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Chinese Phenomenology: Noumenon, Method and Characteristics
Yang Chunshi

Abstract: Phenomenology, as founded by Husserl and reformed by Heidegger and other philosophers, has changed
from “the strict science” for grasping the essence of object to the philosophical methodology for discovering the
meaning of existence. Chinese philosophy, featuring “unity of heaven and man” , also has the ontological basis of
phenomenology. Firstly, excluding the ontology of entity, Chinese philosophy argues that natural Tao is also human
Tao; Tao is congenial with humanity, hence within human reach. Secondly, Chinese philosophy argues for the
identity of ontology and methodology, and the unity of noumenon and phenomenon. Moreover, the route leading
human being to the ultimate Tao is by studying phenomenon as its embodiment. Thirdly, according to Chinese
philosophy, Tao appears as “image” and it can be directly grasped. The methodology of Chinese philosophy is, so
to speak, the phenomenology for grasping Tao. Confucianism insists on “experiencing Tao” through “sincerity”
maintaining that pure morality experience achieved by introspection can help comprehend Tao; this is the doctrine
of “heart and nature” . Whereas Taoism argues for the abolition of civilization and returning to nature, insisting
on “experiencing Tao” by such ways as “reaching extreme emptiness, carnestly observing quietness” , “purifying
heart” , and “sitting oblivion” . The procedure for Chinese phenomenology to reduce itself to Tao is as follows:
firstly, reaching emptiness and quietness, namely, “suspending” , to attain the consciousness of purity by excluding
mundane notions. Secondly, taking images, namely the “reduction of phenomenon” , which makes Tao present
itself as images through the consciousness of purity. Thirdly, observing Tao, namely “essence intuition” ; the
meaning of Tao is comprehended through the perceptual intuition of “image” (phenomenon). What demarcates
Chinese phenomenology from its Western counterpart is as follows: firstly, the phenomenology as initiated by
Husserl is a philosophy of consciousness, while Chinese phenomenology is a theory on Tao based upon “unity
of heaven and man” , which is actually classical ontology. Secondly, Chinese phenomenology is not scientific
epistemology, and its task is through noumenon to grasp Tao, and to comprehend the meaning of being, Thirdly,
with transcendental consciousness as its starting point, Western phenomenology, which is of subjectivity, holds
that phenomena are ingredients of consciousness, while Chinese phenomenology, which is of inter-subjectivity, is
about the communication between “1” and the world, based upon unity of heaven and man. Fourthly, Western
phenomenology is related to epistemology, with intuition of essence excluding emotional experience, while Chinese
phenomenology is related to axiology, and it grasps ethical Tao through emotional experience. Finally, Chinese
methodology of philosophy is a product of classical age, with inevitable historical limits, and it falls into the category

of classical phenomenology rather than modern phenomenology.
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