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WAR, DEATH, AND ANCIENT
CHINESE COSMOLOGY

Thinking through the Thickness of Culture

Roger T. Ames

irtng the severl centuries leading up to the state of Qin's consolida-
of power on the central plains of present-day China, the ferocity and
reor of internecine warfare rose exponentially, {ndeed, death itself had
s o way of life. What, then, did the infantryman on the killing field
! his roother think about and feel when they reflected on the former’s
seality, that is, on the very real possibiliry that the duy may be his last?
iy were these people of ancient China culturally disposed w think about
tgtheir own death and, perhaps even more heartrending, the loss of
wye they loved?

fre this chapter, 1 will argue thar the intensity of warfare has been a
ing human activity in the articolation of the distinctive correlative
i of ancient Chima. We must not undervalue the impact that the
it ol perennial war has had on shaping Chinese culture in irs formative
- turther, T will contest a resistance among contemporary scholars to
- cnbrurad generalizations by insisting that an always-emerging cultural
bubsry s hself rooted i and grows out of 2 deep and relatively stable
dl ol wrunnounced sssumptions sedimented over generations into the
senre, costonrs, and life forms of a living tradition.! T argue rhat the
dhre o ackieswhedne dids fundsraensad churcrer of cobruml difference as



1iR ROGER T, AMES

an erstwhile safeguard against the sins of either “essentialism” or “relativism”
is not innocent. Indeed, like the preacher who, come Monday, commirs
the very sins he railed against the day before, this antagonism to cultural
generalizations leads to the uncritical essentializing of cur own contingent
cultura} assumprions and to the insinuating of them into our interpretations
of ather traditions.*

David Keightley, in his reflections on the meaning and value of death
in the classical Chinese tradition, concludes that dearh in this culture is
rather “unproblematic.”? Of course, Keightley is not suggesting that the emd
of life was approached absent some real trepidation by Chinese soldiers
and their mothers alike. He means, rather, that death was not considered
unnatural, perverse, or horrible. Indeed, the concept of “natural” death in
carly China can readily be contrasted with the enormity of death in the
Abrahamic traditions, i which “dearh” irself is a consequence of divine
animus. In this latter tradition, “death” is the punishment meted aut by an
angry god to human beings for their hubsis and disobedience—human beings
who, in their prelapsarian state, had owned God's gift of immortalicy.

There is certainly an uncasiness in the early Chinese lireraturc
manifested in visions of the “Yellow Springs,” a familiar name for the
netherworld, but thete is a marked ahsence of the maorhidity and gloom we
associate with the Greek, Roman, and medieval conceptions of death. In
the classical Chinese world, there is a preponderant emphasis on “life,” with
little attention given over to the tragedy and poignancy of death familier
in classical Western sources. Rather than a gruesome portrayal of dearh,
there seems to be a Chinese tolerance of the end of life us an inevitable
and relatively unremarkable aspect of the human experience.*

Again, from the sparse remnants of the body of militarist liveratuey
circulating in pre-Qin China, we are able to make some compellie:
observarions about the value of death in ancient Chinese culture as it
pertains to the battdefield specifically. For example, the military texts begin
generally from the Sungi’s premise that warfare is always a losing propositic:
and that, as such, it should be embarked upon as “budeyi F 8 L —thar i,
only with the greatest reluctance and as an always wasteful, if sometin-
unavoidable, last resart. From this premise we can understand why soldiery
was historically accorded 2 low social status in this culture, and we migh
further speculate thar, sans the vision of military glory promotad by rhe
Spartans and Romans, the relentless agony of battle punctuating the Warring:
Seates period was lietle mitigated for the Chinese soldier by the spiar 4
a heroic—even romantic—death we find associated with warfare o o
own classical Western narrative.’ In order fo dig deepoer, ansd to undersis
the value of denth within the culeural senontios s aneene Chiome widh
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Nathan Sivin observes that “man’s prodigious creativity seems to be
sed on the permutations and recastings of a rather small stock of idens.”®
will argue that the correlarive thinking first described by Marcel Graner
la pensée chinoise seems to helong to this small but ferile inventory,
ad that it has had a long history of articulation in the Chinese cultural
tadition that parallels the defining force of metaphysical realism in shaping
he categories and grammar of the Western philosophical narrative.” What,
en, is the vintage and the resilience of correlative thinking in the prato-
Chinese world? What in the early Chinese lived-world, we mighr ask,
ropelied “the permutations and recastings” of the persistent correlative
dud of thinking as it spread from cenrers of specific domains of knowledge
o become an explanatory vocabulary in so many areas of ordinary Chinesc
ctivity—medical practices, fengshui, calligraphy and painting, architecture
rid gardens, literary tropes and style, mantic pracrices, culinary preparations,
tual performances, and so on! And more specifically, we might ask, to whit
stunt was the passion, exhilaration, and terrar of war a mativating facror
4 t'htis dyadic way of thinking deepened, matured, and became explicit in
1w tormative period of Chinese culture? '

William James, himnself a process thinker, provides us with his own
ections on cultural persistence. As a liberated, post-Darwinian pragmatist,
determined o overcome our entrenched rationalist and empiricist ways
{ organizing the human experience, which he believes have saddled us
hilosophically with a “block universe™—his expression for a ready-made
orld devoid of any real novelty or spontaneity. By attempting to reinstate
stocess”—that is, the relevance of change, particularity, and the ongoing
nergence of an always novel order—James is trying to take us beyond
detale assumptions about some foundational, permanent, and transcendent
lities that have insinuared themselves over millennia into our language and
sorliview. Bur even in thus rrying to escape the dead hand of permanence,

wres is keenly aware that # sensitivity to the realiy of change must itself
s qualified by cognizance of a persistence or “equilibrium” in human ways
if rationalizing the life experience, which he calls “common sense.” He
tes us this observation: “My thesis now is this, that owr fundamental ways
thinking about things are discoveries of exceedingly vemote ancestors, which have
i zd\'zfe. to preserve themiselves throughowd the experience of all subsequent time,
 hey orm one great stage of equilibrivm in the human mind's development,
e stage of commaon sense.™ James then goes on to rehearse what he tukes
3is be the basic categories of this entrenched “common sense,” this diseilled
Jwiadom passed on by our progenitors: “rhings, kinds, sameness or difference,
il bodies, subjects and attributes, causal influence, the fancied, the real,”
s so on Althouglo we might b erirical of James for taking the familiar
fepartes ol v osn cesanons senee - isdes), the defaule \.’f}cz\biilary af

prdagay «I\J!I !t'.:ii'w‘-!l L '?i'il!?ai?_‘._’ [ ig!t_‘ EFE S iili!t'li!t! TRl vy V\"If'hi"!llf
3

Thian - P A i B
ttbang il et s e ocn B B podnt o the thivkoess



120 ROGER 1. AMES

of culture is still well taken.? Sedimented across the centuries into our ways
of thinking and living is a persistent and deep stratum, an abiding internal
impulse thar grounds more apparent changes, To be sure, this “common
sense” has itself always bren vulnerable to the ineluctable process of change,
but relatively speaking it is also resilient and enduring.

Nietzsche, aware that cultural specificity does make a difference in the
formation and content of this deep steatum, describes it as a “philosophy of
grammar” that is peculiar to different language groups. In reporting on the
Indo-European languages, he observes:

The strange family resemblance of all Indtan, Greek, and Ge::m;m
phifosophizing is explained easily enough. Where there is an affinity
of languages, it cannot fail, owing to the COInIMon philosophy
of grammar—! mean, owing to the unconscious domination ajd
guidance by similar grammatical functions—that everything is
prepared at the outset for a similar development and sequence of
philosophical systems; just as the way seems barred against certain
other possibilities of world-interpretation.

Such abservations as these by James and Nietzsche might occasion a recotr
sideration of our usual way of thinking about the contributions of our owss
grear philosophers. Withoue slighting their defining pensistence, to whis
extent in the “history of thought” are Plate and Aristotle, for example.
constructing their philosophical systems out of whele cloth and o whin
extent are they—with penetrating insight, certainly—only making explicit
what is already implicated in the structure and funcrion of the Tanguagy
they have inherited from their ancestors? In what degree are they culmr;'si.
archaeologists who are only “discovering” and “recovering” their legacy «f
‘common sense,” their own “philosephy of grammar!”

A carollery to the Nietzschean thesis that grammar o a real degns
promotes and constrains patterns of thought is that disparate cuitums. s
poing to have different “philosophies of grammar” indeed, the Cambr_}
thetorician I A. Richards, tn reflecting on the difficulties of moving frow
one culrural “common sense” to another—fTom our own Western narsiss
ro classical China, in his case—also worries that “analysis” as methodisloes
might well be smuggling in a worldview and way of thinking quite alicn 1o
the early Chinese corpus:

Our Western tradition provides us with an elaborare appatatue o
universals, particulars, substances, attribures, abstracts, conere
generalities, specificivies, properties, qualitivs, relations, compleses,
vie whodes, sus, v

individank.,
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gers along without any of this and with nothing at alf dehnire w
take its place. Apart entirely from the metaphysics thar we are only
toa likely ta bring in with rthis machinery, the practical difficuley
arises that by applying it we deform his thinking, . .. The danger
to be puarded apainst is our tendency to force 2 structure, which
our special kind of Western training {idealist, realist, positivise,
Marxist, etc.) makes easiest for us w0 work with, apon modes of
thinking which may very well not have any such strusture ap
atl—and which may not be capahle of being analysed by means of
this kind of logical machinery.!!

gain, it is the fanilior vocabulary of metaphysical realistn assumed in
s categories of “common sense” announced by James—a way of thinking
int privileges “analysis” as o methodology—that Richanls identifies as our
v default apparatus that we unawares bring w our undemsganding of the
assical Chinese corpus.

What, then, is the “common sense’—the deep cultural stratum, the
wommon assumptions—of the ancient Chinese worldview? In his lifetime
wly of Shang dynasty divinatory practices, Keightley claims that “the origins
Cmuch that is thought to be chameteristically Chinese may be identified
the ethos and world view of its Bromee Age diviners™ Tndeed, "t is
ssible for the modem histarian to infer from the archaeological, artistic,
written records of the Shang some of the theoretical strategies and
sesuppositions by which the Bronze Ape elite of the closing centuries of the
cond millennium 3¢ ordered their existence.™ Keiphtley would insise that
rain presuppositions of Shang culture evolved ro become further articulared
what we take to be the formarive period of classical Chinese philosophy:

The glimpse that the oracle-bones inscriprions afford us of
metaphysical conceptions in the eleventh and tenth centuries B¢
suggests that the philosophical tensions that we associate primarily
with the Taoism and Confucianism of Eastern Chou [Zhou] had
already appeared, inn different form, in the intellectual history of
China, half 2 millennium zarlier®

te Mivkmseche, Keiphtley perceives the soucture of language itself to be
resource that can be mined to reveal a vein of cultural assumprions and
yorintces: “Without necessarily invokiog the Sapie-Whorf hypothesis of
inguiscic relativigy, one can still imagine that the grammar of the Shang
riptions has much o tefl us about Shang conceptions of reality, particu-
shesir the forcos of naee, ™

Wi, then, e shose vl undorlving
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Keightley contrasts a Chinese costmology of ceaseless process with a classical
Creek worldview in which a metaphysical rranscendentalism guarantees an
ideal reality:

Put crudely, we find in classical Greece a Platonic metaphysics of
certainties, ideal forms, and right answers, accompanied by complex,
tragic, and insoluble tensions in the realin of ethics. The metaphysical
foundations being firm, the moral problems were intensely real, and as
inexplicable as reality itself, To the early Chinese, however, if rca.ii?g
was forever changesble, man could not assume a position of‘tragzc
grandeur and maintain his footing for long. The moral heroism of
the Confucians of Bastern Chou [Zhou] was not articulated in terms
of any tragic flaw in the natuse of the world or man. This lack of
articulation, 1 believe, may be refated to a significant indifference
to the meraphysical foundation of Confuctan ethics.'®

Positively, Keightley ascribes to these divinatory sources what is woday being

; s s e N .
deseribed by interpreters of classical China as 2 distinctively Chinese mode
of "correlative thinking.” According to his reading, oracle-bone divination

subseribed to "a theology and metaphysics that conceived of a world of

alternating modes, pessimistic at tirmnes, optimistic at others, _but w‘ii‘h
the germs of one mode always inherent in the other. Shang meraphysics,
at least as revealed in the complementary forms of the Wu Ting [Ding
inscriptions, was a metaphysics of yin and yang.™"" Keightley appeaL? 1o the
plen-hug [bianhug BAL] understanding of this process of change as articubated
in the “Great Commentary” to the Yifing—a rhythm of “alternation ari
transformation™—as a later expression of the modality of change alrexdy
present in Shang dynasty meraphysics, This notion of change is articalate:]
in the languape of symbictic bipolar opposites that entail each other al
together constitute the whole® B |

The origins of corrclative thinking, which date back tw at Lot
the Shang dynasty, lie in a modality of thinking that advances in b(.}{i;
complexity and explanatory force through a proliferation a}nd aggregatios:
of productive dyadic associations, novel metaphots, suggestive images, wred
evacarive pattemns, alf of which are weighed, measured, and tested in c?rdm;sz-s:
expetience. What, then, has been the role of warfare in the evolution !
articulation of this correlative mode of thinking?

Given the temper of the lste Eastern Zhou times, we should s
be surprised to leamn from the court bibliographies of the ?"i;xfl a!gn:;:a
histories—s record the respect for which is enbunced by knowing @ W
kept under the auspices of Trersl whoe were wuar abways %«y;ra;ztzt_t'll1<':zi<: tia thes
marti] collensos—ttar the mifewy o b rionbabon shuriog this ‘?-féi":\.-
i o bedy of Brenmnre tho, w
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he known Confucian corpus, We should also be sure to notice that almost
It of the pre-Qin philosophical texts on oceasion rum to often-substantial
flections on the role of warfare in defining the human experience.
The undisputable fmportance of these various military documents in
r own time has recently led several distinguished scholars to trace the
boration of seminal philosophical ideas—ideas that have conventionally
en ascribed to the more-speculative philosophers of the period—back to
ese early martial texts, and then again back to the unending military
nflicts that informed the content of these documents. As Plaro tells
*Necessity is the mother of invention™ One such redescription of
» military texts' intellectual contriburion was introduced by Li Zehou
# /& and has more recently been endorsed and elaborated upon: by He
igdi #7484, Wich the help of Li and He, we can seek answers to our
3 pressing questions: Whae, specifically, has been the role of warfare in
natyration of correfative thinking, and what has been the influence of
relative thinking oo deeply held assumptions aboue death and dying?
* Li argues first that the terms of the distincrive comelative dislectic
ave come to associate with pre-Qin thinking have their oripins and
. their development in close chservation of the character of everyday
rience and acmal life circumstances mather than in some more abstract
rarified theoretical or Hinguistic discourse, Second, rehearsing the myriad
ey that are associated with cultural heroes and that are remembered
ghout historical rexes, Li insists that the scourge of war has been an
ihtaral and persistent aspece of Chinese life fom eadiest times, On Li%
isure, it was this intense drama of war more than any other dimension
hie human experience, with survival itself always in the balance, that
ight a vital urgency 1o the investigation of our lived watld’s comelative
cter. Indeed, it is the complementarity of life-and-death itself—perhaps
most fundamental among the increasingly complex manifold of bipolar
s appealed to in the correlative dinlectics of ancient China—that in
apening imes of the Suny sets the frame of reference for the entire
» "War is o vital matter of state. jr is the field on which life or death
eng LAY} is determined and the road that leads ro either survival or
Aeunwang 47, and must be examined with rhe preatest care,”
In the extant military texts, we discover 2 distinctive and elaborate
slative dialectic that, in its mnsediare appeal to the unadomed detail
norete cireumsiances, reveals lirtle parience for more-abstract and
chive hypotheticals. In the planning and execution of war, there is
neral prohibition againse those speculative religious and mythalogical
dderations thar would distract attention from empirical derafl and
feste unfouridod tations. The shifting dynanic of bartdeheld
enge revenked it pantioipants the monmbiey and complementarity of
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a growing insight into the comelative logic of actual expgri.ence a3 bw.eﬁ h
a growing conhdence that such insight can ke crucial in derermining @
suceessful ouccome.! :

What, then, is this correfative thinking? Stated stmply, correlative
thinking begins by unraveling the relacional tensions Fh‘at ohtain amony
things and everiti—"thises and thats”—in an attemnpt o fully mdt:'rstand‘ the
prevailing circumstances, Then, on the basis of this concrete informamm:‘
it attempts through productive correlations 1o fake optimum advantage) ak
the creative possibilities inherent in that particular situation. C(}TIE}.‘EI.T.I‘\"F‘.‘
thinking, thus, is the use of one’s hagination o coordinate what i
lacal, immediate, and actual with the productive possibilivies that cun
be discemned through the application of dyadic images. joseph Needbiom
describes the cosmalogical assumptions behind this correlative thinking in
the following terms:

In coordinarive thinking, conceptions are not subsumed under one
another, bue placed side by side in a patern, and things influence
one another not by acts of mechanical causation, but hy a kind
of “inductance.” . . . The key word in Chinese thought is Chrder
and shove all Pattern {and, # 1 may whisper it for the fust time.
Orvganism). The symbolic correlations or carrespondences all formexd
part of one colossal pattern. Things behaved in parficalar ways not
necessatily because of prior actions or impulsions of other things,
bur because their position in the ever-moving cyclical universe
was such that they were endowed with indrinsic natures which
made that behaviour inevitable for thewm. I they did not behave
in those patticular ways they woull lose their refational positions
i the whole {which made them what they were), and frn inte
something other than themselves, They were thus parts in existentin
dependence upon the whole world-organism. And they reacted upon
one another not so much by mechanical impulsion or causation
by a kind of mysterious resonance,”

By contrast with this Chinese cosmology, the preassigned telecl
clesipn thar we might assoctate with either external “Nature” or it
{but externally endowed} “nature” makes causality retrospective, nvee
anel linear, a process that entails closure and satisfaction. When we
inductive or deductive reasoning, we are attempting to abstract the b
relarions governing a particular situation and evaloate their ol v
through a process of logical inference. The wwtivar
discern the causal lows derermining w particular sitmeion with s ;
clarity snd, on that basie, anticipate the cuposne 4 wivrelapive thinbs
does ot eschude the reducrhmisii shik e o

il expha
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ather offers imagination as irs complement, Said another way, science is
tuch more than the application of rational structures. As Angus Graham
escribes the funcrion of correlative thinking m the Yifing, "An openness
o charce influences loosing thought from preconceptions is indispensable
a creative thinking, In responding to new and complex situations it
v a practical necessity to shake up habitual schemes and wake to new
orrelations of similarities and connexions.”™ To be clear, the Yijing—as a
ekt that advocates the importance of correlative thinking as an antidote
o “the hardening of the categories™—provides us with at opportunity o
hink outside the proverbial box. As Graham further observes: “Plainly the
7 i3 relevant, not to scientific explanation, but to the unexpected insight
ato a similarity or connexion which sparks off discovery, in the sciences
“elsewhere ™ )

Correlative thinking is the application of what David Hall and | have
alled ars contexualis—"the art of contextualizing”—to a given situation in
rsuit of a prospective harmony, which seeks to maximize its creative
sibilities. This holistic process entails continuing disclosure and builds
sard consumniation.”  [dealities, instead of being predetermined and
rogrammed, are “ideas” or “possibilities” prepnant within the concrete,
ctual circumstances; they can be discerned with imagination and can be
mated and made real with effore. Each “thing” or “event” is focal as a
whguration of unique relations, relations that are alsa constiturive of other
ings" and “events” when entertained from different foct,

We might augmene L1 Zehou’s claim about the importance of war in
shning the philosophical terms of art by reflecting on milivarist assumptions
out causality. Central to military philosophy s the perception that any
articular event is sponsored by a fluid caleulus of factors captared in the
lea termed shi %, which defies translation into the linear causality that
presdominazes within the English language. Shi describes the continuing

pramic of all the factoms thar are ar play in apy particular situation—
reumstances, configuration, momentum, authority, propensity, timing,
swee, leverage, weight, velocity, precision, a triggering device, and so on—
wi that can be coordinated to allow for relational advanrage. Importantly,
vis notion of shi was initially a key military term connoting the strategic
Ivantage or “purchase” that is achieved relavive to the enemy through
sploiting differentials in information, terrain, morale, training, logistics,
iaplics, weaponry, and so on.
in the military rexts, shi has been captured with different images: the

an crwmy from 2 distance that iwself serves as protection; the unstoppable
twee of rontad logs and bowdders chundering dowmn a steep raviae; 2 bind
Cprey swooping Jowssean] and strildng another animal our of the sk
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wherein, for the Confucianism of Xunsi, for example, it is claimed that shi
refers to a moral characrer that creates political advantage.”

Shi, a fundamentally acsthetic notion, is “compositional” in at least two
senses. Self and enemy are coterminous and mutually entailing, thus making
available the possibility of “com-positioning” and thereby reconhguring the
situation to one’s advantage. We are able to redefine ourselves and the enemy
by coordinating shated relations and replacing the present configuration of
relations to precipitate an advantage on one side at th-L expense of the
other.

To take an example, if our army is evenly matched by the enemy’s, we:
can rehearse possible ways of compensating for this stalemate by reflecting
on relevant holistic and complementary dyads that might be recalibrated to
turn the always-fluid pattern of circumstances to our advantage. Stravegically,
we can scek inspiration in the reconfipuring dyads such s far and newr
(finyuan HEK), strong and weak (giangruo 3 35), large und small (daxian
Fb Y, regular and irregular attacks {zhenggi IEHY, vital and tangential assers
{ginghong $£ £}, arroganct, and hwmility (jiaohei E&jr’-), concentrated ard
dispersed {zhuansan #4), offensive and defensive postures {‘gongshou #F .
wisdom and seupidity {duvie B, raking and giving (P}, vicrory and
defear {shengbai BHRL), and so on.

In the opening chapter of the Sun Bin, the texts namesake provide:
Tian Ji—commander of the Qi forces—with advice based apon precisely these
dyads, enabling the Qi troops ulrimately to defeat Pang Juan, commander of
the Wei army. At the time, the (i and Wel armies were evenly matched
in rroop numbers. First, Sun Bin suggests feigning ineptitude in warfare hy
sacrificing Qi% expendable troops o embolden the Wei enemy. Divinfir;;}
Qi main forces into snatler units to conceal the army’s full strength, t:.‘u
then provokes the now confident Wei enemy by first disparching lightly
armed chariots to atrack the Wei capital at Daliang. The Qi army thea
falls immediately upon and destroys the main Wei army that, having 1'.'!(’(‘!5:
weakened by abandoning its supplies and artillery, is being force-maretic]
home over a long distanice in order to protect its heartland. By archeﬁtr:-u'm_-\ :
a reconfiguration of these various dyads, Sun Bin is able to make far i
near, strong ino weak, rangential into vital, and so on, thereby guiding (¢

to victory®®

This correlative strateey for understanding and influencing 2 situatioo
is fundamentally aesthetic, requiring as 4 first step the full considerat im-
all the detalls that produce the torality of the present, actual effect. "Iis
military texts put less stress on precepts and more on acquiring and explosing
total information gained by any means and ar any cost. A comprelas:
inderstanding of the actual cirenmstances cmpowens ihe g ios

register and to take advantage of the Rl cioee ot peesihilities fidior
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within the dynamics of the actual circumstances in order to orchestrare
he production of welcoine outcomes. This analogical mode of thinking is
adically empirical in thar it fundamentally respects particularity, ultimately
wquiring the adaptation of any abstract considerations to the specific derails
werning an always-unique sttuation,
- Just to be clear, such an assertion about correlarive thinking—one that
mphasizes holistic aesthetic sensibilities, imagination, and a preoccupation
ith the concrete and practical—is holistic rather than exclusive. It does
ot {as the caricature of this position frequently asserts) preclude appeal
i rationality, abstraction, inference, generalizations, or theoretical models,
precisely those conditions of thinking that are often uncritically assumed by
ime to be the only kind of thinking. Rather, in correlative thinking, these
re-abstractive considerations would be redefined and revalorized as being
notional assets or tools that can serve us best only when they are made
timately responsible to the particular experiential context.
How does the imagination work here? Chinese cosmology begins
feorn the autogencrative nature of transformation, without appeal to the
riception of extermal causal laws. The energy of change lies wzthm
¢ pattern of relations that constitutes the world itself: the world |
ontaneously so of itself (ziran 8 2}, The dyadic tensions through which
e parterns of change are expressed ate many and can be captured in
ontingent range of images. By first identifying and appreciating these
dons, we can find the faritude in them that enables us to orchestrate
i ¢veryday circumstance—relating to the family, the community, or the
ttlefield—into its most productive configuration.
~In the Sunzi, we find a proliferation of images that "define actual
cumstances and that provide a potential handle on the dynamics of
ange. Li Zehou argues thar a truly extensive pattem of dyads originates
# i reflection upon the concrete derails of military affairs. When we rurn
the Daodejing, there is both a sustained reflection on the use of the
wititary that in large degree echoes the militarist texts, and a considerahle
minological overlap with them. However, there is alo an extension
f these bipolar dyads—often more conceptual and abstracr—rhar has =
Evoder political and cosmological application.” In addition, there s &
werted challenge to many conventional correlations associated with
stinstecam political philosophy that the Daodejing takes as the ultimate
gawrve of war and conflict—for example, the assumed relationship between
areh ood soft, full and empty, sagacity and stupidity, life and death, law
) chans, knowledge and speech, war and peace, ruling and being ruled,
.m} I

Probing decper sie this coreclistive cosmology as 1 source of the

provriling: culiural g rnai with respeat 1o doath, we discover in ancient
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China a concerted focus on life in the here-and-now rather than speculation

essary to anderstand the claim we find throughout the e ifosophi
on the conditions beyond the grave. As Tang Junyi observes: 7 ughout the early philosophical

rature about the “oneness” of things, or of becoming “one™ with things,
stated 25 a kind of achievement.

The contempotary philosopher Pang Pu provides us with language
élarifies this notion of cosmological continuity. In his explanation of
oiocess of ceaseless “procreating (sheng &) captured in the Yijing as
ngsheng buxi £ £ &.” he makes an illuminating distinction. “Paisheng
£" is authoring, bitthing, originating in the sense thar one thing creates
thing as an independent existent, like a hen producing an egg or an
ree producing an acorn, “Huasheng 44, on the other hand, is one
transforming into something else, ke summer hecoming autuon or a
sillar becoming & butterfly. In the paisheng “derivation” sensibility, rhe
Ges on to become another hen, and the acom o become another oak
whereas in the huasheng “transmutation” sensibility, most eggs become
ses and most acoms become squirrels.

A creatip ex nihilo variation on the pajsheng derivation sensibility has
minated in our own persistent, Aristotelian cosmologieal assumptions——
en reproduces its own essence or, in the human case, the child has
i soul, an essential identity independent of the parent. Knowledge,
te, lies in being able to kleatify and categorize the progeny: to
hav it essendially “is” {L. esse}. In the Chinese ¢i cosmology, on the
these two senses of “procreating™ qualify each other. Tmportantly,
utative discrereness and independence eatailed by paisheng is quaiiﬁe;"[
v processual and contextual asswaptions of huasheng; the processual
aiity of huasheng is puncruated as unigue “events” by the consummatory
¢ of paisheng. Expressed concretely in the metaphor of family that is
ve within the Chinese cosmological ovder, neither uniqueness nor
wity will yield to the other. The notion of intrinsic relationality that
s for the unigueness and distinetiveness of particular members of the

o the one haad, and for the continuity that obtains among themn on
her, disqualifies part-whole analysis and requires instead a gestale shift
w-freld thinking—a nonanalytic mode in which “part” and “toraliny®
spective foregrounding and backerounding perspectives on the same
WHREDON,

{r pursuing this distinetion between “derivation” and “transtormation,”
is alerting us to a further refinement in owr understanding of the
wship between what comes before and what follows in the angoing
sex of life and death. Whereas we mighr be inclined to understand
! progenitorfprogeny geneaslogy as a series in which there is quite literally
attal” independence of the latter from the former, early Chinese

When Chinese philosophers speak of the world, they are thinking
of the world that we are living in. There is no wotld beyond ot
outside of the one we are experiencing. . . . They are not referencing
“a world” or “the world” but are simply saying “world as such” withour
putting any indefinite or definite article in front of i

Withaut appeal to the concept of an immortal soul thar belongs to sonw
higher reality beyond this world, the naturalistic default position is to muke
the most of what is available @ this world. Without the kind of rele
ogy that promises a predetermined future existence, participation in stied
achievement of a sustained, wsually local harmony in this world remuins
the witimate facus of life.
Tang, in searching for language to characterize this carly Chiness
cosmology, captures the pervasive semse of continuity in his proposition ¢
“the inseparability of the one and the many, of unigqueness and mulrivalen:
of continuity and multiplicity, of integrity and integration {yidus hfenguan
— % F 5 L) What he means by this expression is that if we begin o
reflection on the emergence of cosmic order from the wholeness of lives
experience, we can view this experience in terms of both s dynamic e
tinuities and its manifold mudtiplicity, as both a processual fow and s
ongoing series of distinct consummatory events. This s one more exanipls
of the muzual implication of binaries that characterizes all phenomena i th
natural world—in this case, particularity and totality, That is, any parricals
phenomenon in our field of experience can be focused in different ways
on the one hand, it is # unique and pessistent parricular; on the other
it has the entire cosmos and all that is happening implicated withi &
own intrinsic patrern of relationships. This person is uniquely who she
as distinct from other people, yet her relational magnitude fs such tha
giving a full accounting of the social, natural, and cultural relarionships ths
constitute her, we must exhaust the cosmos.
A process watldview is one of radical contextuality, wherein Hy
embedded particular and its coptext are at once continuous and distie
This focus-field relationship is caprured in the hanguage of daode :
the feld of experience {dao) and the myriad insistent particulars {do} tha
constitute it-as another way to express the inseparability of the ore aud
the many. In the Yijing, this sense of the mutuality of onenese sand sy
ness is captured In the image of the four seasons that are at arwe

fr e er and ¥ sntinuows: “in thedr ey fhian B and thes o o . - L

om on {mmth r 3 m; yer contin m; In the {hian %03 ; fhaid gy on reflection is elearly a combination. of both paisheng and huashenyr,
X z NE proeesses o PREurg el 0 Coirnierpert i v foaait i . R g vl : h )

continuity {(tong Y the PROCESSEE O IRIEWIG aed 3 cosanferpat B : ; the progenitos s giving wary to hiv unigque progeny but at the same

seasons. ™ This notion of the psepneabiline of continaiy amf aaliipd vt within ife g ;
; . Being ooy within i progeny In this cosmalogy,
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Indeed, important for undestanding death in this colture is the
wate relationship between “perishing” wang © and “forgetting” wing
a relationship made explicit in the Dandejing. There is a strong sense
eath oceurs not when one dies but when one is forporten. In a cultural
ton in which persons are understood to be constituted by the pastern
es and refarionships configured throughout the narrative of their lives,
artswer to the question of what is lost and what is left is an impattant
As long as a person is remembered, he or she has a place and @ life.
mphasis on genealogical continuity, the ethic of family reverence, the
zal requisite of returning the body to the ancestors intact, the elaboraze
ture of Chinese funerary rites, and the role of sncestor worship as the
ary religious observance are all an expression of this social memary. On
ritrary, “not being around,” “being exiled,” and “disappearing” are all
£ dyirig while still being otherwise alive. Hence, the interchangeability
perish” wang T and “to he forgotten” wang & is found in the alterna-
fang Bi and Mawangdui sedactions of Daodejing 33, respectively:

there is a strong sense of genealogical eontinuity wherein the progeny is t::
be understood as the foregrounding of this unique person in a continuing flsy
of procreation—a unique and particular eurrent in a particular stream.
We might look st naming conventions for illustration. A “proper
name is by definition “one’s own™ name (paisheng}, but in a Chinese wiithd
one’s complex of names is profoundly refarional and processual (huasheng?
One’s family name is the first and continwing source of identity, whersas
one’s given name {ming %) proliferates with assumed style names {xi 4
sobriquets {hao L), and a web of specific family designacions {such as “uns! :
number twa” fershu =&} and *auntie number three” {sanvhou ZE4#]) v
professional titles (such as “reacher” [laoshi &%) or “direcror” [ebueren
EAE]) even in the course of one’s lifetime and with posthumous titles {35
#) after i, reflecring the unfolding contribution one has been ahle to rusbs
to family and community over time.
For someone who lives within this comelative sensibiliey, severs
assumptions about death and dying are commonsensical. in the cessek
process of wansformation, death is both natral and inevitable, At the
tme, the trauma of death is attenuated i degree by a strong sense
continuity within the constirutive web of family and community rebaior
This sense of persistence is much in evidence from the funerary muteriyd
culture in which a powerful belief seems to be thar life after death
divect extension of {ife in this world—thar is, death & not a release fr
but a continuation of, the social, political, and economic conditions 1 ;
govern the life we are presently living. In the tombs excavated over o
past generation or so, we discover that buried with those decessed w
enjoy a well-provided death are articles used in everyday living: clothis
and jewelry, combs and mirroes, tensils and Jacquerware dishes, faodst
and, indeed, an abundance of reading material for the journey to 1k
not-where, The deceased were being provided with an environmenz o .
wr that of the living ax possible. As Mu-chon Poo points out, “Sirwes th
burials differ only in the degree of material richness, not in fursbis
conception and structure, it stands e reason that we assume a more
homogeneous religious belief among the rich and the paor in socesy
The persisting stracture of ancestor worship also seems 0 wke
caontinuity of this paraflel afteddife dependent—in importane desor--
the sacrificial activities of the living who continue 1o rememba
dead. This memory is made rangible in a never-ending strean of fiws
“money” transmitted by the living o the ancestral workd theoagh
ricual practices. Aker all, the dead, like the livite, cocupied o place
9 bureaucratically structured workd thae paraliehod the wirkd ot she
and as such had ro pay their poees wd tde el of svarivions offe
According o Poo, "o the diad in the aerba
fife abuncme with Wl rhe neresat :

Ham e (&) %,

Not losing one’s place is to be long enduring;

Jying and yer not perishing for “not being forgotten®] is to be
long-lived,

cceprability of the variants here among scholarss would suggest that
hing™ and “being foreotten™ are not contradicrory, and thar the line
read either way because of this immediate connection hetween being
st being remembered, and perishing and being forgorren.™ What 1
% that “dead” people can continge to live an {such as in the cases of
tural heroes Kongzi and Laozt), and “living” people can he the walk-
wt"—people who are banished or whose ancestral lineage is broken
e erased from court records for their crimes.

here is an itaportant coroflaty o the connection hetween perishing
oyt forgotten. 1f we turn this conjunction the other way around, death
smguished, o some degree, through living a life tha is memarable and
febrated by generations of both ancestors and progeny. By making the
the opportunities thar life brings with it and by bringing disttnction o
mily and community, one is reinforcing a persistence that keeps death
. Leetaindy, this would be paramount in the mind of the soldier, wha is
« his fife to protect the continuity of his own ancestral Hneage.
However, living Tife fully is not to be confised with an excessive and
e pricecupation with life, In looking at death from a classical
pssint of view that shares an intimate relationship with the militarist
Liwenbofing 50 is frequently eited

i

i
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A A, Ak THE A THIZ AREABTX
Se, HHH I, REE 7t AAL,

in the cycle of life and death,

Akout a third are the companions of life,

About a third are the companions of death,

And one third again are people who, because of their
preaccupation with staying alive,

Move toward the execution ground with each and every step.

How so? .

Simply because of their preaccupation with staying alive.

2. One mighe argue that the bugbear of “essentialism” is teself a culruradly
cifhc worry. Essentialism anses from familiar classical Gieek assumptions about
wology as “the science of being™ and From the application of swrict identity {or
goces”) as the principle of individuarion that follows from such an ontology. The
idl-intended and hugely erudite scholar Zhang Longxi #EFER is concerned that the
serion of radical difference which he quite properly ascribes to my interpretation
<hinese language and culture leads w0 “relativism™ and rthus incommensurability,
promoting his alternative version of culeural rranstation, he insists:

Agatnst such an overemphasis on difference and cultural uniqueness,
However, | would like o arpue for the basic translarabibity of languages and
cubtures, .. . Only when we acknowledge different peoples and nations as
“equal in their ability to think, ro express, 1o communicate, and to create
values, we may then rid ourselves of ethbocentric biases. (*Translaring
Culeures: China and the West,” Chinese Thaght in a Global Context: A
Dialngie betveen Chinese and Wastern Fhilosophical Approaches, ed. Karl-Heinz
Pohi {Leiden: Brill, 1099, 46}

In the world that this classical Daoist text reports upon, people Cais
be expected to divide into three fairly equal groups: those who Hve v
their natural lives; those whe succumb o an early death because of disease,
famine, war, ot some other unfortunate circumstance; and, finally, those whas
would belong to the first group but, because of their excessive preoccupsticn
with staying alive, join the second group in meeting with a premarure ¢,
Excess is dangerous, and thus the sage spurns the extzeme, the extravigni,
and the excessive, Life and death, like all the correlative relationships hat
organize our world—including long and short, high and low, difficult s
easy, old and young, and so on—are continuous and mutually entailing.
that being preoccupied with one at the expense of the other introduce:
abnormality that challenges the natural balance and cadence of life.
Duaodejing 75 reports, “it is precisely they who do not kill themselves s
living who are more enlightened than they who treasure life.”

Further, for the more reflective and philosophical persons living usder
the sway of this correlative cosmolopy—the authors of the Zhuangzi voni
immediately to mind—the ongoing processes of life and death are wiiernd
with a palpable optimism, There is an unannounced acknowledgmeny thid
life could not be what it is if it were not for the anticipation of deatls. T
is, withour death in its broadest sense, life would be static, pratwpiiend,
predictable, and cedious, Death is the indeterminate aspect attending tw b5
experience that makes its process, change, complexity, and novelty posolds
and, as such, can be understood as a positive, enabling presence rther sl
as a negative, disabling sbsence. Death so understood does not inhibi «s
subvert Tife but stimulates and drives ir, making it more intense, debivnse
and poignant. Indeed, for those close to Zhuangzi, the only injuncriss sk
be, “Enjoy the ridef™?

“The claim about being “equal” in the ability to think might sound inclusive
berating, but in reality it is anything but innocent, Why would we assume that
wsibiliey other traditions have culturally specific modalities of thinking entails
sy that that they do not know how to think, unless we believe that ous way of
King is, in fact, the only way? Further, the uncritical assumption that other cultures
think the same way that 1 do is for me the very definition of ethaocentrism,
wikd argue that it is precisely the recognition and appreciation of the degree of
mce obtaining among cultures thar properly motivates cubtural ranslarion in
first place and that uliimately rewards the effort. Indeed, arguing that there are
atly contingent modalities of thinking can be pluralistic rather than relarivistic
weommmodaiing rather than condescending. At the very least, we must serive
ipegination v take other eudtures on thelr own terms if comparative studies
s prowide us with the mutusl enrichment that it promises,

3 Dhaeid N Keightley, “Barly Civilization in China: Reflecrions ou How It
e {ohinese,” in Herftage of China: Contemprorary Perspectives on Chinese Cludlization,
sl 5. Ropp {Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990}, 33.

4. A, C Grabam mskes this same point. The Zhuangzis discussion of
grontitg the problem of death "is quite withour the mosbidity of the stress on
gsility in the lare-Medieval art of Europe, which remindzs of the horroes of
sistliiy for the good of our souls.” See Grabam, Dispreers of the Tae {La Saile, 1L
Cimre, 1989, 203,

B Lo Ruan Jos LB Essay on Music 839, weitten in the third century, following
Bl o e Han dyansty, we read thar “the custom of the states of Chu and Yue
s b esteen mailivary bravery, and thus their habit was o treat death lighdy” Bu
i from the perspective of the cental stares, this was the artitude of southern
batpars whe Jid nor have the benefir of the spes and their proper Conflician
i, Bee Reed Andrew Criddle, “Recufving Laseiviousness through Mysrical
; S Bapesition and Thanshsion of Ruan Ji's Bssay on Music™ Asien Music
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