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Summary (read in English and Chinese at the conerence)

Nearly half-a-century ago C.P. Snow published his famous book The Two Cultures and the
Scientific Revolution (1959). My article begins by taking Joseph Needham and Herbert Butterfield
as example to show how the division of the two cultures affected two great Cambridge scholars of
the last century. Tim Barrett recently mentioned ‘the great strength of Chinese traditions of
scholarship, in which the division into two cultures that has famously plagued British academic
life in the twentieth century has been of significantly lesser account.” Needham also joined Edwin
Pulleyblank to take a different viewpoint on Chinese History as opposed to Butterfield.

That the division of the two cultures did not significantly affected Chinese academic life is due to
the Chinese traditional belief in the harmony of nature. This traditional belief also led me to adopt
a slightly different viewpoint from Needham in the investigation of the history of Chinese science.

In the early 1950s | heard from my physics professor, who hailed from the Cavendish
Laboratory saying that science fiction contained some scientific ideas. Many years later | realised
that many strange phenomena contained in traditional Chinese novels could be explained by the
Yin and Yang and the wuxing belief arising from the harmony of nature. Needham was an
established biochemist. He took the viewpoint of a scientist with the knowledge of the history of
science in the western world, including some knowledge of that of west and south Asia. When |
took up appointment at the University of Hong Kong, | supplemented his study by switching over
to look at things from the position of a traditional Chinese with an understanding of the harmony of
nature concept. It is not a matter of which viewpoint is more correct. More than one viewpoint
should enable a subject to be better understood than a single one.

Needham classified the Yin and Yang and the wuxing belief, together with the system of the
yijing as pseudo-science. There is nothing wrong here from the viewpoint of modern science.
However, the word ‘science’ did not exist in the history of western science before the Renaissance
in Europe. Neither did its equivalent term kexue exist in China before the 19" century. What did
exist was the common idea of understanding and explaining nature, if not also how to respond to or
exploit it. Astronomy in Europe, for example, contained elements of astrology, and had also served
as a tool of religion. Nevertheless it is being considered as science of its time. The Yin and Yang
and the wuxing belief and the system of the yijing enabled the traditional Chinese to explain and
understand nature and even to make weather forecast. In the mind of the traditional Chinese it had
to be their “science’.

Science changes with the passage of time. Aristotle’s Four-Elements theory, Ptolemy’s
geocentric theory, Stahl’s Phlogiston theory and so many others have been proved incorrect. Yet
no one say that those were not science. There is nothing wrong in it, or else there would be very
few things to talk about in the history of science. In fairness we should acknowledge the Yin and
Yang and the wuxing belief, together with the system of the yijing as ‘science’ to the traditional
Chinese.

Take the study of Chinese alchemy for example. Through Needham’s standpoint,
comparison with the development of alchemy outside China needs to be made, apart from that in
China itself, attempts are made to discover chemical reactions among alchemy procedures, while
some individual ingredients in elixir formula are examined for toxic effect. However, Chinese



elixir formulas cannot be explained by modern science, they only make sense through the eyes of
traditional Chinese culture, which also suggests a close connection between them and Chinese
medical prescriptions. Classical Chinese itself serves a purpose in the study of the history of
Chinese alchemy. From the style of the verses written by them we can set an upper limit to the
periods of some alchemist authors.

There is a very close link between science and the humanities in traditional Chinese
culture. This article demonstrates the case of astrology serving a purpose of verifying and
correcting a text among the official Chinese dynastic histories. Scholars nowadays make use of
conversion tables to change traditional Chinese dates to Western. These tables are all based on the
sexagesimal year, month and day cycles together with the intercalary months noted in the official
dynastic histories. However, there were also several astrological calendars in use among the
Chinese since ancient time. For example, some of the dates found in the Dunhuang mss are based
on some astrological system and do not follow the official calendar of the time. Our present
conversion tables would give the wrong dates.

Ancient Chinese astronomical records have served the purpose of modern astronomy, for
example in the study of comets, supernova, sunspot cycles, aurora borealis, meteor streams, and so
on. On the other hand, modern astronomy plays an important role in verifying the accuracy of
certain recorded historical events. It has demonstrated that certain events recorded in the dynastic
histories were falsified. Hence science and the humanities can complement and not be in
opposition to each other. In traditional Chinese culture these two always complement each other.
Perhaps this is the characteristic of traditional Chinese culture.

I cannot conclude my introduction without trying to be fair by looking at the comments of
Snow and Barrett from another angle. Snow received his doctorate degree from Cambridge
University by his study of molecular physics and became Fellow of Christ’s College at the age of
25. Barrett also obtained his doctorate from Cambridge. Although he singled out British academics
in general, what he and Snow were pointing at seems to me to be the Oxbridge college system. As
we know, a college Fellow has much more opportunity to communicate with scholars over a wide
range of different academic disciplines in his college than one working in a university has within
one’s own academic unit. The 19" century witnessed the great advancement of science, especially
in physics, in Cambridge. Problems over intellectual communications between Fellows with
expertise in science and those in the humanities became apparent. Snow joined Cambridge during
the period when the Cavendish Laboratory led the world in physics. Much attention was paid
within the university to the natural sciences. The impact on the Fellows of the colleges would have
led him to write his famous book. But led us look also at the other side of the coin. | have written
elsewhere to show that it was the Oxbridge college system that made it possible for Needham to
write his monumental series on the history of science in China. | have also to acknowledge the
benefit | gained from my Cambridge experience. From confining myself to consultation with my
own peers, | learned not to set any academic boundary when | needed expertise advice. This was
also precisely what Needham did. He could take full advantage of the college system.

AT AT 20 DA o [ 35 44 /MR SR 2K 3274 (C. P. Snow 1905-1960)
BR—E8 The Two Cultures and the Scientific Revolution(1959) Vi
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(original text distributed at the conference)

TR EE, el RKEREREIE 1 (Dr Joseph Needham
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EL (PEBEFT ) ) (Science and Civilisation in China) WHFH],
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2 fil 32 % ‘the great strength of Chinese traditions of scholarship, in which the division into two cultures that
has famously plagued British academic life in the twentieth century has been of significantly lesser account.’
Zx [ Foreword by T.H. Barrett, in Ho Peng Yoke (2007), Explorations in Daoism: Medicine and Science in
Literature (Oxford and New York) xi.
"In Harmony with Nature: Principles spanning the Sciences and the Humanities", University of
Hong Kong Supplementary to the Gazette, (1982), vol.29, No. 4, all.
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