
GI-MING SHIEN 

Being and Nothingness in (jreek 

and Ancient Chinese Philosophy* 

IT IS COMMON KNOWLEDGE THAT THE 

Greek philosophers were greatly cooccrned with metaphysics. The pre­

Socratics pursued the subject almost tO the exclusion of the other branches 

of philosophy. Ari5rotle made metaphysics the comersronc of his phil­

osophial work-and quite rightly, I believe, since the problem of the nature 

of man and his ttlation tO the total universe is the problem out of which 

all other philosophical problems grow. 

Writers on Chincsc philosophy in the past have tended t0 concentrate 

on Chinese ethics and political theory. An adequate introduction to Olinesc 

metaphysics has not ycr appeared in English. In this paper, thetefote, I shall 

rry t0 inaoduce the reader to Chinese metaphysics by comparing it to, 

and contrasting it with, irs Greek countcrpatt. I shall show that Chinese 

Taoist philosophers and ccrrain Greek philo.10phers agttcd with ttSpect to 

the following: (I) Metaphysics is the srudy of Subswice or Being; (II) Sul>­

S12Dce or Being is prior to individual or particular rostcnce; (111) Subsrance 

or Being is ultimately transcended in the concept of nothingness. By this 

comparilon I hope tO clarify a subject which is now wifamiliar a> most 

W csrero minds and thus tO narrow the gap berwccn Chinese and W csrcm 

metaphysics. 

Mctaphysicians and scicntisrs arc both concerned with investigating objec­

tive nacutt. The main difference between the ancient Chinese and Greek 

thinkers, on the one hand, and modern scientists, on the other, is that the 

former operated from the point of view of the whole, treating nacwe as 

integral-reaching a view of the whole, or simplicity'-whereas the latter 

~ tbe sake oi claric,. dais anidi:.., es1alliffl1 m-itcd io tbc prom, oJ ftliria«. [&:UIIX'1 

~L. Ucity ;, die fuoclamcaml priuci~ io bod> philooopl,y aod '°"""'· The ulritoa!' -
or sunJiciry 4 10 diKoftr io tbe mulaplicities ol mt uivcrx_ ~ oanatt of dw a_a.,'1, a:ra,e­

qucady, co tchicff dv: uJtim&tt pdociple of tbc One. 'I'br pnooplt ol tbe Ooc 11 •hac the 
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swt with particulars and derive definitions and laws by way of induction 
or generalization. These laws and definirions arc then generalized, and more 
comptehcnsive laws arc derived from them. Although the demand for 
systematic simplicity is fundamental in science, the scientist, concerned as 
he is with particular areas or aspecu of reality, does not achieve integral 
unity and absolute simplicity. At most he attains simplicity in the generaliza­
tion of particular areas of fact. The distinction between science and meta­
physics propounded by Aristotle therefore holds: 

Philosophy is the science of universals, for every real science is, or ar least should 
be, a view of the whole, a general theory; hence the special sciences are panial philoso­
phies, as well as general theories concerning one or more groups of given facts, theories 
which are summarizm and systematized by general philosophy. C-onversely, philosophy 
proper or the first sc:icoce is a separate science; it is coordinated wirh other sciences 
( second philosophy}, and has a distinct marrer of its own, being as such, the aboolute 
or God, embracing and containing the principles of all sciences and the first causes 
of all things that exist.' 

What Aristotle calls "first philosophy" is the study of narure as a whole; 
it culminates in absolute simplicity-Being as such or God. The mote pro­
found and comprehcnsive the simplicity, rhe nearer we approach Aristotle's 
"first philosophy." The less profound and comprehensive the simplicity, the 
greater the multiplicity, and the nearer we approach science. 

The attainment of absolute simplicity was the goal of ancient Chinese and 
Greek mctaphysicians alike. In the most ancient Ounese work on meta­

physics, The Book of Changes, there is simplicity in the Absolute. In Chinese 
Taoism, the teaching of Lao-12U, there is the simplicity of the Tao or the 
One. In the Greek tradition, the founder of the principle of the One is 
Parmcnides. With Plato, simplicity is found in "absolute Goodness." Aristotle 
finds simplicity in the "Unmoved Mover." Plotinus secs simplicity in the 
"intellectual principle," and goes on to the ineffable One, which is tran­
scendental in narurc. 

Let us now anal)'2C the true meaning of simplicity--fflC One. Greek and 
Chinese philosophers were so deeply interested in simplicity because the 
ancient philoeophtn called Being. So, the principle of simplicity i, "UT doaely coDDeClled with 
the g:.DCiple of Unity or the One. 

Bein, 
1aa~al::d;~=..~:.,~;~ 1:e::! !,~~ .:=:~:%~: !i= 

nerymina. iD order to ex-, poqe:ues • oma.in order uAdet the One. We have the pouibility, 
therefore. of tndQI c:be:te orders to their leading order, rbus uuinia, the principle of the One­
or Bciag. The attainmeot ol the principle ol the One is the laat - ol aimplicir,. 

re i~~•t;u=~~~cS:iH.ii,:ca':f, ~~::S: ':is~:;::_:· 
Brutt tWsa,d {Laocucer: The Sc;..c. Pren, 1946], ""The llluoducticm of the Value ol Scieace.'" 
aad 00Scieoce and Hypothesis, .. pp. 130, 133, 207-209.) 

'Alim! Weber, Hi,,or, o/ Pbilosot,h,, trsas. Fruk Thilly (New Yodt: Chules Saibaer', 
lo,u,1925). 
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~nemat:1e or 8CDttative principle is of . . 
things could not be produced and ~tmary unponance: Without unity 

natural and necessarily ttquires a ditcctin r -~ ~ But order is 
that ocder is produced by the ocdered . ~ prmople, for it IS unimaginable 
no dircctlng principle how could tber,, indii:iduals ~selves. If there were 
adaptation of one thing' to another> ....._ proJl'.'L~•on,f symmeuy, and the 

• • .L nere must, "™='re ore be an or • . 
power which orders--u, for example in the seaso 'n, . saruztnB 
seasons f h • ch ' ns. c pnnople of 

. rom w_ 1 the seasons proceed in an orderly and never-failin 
fashion must exut before the seasons themselves. The u1,;_.__ · · 1 · g 
rh i f • • -prmope,., 

. ere ore, 0 , ptJJDC un~ce, and it is this that La~ttii calls the Tao. In 
his words: "Ibcre exurs a completing thing before the birth of mrure­
I know not irs name, bur characteri%c it as the Tao:·• 

This leading principle is what the ancient Ounese book, The Book of 
Changes, calls the "Ultimate Absolute": "In the fundamental principle of 
change there is an unchangeable Ultimate Absolute. From this Ultimate 
Absolute are derived the rwo rypes, from these two types the four symbols, 
from the four symbols the eight forms, and from the eight forms all things.'~ 

Thus, Lao-ttu assem the priority of the Tao, which is the same as the 
Ultimate Absolute of The Book of Cb11nges. It is agreed that the ultimate 
principle must exist before all else. Everything that comes inro being comes 
foto befog in accordance with the order of the leading principle or Being. 

The same idea is to be found among the Greek thinkers. We find it in 

the second part of the poem of Parmcnidcs:1 

you sbaJ1 know, roo, the heavens that surround us, wbeoce they arooe, aod bow 

necasity took them and bound them 10 1teq, the limits of the sun.• , 
The narrower bonds were 6lli,d with unmixed fite, and those next_ 10 them wt~ 

• d • the midst of these rushes their pottioo of fire. Jo the midst of these ts 

:~~lv~ity";bat dittas the a,urse of all things; for he is the beginner of all f:::t'! 
birth and all begetting. deriving the female IO embrace the male, and male,~ c. 

. Parmcnides posrulatcs a divinity that direas _th~ counc of 
In rblS passa~ . . ich . 'd ~•-• with the ultimate prmople or the 
all things, a divllllty wh •• • cnauu 
ordering power of all things. 

1ari from rbia wodc att mr owa. 
~au T<IO Tlb Cbn,1, ch. n. All a-~ 

• TH &4,j oJ Cbt,,,611, H,i T•'•• ~ 11
• ~~ with th~ •blolmcDd& ol uuth d!~l~:~ 

• Parmenides. in &:hr Unr pan of bu ~ ol the "ia.." The ,e,cood ,-n deal, "is" or One 
lb of rhe Ooe that is all aod rh;e ",ii;, ~~roa,. the aualtiplkjcy tO nrum ID the 

ta d • eeadeoc:J roward w:ury. . . ~ rwo patU. ) 
pUcitJ_ ao da ubC' d»r therr it • ce-,uio coru,ect:aoa in tl,oodoa. A 10d C. Black, Ltd., 1930 • 
th<ff" oo o fl~-' G A Pbik>sot,"1 (~th td.; • • 

• Jobo BUl'Kf, r.,,,ny rH 

p,.. 10 ucl 11. 
, J/,/J., ••p,,,,,,e,udco," Ft. 12. 
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A similar idea is found in Plato, where the leading principle is the cause 
of all things by way of participation. Thus, in the Phll8do, Plato tells us that 
"there is an absolute beauty, goodness, grcamess and the like ... " and that 
there is "no way in which anything comes inro existence except by partici­
pating in its own proper essence. . . :•• The importllllCe of the leading 
principle is not overlooked by Arisrotle, for whom the purpose of philosophy 
is ro aslc the question why? The answer ro the why is the cause; and the 
concept of cause involves the concept of the ultimate principle, for all things 
need an ultimate cause in order ro move, ro be ordered, and ro receive their 
existence.' Arisrode's ultimate principle is the Unmoved Mover. Individual 
things receive their order and motion from the Unmoved Mover. All things 
arc "for the sake of which"-"which" being the leading principle or teleo­
logical cause.10 

II 

What has been said indicates the importance of the ultimate principle 
or the principle of the One, emphasized by both Greek and Chinese phi­
losophers. To sum up what has been said about the ptinciple of the One, 
I shall again call upoo Lao-tzii: 

The Tao produced the One; the One produad the Two; the Two produad the 
Three; the Three produced all thiogs.11 

Once there was a time when all things were harmonized through the One; the 
heavens receiving the One became dear; the earth tteeiving the One became aim; 
spirits tteeiviog the One became divine; valleys tteeiving the One became full; all 
things receiving the One began to live; prioccs and kings receiving the One were 
able to adjust their empires. All these arc the clf«ts of receiving the One. 

Without the One to clarify, the heavens would be rent; without the One to give 
aim the earth would be dissolved; without the One to make divine, the spirits would 
be extinguished; without the One to make full, the valleys would be exhausted; 
without the One to give life, all oarurc would suJier destruaion; without the One 
to adjust, princes and king, would lose positions and honors. 12 

These statements show that, according to Oiinese Taoist philosophy, the 
Tao or the One is prior to all things, and from the Tao or One all things 
derive their order. We may say, therefore, that the Tao or the One, like 
Substance or God posrulated by Greek philosophers, produces all things. 

But here we must be particulatly eateful, for the Tao or the One of 

• PJ.o, trans. Bea.jam.in Jowett (New York: Random Housr, Inc., 1937). Vol. I, pp. 484-48,. 
• Lli& W or.is of A.nsloll,, ed. Ilicbud McKeoo ( 7th priatins; New Y otk: Random Howe., 

Inc, 1941), pp. 248-251. 
M [~ •• p. 248, pu, }5. 
UJ".o Tlh Ch;ot, ch. 42. My ttamlatioa. 
ur~, ch. 39. 
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Chinese memphysics is not outside of nature. Ir is narure itself. The fact 

that we call it the Tao indicates that it is something other than the totality 

of the universe. T owity means that the whole is only the aggregation of its 

pans without an ulrimatc principle. Unity, therefore, does not mean totality, 

nor does unity rise our of totality. Unity must exist before everything else, 

and everything presupposes unity as the condition of its individuality and 

tank within the whole. Thus, the Tao or the One is unity, but nor totality, 

and is prior to all things. 

The unity and priority of this ultimate principle are formulated in China 

by Lao-tzii, as has been indicated above. Both Chuang-tzii and Huai-nan-tzii 

of the later Taoist school write of the priority of the Tao or the One. Thus, 

Omang-tzii holds: "The Tao is not formed from any external thing; it 

creates itself. It existed before heaven and earth; indeed, the earth and 

heaven as well as the spirits and Gods were created by it. "11 

Huai-nan-tzii writes: "In the Tao the One orders all. It nourishes the four 

oceans as well as the heaven and earth. Once its guiding principle is realized 

all things rend roward it."" 

A similar view was expressed by Greek thinkers. Parmcnidcs tells us: 

"One path is only left for us to speak of, namely that it is. In this path arc 

many tokens, that what 'is' is uncreated and indcstruetible; for it is complete, 

immovable and without end."" 

Thus, the narure of unity and the priority of the ultimate principle itself 

are epitomized by the word is. This is symbolizes the very nature of the 

indivisibility and wholeness of Being. In a similar fashion, Plato asserts 

that the soul is nor a harmony or tollllity and is different from the aggrega­

tion of its parts. It is absolute unity and is prior to all individuals." Aristotle 

tells us that Unity itself or Being itself must be substance, which is not 

different from what is universally predicated of things that are and are one. 

C.Onscquently, Aristotle agrees with Parmenides, for he says that "according 

to the argument of Parmcnides ... all things are, are One, and this is Being."" 

Arisrotle also asserts the priority of Being or Substance: ", .. and those who 

study these properties err not by leaving the sphere of philosophy, but by 

forgetting that substance is prior to these other things."11 

We have shown, now, that unity is not tot1liry, but is an indivisibility 

that is fundamentally different from totality. We have shown that unity is 

~6, the inntt .olume of Ch.-1-trM. My u·1nslatioo. This is • ,um ol tbt' tDel.lliq ol 

the teXt; i1 u GOt a complftc uuslatioa. 
11 H,,..,_.,u, Vol. I, ch. t. My uaul.ation. 

• "BM~ GrHi Philoso,b,, Fr. 8. 
• PIM, Vol. I, pp. 479-490. 
"S.," l'or.6s of A,ino,l#, pp. 728. 732. 

• 1~ .• p. 7}4, pot. S-10. 
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prior to individuality, for it is the leading power or universal law of nature 

from which all things receive their existence and order. The linal goal in 

the metaphysics of both Eastern and Western schools is the attainment of 

simplicity and the establishment of the system of the One or Being. 

III 

The idea of the One, Uruty, or Being has been developed further by both 

Western and Eastern philosophers. Three schools in particular have at­

tempted to go beyond the Ooc. These are the schools of Lao-tzii in China 

and the schools of Gorgias and Plorinus in Greece. Other schools give only 

a hint of moving in this direction. 

In China, Lao-tzu develops the idea of Being to its culmination in nothing­

ness, regarding the "nameless" as the origin of nature. He writes: 

The Tao that can be apreued is not the unchao&cablc Tao. The name rhat can 

be named is noc the unchanpble name. Tbe nameless is rho origin of nuure (heaven 

a.od eanh). Tbe named is the mocher of all things. ... " 

The panero of man i, earth, the panero of earth is heaven, the panero of boa.en 

iJ Tao, the pattern of Tao is 'f'O"taneity.20 

The movm>ent of the Tao retUmS [to the ,owce), but irs funaion iJ weakness. 

All things in the world come from aistma, and aistma, from DOD-ttismx:e.11 

This idea of namclcss11CS5 or nOthingncss is further clari6ed by the later 

Taoisu, Chuang-au and Huai-nan-rzu. Chuang-au tells us: 

The coocept of norhingne,s aiaed befon, the beginning of the uni.eae; it iJ 

nameless, undefioable in its oatUtt. The coocept of oneness is inextricably entwined 

with oothiognesa. All things derift! their aisteDCO only in lfflDj ol the Ooe from 

which they deri.e their iality. I all this "the Tl.",.. 

And in like manner Huai-nan-tzu writes: 

The coocepc of the One and the idea of norhingos hi•• the ...,,. impliatioo. 

The Univer,e is of the oanue of rho Ooe .... Therefore, existena: is ~ from 

noo-ttismx:e; the real from the noo-real.11 

Among the Greeks, Gorgias expresses the same idea: 

Nothing emrs, If lot if Being e,:i,u,d ir would be eternal, u wu p<OYCd by Pu-

~ TII, Cbitot, ch. I. 
•11,iJ.,m.n. 
•11,;J. d,_.j()_ 

•a,. 12, the...., YOl.-of C"-1•,.,;. Mr inm1a<ioa. 

•vo1.1,cb. 1. w,rnm1aaoa. 
•m GorgW. me intapreeatioa of "'aotbiag aisa" u n.ihili• is mis~ He iafttt thM 

becautc ol icl aataff w aoaor J;tMp reality. DO< chat it does aor exiSt. 1bis p:,riar Is raba up bp 

P. ~. i.a his G.,.,,,,Jri.11 .,, Cud,khu Jw PJ,;lost,f>ln, ( 12th ed.; lertin: E. S. Mitdct. 

1926), Vol. L 
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menides. Now, an eternal Being is infinite. But an infinite Being cannot exist in spoce 
oc time without being limited by them. Hena, it is nowh<tt, and whs1 is nowbett 
does not exist. And <ffD if, assuming the impossible, oomething did exist, we could 
no< know it; and even if we could, this knowledge could in nowise be aimmunicaa,d 
to Others." 

And this idea occurs again in the philosophy of Plotinus: 
Since the nstutt of the Hyposwis of the One is the engeodc,u of the all, it an 

itself be none of the things in the all; dw is, it is DOI • thing; it does DOI ~ 
quality or quanrity; it is not an iotellectual principle, 00l a soul; it is nor io motioo 
or at rest; oot io space-, oot in time; it is essentially a unique form ot rather no fonn, 
si.occ ir is prior to foan as it is prioc to movement and to the rest; all these ~pies 
bold only in the realm of existence and constitute the multiplicity chsncteristic of 
that lower realm. .. 

No arrribute can be affirmed of it; we penetrate to it only by myS<ic con1empla• 
tioo, the senses sealed..., 

We anno< make any stattm<D< about it, since all else we may say of i, is said 
by negation." 

From these quotations, it is evident that J.ao.tzu, Chuang-tzii, Huai-nan­
tzii, Gorgias, and Plotinus arc all concerned with transcending Being or 
the One and thus reaching nothingness. But, we may aslc, why attempt to 
uanscend Being? 

Being itself transcends both time and space, since it endures for eternity 
and is the source of all things. We cannot even imagine that Being or the 
One has either beginning or end. For if Being began to exist, it must have 
come from either Being or non-Being. In the former case, it is its own 
product; it has created itself, which amounts to saying that it is not created. 
Consequently, there is no beginning. In the latter case, it is assumed that 
something can come from nothing, and this is absurd. Consequently, there 
is no beginning to the exiStence of Being. For similar reasons, Being can 
neither change nor perish, and therefore has no end. Without beginning, 
without end, and incapable of change, Being transcends time. 

Being also transcends space and is quantiwively infinite. It is unlimited 
by anything and is boundless. In this sense it is infinite. These two atuibutcS, 
eternity and infinity, represent supreme exiStCnce aod arc the summit of 
absolute pcrfectioo. Thus, Being can be the source of all things. Other 
kinds of existence, being spatial and temporal, are relative to one another 
and limited. They represent imperfection and cannot constitute the source 

• Alfted Weber, Hisl0r1 of Pl,;lo~h-,. p. 17. 
•p14....,, .,...._ s..phcu Mlckffloa (l<>odoa and -011: Medici Socie<y, Lid., 1917-30), 

Vol. I, P: W. 
• /tM., Vol. I, p. 144. 
• 11,iJ,., Vol. 1, p. 141, 
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of all things, since the source of all things must be self-contained and self­
suJJicient, in need of nothing other than its own self. Only Being, which 
rranscends space and time, can be the source of all things. 

Let us now look into the real existence of eternal and infinite Being, which 
transcends space and time and is unlimited in its nature. What can the 
nature of such existence be? Regarded from the standpoint of its lack of 
limitation, it is completely independent, that is, absolute. '"Absolute" means 
that it is relative to nothing and is self-sufficient. Thus, it excludes all desires, 
wants, and feelings. It transcends consciousness, forgetting itself and its own 
existence. Being is thus equ.ivalent to non-existence or nothingness, just as 
we seem to be nothing when we are sound asleep. 

That the 1141,,,-e of the One is forgetfulness, nothingness, is testified to by 
Chuang-au: 

When ooe forgeu both external thing, and heaven, he is in the swe that I all 
true self-forgetfulness. When be is in this stare, his n•rure is the some [forgetfulness 
or namelessness] as thot of heaven [univene] ... 

Confucius, although not a Taoist, also recognizes this principle of nothing­
ness. In his Analects, he says: 

I [Confucius] would prefer not speaking. His student Tzii-kung asks, ··1f you, 0 
master, do not speak, what shall we, your disci~ h•ve co tte.ord and follow?"" The 
master replied, "'Don the univene speak? The four ""'50DS pursue their own course 
and all things are produced in their order; but docs the universe .. y anytbing?"30 

Out of the nothingness of not speaking arises the spontaneity of con­
tinuous produaion. This is the true nature of the universe. As Confucius 
says again: 

Among the appliances co tr2.nsform the people, sound and •ppeannce are but trivial 
inlluence. It is said in onothcr ode: "His vinue is light as • b&ir." Still a b&ir will 
,drnit of compariJon of siu,. The doings of the supreme he&ven [universe] h .. 
neither sound nor smell. [No siu, at all ond equal ro nothingness.] This is the per­
fect virtue. 31 

From these quotations it is clear that Confucius recognizes the metaphysical 
principle of nothingness. But here we must examine more carefully the 
meaning of nothingness, for nothingness has to do not with the quality 
or quantity of Being, but only with the nature of Being. For the nature of 
Being is said to be nothingness because Being is absolutely complete, in 
need of nothing, conscious of no wants. This is why the principle of nothing­
ness in the philosophy of Lao-au is ''nameless"; and why in the philosophy 

• Cb. 12, the OUta' ~Wile of ch-1..tzi,. My ttaoslatioa. 
•c.oofuciw, A.~s XVII. 19. 
• Coofucius, Doetmu of 1h, M,,,., ch. 33. 
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of Huai-nan-tzii the concept of nodtingness and the idea of the One have the same implication-for the One is the Absolure, and, if it is absolute, it is nameless and equal to oodiingncss. In the writin&5 of Confucius, the principle of nothingness is represented by "not speaking" and "having neither sound nor smell." In the philosophy of Gorgias, "infinire Being is not limited in space and time, and consequently is nowhere, and therefore nothing exists." .And in the philosophy of Plotinus we are cold that the "One is the engenderer of all, and is therefore not a thing, possessing neither quality nor quantity."" 
Thus, Being or the One is oot the ultimate me111pbysical principle. In other words, the teem Being does not represent the ultimate nature of reality or Being-in-itself. Being is still namable, and in this respect ir is related 

to something and is less than ultimate reality. Reality must transcend Being, must be related to nothing. It must be lose in itself and remain nameless. To sum up, then, it has been asserted that the full development of meta­physics both in ancient Chinese Taoism and in Greek philosophy culminates in nothingness. Nothingness is the nature of Being-in-irself, which is abso­lutely cranscendent and nameless. Only in the namelessness of nothingness is the nature of ultimate reality discerned. If we give it a name and call it Being, then it is limited and loses its nature of absoluteness and self-forg,ecful unconsciousness. When we reach this step, we have gone as far as meta­physics can go in investigating the ultimate nature of reality. This is the merit of Lao-nu in the East and of Gorgias and Plotinus in the WeSt 
---_,;;;;;,..,, Vol. 1, p. 141. 
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