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         The polemic on Science and Metaphysics 
 

  As one of the important contemporary Chinese philosophers, the name of 
Carsun Chang (1886-1969) seems to be linked with the polemic on science and 
metaphysics in 1923. The polemic was raised by the speech entitled “View of 
Life” delivered by Chang at Tsing Hua University in Beijing on February 14. In 
this speech, Chang indicated that there are five different characteristics between 
science and view of life. First, science is objective, but view of life is subjective. 
Secondly, science is in accordance with logical inference, while view of life is 
intuitive. Thirdly, science is analytic, but view of life is synthetic. Fourthly, 
science is under the domination of causation, but view of life is free will. And 
fifthly, the object of science is the uniformity of nature, but the object of view of 
life is the uniqueness of personality. For the sake of these five different 
characteristics, no matter how far science develops, it is unable to solve the 
problem of view of life.1

 
  The speech was criticized strongly by Ting Wen-chiang (1887-1936). In Ting’s 
article entitled “Metaphysics and Science”, he charged that Chang had been 
possessed by “Ghost Metaphysics ( Hsüan-hsüeh kuei )”.2Ting pointed out that 
scientific methods search for the order of world through the classification of 
phenomena of world, and consequently to construct general scientific law. Science 
as a scientific methods, it can apply to the inquiries into nature on the one hand, it 
of course can apply to the studies of view of life on the other hand. And though it 
is not unified at the present, the view of life will be unified by the scientific 
methods in the future.3 In short, Ting emphasized that “ scientific methods are 
omnipotent in the field of knowledge”4, and he quoted Hu Shih’s statement, “We 
cannot help recognizing that the most important responsibility and need is to apply 
scientific methods to the problems of human life”5, as his conclusion. 
 
  Just as Chow Tse-tsung points out in his famous book on the May Fourth 
Movement, the polemic was joined by a number of writers. On the one side, 

                                                 
* This is a draft. Please do not cite. 
1 Carsun Chang, “View of Life”, compiled in Carsun Chang ,Ting Wen-chiang, et.al., K’o-hsüeh yü 
jen-sheng-kuan: K’o-hsüeh yü hsüan- hsüeh lun-chan chi (Science and View of Life: A Collection of the 
Polemic on Science and Metaphysics) (Taipei: Wen-Hsueh, 1977), vol., I, pp.4-9. 
2 Ting Wen-chiang, “Metaphysics and Science”, in Ibid., p.15. 
3 Ibid., pp.16-18. 
4 Ibid., p.30. 
5 Ibid., p.43. 



Carson Chang was supported by Chang Tung-sun, Lin Tsai-p’ing, Fan Shou-k’ang, 
Ch’ü Chü-nung, and eventually by Liang Ch’i-chao. On the other side, Ting was 
supported by Hu Shih, Wang Hsing-kung, Jen Shu-yung, Chu Ching-nung, Tang 
Yüeh, Lu Chih-wei, and Wu Chih-hui. The debate lasted about a year, and the 
major articles were collected at the end of 1923.6 It is obvious that Ting’s 
advocacy of the omnipotence of science is triumphant in the debate eventually. 
The polemic on science and metaphysics in 1923 reflected the condition that 
scientism have prevailed in contemporary China since then.   

 
 
          Scientism, Intuitionism and Kantian Rationalism   
 

      As a matter of fact, scientism is not only prevailing in China, it is also the 
predominant thinking in contemporary world. In term of the origins of scientism, 
just as Tom Sorell points out that the scientistic attitude were wildly shared by 
philosophers long before the twentieth century, at least from Bacon, Descartes and 
Locke up to the naturalized epistemology of Quine.7 And then, what scientism is, 
Sorell considers: 

 
       Scientism is the belief that science, especially natural science, is much the most valuable part  

        of human learning—much the most valuable part because it is much the most authoritative,  

        or serious, or beneficial. Other beliefs related to this one may also be regarded as scientistic, 

        e.g. the belief that science is the only valuable part of human learning, or the view that it is  

        always good for subjects that do not belong to science to be placed on a scientific footing.8  

 

      In other words, as a philosophical perspective, scientism rejects the boundary 
between philosophy and science, and emphasizes that no field of enquiry is out of 
bounds to the positive sciences. In 20th century, whose spokesmen include logical 
positivists, Rudolf Carnap, Hans Reichenbach, Otto Neurath and so on. Carnap has 
used the term “scientific empiricism” as the title of this philosophical movement. 
Concerning scientific empiricism, Sorell indicates: 
 
     At least five claims about science seem to be characteristic of the scientific empiricists: (1) 

      science is unified; (2) there are no limits to science; (3) science has been enormously successful  

                                                 
6 Chow Tse-tsung, The May Fourth Movement: Intellectual Revolution in Modern China (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 1967), pp. 334-335. 
7 Tom Sorell, Scientism: Philosophy and the Infatuation with Science (London: Rouledge, 1991), pp. 
24-25. 
8 Ibid., p.1. 



      at prediction, explanation and control; (4) the methods of science confer objectivity on  

      scientific results; and (5) science has been beneficial for human beings.9  

 

      In short, scientism not only rejects the boundary between philosophy and 
science, but also emphasizes there are no limits to science. From this scientistic 
point of view, it seems to be understood why Chinese scientistists consider that the 
methods of science is able to deal with the problem of view of life. D. W. Y. Kwok 
points out: 

 
     Scientism, in general, assumes that all aspects of the universe are knowable through the  

      methods of science….They were intellectuals interested in using science, and the values and 

      assumptions to which it had given rise, to discredit and eventually to replace the traditional 

      body of values….In China, the desire for national growth was accentuated by the weakness in 

      technology, and it is thus not surprising to find among her Western-educated intellectuals great  

      enthusiasm for science.10

  
  Of course, there is no doubt that science is one of the most important goals of 
Chinese modernization. So far as science is concerned, just as Lin Yü-sheng 
indicates in his studies concerning Lu Hsün: 

 
He [Lu Hsün] now perceived the traditional Chinese society and culture as totally corrupted by 

the rotten nature of the Chinese people,...molded by their “dark and confusing ideas”(hun-luan 

ssu-hsiang). It is significant that when Lu Hsün talked about the “intellectual disease” 

(ssu-hsiang shang ti ping) …, he used as an analogy the most terrible congenital disease of the 

human body—syphilis…. For the character of a people, once formed, is difficult to change. 

However, “606”(arsphenamine) had been invented to treat syphilis, and science should also be 

used to find a treatment for the intellectual disease of the Chinese people.11

 

 For Lu Hsün, science should be used to cure the intellectual disease of the Chinese 
people just as arsphenamine had been invented to treat the terrible disease of human 
body—syphilis. Lu Hsün’s metaphor reflects the viewpoints of scientism of his 
contemporaries, it is the reason why Chow Tse-tsung points out that according to 
Ting Wen-chiang, “what China needed was still ‘God Science (K’o-hsüeh shen)’”.12 
In fact, in addition to Lu Hsün and Ting Wen-chiang, Hu Shih is also an important 

                                                 
9 Ibid., p.4. 
10 D.W.Y. Kwok, Scientism in Chinese Thought:1900-1950 ( New Haven: Yale University Press, 1965), 
p.3. 
11 Lin Yü-sheng, The Crisis of Chinese Consciousness: Radical Antitraditionalism in The May Fourth 
Era (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1979), pp. 116-117.  
12 Chow Tse-tsung, op.cit., p.334. 



proponent of the omnipotent view of science. Just as Carsun Chang indicates: 
 
  Dr. Hu coined a slogan “ Down with the house of Confucius” and attained a certain measure of 

  success. His main thesis is that China’s heritage should be overthrown to give place to a scientific  

  view of life. That view, he says, should be applied not only to ethics and metaphysics but also to  

  China’s social institutions.13

 
  Admittedly, during the period of the polemic on science and metaphysics in 1923, 
Chang’s argument based on Euckenian or Bergsonian intuitionism, and by contrast 
Ting’s on naturalism. Chow Tse-tsung points outs: 
 
  After examining the controversial literature, one realizes that the arguments of Carsun Chang and  

  his companions were based largely on the theories of Eucken, Bergson, Driesch, and Urwick, and  

  those propagated by V. K. Ting, Hu Shih, and their partners were for the most part obtained from 

  Dewey, James, Huxley, and Karl Pearson. The real controversy was therefore a controversy 

  Between activistic idealism and intellectual pragmatism or naturalism; and the epistemological  

  problem might be reduced to an issue with intuitionism and personalism on the one hand and 

  pragmatic empiricism on the other.14

 

  Indeed, it is obvious that Chang’s arguments basically belong to intuitionism and 
personalism when he involved in the debate. But it must be noted that there are some 
changes in Chang’s philosophical development. Concerning the subtle changing in his 
philosophy, Chang indicates: 

  
Indeed, I begin to study philosophy from the access to Eucken and Bergson. …But both of the 

philosophy of Eucken and Bergson concentrate on the flux of life, give up the epistemology in 

Continental European philosophical systems in recent two centuries, and consequently rest on the 

standpoint of anti-rationalism. In fact, I am not so much satisfied with their doctrines at the 

beginning. At the same time, I study Kant and neo-Kantian philosophy, which constitute my tacit 

philosophical standpoint. I affirm that Eucken and Bergson advocate free will, actions, philosophy of 

change. If we know the change but ignore the constant, know the flux but ignore the potential 

persistence, and know actions but ignore the wisdom of distinguishing the right and the wrong, then 

we seem to present a protuberant mountains painting, and let the constant plain road out of our 

perspectives. Although Eucken emphasizes spiritual life, and Bergson also had the work on the 

origins of morality in his old age, but both of them do not admit that knowledge and morality are the 

                                                 
13 Carsun Chang, The Development of Neo-Confucian Thought (New York: Bookman Associates, 1962), 
Vol. II, p. 6. Hereafter referred to as DNCT.  
14 Ibid., p.333. 



constant ingredients of human culture.15

 

  In other words, it follows from what has been said that there is transformation from 
intuitionism to rationalism in Chang’s philosophy after 1923. It is important for us to 
evaluate the development of Chang’s philosophy. To put the assertion more concretely, 
instead of Bergsonian intuitionism, Chang makes an effort to develop a Kantian 
rationalism philosophical project. And in his Kantian philosophical project, he devotes 
himself to search for the universal law which originated from human nature. At the 
same time, he considered that he had found the clues to solve the predicament between 
Chinese culture and Westernization.  
 
 
               Human Nature as Source of Universal Law 
 
  In term of the search for universal law, Chang adopts an approach to reconcile  
Confucianism with Kant’s ethical and political philosophy. Chang’s approach 
presupposes human nature, which is the source of universal law, as the common 
foundation between Confucianism and Kant’s philosophy. Let us consider the following 
quotation, Chang indicates: 
 

I feel a great interest in philosophy and politics. Philosophy, I like the German; and politics, I like the 

English. I always advocate Chinese Confucianism consistently. In fact, in term of my participation in 

the controversy on science and metaphysics in former years, it is a misunderstanding for regarding me 

as to oppose science. And it is true for me to advocate Chinese Confucianism. Because I think that 

there are much more common viewpoints between Confucianism and Kant’s philosophy. 16

 

  It is a good evidence to show that Chang adopt Confucian and Kantian approach to 
search for the universal law. From these quotations, the general point what has been 
said seems to become clearer. In respect to Confucianism, what has to be noticed is 
Chang’s neo-Confucian perspective. It seems not to be denied that Chang has an 
in-depth study on Neo-Confucianism of Sung and Ming Dynasty. Chang on 
neo-Confucianism of Sung and Ming Dynasty, stresses neo-Confucianism as the 
science of “human nature as reason”. He points out: 

 
The sponsors of this new philosophy had to build a system which would contain a cosmology to 

                                                 
15 “ My Philosophical Thought”, collected in Carsun Chang, The Philosophical Essays of Chinese, 
Western and Indian Philosophy (Taipei: Student,1981), pp.44-45. Hereafter referred to as PE. 
16 Carsun Chang, An Overview on the Thoughts and Movements of Socialism (Taipei: Tao Hsiang, 
1988), p.7.  



account for the creation of the universe, an ethics treating mankind as a unity and affirming the value of 

human effort, and an epistemology to determine the basis of knowledge of what is and what ought to 

be. …This new philosophy became known as “ the science of reason” or the science of “human nature 

as reason”, because “ reason is the common basis of knowledge, and the universals of natural or ethical 

knowledge are found only by reason in human nature.”17

 

  In other words, according to Chang’s viewpoint, “ the objective of Western and 
Eastern philosophy is the same. Both seek eternal truth, whether in ethics or in 
theoretical knowledge—a truth which is impossible to find in the senses, but which 
lies in the forms of thought or of mind.”18 That is to say, Chang’s philosophy belongs 
to Continental European rationalism. For Chang, Mencius is also a true rationalist. He 
quoted the Meng-tzu to support his assertion: 

 
 Thus all things which are the same in kind….The sage and we are the same in kind. Therefore, I say: 

Men’s mouths agree in having the same relishes; their ears agree in enjoying the same sounds; their 

eyes agree in recognizing the same beauty. Shall their mind alone be without that which they similarly 

approve? It is, I say, the principles of reason and the determination of righteousness.”19

 

  According to Chang’s interpretations, we can say with fair certainty that Mencius 
adopts a universal conception of reason. Concerning Mencian conception of reason, 
Chang further to point out: 
 
   Mencius concludes by explaining that the common approval of which he is speaking is of two kinds: 

(1) approval by the principles of reason, i.e., in Western terminology by the principles of theoretical 

knowledge (logic, epistemology, principles of sciences, etc); (2) approval by the principles of 

righteousness, i.e., in the Western sense by the principles of ethics. In Chinese thought these two 

areas of inquiry are brought so close together that the principles of knowledge are often obscured.20

 

     What the passage makes clear at once is that Chang’s interpretations on 
Mencius’s philosophy in accordance with Kant’s distinction between theoretical and 
practical reason. For Kant, our reason includes two employments, theoretical and 
practical. The former develops the theoretical knowledge, and the letter presents the 
practical principles.  
 

      It seems to be agreed that the original goodness of human nature is the 

                                                 
17 DNCT, vol. I, pp.28-29. 
18 DNCT, vol., p.33. 
19 Quoted in ibid.  
20 DNCT, vol., p.34. 



predominant thinking in traditional Chinese philosophy. Mencius is the father of the 
theory of original goodness of human nature. According to Mencius, “Man’s nature is 
naturally good just as water naturally flows downward. There is no man without this 
good nature; neither is there water that does not flow downward.” “What is it that we 
have in common in our minds? It is the sense of principle and righteousness (i-li, moral 
principles).”21Wing-Tsit Chan indicates: 
 
    In saying that one is of the same kind as the sage, Mencius was pronouncing two principles of 

utmost significance. One is that every person can be perfect, and the other is that all people are 

basically equal. Also, in pointing to the moral principle which is common in our minds, he is 

pointing to what amounts to the Natural Law. Belief in the Natural Law has been persistent in 

Chinese history. It is called Principle of Nature (T’ien-li) by Neo-Confucianists. It is essentially the 

same as Mencius’ i-li.22   

 

      If we agree to Chan’s interpretation of Mencius’s theory of original goodness of 
human nature, which amount to natural law, then we must accept that there is the real 
source of the conception of universal reason in Chinese Confucianism. From this 
point of view, it seems to be accessible to search for the congruence between Chinese 
Confucianism with the Enlightenment of the West. In other words, we can find out a 
key in Confucianism to open the door of the world of contemporary liberalism which 
originated from Kant and the Enlightenment tradition. Just as David T. Goldberg 
points out: 

 
       [Liberalism] seeks foundations in universal principles applicable to all human beings or rational 

agents in virtue of their humanity or rationality. It is concerned with broad identities, which it sees 

uniting persons on moral grounds, rather than with those identities that divide politically, culturally, 

geographically, or temporally. The philosophical basis of this broad human identity, of an 

essentially human nature, is presumed to lie in a rational core common to each individual, and so in 

the (potential) capacity to be moved by reason.23

 

The preceding discussion is concerned with the universal reason which is as the 
common basis of Confucian and Kantian assumptions of human nature. If we agree 
to this central theme, it seems to be reasonable for us to agree to Chang’s viewpoint 
that there is an approach to reconcile Kant’s philosophy and Chinese Confucianism.   

                                                 
21 Quoted in Wing-Tsit Chan (trans. & ed.), A Source Book in Chinese Philosophy (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1963). The Book of Mencius, 6A:2,7. pp.52-56. 
22 Ibid., p.56. 
23David T. Goldberg(ed.), Ethical Theory and Social Issues: Historical Texts and Contemporary 
Readings, 2nd ed.( New York: Holt, Rinehart & Winston, 1995), p.148.  



 

           Reconciling Kant with Confucianism  
 

      From the above-mentioned remarks, one general point becomes very clear: it is 
Carsun Chang’s Kantian philosophical project to search for universal law. For Chang, 
his Kantian philosophical project at the same time supplies a platform to promote the 
dialogues between Kant and Confucianism, and consequently further to develop the 
possibilities of reconciliation between Kant and Confucianism. In short, return to the 
establishment of a common standpoint for Kant and Confucian philosophy, Chang 
illustrates Ch’eng brothers in Sung Dynasty, and indicates: 
 
   The elder Ch’eng brother, Ch’eng Hao, also suggests Kant, because of his stress on “reason”. “ The 

expression t’ien-ri [ heavenly reason]”, says Ch’eng Hao ( and he means natural law in the general 

sense) “was the product of my own contemplation”. The “reason” to which he alludes has an affinity 

with the “reason” of Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason and Critique of Practical Reason. Later Ch’eng 

Hao’s younger brother, Ch’eng I, developed the theory to a point where it became a truly fresh 

starting point for philosophy, for Ch’eng I held that “human nature is reason.”24

 
  It should be pointed out that Kant’s distinction between natural and moral law. For 
Kant, there are two kinds of universal law, one is universal natural law, and the other 
is universal moral law. As a matter of fact, Carsun Chang makes an effort to reconcile 
Confucianism and Kant through searching for universal law, along with the distinction 
between natural and moral law. Chang on Chang Tsai, who is one of the most famous 
Sung’s neo-Confucians, contrast with Kant in order to display the affinity of them. 
Chang indicates:  
 
In Chang Tsai’s dealing with human values, he begins with the four fundamental virtues: Jen, I, Li, 

Chih. He presupposes innate ideas. They are the source of the moral law and of its autonomy. 

Nevertheless, we may say that according to Chang Tsai there were two worlds. In the physical world 

the Tao cannot be separated from ch’i; yet when he deals with human beings, he returns to the 

Chinese standpoint that the moral law is independent of the physical world. His distinction 

between the senses and the moral sense is a proof that the moral sense is independent of the 

circumstances in which physical objects exist. Here is a gap which Chang Tsai did not explain clearly. 

In this respect his philosophy suggests the two realms of Kant’s world: one, where knowledge 

begins with the external world; and the other, where the moral law is autonomous.25

 

                                                 
24 DNCT, vol., p.35. 
25 DNCT, vol., pp.181-182. 



  In other words, Carsun Chang considers that there is the common point of view 
between Kant and Chang Tsai. On the one hand, they both agree to the distinction 
between two worlds: the physical and moral world, and on the other hand, they also 
agree that the physical world is under the domination of causation while the moral 
world is autonomous. In addition to the distinction between natural and moral law, 
concerning the comparison between four fundamental virtues and Kant’s Categorical 
Imperative, Chang further indicates: 
  
The four virtues of Chinese philosophy have the same meaning as the categorical imperative in Kant’s 

Practical Reason. According to Kant, the essence of the moral life consists in obedience to the law as 

such, where no admixture of natural impulses or particular emotions allowed. This is called the 

Categorical Imperative. The German philosopher’s point is that if anything is to be one’s rational duty, 

it must be of such character that it can be acted upon by all rational beings under all circumstances 

without resulting in inner contradiction. The fundamental principle of moral conduct, according to Kant, 

is: So act that you can also will that your action should become a universal law….In China, morality or 

the tendency to do good, was considered to be inborn, since a man is endowed at birth with the innate 

idea of the four virtues. Thus, it may be said the Eighteenth century conception of man as a rational 

being is much nearer the Chinese view than is the present day Freudian or Bergsonian Irrationalism.26  

 
  To sum up, according to Chang’s point of view, if we return to the Enlightenment 
tradition illustrated by Kant, we shall have an opportunity to establish the common 
foundation between Kant’s philosophy and Confucianism, and further to develop and 
find the clues to reconcile Western and Chinese culture.   
 
 

                   Concluding Remarks 
 
    In this paper, I interpret Carsun Chang’s central philosophical thesis which lies behind 

his anti-scientism discourse. I point out that there are some transformations in his 
development of philosophy after 1923. It is no doubt that he was an Euckenian or 
Bergsonian when he attended the polemic on science and metaphysics in 1923. But soon 
later, he was dissatisfied with Euckenian or Bergsonian intuitionism and tended towards 
Kantian rationalism, and consequently, he made an effort to reconcile Chinese culture with 
Western culture through the new interpretations of the common philosophical foundation 
between neo-Confucianism and Kantian rationalism. According to Chang’s point of view, 
the universal laws which include of physical nature and of human nature are the common 
philosophical foundation between neo-Confucianism and Kantian rationalism. And for the 

                                                 
26 DNCT, vol., I, pp.215-216. 



above-mentioned reasons, he devoted himself to search for the universal law through his 
philosophical investigations. If we agree to the viewpoint that the rule of general 
laws—both natural and moral or legal—are the primary tasks in Chinese modernization, we 
shall appreciate Chang’s Kantian and at the same time Confucian philosophical project. It is 
obvious that Chang’s philosophical project is valuable and helpful for the solution of 
Chinese predicament in the collision of Chinese and Western culture.       


