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ABSTRACT

Excavated texts from the fourth century BC bring new elements previous-
ly thought missing in the earliest Chinese thought. They develop cosmo-
logical theories comparable to those found in the pre-Socratic tradition,
especially in processual thinkers such as the Milesians and Heraclitus. The
article explores the resemblances, suggesting that the Eastern and Western
thought may have not been so radically different at the beginning. On
both sides, the texts attest to a new stage of intellectual independence of
an individual, using strikingly similar patterns of explanation and means
of expression.
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The excavated texts from the Warring States period have brought substantial new
material to the ongoing debate on whether the earliest Chinese thought should be treat-
ed as philosophy in the sense established in the Western tradition. The earliest cosmolo-
gies, as well as the intense questioning of the structure and functioning of the universe,
expressed in fourth-century-BC texts such as the Taiyi shéng shui X—427K, Héng xian
5.5, and Fdn wit liti xing NLYIRIF, represent an important turn towards the intellectual
independence of the individual: these works lay out cosmological dynamics for an indi-
vidual to accept through intellectual understanding, and subsequently, this understand-
ing can guide how individuals adapt their actions to the whole of the universe.

In ancient Greece, a similar turn took place with pre-Socratic thinkers, most notably
the Milesians and Heraclitus, giving birth to the tradition of what we today regard as phi-
losophy. If we try to do justice to pre-Socratic fragments and disentangle them from the
heavy terminological burden of Aristotelian, Platonic, and Peripatetic interpretations, we
discover striking similarities with the above-mentioned Chinese texts, both on the level
of expression and concerns involved. Also, the comparative perspective shows how, on
both sides, researchers deal with similar methodological challenges related to the textual
linguistics of fragmented material.
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Newly discovered cosmologies
and the Chinese philosophical narrative

The Warring States-period texts excavated towards the end of the twentieth century
brought new stimuli to the ongoing debate about the “philosophical relevance” of ancient
Chinese thought. This debate, as has been pointed out,! is plagued by ideological and
emotional arguments. The question of “philosophical relevance” easily becomes a ques-
tion of the superiority of one history-of-thought narrative over another. As a result, Chi-
nese scholars often try to forcibly adapt their interpretation of ancient Chinese texts to
the framework of Western philosophical discourses. In this context, it might be useful to
treat “philosophy” not as a highly worshipped value label but rather as the indication of
a specific genre or type of questioning.

The recently discovered texts of the Taiyi shéng shui X—"47K (TYSS), Héng xian 5.5
(HX), and Fdn wi livi xing NI (FWLX), dated roughly to the mid-fourth century
BC, contain elements that have previously been thought missing, or at least marginal,
in the development of Chinese thought: cosmological inquiry and the questioning of
the nature and structure of the Universe as a cosmos, or a well-ordered whole, from the
perspective of an independently thinking individual. These elements challenge the belief
that Chinese thought is somehow radically different from Western and that therefore the
two cannot be compared.? Hall and Ames have even proposed a neologism, acosmotic, to
emphasize the difference between ancient Chinese and Greek thought:

The classical Chinese are primarily acosmotic thinkers. By ‘acosmotic’ we shall mean that
they do not depend in the majority of their speculations upon either the notion that the
totality of things (wan-wu &%) or wan-you &7, ‘the ten thousand things’) has a radical
beginning, or that these things constitute a single-ordered world (Hall and Ames 1995: 184).

Today, this position is being widely re-evaluated. The excavated texts, such as the TYSS
or HX, are considered to contain the earliest examples of cosmogonic and cosmologi-
cal thought. In the light of these texts, some previously neglected pieces of well-known
received texts are being rediscovered and reinterpreted. The Neiye (Gudnzi), Zhuang-
zi, Liishi chingiii, and Hudindnzi contain interesting cosmological passages. Moreover,
thanks to the fairly reliable dating of at least some of the excavated material, these ele-
ments seem to have appeared as early as the mid-fourth century BC. Some scholars even
talk about a “cosmogonic turn” or a “fundamental shift in the philosophical terrain” of
early Chinese thought.?

Is Chinese cosmology metaphysics?

In the debate about whether such a “turn towards philosophy” really took place, we often
encounter questions about elements of metaphysics, transcendence, permanence, and

1 Cf. Defoort 2001.
2 Cf, e.g., Mote 1971; USA: Knopf 1971; Hall and Ames 1995, or Hall and Ames 1998.
3 E.g., Perkins 2016.
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truth in ancient Chinese thought. To the detriment of the debate, these concepts are often
applied vaguely and without taking into account their historical context. The late Professor
Yu Jiyuan, in his article Ts Chinese Cosmology Metaphysics?” (Yu 2011), summarizes the
confusion caused by the inconsistent use of terms such as metaphysical and cosmological
when it comes to ancient Chinese thought. He poses an important question: If Chinese
thought supposedly lacks interest in metaphysical pursuits, being preoccupied with merely
practical affairs (the functioning of the human world and society), how can it still have
cosmological concepts? Are Chinese cosmologies not metaphysical? If not, what does it
tell us about our understanding of the relationship between cosmology and metaphysics?
Building on this inspiration, I would like to suggest that metaphysics may not be the
most appropriate reference frame when it comes to the earliest cosmological question-
ing, both in ancient China and Greece. We should be aware that metaphysics as a special
discipline was born together with the specific Aristotelian perspective. Aristotle himself
understood it as a special type of science that studies “the first causes and principles of
things” or “being qua being” (to on héi on). Metaphysics* is not concerned with the dif-
ferent aspects (to symbebekos) of this “being’, understood as an entity (fo on), but with its
substance (ousia), explained through its principles, and causes (archai kai aitiai):

navtayod 8¢ kupiwg Tod TpwToL 1 EmaThpn, Kai ¢§ 00 T& &AXa fipTnTal, kai 8t & Aéyovrar.
€l 00V TODT’ €07Tiv 1) oola, T@V 0VoLOV &v Gé0L TAG ApXAG Kal TG aitiag Exety TOV PLAGGOPOV
(Aristotle, Metaphysics 4, 1003b20).

Now in every case knowledge is principally concerned with that which is primary, i.e. that
upon which all other things depend, and from which they get their names. If, then, sub-
stance is this primary thing, it is of substances that the philosopher must grasp the first
principles and causes (Aristotle, Metaphysics 4, 1003b17-19, tr. Tredennick 1933).

This quote hints but slightly at Aristotle’s specific approach, which is based on a very
different kind of questioning: the question here is not “what there is” but rather “what
can be correctly known and how” Such an approach naturally takes “entities” as the point
of departure and searches for the underlying stable structures behind them. Thus, the
world is ontologically split into two layers: behind the changing and incidental aspects
of a thing, there is its substance, or essence, which makes it what it is. This “crack in
reality” later developed within the Peripatetic school into a more pronounced dichotomy
between two layers of reality: the layer of changing aspects accessible through perception
and a deeper layer accessible through thought, one of invisible substance and primary
causes. In line with Plato, metaphysics as a primary science became concerned with the
realm of eternal validity behind the veil of changing appearances.

The language of being

The conceptual framework of Western philosophy is so deeply rooted in Aristot-
le’s vocabulary that it is almost impossible to talk philosophy, especially metaphysics,

4 More precisely ‘the first philosophy’; the title originally just reflected the ordering of Aristotle’s works
(meta ta physika).
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without talking Aristotle. In the twentieth century, Martin Heidegger encountered this
problem when trying to retrace the earliest roots of philosophy - the point where this
specific type of questioning gradually emerges from religion, myth, and poetry. In his
lectures on the pre-Socratics, he sought to disentangle their thought from the Aristotelian
and later Peripatetic interpretation. In discussing the origins of metaphysics, Heideg-
ger observes that metaphysics is concerned with entities as distinct from “being” itself.
“Being” is not thematized. Unlike Aristotle, he sees in some of the pre-Socratics (the
Milesians, Heraclitus) a stage where entities are not yet conceptualized as distinct from
their being and are essentially “one” - not in the monistic sense of ‘one entity’ or ‘one
kind of entities’, but as ‘one (way of) being’.> At this stage, the concept of entity is not
yet sufficiently stabilized and it blends with being itself. Yet, as Heidegger points out, the
truth can arise as alétheia (‘non-covered’) only in the uncovering light of being, whereas
in the metaphysical realm truth is only accessed as true cognition (epistémé) and true
statement.® A discourse immersed in being itself — not yet reduced to an entity - con-
stitutes a different genre that, in my view, may be more relevant for describing the early
pre-Socratic and early Chinese cosmological concepts in question.

Oneness or “one being” of the cosmos in the Milesians

When referring to his Milesian predecessors of Thales, Anaximander, and Anax-
imenes, Aristotle reports that they posit “one” as the principle and origin of all things - in
his interpretation, this “one” (water, aér, apeiron) is arche, or a primary cause, and within
Aristotle’s distinction of four types of causes, it is the material one. The “one” from which
everything arises is therefore interpreted as primary matter, or hylé. As we can see, for
Aristotle such cosmology is incomplete because it lacks an explanation of movement and
force behind the process of the generation of all things.

If we now look at Anaximander’s and Anaximenes’s cosmologies through Heideg-
ger’s eyes, we may find a different “one”: a “one” that is neither thing, nor entity, nor its
material cause. The following fragment from Simplicius is probably the most direct tes-

>«

timony about Anaximander’s “one’, or apeiron:

Aéyel & avtiyv [apxnv] ppte HOwp prite dANO Tt T@V Kahovpévwy elvat otoigeiwy, aAN’
ETépav TIVAL @UOLY dmetpov, ¢ fig dmavtag yiveobal Todg ovpavods kai Tovg v adToig
kOopove: (B 1) ¢€ dv 8¢ 1) yéveoic 0Tt Toig 0vaL, kal TNy PBopav €ig Tadta yiveoOar katd
TO Xpewv- Stddvau yap adta Siknv kai tiotv dAARAoLg TG ddikiag katd TV ToD Xpovov
Ty, momTikwTépolg obtwg dvépacty adtd Aéywv (Anaximander, fr. A9/B1 - Simplicius,
In Physica 24, 13, DK 12a9).

He [Anaximander] says that it [archeé] is neither water nor any other of the so-called ele-
ments, but some other boundless nature, from which come into being all the heavens and
the worlds in them. And the source of coming-to-be for existing things is that into which
destruction, too, happens according to necessity; for they pay penalty and retribution to

> Cf. Heidegger 1967.
¢ Cf. Heidegger 1931.
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each other for their injustice according to the assessment of time, as he describes it in
these rather poetical terms (Anaximander, fr. B1 - Simplicius, In Physica 24, 13 (DK 12a9),
tr. Kirk 1957: 105).

Anaximander’s apeiron, presented by Simplicius as arché, is often translated as “infinite”
or “boundless”” Tradition sees this fragment as the first example of “conceptual abstrac-
tion, in essence metaphysical,” (Havelock 1983: 53) or even as the first occurrence of the
concept of infinity (Nietzsche, Diels). Sometimes it is read as “infinite space”8 Yet the use
of the word in Anaximander’s time was much closer to ‘boundless’, lacking boundaries’,
‘undefined’, or even ‘wrapped up in itself in a way that no end can be reached’. When we
look at the above example, this ‘boundless nature’ is something from which all things,
being defined and possessing boundaries, arise and into which they perish when these
boundaries dissolve. Their complementarity and mutual interdependence is evocated
through the image of penalty and retribution. The “one” or “boundless” is the guarantee
of justice, in the sense that everything arising from it as definite is indebted to the rest
of the whole and will eventually repay this debt by returning to it. Behind this principle
of justice is the idea that all phenomena are essentially “one being”, their existence is
interconnected, and the being of any one of them is indebted to the being of the others.

Anything that becomes defined within the undefined “one” necessarily brings about its
opposite. For every A, there is a non-A. These two are complementary and inseparable,
being essentially “one”. Anaximander’s cosmology contains examples of such interacting
opposites:

£vo000G Yap TAG EvavTIOTNTAG €V TQ DTTOKEWEVW, Amteipw GVTL odpatt, ekkpiveadai enoty
> Avagipavdpog, (...). évavtidtneg 8¢ iot Oeppov yoxpov Enpov vypodv kai ta dAAa (Anaxi-
mander, frag. A 9/2 - Simplicius, In Physica 150, 22-24).

Anaximander says that the opposites are within the substance that is a boundless body, and
that they separate from it. (...) The opposites are hot, cold, dry, wet, and other.®

A distinctive feature of Ionian cosmologies, present also in Anaximander, is perpet-
ual motion. Change and motion are seen as fundamental characteristics of the world as
accessed through our everyday experience.

00TOG eV 0DV dpxTV Kol oToLKElOV elprkev TV SvTwy TO dTelpov, Tp@TOG Tobvopa kahéoag
TG apxiG. TPpOG 8¢ TovTwL Kivnow &idlov eivay, év it ovpPaivery yiveoBat Todg odpavovg
(A 11 - Hippolytos, Refutatio 1, 6 ,1-7, tr. Kirk 1957: 105).

He [Anaximander] said that the principle and element of existing things was the apeiron,
being the first to use this name for arché. In addition to this he said that motion was eternal,
in which it results that the heavens come into being.

7 Contrary to the traditional view that Anaximander uses the nominalized form to apeiron, Couprie
and Kocdandrle argue that this nominalization appeared only with Aristotle and his followers, and
that apeiron should be understood as an adjective, i.e., as “undefined/boundless X”; cf. Couprie and
Kocandrle 2017.

8 Kahn 1994: 223: “The Boundless is in fact what we call infinite space (...) But this space is not as yet
thought of in the abstraction from the material which fills it

°  Any unreferenced translations are my own (shorter excerpts or excerpts where a traditional transla-
tion is modified to demonstrate an idea of the text).

55



For Anaximander, the tension and interaction of opposites is itself the explanation of
change and movement. Opposites remain the “one being” of the whole cosmos and, as
such, maintain each other in a dynamic equilibrium. Through their interaction, different
modes of being arise as distinct — for example, the heavens on one hand and the earth
on the other; hot, bright heavenly lights and dark, damp earthly depths, and so forth.
However poetic or mythical Anaximander’s cosmology may sound, it in fact leads to very
concrete proto-scientific considerations about the nature of the physical world, astrono-
my, meteorological phenomena, and so forth.

Moreover, the whole process of generating differences from differences, down to the
level of the subtlest phenomena, is not situated in the remote mythical past but is ongoing
and continues to repeat itself. The movement of the opposites is as eternal as the rest of
the undivided whole. The undivided whole, being essentially at rest and without change,
is paradoxically a source and guarantee of the perpetual movement of the opposites. That
is why the “one/boundless” can be characterized as “everlasting and unageing” (aidion kai
agero)!0 and surely has divine connotations, as observed by Aristotle:

kai o7 elvat 10 Belov: dBavatov yap kai avadeBpov, @¢ enotv 6 Avagipavdpog kal oi
TAEIoTOL TOV PUOLOAGYwY (Anaximander, fr. B 3 — Aristotle, Physics Book 111, 4; 203b13).
Further they identify it with the Divine, for it is ‘deathless and imperishable’ as Anaxi-
mander says, with the majority of the physicists.

In the case of Anaximenes, the candidate for the “one” would be aér. The situation is
a bit different here: aér is the term otherwise used for air as one of the elements, or more
correctly, as one of the “simplest bodies” (hapla somata) of which the world is composed.
Yet Anaximenes seems to use it differently, in a way that preserves characteristics similar
to apeiron: it is all-encompassing and nothing is outside of it; it is boundless and unde-
fined, and from it all things arise; and its “oneness” is what holds the cosmos together
ontologically:

"Avadipévng 8¢ Edbpuotpdtov Midfiolog, étaipog yeyovawg *Avafipdvdpov, piav pév kai
avTog TV DITOKELHEVIV QUOLY Kai ATtelpdv noty doTep €keivog, 0Ok ddptotov 8¢ domep
¢KeVoG, AN Wplopévny, !t dépa Aéywvy adthv- Stagpépety 8& pavotntt kol TuKVOTNTL KaTd
TaG ovoiag. kal apatodpevov pgv mop yiveoBat, mukvolpevov 8¢ dvepov, eita vépog, €Tt
8¢ pahov Hdwp, elta yiy, eita AiBovg, td 8¢ GANa €x TovTwWV. Kivnow 8¢ kai 00Tog &idlov
notel, St fijv kai v petaPoAny yiveoOat (Anaximenes, frag. A5/1 = Simplicius, In Physica
24, 26, tr. Kirk 1957: 144).

Anaximenes, son of Eurystratus, of Miletus, a companion of Anaximander, also says that the
underlying nature is one and infinite like him, but not undefined as Anaximander said but
definite, for he identifies it as air; and it differs in its substantial nature by rarity and density.
Being made finer it becomes fire, being made thicker it becomes wind, then cloud, then
(when thickened still more) water, then earth, then stones; and the rest come into being from
these. He, too, makes motion eternal, and says that change, also, comes about through it.

10" Anaximander, fr. B 2 - Hippolytos, Refutatio I, 6, 1.

11 In this fragment, the description of aér as definite has to be attributed to Simplicius’s (Theophrastus’s)
reading — he would regard aér not as apeiron but as one of the hapla somata and therefore defined; yet
in the same fragment, the other somata are explained as variations of aer.

56



Compared to Anaximander, the focus may be shifted from the “stabilizing role” of
the “one” to the “mobilizing role”: at the same time, aér, as all-encompassing, is itself the
energy and vehicle of change and movement. It also guarantees the temporal stability of
phenomena, in the same way as the soul (pneuma) is believed to preserve the unity of
a human being. Different stages of being derive from it through rarefaction and conden-
sation (manoteés, pyknotes).

Oneness in recently excavated cosmological texts

If we now use this interpretive key to read the early cosmological texts, specifically
in the Taiyi shéng shui JX—4-7K, we can observe a comparable dynamics of opposites
arising from the “one’, or taiyi K—:

KK, IR —, TR LA R o RIS A —, LU, R [T AR 1, J2 DUpfe
B AREATR AR, 2 DURRIERG. FRRA 1 AR, 2 DURPURs . PURF 1R (AR B, 2 DA
R A PVEARS L, 2 LURIR IR IR R AR, pliakm ko

The great one gives birth to the water. The water returns and assists the great one, thereby
completing the heavens. The heavens return and assist the great one, thereby completing the
earth. The heavens and the earth [again assist each other], thereby completing the spiritual
and numinous. The spiritual and numinous again assist each other, thereby completing yin
and yang. Yin and yang again assist each other, thereby completing the four seasons. The
four seasons again assist each other, thereby completing the cold and the hot. The cold and
the hot again assist each other, thereby completing the wet and the dry. The wet and the dry
again assist each other, completing the yearly cycle, and that is where it stops.

Following Anaximander’s example above, a proposed key to interpretation here would
be not to regard the stages of cosmological development as entities but rather as modes of
being that are in fact “one being” of the undifferentiated whole. The entire system holds
together ontologically, guaranteed by “oneness”. The fact that the “one” seems to remain
continuously present within the changes supports this reading:

TE R/ AT, JEI T (46, PAC#3] (slip 6) B ERE, —R—%2, DICA EYIHE,
That is why the great one is present in the water, moves with the seasons, returns in circle
and [begins anew, making of itself] (slip 6) the mother of all things. Now emptying and now
filling, it becomes the warp of all things.

In the Fdn wi liti xing, the idea that the “one” is tangibly present and directly accessible
in our immediate experience is even more pronounced:

T —, W2 G0k, B 2GR, 82 A%, 2m] &, 2 mTH,

Therefore, the one can be tasted when chewed; its scent can be perceived when smelled; it
makes sound when clapped; it can be seen when approached; it can be managed when an
attempt is made to manage it (tr. Chan 2015).

In the TYSS, opposites arise together with boundaries and, within the ‘one’ as a whole,
define each other through lack and abundance:
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AR EVE, BERIN T, ANER NS, BERIN Lo
That which is deficient above has a surplus below; that which is deficient below has a surplus
above (tr. Cook 2012).

In another Warring States-period cosmological text, the Héng xian H%, more is
said about the undifferentiated state of being, which can be also understood as the “one/
boundless™:

(ERFEIENE NN N NN AN =N =S

At first, there is constancy, there is no defined being. It is simple, still, and empty. Its sim-
plicity is Great Simplicity, its stillness is Great Stillness, its emptiness is Great Emptiness. It
fulfils itself without repressing itself.

The undefined “one” is characterized as simple, still, and empty, that is, lacking any
prominent feature or definition. Still, this very lack of definition is what makes it great and
majestic. The use of da K (or tai X in taiyi X—) suggests that the “undefined one” has
a superior ontological status. Similarly to Anaximander, it can be understood as divine.!?

As soon as a delimited area (or a limit or a boundary) appears, opposites arise on each
side of it, and, being essentially “one”, these opposites define each other. Again, it is not
necessary to regard the stages of cosmological sequence as some kind of entities:

B AEEER EREER, AERER GinEE .

Boundary!3 arises. Since the boundary is there, there is gi. Since gi is there, there is some-
thing defined. Since something defined is there, there is beginning. Since beginning is there,
there is returning.

The image of gi %, the vehicle of change that perpetuates the movement and inter-
play of opposites, highlights the dynamics of generation through mutual definition. As
such, it is strongly reminiscent of aér, including the evocative image of condensation and
rarefaction:

WA, TESRAER,
Turbid qi gives birth to the earth; clear gi gives birth to the heavens.

The role of an individual seeking to understand

When we put aside the special interpretive framework that we have used so far, the
above cosmological sequences may well be read only as evocative poetic images. Also,
their close connection with the mythical and religious context cannot be denied. It is not
by accident that we find the few earlier examples of cosmology in mythical and man-
tic contexts (e.g., the Zhouyi). But what makes these early Warring States texts unique
as a genre and brings them closer to their distant pre-Socratic counterparts is the role

12 References to taiyi X— as a deity and an object of worship are well attested. Cf,, e.g., Allan 2003.
13 Huo 8Y is frequently read here as yi: 12X ‘territory, delimited area’; on reading yi! as ‘boundary’, see Zhit
Yuanqing 2007.
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attributed to an individual who seeks to understand and explain the structure of the
universe.

The Fdn wu liti xing NUY)IRIE opens with a series of intense questions that have no
match in other texts from this period. To cite only a few:

RS S, B BERe S K2 Sasith s ERehe s LREM T2 KRS
i BALR FML: BEEEMIS? KNZE, .z KE2ZE, HE Tmtz?
One asks of Heaven, what is it that makes it high, and of Earth, what is it that makes it far?
What is Heaven made of? What is Earth made of? What is the Spirit of Thunder? What is
God? Why is the Earth flat? Why is water clear? Why do grass and the woods grow? Why do
the beasts and birds cry? When the rain comes who is spitting? When the wind blows who
is inhaling and exhaling? (Tr. Chan 2015)

These intense questions reveal an inquiring mind that seeks new and better answers -
not ones imposed on it from a position of authority (from a ruler, priest, or shaman, or
through some mythical account), but ones that can be intellectually grasped and accepted
or rejected on one’s own accord. They attest to a certain stage of intellectual maturity. As
Aristotle famously observes, philosophy - desire for knowledge for the sake of knowing -
arises precisely with this new type of questioning:

Sté yap 10 Bavpalerv oi dvBpwmot kai vov kai T TP@TOV Tip§avto PLAoco@ely, ¢€ dpXAg pev
TA TIPOXELpA TOV TOTIWY BavpdoavTeg, elta katd kpoOv obTw mpoiovTeg [15] kai mept TV
pellovwv dtamoprioavteg, olov mepi Te TOV TG GeAVNG Tabnudtwy Kai Tdv mept TOV fAtov
Kal doTpa Kal mepl TG TOD MAVTOG YEVETEWG.

It is through wonder that men now begin and originally began to philosophize; wondering
in the first place at obvious perplexities, and then by gradual progression raising questions
about the greater matters too, e.g. about the changes of the moon and of the sun, about the
stars and about the origin of the universe (Aristotle, Metaphysics, Book I, 982b11-16, tr.
Tredennick 1933).

In this light, the earliest cosmologies can be seen as an attempt to provide new answers
to new questions. The overall tone of the texts is exhortative: the reader is challenged
to intellectually consider the proposed worldview and encouraged to look for answers
within himself:

TYSS: B FHILLZFE[E, THIZ 32 &,
A noble man who knows this, is called [wise/knowledgeable. The one who does not know
this, is called ignorant].

FWLX: .2 H: BES—, BV WARES:—, RIE YIRS, WA —, (Ifmz,
iz, MK, REE.

I have heard it said: if one is able to examine the oneness, he will not fail in any of the hun-
dred things; if one is not able to examine the oneness, he will fail in them all. If you seek
to examine the principle of oneness, look up and you will see it, look down and you will
perceive it. Do not go far to seek the guidelines but examine it within yourself.1#

14 An even stronger exhortation of the reader is to be found in the Guanzi chapter 49, Neiye N2, dated
roughly to the same period as the excavated texts in question: “Can you be ‘one’ with it? Can you rec-
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More importantly perhaps, the cosmologies of the TYSS, HX, and FWLX all con-
tain significant passages about names that address their status within the cosmic whole,
their generation (related to boundaries between the opposites), and their role in correctly
grasping the structure of the cosmos. Naming (language and speech) appears as a key
device, thanks to which an individual can assume an active role in universal becoming.
But this topic is beyond the scope of this paper and will have to be developed elsewhere.

Conclusion

Euro-American civilization tends to regard conceptual thinking as its own exclusive
achievement that sets it apart from other world civilizations. It has developed a particu-
lar narrative of the history of thought, one in which the earliest philosophy is viewed as
a separate genre breaking away from religious, mythical, and poetic thinking in some dis-
tinct form. In searching out the beginnings of “philosophy?, it is common to turn to the
earliest Greek thinkers to look for the development of this strain of thought. The thought
of Anaximander and Anaximenes, and even more so of Heraclitus, is often misinterpret-
ed as some vague pre-stage of conceptual thinking, evocative maybe, but illogical and
inconsistent, full of contradiction and impenetrable images. Yet, if we do not force our
idea of philosophical genre onto them and recognize them as representatives of a genre
in its own right, with its specific means of expression — not logical but not vague either -
we may realize that they introduce a new type of questioning, a new attitude towards the
relationship between the individual and the world and its structure.

We have observed that similar characteristics of this genre can be found in certain
excavated Warring States texts that are otherwise difficult to categorize and interpret.
Despite the huge gap between the two periods and cultural and social contexts, the War-
ring States thought environment may have seen a similar transition towards greater intel-
lectual maturity and the autonomy of the individual. This autonomy does not consist in
liberating an individual from the forces that govern universal becoming of the “one”, but
in understanding the universe. In these texts man is no longer victim of unfathomable
forces, but through knowledge becomes their partner and, potentially, co-actor.
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