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Mental Culture and
the Postmodern Condition

This book is in the best traditions of Chinese scholarship. It not
only explores the relationship between mental life and its cultural
setting, but presents a history of the theories and methods of
previous explorations. This examination of how psychological science
has developed in both Western and in Chinese culture is particularly
well suited to the postmodern condition of intellectual culture.

This condition is marked by fragmentation, pluralism, a
blending of traditions and the crossing of boundaries, between
disciplines and between cultures. A powerful image of this condition
is that of the network of electronic communication that is spreading
over the world. This symbolises a new world order in which
information technocracy is carrying the cultural values and traditions
of the Western worldview to the rest of the world. By assimilating
these values, other cultural systems are moving towards global
homogeneity.

But this image is too simplistic. Even as this cultural colonialism
moves forward, a counter movement is appearing against it. This
counter movement is part of the postmodern condition itself. The
Western worldview may be spreading, but it is breaking up at the
same time. Within science and between science and other areas of
Western culture,boundaries are becoming blurred and flexible while
values, theories and practices become mixed. Science , which for four
centuries or so in the West has been seen as absolute and final, is
now seen to be culturally relative. It is changing :from determinism
to emergence and from reductionism to pluralism (Griffin,1988).

Psychology is not immune from the postmodern condition.
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There is a shift of attention away from individual cognitive structure
and towards the cultural processes that as they occur between
individuals, create the individual cognitive structure of each
individual. Recent critiques of psychology emphasise, in their
different ways,the need to consider mental life within its biological
and cultural settings, to rebalance a discipline which has over-
emphasised internal cognitive mechanisms (Bruner,1990;Edelman,
1992). This shift towards a contextualised view of mental life is very
much in line with the postmodern condition. Part of the postmodern
condition is that traditions distant from each other in space and in
time may blend and emerge in new alliances.

It is in this way that this book, which contributes to this
process of blending,is doing the right thing at the right time. There
is another reason to think that now is a good time to make more
specific the interaction between Chinese and Western psychological
science. There is confidence that Western psychology has come to
the point where consciousness itself may be understandable in
scientific terms. The last five years or so has seen a sharp increase in
the number of conferences, journals and books specifically on
consciousness and personal awareness. The feeling seems to be that
the theoretical and methodological resources now exist to analyse
selfhood and consciousness per se instead of leaving them as some
‘higher” , possibly mysterious aspect of mental life.

However, the fundamental problem remains: how Western
science, with its strong commitment to objectivity, can address
something that is essentially subjective? The theoretical tension that
this has created has meant that Western psychology is seeking a new
relationship with other traditions that treat consciousness in other
ways. This is creating the foundations for a pluralist discipline in
which science is one of a number of perspectives. The postmodern

condition of psychology promotes a blending of traditions and a
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plurality of perspectives rather than unified theories.

The Chinese perspective on consciousness is essentially
pluralist, combining elements of Taoism, Confucianism and
Buddhism. As this book shows, cognition, consciousness and
selthood all emerge from a historical process. The situation is one of
co-production, mutuality and interdependence. Human identity is a
cultural production involving language and other symbolic systems.
Human self consciousness arises within these cultural sign systems.
These, however, are produced and shaped by conscious human
action. Indeed, it is this loop or closure that eventually has brought
us to the postmodern insight that the human is embedded in social
practices that in turn are the product of the human condition. This
process of cultural self-production is not something that can be
analytically taken apart like a machine, to disclose its parts and
workings, so to speak. This mechanistic reduction, very
characteristic of Western science and technology ,has clear limits.

What is needed is a more flexible view that recognises the
historical and cultural nature of the human condition in a more
fundamental way. A problem that faces Western psychology,is that
this historical approach is fundamentally impossible for a science
commited to the mechanistic worldview. This problem is likely to be
less in cultures where the separation of science from other systems
of knowledge and value has not been so sharp. Chinese culture offers
a unique arena in which Western psychology may be brought into
contact with other approaches to the human condition, especially
those which do not make such a sharp separation between facts and
values.

Chinese culture, like that of the rest of the world,is developing
rapidly as greater contact is being made with other cultural systems.
This is partly to do with the growing power of global

communication technology and the trend towards homogeneity.
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However, just as most human beings have a deep sense that the
preservation of biological diversity is important,so most of us feel
that the preservation of cultural diversit is important.

The claim that the postmodern condition will lead to cultural
homogeneity is too strong. After all, communications networks,
when fully developed, do not only work in one direction.
Postmodernity may indeed be a fundamental revision of the values of
Western culture,including those of science and psychology,but part
of this revision is due to the realisation that the cultural systems of
the world may be more interdependent than had been previously
recognised. Therefore, rather than homogeneity, the postmodern
condition may instead lead to an open and productive engagement
with diversity.

At such a time,Chinese traditions may have a greater influence
on the development of psychological theory and practice. Therefore a
book like this that examines how the psychological thought of China
and the West might develop together in the present cultural context
is very helpful. It shows that psychological theories are not neutral.
They are naturally linked to theories of political and social action. It
raises important issues that concern the origins of the human sense
of individuality and the relationship of the individual to society.

Here, this book does a very thorough job in presenting some of
the differences between Western and Chinese views on personal
identity and on the balance between individual and collective
responsibility. Such issues help to clarify our view of the rights and
duties of individuals within the state. For example, the sections
dealing with indigenous Chinese psychology suggest how the
political theories of Confucius and those of Western political
philosophers such as Hobbes might be compared.

But this is a project for the future, since, like all good
scholarship , this book points beyond itself. For the present,it will be
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a great help to those who wish to understand the differences,
similarities and potential connections between Western and Chinese
psychology. It is a tribute to the energy.dedication and insight of its
author. He is to be congratulated in having produced a
comprehensive work at a time when it can make a significant
contribution to the development of psychology in both China and
the West.

John Pickering

Psychology Department
Warwick University
Great Britain

April 1995.
References

Brumer,J. (1990) Acts of Meaning. Harvard University Press.

Edelman,G. (1992) Bright Air,Brilliant Fire. Basic Books,New
York.

Griffin,D. (1988) The Reenchantment of Science:postmodern
Proposals. edited by Griffin, D., State
University of New York Press,Albany,NY.



B2

g_o £ANEY — YLtHELPHNMNES

BB LIEBRIRPEET e e e e e

'uli é’J}ﬁ,#IL-"' ssesssane

£

%rwa~uﬁz%%vm

fn g

E-% NFNER  BHNNEFESR

=T FTHOEFMRTERDE oo

%
%;ﬁ RAESH S F e

— 1
;ﬁ ST Dt T TR
@:‘{,‘ 'Ug#éf’]ﬂ}f‘ T R RTTRT
B ODEBRISCIES oo

13
18
22
28
28
35

+ 4]

51

« 151
ves 56
S AL ST IRGE e
Ead  HR IR RAGETE e
mmE EFROEFHFRES e

. 81

- g2

60
66

“ 73

73



e 2 INS: B iR 2

SRE FETFROEPHIERET e ee e neeas
L E DR EE ST e ———————

R T L1 Ll p——————
- 120

- 129

3

x
1

J

fORANACHEEE B AR

o e

£

J1

¥ e Y S s

kil
FOBIESRF R
S 2 AN AP CATE

n

F=8 FTINEER —DPENNEFESR

AT AL OEBHEIEIKT e ererreeeneresnennenenennns
EZ A PSP TR e nmsnsessonesrorsnnsasnsssnsesessen
EAE hERL OB EAF TR eeerorireorrorensonian
+ 180
- 188
+ 195
+ 195
%3$ Bl 4589 T, B sonsvnass sesnunanvose arsronensas anensasanns
FUIH FARGG YL B cerererer et ennnniattaa i e
HE4E RTHEIROIESE e
% FROUEFEOE A et ienaineieann
+ 221
« 226

ek %xv%

5= ﬁ Tﬂ%iw

;j[,ﬁ E A OIS A L B eveverveeere e mvensens

% AT, -

3

B RS A TE B e er eveeerseeens
« 135
- 148

%:_eﬁ “k/’ﬁ?"’);] 3] r'%‘,:;;zi;é-.................... ves ssnne
;E_-_wﬁ nf&/\"’%a%",ugifé.... e aseasnne

101
101
111

129

159
160
169
175
180

184

203
207
210
216
216



" i’ 1
Yo oW 4w o oy

B
oy W 4 W oW
S

an
3]

FOE MNLEF —BXENEESR#H

% =% ot I o = v O = b b O = o < i

&T’]"—f"—y—“»lﬂ"—]—“ﬁq" [B] seeversrnnsrsonnsansanrenenses 233
ii’f{’-?ﬁ;l‘i 617)4%5 T G eeererntetennnanineniinnens 240
RERILZBE T ) H G Byeereerceececceninnnnns 244
B ARG K A e e 252
A AT IE L orerrrorernnneriiinineinine 267
*i’L}E?—H’Jgi{tlmﬁ 2792
PE AL OIEF B E G ocreeroeritcnicin. 272
FROCEFUEE R E i 276
3}‘-1,,&&:&’-}“—'51}5?&5#5& 283
ST I GG F A e ene e s 20
WML 5T A e 205
:ug#%aéquﬁg 298

LU T T s (LU L A I L1 L

)

[

«» 301



