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Preface”

“Subject” may be the most frequently used word in the fields of philosophy,
politics and social studies. However, its definition also seems to be the most
ambiguous one, and its concept the most chaotic one. The reason behind
this situation is simple: abused as this term is, few people would seriously
ponder on its real meaning. This attitude left the question “what is subject?”
unanswered even up to now. Nothing better exemplifies this odd situation
than the school of “subject philosophy” which was named after René
Descartes, and for which Immanuel Kant and Jean-paul Sartre were the
other two famous representatives. One would naturally assume that these
three philosophers would have carefully clarified the real meaning of the
word “subject” before answering the question “what is subject?”. But none
of them did so. It seemed to them that the word “subject” was a self-evident
concept which did not need any clarification. They skipped from this
question to that of “what kind of subjects are human beings?”. According to
his famous proposition of “cogito ergo sum”, Descartes concluded that
human beings were the subjects of thinking. From his “critique of pure
reason” and “critique of practical reason”, Kant reached the conclusion that
human beings were the subjects of cognition and morality. As for Sartre, in

“

arguing for “nothingness” and “being for itself” made him realize that

human beings were the subjects of their existence. However, none of these

@ Special appreciation to Kate Johnson who helped editing the English version of this

article,
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resolves the question “what is subject?”, and they thus left us unable even
to decide whether human beings are subjects. If we cannot decide whether
human beings are subjects, how can we conclude what kind of subjects
human beings are? Thus, an analysis on what kind of subjects human beings
are necessitates a confirmation of human beings as subjects. And the
confirmation that human beings are subjects necessitates a clear definition of
“subject”. These make the answer to “what is subject” be fundamental to
the conclusion of what subject human beings are, as well as be fundamental
to “subject philosophy”. The master existentialist Martin Heidegger once
demonstrated the fundamental importance to ontology of clarifying the
meaning of “being”. “all ontology, no matter how rich and tightly knit a
system of categories it has at its disposal, remains fundamentally blind and
perverts its innermost intent if it has not previously clarified the meaning of
being sufficiently and grasped this clarification as its fundamental task. ”®
The fundamental importance of clarifying the meaning of “subject” to
subject philosophy can also be demonstrated by the same quote with a few
modifications: all subject philosophy, no matter how rich and tightly knit a
system of categories it has at its disposal, remains fundamentally blind and
perverts its innermost intent if it has not previously clarified the meaning of
subject sufficiently and grasped this clarification as its fundamental task.

“

Therefore, if the answer to “what is subject” is the fundamental to
answering what kind of subjects human beings are, we may thus call
“subject philosophy” an edifice built on sand because it lacks the
fundamental basis of clarifying the meaning of subject. In case to make it
stand firm, we must reinforce its basis by clarifying the meaning of
“subject”. The recognition of the above, and the willingness to do

something for the aforementioned reinforcement, prompted the author to

write this book.

(D Being and Time by Martin Heidegger. translated by John Macquarie & Edward
Robinson. Copyright @1962, by Harper & Row, Publisher, Incorporated. See p31.
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As mentioned above, Martin Heidegger understood the necessity of .
clarifying the true meaning of “being”. His monumental work Being and

Time was written exactly for this purpose. Another magnum opus of exis-
tentialism was Sartre’s Being and Nothingness , which also focused on the a-
nalysis of the true meaning of “being”. With these two magnum opuses, the
problem of “being” or “existence” seemed to have been completely solved.

However, as the problem of existence is first the problem of existents’
existence ( or “beings’ being” ), no one can solve it before solving the
problem of human beings’ being. This is because existence emerged only
after the special existents, human beings, had come forth. If there were no
human beings, there would be no existence in the world. Thus, the first
problem of existence would be that of the particularity of human beings’ ex-
istence. Here, with this problem, existentialism revealed its * Achilles’
heel”: existentialism could not define human beings’ particularity beyond
beings. However, if human beings’ particularity were only beings’
particularity, the difference between human beings and other beings (for
example animals with high intelligence) would not be essential but
hierarchical. To explore the essential difference between human beings and
other beings. one must clarify human beings beyond beings. That means
human beings are not only “beings” but also some kind of *subjects”.

Therefore, their particularity is not only the particularity of beings but the
particularity of some kind of subjects which made human beings be able to
go beyond all other beings, and gave human beings the will to dominate
them. Heidegger completely refused to define human beings as “subjects”
which prevented him from solving the problem of existence with precision.

Because of his aversion to the idea of “subject”, Heidegger used a special
word, “Dasein”, to stand for the existence of human beings. The
particularity of “ Dasein” refers not to substantial existence but to
possibilities to exist (the so-called “Zu-sein”). Its possibilities to exist come
from its nature of existence: the original understanding of being, the preoc-
cupation with the present or making present, the care, the fallen-ness, and

the discourse etc.
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Thus, the particularity of “Dasein” is ultimately attributed to all these
natures of its existence. In other words, all the natures of Dasein’s existence
are only possibilities to exist. If this were true, the difference between
Dasein and everything else in the universe will not be a difference of essence
but a difference in the condition of existence, because it differs and precedes
everything else in the world only by its capability of interpreting itself as
well as what it encounters while facing the possibility of existence. That is
why “Dasein” can only be “being-in-the world” and “fallen in the world”.
Sartre differed from Heidegger in recognizing that human beings are some
kind of subject. However, Sartre’s subject is only subject of existence and
for existence as well. Instead of “Dasein”, Sartre employed a different
phrase, “being-for-itself”,to describe human beings which essentially differs
from “being-in-itself”, another kind of Sartre’s beings. “Being-for-itself”
becomes a kind of subject simply because it can appear in front of the world
as well as in front of itself. Therefore, it can detach itself from the rest of
the world and thereby cause “Nothingness” to emerge. We cannot call this
kind of “subject” real subject for it has nothing to do with subject’s
dominating nature and freedom status. As “subject for existence”, it lacks
only the foundation of existence and needs only “a fundamental project” or
“an original choice” of existence, while as “subject’s existence”, it lacks
complete domination and absolute freedom. Anyway, the key to solving the
problem of human beings’ existence is not to define the meaning of “being”,
but to clarify human beings as some kind of subjects. Without clarifying
human beings as some kind of subjects, one can not solve the problem of
being or existence. That means one must make a big leap from “subject for
existence” to “subject’s existence” to solve the problem of existence truly.
This book represents an effort to complete that big leap.

As “freedom” is the existent nature of perfect subject, it must be one of the
themes of this book. Compared to the word “subject”, the word “freedom”
seems to be better treated as there are many answers to the question “what
is ‘freedom’?”. However, one would notice that the answers to this

question tend to focus on humanity’s {reedom. In other words, almost all
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answers to it do not answer the question of “what is ‘freedom’?”, but

6

rather the question of “what is the humanity’s freedom?”. All the
definitions of freedom, be they Berlin's negative and positive freedom or
Kant’s freedom of will, or Sartre’s freedom of “being for itself”, as well as
“political freedom”, “economic freedom”, or “social freedom” etc, are
distinctly ones of humanity’s freedoms. It has been said that “there is no
absolute freedom in the world; one can only find relative freedom”. That is
undoubtedly correct if the freedom we are discussing is only humanity’s
freedom among human beings. As co-existent defective subjects, human
beings are unfree by nature, and therefore their freedom cannot be anything
but relative freedom. However, if one does not have a clear idea of absolute
freedom, how can one conclude a definition of relative freedom? Also,
without a clear idea of relative freedom, how can one be certain that
humanity’s freedom is relative freedom? Logically speaking, relative
freedom is the antithesis of absolute freedom. There would be no relative
freedom without the contrast of absolute freedom. To define the meaning of
relative freedom, one must contrast it with absolute freedom.

“Absolute freedom” is often viewed negatively as “doing whatever one
wants”. In fact, this definition is not for “absolute freedom” but for a kind
of negative freedom for it still pertains to humanity’s freedom and therefore
cannot serve our purpose in providing a contrast to the relative freedom. It is
negative because one would not be allowed to do whatever he wants if human
beings, as co-existent subjects, want to harmoniously co-exist. At the same
time, absolute freedom must be positive. If absolute freedom is not
considered as an absolutely positive concept but a negative concept, all the
studies and analyses about freedom would be like trees without roots.
Therefore, a clear positive concept of universal absolute freedom is the fun-
damental basis of all studies and theories of freedom. Only basing on that,
one may argue whether human beings are free or not, and then demonstrate
what kind of freedom human beings have, or explain why humanity’s
freedom can only be the relative freedom. Nevertheless, there is surprisingly

little discussion of the meaning of real *“absolute freedom”, despite the
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