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Foreword

Han Zhen

Human beings, described by William Shakespeare as “the paragon
of animals,” probably differ from other species in that they are able to
think. Yet there can be no absolute gulf between animal consciousness
and human thought; it is certainly not true that nothing connects
them. However, in the long history of evolution, human consciousness
has gradually evolved a system of symbols, so that emotions, desires,
impulses, and imaginations have acquired markers, and with these
markers people can form fragmentary consciousness into systematic
thought.

In the eyes of animals, such as the deer, grass is seen as food, while
to the tiger the deer is identified as prey. Humans, however, increasingly
understand the word “grass” as an identifier of the plant itself, and
the word “deer” as identifying the deer itself, and ditto for the word
“tiger.” Through their thought process humans have lost their sense of
immediacy in relation to the world, but they have gained the ability
to abstract beyond the concrete. It is this ability that allows humans to
obtain an ever-widening space of thought.

Initially the space of thought was constructed by sound symbols.

Therefore oral transmission between generations was the main means by
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which ideas were passed on. This, plus the short lifespan of the ancients,
slowed the accumulation of ideas and knowledge. Indeed, knowledge
and ideas often got lost upon the death of the individuals who held them.

With the advent of written language, the development of human
thought has become an ever-accelerating process. This is because written
language makes solid records of ideas and knowledge possible. With the
help of written language, people find it easier to think, just as a traveler
with a map finds it easier to understand where he is and where he should
be heading. As Ludwig Wittgenstein put it, the propositions expressed in
words map the world.

In addition, with written language, even if someone who holds
ideas and knowledge disappears physically at the end of his life, his
ideas may still be accessible to others. As long as that written language
remains in use, future generations can access his knowledge and ideas
by reading his works. Even if a language is no longer in use, it can still be
deciphered, and this has made it possible to recapture the achievements
of many ancient civilizations. The most important conceptualizations in
human language are what we call “key concepts in thought and culture”

With the ability to read words, the Chinese people could not only
come to fathom the wisdom of their forefathers going back thousands
of years, expressed in works such as Dao De [ing, The Analects, Zhuangzi,
Mencius, and Hanfeizi, but also gain an understanding of the thoughts of
Europeans and Americans across the oceans, whom they may have never
encountered. This is the power of reading, through which people are
constantly expanding the space of their thought.

The space in which one reads is the space in which one thinks,
and this space is supported by many concepts in thought and culture.
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Obviously, it is these concepts that guide people’s thinking and support
their ever-widening space of thought.

3 €«

In European culture, concepts such as Democritus’ “atom,” Plato’s
“doctrine of ideas,” Aristotle’s “form,” Montesquieu’s “spirit of laws,’
Kant’s “a priori knowledge,” and Hegel’s “absolute spirit” are what
underpins Western thought and culture.

As is the case with other nations in the world, China’s system of
thought, culture, and knowledge possesses its own distinct concepts.
It is these concepts that constitute the knowledge, culture and thought
with Chinese characteristics. Throughout history, Chinese scholars
expressed their understanding of the world through academic discourse
based on the Chinese system of time and space, thus giving rise to the
longstanding and profound Chinese thought.

Today, anyone who wishes to understand Chinese academic
thought and gain insight into the genealogy of Chinese academic
evolution will be confronted with many concepts specific to Chinese
culture, such as yin and yang, the middle way, harmony, righteousness
and propriety, having ample virtue and carrying all things, striving
continuously to strengthen oneself, or unity of knowledge and action.
Only by understanding such very Chinese concepts can one correctly
grasp the essence of Chinese thought and culture.

The concepts in traditional Chinese thought and culture formed
during the long evolution of Chinese civilization are of fundamental
significance for understanding contemporary Chinese thought, culture,
knowledge, and indeed China itself.

First of all, such concepts contain the essence of Chinese cultural

traditions and thought. Faced with the challenges of different systems
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of time and space, different peoples have different modes of production
and lifestyles. For example, in terms of people’s production activities
and lifestyles, there are different characteristics between tropical and
temperate zones; between the plains and mountainous regions; between
deserts and coastal areas; and between pastoral and agricultural areas.
These characteristics of production activities and lifestyles gradually
accumulate and coalesce. They inevitably affect people’s culture,
behavioral habits, and spirit which, in turn, explain, maintain, and
strengthen the specific modes of production and lifestyles on the basis of
which they have emerged and developed.

For example, in ancient China, where agriculture was the mainstay,
a certain scale of irrigation works was necessary to ensure the safety
and production of the population. Therefore, harmony and order in
interpersonal relations has always been paramount, which has found
expression in the language. For instance, the words “family" and "state”
are brought together in the concept "family, state, and all under heaven,"
and imbued with a specific cultural connotation.

In English, the Chinese word guojia (I8 2%) can be rendered
variously as nation, country, or state. “Nation” generally denotes the
people, “country” denotes its land mass, and “state” emphasizes the
administration system. None of them has anything to do with family.
However, the Chinese term guojia (literally national family) reminds
people of the warmth of a family and proves the intrinsic link between
the country and the family, a cell of society.

Secondly, concepts in Chinese thought and culture reflect the unique
cultural traditions, ways of thinking and structures of understanding of
the Chinese people. The Chinese concept “the middle way” is closely
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