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Reinvestigating Zhang Taiyan’s “Dongfang Gezhi”
Exposition: A Discussion on the Self-awareness of the
Understanding Thinking in Modern China

Di CHENG

Abstract: “Dongfang Gezhi” Exposition constructed by Zhang Taiyan derived from “Western learning from
Chinese origin” theory, whose ambition was to respond to the challenge of modern Western science and to
communicate Chinese and Western learning. Zhang once tried to take arithmetic and geometry as the common
foci between Chinese and Western learning, which has touched the a priori nature of mathematical knowledge
in the same line with Zhang’s idealistic comprehension to “Gewu Zhizhi” and Xunzi, and thus represented
the self-awareness of the understanding thinking in modern China, and transcended “Western learning from
Chinese origin” theory to some extent. However, in the serial articles named “Dongfang Gezhi”, Zhang
failed to insist upon proving the tacit understanding between Chinese and Western learning with the universal
understanding subject, but returned to the cultural narcissism discourses of “Western learning from Chinese
origin” theory that inordinately attach Chinese and Western knowledge, which was not only due to the lack
of scientific knowledge and the severe national crisis in that era, but also because the endogenous value of
Chinese culture could not be explained by natural scientific knowledge and understanding thinking alone. The
failure of “Dongfang Gezhi” Exposition constituted a starting point of a problématique, from which Zhang
defined “Guocui” concept in a specialization perspective, and its demand of establishing an understanding
subject has been carried out in the theoretical construction of Zhang’s “Qiwu” philosophy by means of the
concept of parikalpita-svabhavah, which deeply influenced the Chinese intellectual history in the 20th century.
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