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Foreword to The Selected Books
of Oriental Cultures
Ji Xianlin

We are now at a new fin de siécle. The so-called “siecle” and “fin de
siecle” are human inventions. Unlike the vicissitudes of the four seasons of
nature, which are perennially alternating, and yet unalterable, a “siecle”
turns out different; for whence would it have come had there been no “Je-
sus” 7 And whence the “fin de siécle” if no “siécle” 7 How we have come to
acquiring this term is, therefore, self-evident. Nevertheless, since the time
it was invented, this term has been exerting its potent influence. At the pre-
vious “fin de siécle” , namely, at the end of the nineteenth century, there
appeared a number of weird phenomena in such ideological fields as litera-
ture and art, and even a term like “fin de siécle malaise” was created, a
fact that is too well-known to incur any debate or argument about it.

What, then, is the current “fin de siecle” like?

This “fin de siécle” seems no exception to me. There have been politi-
cal changes in many countries and regions of the globe, too enormous not to
be marveled at. And even in the field of ideology there has been no peace.
The debates and arguments centering around issues of cultures and civiliza-
tions stand out as a major phenomenon. It is not that people care little about
cultural issues at usual times, but that sensitivity tends to flare up whenever
the fin de siécle approaches. As the present fin de siécle shows, people are
suddenly awakened to an awareness of cultural problems, and scholars and
men of letters from the East and the West alike begin to take to talking more
keenly about cultural issues. Articles thrive and conferences multiply. There
is a heterogeneous display of opinions eloquently pronounced and glibly ma-
neuvered, each differing from the other. And, thus, has come into being the
so-called “culture heat”.

In the midst of such an irresistible “ culture heat” , I, a somewhat ill-
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informed “wild fox” who, though not having the deliberate mind to share the
same fervor, have got invariably embroiled in it. I am of the sort of people
who feel choked as if by fish-bones in the throat if their thoughts are impe-
ded from enunciation. I have talked about culture at various conferences and
in many an article, especially about the association between oriental and oc-
cidental cultures and the role that oriental culture will play in the upcoming
century and its status, much of which has evoked quite a few strong respon-
ses.

For better illustration, it is not unadvisable to provide a sketchy synop-
sis of my own attitude toward culture and culture-related issues. In my opin-
ion, over the past few millennia in human history, nations and peoples, big
or small, lasting or temporary, have all undeniably made their contributions
to culture in the broad sense, though these contributions vary in capacity,
nature, content, impact, profundity and endurance. The treasure house of
human cultures is built by all the different peoples and nations together,
which can be expressed through use of a more literary term, “multicultural-
ism”. It is a fascist announcement that culture is created by only one single
people in the world and, therefore, we should never take that stance.

A most salient feature of culture is that once it is born it spreads itself
out in all directions and thus is what we mean by “cultural exchange”. Cul-
ture never claims a single fortress or cuts up the territory and inflicts an in-
sular autarchy, posing itself as a supreme No. 1 monarch hereditarily enti-
tled to all treasures and jewelry. Culture is there for all, and it spreads eve-
rywhere regardless of skin color and distance. One of the reasons why man
has been able to progress with time and acquire an elaborate knowledge of
nature, society and his own heart and thus has secured for himself a good
life lies with cultural exchanges.

Despite the myriad of differences and distinctive features, cultures ap-
pear as systems. Those with similar or close characteristics form a system.
In my own taxonomy, cultures, despite their complications, fall into four
systems based on their common features, namely, the Chinese, the Indian,
the Arabic-Islamic cultural systems, and the Euro-American cultural system

that dates from ancient Greece and Rome. And in a broader dichotomy, all



