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How is it Possible for the Chinese Tradition to Nurture a Form of Enlightenment?

—Inspirations from Wang Chong’ s Philosophy
Xu Yingjin

( School of Philosophy Fudan University Shanghai 200433 China)
Abstract: The main theses of western version of enlightenment include: (1) the autonomy of individuals’ intellectual
capacities; (2) the necessity of building encyclopediadike knowledge base accessible to the public; (3) the
independence of the secular society; (4) humanism; (5) progressivism. However it is not self-evident that all of
these theses can be only nurtured in the western culture and it is even unclear that all of these theses are mutually
compatible with each other. Or in other words it is fairly possible for a considerable big part of these theses to be
embraced in a philosophical system nurtured in a non-western culture whereas this very system for the sake of its own
coherence would reject some particular theses from the preceding list. This possibility is actualized by Wang Chong’
s Lun-heng. Generally speaking the Wang-style endorsement on the autonomy of individuals’ intellectual capacities
can be footnoted by his systematic employment of reductio ad absurdum assuming that even Confuciandike sages’
testimonies have to be double—checked in the same reasoning space in which ordinary people’ s testimonies are being
scrutinized. Hence the so-called “Confucian infallibility ” which is a core part of the offical ideology in Wang’ s time

would turn out to be unwarranted. As to Wang’ s endorsement of the necessity of bulding publicly assessible knowledge
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choice is the major topic of his psychological experiment and he reveals the interior limitation in the concept of
freedom as the principle of modernity. A Kierkegaardian psychologist is a subjective thinker and as stated by
Climacus in Postscript  “ the subjective thinker’ s task is to understand himself in existence. ” By the method of
aesthetic imagination Kierkegaard endows a potentiality of world-historical significance to individual life and praxis.
For Kierkegaard Socrates is such an individual and the historical origin of such a methodology is Socratic.

Keywords: Kierkegaard * s psychology; philosophical anthropology; existential analysis of choice; problem of

modernity; subjectivity
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base it is embodied as his systematic naturalist explanations of varities of natural phenomena while his each
explanation is both Qi-based and teleology-precluding. As to the independence of the secular life Wang’ s strategy of
defending it is to appeal to the notion of “contigency " in the light of which the fortunes/misfornues of individuals
could be explained in a non-teleological and hence non-theological manner. Nonetheless Wang’ s assumption on the
uneven dispersion of Qi in the cosmos does not allow him to embrace western-style humanism which goes conflicting
with this cosmological assumption as well as progressivism which presupposes an motivation to make the unevenly
dispersed Qi evenly distributed. The rereading of Wang Chong so to speak would help us to realize the hidden
tension between democracy and science namely two core elements of western enlightenment and thereby pave ways
to a new from of enligtenment in the soil of Chinese culture.

Keywords: Wang Chong; Lun-Heng;, Qi; enlightenment; reductio ad absurdum; contingency
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