-ambitions-mean-for-science-and-the-world/;  Sylvia
Schwaag Serger and Magnus Breidne, “China’s Fifteen-Year Plan for Science and Technology: An Assessment,”
Asia Policy, no. 4 (2007): 135-64. On Sinofuturism, see Gabriele de Seta, “Sinofuturism as Inverse Orientalism:
China’s Future and the Denial of Coevalness,” SFRA Review 50, nos. 2-3 (2020): 86-94; Julian Gewirtz, “The
Futurists of Beijing: Alvin Toffler, Zhao Ziyang, and China’'s ‘New Technological Revolution,” 1979-1991,”
Journal of Asian Studies 78, no. 1 (2019): 115-40.
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wait. Nevertheless, we would propose that exercises in the strategic re-imagining of a
future beyond “modern science” are crucial for writing global histories of science. These
exercises in “strategic teleology” would begin by asking the following: can we conceive
of modern science as only one stage in a much longer-term project, still unfinished,
toward another science? And if so, what is that other science? From here, we would then
seek to apply this hypothesis to our historical analysis. The goal of writing a global
history of science would be to find new geographies and a new cast of relevant actors
whose ideas and practices might help explain the emergence, still in progress, of a new
science on the horizon.

That is, rather than showing that modern science really was present in non-Western
societies; rather than recounting the costs of the indigenous epistemologies and ways of
being modern science erased; rather than recovering how and by what means non-
Western participants actually contributed to modern science’s construction, we might take
seriously the conviction of the thinkers treated in our special issue: ownership over
science’s past was not the important issue at stake. For them, the crux of the matter was a
more ambitious imagination of—and hope for—the many possible futures of science.
Global historians of science today, we suggest, may do well to awaken their imaginations
in a similar way, and consider how the “global” can reveal to us possible sciences in the
process of becoming. What these possible sciences in the process of becoming could be
is, we believe, a question that should appropriately remain open. Strategic teleology is, in
our conception of it, an act of narrative play, and thus an object for scholars to rework
through their own creative visions.* But precisely by recapturing the spirit of future-
oriented agency and strategizing teleology, we might find ways to give the global history
of science a fundamental narrative coherence and deeper historical meaning. We might
find that the modern science which has so dogged us was just one spectacular stop—a
marvelous roadside attraction—along a much longer journey.
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Notice to Readers

This special issue was originally intended to include an invited commentary by
Professor Marwa Elshakry of Columbia University. It seemed natural for us to approach
her because Professor Elshakry’s theoretical interventions in the global history of science
greatly inspired the conception of this special issue. Due to current events in the United
States with which readers will be familiar, and exacerbated by her role as an eminent
scholar of the Middle East, Professor Elshakry’s commentary has been delayed. Happily,
however, it will be published in the next issue of Historia Scientiarum, due for release in
September 2025. We look forward greatly to her words, and hope that readers will keep
an eye out for their publication.

There is unquestionably a painful irony that attends this notice. In composing the
issue’s introduction, we debated whether or not to include comments on the sitting
President of the United States and the Project 2025 manifesto which, despite his
disavowal, motivates policies during his second term. It is of no small significance that
Project 2025 explicitly targets area studies programs at universities, calling for an end to
federal government funding to centers for Middle Eastern studies, Latin American
studies, African studies, and so on. Columbia University, Professor Elshakry’s home
institution, was hit particularly hard by these waves of attacks.

Granted, there are significant problems with the construct of “area” itself. This fact
was made obvious through the work of another great scholar of the Middle East at
Columbia University—Edward Said’s Orientalism. At the same time, it may well be that
the current American administration’s attack on area studies contains within it the
acknowledgement that “area” can also be the source of a more subversive critical
potential—one which challenges the epistemic closure that the current U.S.
administration would wish to impose.

Professor Elshakry’s work is a brilliant example of this critical potential. Taking up
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the spirit of her work, our special issue further suggests that “area” can interrogate
universality not by contrasting it with particularism, but by pluralizing universality as an
open-ended, unfinished project achieved through global participation. By accepting the
universality of modern science, the actors treated by our contributors did not capitulate to
the West. They saw instead modern science’s universality as an opportunity to rethink
agency and subjectivity, morality and civilization, in a manner oriented toward a future
that would transcend any East-West divide.

In the end, we opted against discussing the Trump administration in the main text,
fearing that it would re-center the US situation. Instead, our special issue preferred to
focus on extracting the critical potential of “area” by revisiting questions of “Asia as
Method” specifically. Yet despite the absence of overt mention, we hold firmly that the
contents of our issue are allied closely within the ongoing struggle—the ongoing war—
into which Professor Elshakry and many of our colleagues based in the US have been
thrust.

To our colleagues at war, we dedicate this issue.
Hansun Hsiung and Yasuhiro Okazawa

from Freiburg and Kyoto
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