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Title: The Concept of “To Know” in Chinese Philosophy and “Needham Puzzle”

Abstract: In traditional Chinese philosophy, the concept of “zhi (to know)’(%z) has its own characteristics, for instance,
“knowing” as the moral introspective efforts of exerting one’s mind to the utmost and knowing one’s nature. The orientation
of “knowing” is to achieve the unity of knowledge and action, as well as to realize the goal of moral practice. In this
way, although Chinese philosophy didn't develop a theoretical epistemology (knowledge-that), it developed a practical
epistemology (knowledge-how). As this kind of epistemology does not aim at searching for the truth, plus it combines
with the implementation of imperial examination system, the Mohist Logic passed into oblivion and the “knowledge” ,
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which was originally considered as easily assessable, keeps on falling behind as a result. New ideas of values that the
modern society needs are not able to be generated: The reason is that not only natural sciences have no development
in the recent years, which leads to the question of “Needham Puzzle”, but also there is little progress on the cognition of
some basic ideas of the philosophical values, making these ideas remain at the level of Confucius and Mencius periods
as the consequence. Moreover, in relation to the lack of appropriate cognitive approach, the Chinese epistemology, with
“practice” as its initial emphasis, was counteracted to a large extent by the metaphysics of nature of mind due to the lack
of empiricism. These elements as a whole will make the action of “knowing” becomes not “easy” and their “execution”
becomes “difficult” than what was originally expected.

Keywords: Chinese philosophy, knowledge, epistemology of practice, Needham Puzzle

Author: Chen Jiaming is a PhD in Philosophy. Currently he is the Director of the Epistemology and Cognitive Sciences
Research Centre, as well as the professor and doctoral tutor at Xiamen University. In addition, he is the chief editor of
the Journal of Xiamen (Philosophy and Social Sciences). His main research interests are epistemology, modernity and
postmodernity as well as modern Western philosophy.
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