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The Epistemological Pluralism of Chang Tung-sun

Yu-Kwan Ng*

Abstract

This is a study of the epistemology of Chang Tung-sun, one of the most pivotal
philosophers in Contemporary China. He divides knowledge into three types:
descriptive, explanatory and interpretive, and takes the cognitive faculties as sensation,
conception and order making, the last two being included in understanding. As regards
the elements that form knowledge, he proposes cognizing subject, cognized object and
cognition itself. He construes cognition as an activity in which the cognizing subject
characterizes the cognized object with its own categories, and in turn the categories will
be rectified by the cognized object. In consequence, cognition does not merely depend
on a priori categories, nor merely depend on posterior experience. Rather, it is a
cooperation of a priori categories and posterior experience. Epistemologically speaking,
Chang transcends both rationalism and empiricism, and inclines toward Kant’s synthetic
standpoint, except that he relinquishes Kant’s concept of transcendental apperception.

Chang’s most manifest contribution to epistemology is that he transforms the
cognized object from the concept of a solid entity to the concept of a structure, thereby

enhancing the flexibility of cognition and strengthening its validity.

Keywords: Cognizing Subject, Cognized Object, Cognition, Sensation, Perception,
Conception, Order, Time, Space, Category, Categorization, apperception

Distinguished Research Fellow, Institute of Chinese Literature and Philosophy, Academia Sinica,
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