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In an essay published in 1989 the distinguished poet and scholar A. K. Ramanujan
(1929–1993) asked if there was such a thing as “an Indian way of thinking.”1 Having
formulated his subject as a question, he then spent his opening pages reflecting on
whether this question could be posed at all. An extensive study by a leading Japanese
scholar of Buddhism, which Ramanujan did not mention, had analyzed the “ways
of thinking of Eastern peoples” in a monograph originally completed in 1947 and
published in an expanded English translation in 1964.2 An approach such as Hajime
Nakamura’s (1912–1999) may have seemed already outdated by the time Ramanujan wrote; surely, we now know better than to identify patterns of thought with “peoples.” Indeed, in Western academic writing we have pretty much stopped raising the
question of national-specific thinking, or styles of reasoning (it bears pointing out that
in other academic cultures, such as the Chinese or the Russian, not only are national
characteristics constantly discussed, but, far from being problematized, their very
existence is taken for granted). In this article I argue that the “ways of thinking” issue
can be productively revisited with the help of a more nuanced terminology. Under
various headings, some renewed interest in the subject has become apparent in
scholarship during the past decade.
In 2007, a volume of essays was published under the editorship of Charlotte
Furth and others, titled Thinking with Cases: Specialist Knowledge in Chinese Cul
tural History. This volume discussed the use of “cases” mostly in two main domains
of Chinese society in the late imperial period, law and medicine, with two additional
essays on religion and philosophy.3 The title Thinking with Cases was chosen in appreciation of the subtitle of an article by John Forrester, “If p, then What? Thinking in
Cases.”4 The editors and contributors to the volume in Chinese studies seem to have
been unaware of a collection in French, which dealt with the transition from the particular case to the general statement as a theoretical problem under a title strikingly
similar to theirs. Penser par cas, edited by Jean-Claude Passeron and Jacques Revel,
was published in 2005.5 This Europeanist volume treated thinking “in,” “with,” or
“through” cases as a general method of analysis and reasoning. Manifestations of
such thinking in the Chinese cultural context were represented in Penser par cas by
a specific “case,” a chapter on ancient Chinese mathematics. Similarly, a collective
volume in German, Fallstudien: Theorie — Geschichte — Methode,6 which was published in 2007 as the outcome of a conference in Frankfurt am Main, where Charlotte
Furth was the only sinologist participating, included a shortened version of her introduction to Thinking with Cases, but was otherwise strictly “Western” in composition.
In the same year, contributors to a special issue of Critical Inquiry, “On the Case,”

42

Philosophy East & West Volume 68, Number 1 January 2018 42–58
© 2018 by University of Hawai‘i Press

were obviously under no obligation to cover China, and in their essays they did not
treat that part of the world.7
While the focus on Western material in the above-listed publications reflected
the specialization of scholars involved in them, reluctance to engage with Chinese
thought in a comparative framework also attests to a certain unease. On the one
hand, the relativism promoted in the second half of the twentieth century by anthropologists and cultural historians has been influential in shaping an academic view
of “other” cultures as systems with their own inherent meanings and values. By further denying the validity of universal criteria in cross-cultural study, this approach
has discouraged East-West comparisons.8 On the other hand, parochialism in the
analysis of thinking is inevitable. In matters as basic to our humanity as the patterns
of our thought and our judgments about what is regular and what constitutes an
exception, perceptions are nearly innate: they instinctively mirror our worldviews.
The exceptional — often the foreign — just “feels” wrong.9 This is an epistemological
barrier that every cross-cultural investigation must recognize.
In what follows, I will plead for the relevance of my subject, the study of a Chinese way of thinking, to conversation within a larger theoretical ambit. One of my
purposes will be just that: to connect the threads of the discussion by situating the
Chinese variety comparatively, within the general analysis of case-based thought.
Another purpose will be to carry the inquiry into “thinking through cases” beyond
the comfort zone of “traditional” China — perceived as stretching from antiquity to
the end of the nineteenth century — by suggesting with the help of some examples
from modern texts that such thinking is still extant today.
At the start of a methodological introduction to the German volume mentioned
above, Johannes Süssmann points out that “case studies” (Fallstudien) are funda
mental to a number of disciplines: law, medicine, literature and history writing, moral
philosophy, and theology.10 Chinese discourse, however, tends to employ cases to
confirm the validity of established sets of beliefs. Rather than “case studies,” therefore, the Chinese uses of the case may be more accurately classified comparatively
as “case histories,” “case stories” (Fallgeschichten), or anecdotes.11 My twentieth-
century examples will be culled from historiography and the rhetoric of public language with some additional glances at literature, popular religion, and, in conclusion,
history of science.
A Culture of “Typism”
I would suggest that we start not with China but with medieval Europe. In his 1919
book The Autumn of the Middle Ages, Johan Huizinga (1872–1945) argued that “the
medieval mind” was dominated by “typism”: with no interest in the individual, it
strove to demonstrate through the particular case the work of general ideas such as
sin and virtue.12 This “obsolete way of thinking,” to quote Huizinga, operated through
strings of examples from antiquity; hence also the “strong medieval inclination toward casuistry” and the tendency “to overestimate the independent value of a thing
or a case.” Huizinga denounces these features as hollow and superficial formalism.
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Later in the same chapter, under “The Forms of Thought in Practice,” he further
develops his critique of a “way of thinking” that, for him, may be clearly assigned
to the medieval past.13 It goes without saying that Huizinga’s approach to the
Middle Ages has been roundly contested in later scholarship. But reading Huizinga
comparatively — and he is still worth reading — leaves one with a definite sense of
similarity as well as the realization of a key difference. Everything just quoted from
Huizinga on the “typism” of medieval Europe can be said of China. Where students
of China cannot follow Huizinga is in the clear line he implicitly draws between the
thinking he classifies as characteristic of the “medieval mind” and that which he ascribes to the modern age. For Huizinga, the presumed break from medieval patterns
of thought in Europe is so evident that it does not need spelling out: it is for him a
foregone conclusion that the way of thinking grounded in typification had become
“obsolete” by the time of his writing. As we do not quite see this break in Chinese
thought, we cannot reach the same conclusion in the Chinese context.
To borrow Huizinga’s terminology, China is the culture of typism writ large. To
say so is admittedly to generalize provocatively, and many counter-arguments to this
statement could be made. Certainly, China is no stranger to tensions between the
universal and the specific. However we may wish to avoid “essentializing” any culture by reducing it to a set of assumptions, it can hardly be denied that the Chinese
worldview has been characterized by a strong pull toward coherence. Thus, a new
study by a scholar of Chinese philosophy argues that both the Confucian and Daoist
traditions look for establishing “oneness,” where in the Western tradition we would
expect to see the questioning of identity, value, and knowledge under the separate
categories of ontology, ethics, and epistemology.14 The Confucian world order was
moral and cosmic: beginning at the level of the virtuous one, it stretched out in concentric circles into society and the world at large so as finally to encompass “all
under heaven.” The one was a single person perceived as a type, not as an individual;
model type, or a human exemplar. His — Confucianism had very different postulations about the duties of women — adherence to the correct norms of behavior was
a necessary qualification. The righteous gentleman and state servant embodied the
positive moral characteristics awaited of the ideal type. Chinese culture exerted
strong pressure on persons to think of themselves as models, or types, and passed
judgment on them in the same terms.15
In her introduction to Thinking with Cases, Furth interprets the Confucian “collective biographies of groups of people identified by moral or social type . . . as a
form of ‘thinking with cases’.”16 The higher up in the hierarchy that one’s position
was, the greater was the pressure on one to conform to the expectations set and
monitored by a cultural code requiring that the specific should illustrate the uni
versal.17 The printed biographies of China’s clerks, magistrates, and ministers were
a main didactic tool in the confirmation of the “good” type and the parallel con
demnation of the “bad.” Illustrative stories, or anecdotes, demonstrating these qualities were the standard method of conveying the message.18 In Chinese Buddhism,
too, the religious truth was imparted “through concrete examples and individual
i nstances.”19 While social roles were prescribed, in reality a person could perform
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many of them in sequence, or even in parallel, rather than be limited to a single
one.
The idea of exemplarity was maintained with the support of the state through a
canon of Confucian texts, which remained unchallenged as doctrine from about the
tenth century c.e. These texts were intensely commented upon and their interpretation, even their authenticity, was disputed, but only in the early twentieth century did
basic doubt arise about their standing as containers of the culture’s highest truth
claims and its most complete ethical guidelines. The canonical books had related
the words and described the behavior of the sages and saints: even as Confucianism
was cast in doubt, canonicity itself was not. In the 1920s, under the dual impact of
an encounter with Western political literature — including critiques of China and its
“national character” — and Western political power, encounters to which the introduction of social Darwinist theory had lent particular urgency, participants in the
May Fourth movement criticized incisively the old Confucian worldview. Authors at
this time defied the established idea that the past was to serve as a compass for the
present. A new belief in progress demanded alternative rhetorical tools to replace the
language of cases, which derived its authority from accumulated historical precedents. Much as “cases” were marshaled by Confucians before, however, the speakers
who now gathered under the banner of “science” had switched to marshaling what
they called “facts.”20 The basic dichotomous division into “good” and “bad” was not
put out of respectable use (as it was in Europe) by the gradual relativization of moral
discourse. For example, both the Nationalists and the Communists in China classified individuals and social groups as “good” or “bad” elements, and such language
is still constantly in evidence.
European Casuistry and Exemplarity, and Chinese Case-Based Thinking
In a contribution to the Fallstudien volume, which he has developed further since,
Carlo Ginzburg set out to consider casuistry while putting aside its moral dimension.21 It is hardly possible to make this distinction, and even Ginzburg cannot maintain it, since the relation of the casuist argument to morality stands at the center
of any discussion of casuistry as such.22 Furth recognizes European casuistry, which
she glosses as “cases of conscience,” as the closest parallel to Chinese “thinking
with cases.” She sees the casuist exemplum as particularly comparable with Neo-
Confucian “cases of learning,” pointing out that Chinese exempla were always
embedded in a “moral discourse.”23 The unacknowledged difference remains — to
recall Huizinga — that in Europe the dominance of this thinking did come to an end.
The question is why and when this change occurred. Ginzburg reminds us that the
logic of casuistry derived much of its power of conviction from confidence in the
continuity between past and present, and hence the authority and relevance of past
examples. According to Ginzburg, this assumption of continuity was first challenged
in the sixteenth century by Europe’s discovery of the New World. It was shattered
along with “the world of casuistry” by the scientific advances of the seventeenth
century.24
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Others have defined a “crisis of exemplarity” in the late Renaissance, when the
validity of the exemplum as the “illustrative anecdote with a moral point” was put
in doubt by “the humanist’s disenchantment with imitative symbols of moral conduct.”25 This crisis is considered to have culminated with Montaigne (1533–1592),
for whom no example of the many past cases of human behavior, which he retold in
his Essays, was as fully satisfactory as the evidence of his own life.26 But attaching an
expiration date to “typism” in the West proves somewhat harder than Huizinga
would have allowed: some recent research has highlighted the uses of examples and
strategies of exemplarity in the age of the Enlightenment.27
There are some striking visual traces by which “thinking through cases,” applied
to examples of moral and immoral conduct, may be seen at work in China in the
early twentieth century. A collection of such images is included in the permanent
exhibition of the Museo Missionario Francescano in the convent of San Francesco in
Fiesole, near Florence. The small museum draws on the bronzes, porcelains, and
other artifacts assembled by the Franciscan friars from Tuscany, who served as missionaries in China in the 1920s and 1930s.28 The set of images that demonstrates
the enduring logic of examples in the Chinese imaginary is a series of large-size
paintings of hell.29 Most of the personages in them are sinners: after death, they come
before the judge in the underworld, who decides on their proper punishments. These
are then meted out, with much enthusiasm as the anonymous artist imagined it, by
the demons in hell. Interestingly for our purposes, the writing next to the pictorial
representation matches the punishment with a description of the sin perpetrated.
One picture shows a son, who killed his parents, the worst possible offense to the
value of filial piety: he is about to be sliced. A man whose legs are seen protruding out of the torture wheel had once led a dissolute life, so we are told, seducing
women and children. A picture of a sinner being beheaded is the only one of the
museum’s paintings that bears a year, 1921. While there is no published catalog, the
museum opened in 1925, and the hell-paintings on exhibition suggest a common
origin.
Another picture makes clear what will happen to someone who had killed another man for money: he will be eaten by a tiger. Next to him, a man has his head
sawn off because (so the writing explains) he had blamed Heaven and did not honor
the gods. The text accompanying the image of a fortunate person, who in the netherworld is shown royally seated on a mythical beast, announces that “every man who
in the course of his worldly life has built bridges, fixed roads, built ships and ferries”
will be rewarded by this rope-led unicorn. All the punishments, and the rare rewards,
are presented here as paradigmatic: if that’s what you do in life, then this is what you
will get once you die. In death as in life, individual fates illustrate the typical. Christian religious painting, which has often depicted sinners in hell, seldom explained
why they had arrived there.30
Scholars of Chinese religion see the belief in divine courts, with their sets of laws
and netherworld bureaucracy, as evidence of a perceived “judicial continuum” between the earthly world and the afterlife.31 We can also conclude from these pictures
that the Buddhist notion of karmic retribution provided another source for case-based
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thinking in China at the grassroots level. Earlier we have seen such thinking em
bodied in Confucian ideology. The next part of this article will argue that thinking through cases persisted into the twentieth century, finds common expression in
modern texts, and remains a characteristic of Chinese rhetoric. “Case-oriented thinking,” as one of the editors of Thinking with Cases has called it with regard to imperial
China,32 is therefore still with us.
Learning from the Sages in Modern China
The rapid disqualification of the traditional performative roles and models with
the end of the Chinese imperial order in the early twentieth century33 occurred in
tandem with China’s discovery of the West. However, contrary to the common sense
underlying Carlo Ginzburg’s argument about the reasons for the end of casuistry as
a method in Europe, the discontinuity ushered in by the fall of the Qing dynasty did
not bring about a critical reconsideration of the need in models as such. While
change there certainly was, scholars who today resort to the metaphorical language
of an “epistemological upheaval” amid the “crumbling” of the Chinese “cosmological order” overstate the extent of the conceptual revolution that supposedly followed,
or had shortly predated, that of 1911.34 Instead, disenchantment with old models
appears to have liberated mental space for new figures to be placed in the position
of exemplars. When in the first decades of the twentieth century new model lives
were set up in the writings of the Chinese intelligentsia, the main novelty about them
was that they were no longer Chinese but Western.
Interest in these new sages did not dwell only on their intellectual, literary, or
political achievements. Their biographies and what was known or rumored of their
personal conduct attracted no lesser attention. Lu Xun (1881–1936), by common
verdict the very symbol of Chinese literary modernity, couched his polemic in this
style: “Herbert Spencer never married, but I have yet to hear that he felt frustrated or
bored. James Watt lost his children early, yet ‘he died peacefully in his bed’.”35 There
is irony in such statements. The literary tradition that they evoke goes back to the
personalized style of the familiar essay or jotting, the short prose known as sanwen
or xiaopin wen, and the older precedents of such genres, biji and suibi.36 As Russian
literature became increasingly popular among readers and writers of the May Fourth
generation, it was perceived to offer another moral example for the new age.37
Let us look more closely at one “case” of what might be called case-based rhetoric: a lecture on liberalism by Lin Yutang (1895–1976), published as an essay in the
Shanghai journal The China Critic in 1931.38 Educated at Shanghai’s St John’s University and then at the universities of Harvard and Leipzig, Lin is the best known
among the few Chinese authors in the twentieth century to have earned literary fame
by writing in both Chinese and English. The China Critic, which Lin edited, was the
first English-language periodical published in China by a Chinese editorial staff.
However, Lin’s rhetorical devices in this English-language text are symptomatic of
modern Chinese writing. In the excerpt quoted below, I highlight in bold the examples Lin uses, gleaned from the biographies of foreign sages: note the close connec-
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tion, which we have already discussed, between exemplarity and the biographical
genre:
Jesus, the propounder of the liberal truth that the Sabbath was made for man and not man
for the Sabbath, was crucified, and then somehow turned out to be the founder of the
greatest religion on earth. Socrates, who may be called the first liberator of human thought
and critical thinking, drank hemlock for corrupting the youth of Athens, and then was
discovered by the future generations to be after all a very sane and honest moralist. Luther
got a reputation for inculcating a loose and licentious view of life and subverting the
church, and then turned out to be the emancipator of Europe from mediaeval Christianity.
History is full of such instances. Copernicus was imprisoned, and Galileo, if I am not
mistaken, had to sign a confession, stating that after all he believed the sun revolved
round the earth.

There is no special reason to go further into the contents of what Lin has to say
about liberalism: we are more interested in the form he gives to his argument and the
predominance of anecdotes in it. The aligning of multiple examples in the manner
Lin uses here combines the appeal to high authority with a listing of “case stories.” A
reader unfamiliar with the Chinese mode of argument is struck by the episodic enumeration. Traditional Chinese fiction (xiaoshuo, in which the second character refers
to orally told tales or anecdotes) is also challenging for the non-native reader because
of its apparent fragmentariness: as long as we are unaccustomed to the conventions
of this literature, we may find that too many stories are being told at the same time,
with too many characters for us to follow. The quick succession of names in a Chinese novel is facilitated by their being perceived as types, instead of individual
“heroes”; similarly, roles in Chinese theater corresponded to a list of types rather than
individual dramatis personae. It needs acknowledging that Lin Yutang’s method is
also reminiscent of a type of nineteenth-century Western writing that poses comparable difficulties today: for a salutary reminder that modern Chinese rhetoric cannot
be read in isolation, as the expression of a “way of thinking” singular to China, consider how names of authority figures are aligned in the opening lecture of Ralph
Waldo Emerson’s (1803–1882) Representative Men (1850), “Uses of Great Men.”39
While it is frequent enough in twentieth-century Chinese texts, understanding Lin
Yutang’s or Lu Xun’s persuasion by anecdote and enumeration needs the additional
caveat that, for writers as sophisticated as they, the use of this mode in the republican
era was already self-conscious and, with such authors, often employed in satire.40 It
was the less educated who still used it in earnest and who were (and are) likely to
quote authoritative sayings and stories about famous men without questioning them.
Chinese rhetoric has been studied far more closely in the ancient than in the
modern setting. Whereas ancient rhetoric has been the subject of much recent sinological attention, only rarely do specialists in early China turn to modern texts.41 One
study, which begins by stating the ubiquity of the didactic anecdote as a tool of persuasion in early China and ends its analysis at the Western Han dynasty, does observe, in a brief conclusion on “legacies of the anecdote,” that “the art of the anecdote
never disappeared in China” and that “for a long time . . . the anecdote continued to

48

Philosophy East & West

serve as a primary medium through which Chinese readers came to know the world,
its history, and its meaning.”42 It remains to specify just how long is the “long time”
we are prepared to consider. Innovative work has begun examining the discursive
strategies of current official communications by the Chinese Communist Party; such
research is still in its early stages.43 One “case” of linking an exemplary life to the
ideal of learning from examples may be seen recreated in the Communist Party’s
promotion of Lei Feng (1940–1962). This Communist model, a selfless hero soldier
and fervent admirer of Chairman Mao, succeeded the foreign models that had dominated Chinese discourse in the republican period, and his political cult continues in
the People’s Republic of China today. The more fundamental issue, however, is that
of cross-cultural communication. Beyond propaganda, foreign visitors in the PRC, or
individuals communicating with Chinese business partners, are likely to encounter a
style of reasoning and argument markedly different from forms familiar to them in the
West. In what basic presuppositions does the difference lie?
Attempts to answer this question in terms of the particularity of Chinese thought,
and to do so in the present tense as distinct from analysis limited to Chinese antiquity
and the premodern era,44 have been largely banished for reasons of political incorrectness from academic research in the West. They can be found in abundance in
tourist guides, popular nonfiction, and various etiquette manuals, which aim to teach
the foreign business person how to decode messages and avoid mistakes in negotiations with Chinese counterparts. These publications thrive on emphasizing cultural
differences the better to claim credit for providing solutions to the problem of encountering “another logic.” For example, they prepare readers for the eventuality that
in the course of a discussion about China’s combining a capitalist economy and
rapid financial growth with adherence to Communist ideology they may be told that
the engineer of new China, Deng Xiaoping, had resolved this contradiction when he
said: “it matters not whether a cat is white or black; if it catches mice it is a good cat.”
Or when he said: “to get rich is glorious.”
As exemplified by these two famous quotations, pithy sayings by wise men and
maxims by “leaders” (lingdao), the usual term for both Party bosses and company
managers, are often repeated in China (although Deng’s “cat” probably features as
often in comments on China by Western pundits and university professors). Explaining such usage as the unreflective repetition of Party discourse by speakers raised
and educated within it, many of them old enough to remember the time in the 1960s
and 1970s when quotations from Chairman Mao were recited daily as holy writ,
would only be taking the easy road in coping with a real challenge to understanding;
modern Chinese forms of argument are often a serious barrier to cross-cultural communication with the outside world. Instead, one should ask what factors in the culture have allowed a saying by a “leader” to assume the position of an explanation.
While the notion of unfailingly correct “leaders” has had analogs in the Soviet Union,
as well as elsewhere in Europe during the twentieth century, arguing that modern
China borrowed the idea of “correctness” (zhengque) from Leninist Russia45 is insufficient: even if we accept that the idea was so borrowed, a claim for which better
evidence is required, it seems to have merged seamlessly with the Confucian teach-

Mark Gamsa

49

ing that “correct ideas follow from proper behavior.”46 It is moreover unproductive to
analyze in political terms alone a way of thinking, or a cognitive map, that is far from
limited to the political context.47
Downplaying thinking through cases as an effect of Communism also ignores the
fact that it stretches farther back than to the establishment of Communist rule in
mainland China in 1949. The continuity in assumptions about the exercise of authority in traditional China and the PRC has been addressed in previous scholarship.48
Attested, inter alia, in the use of ancient maxims in formal writing,49 it needs research
attention that would keep equal distance from both the belief, common in past sinological writing, that contemporary Chinese speakers still necessarily followed the
patterns set by their cultural tradition (understood as the legacy of Confucian philosophers between the Warring States period of the fifth to third centuries b.c. and the
Song dynasty, which came to an end in the thirteenth century c.e.) and the present-
day reluctance, especially of Anglophone scholarship, to notice differences between
Western and non-Western styles of argument lest any commentary on these be criticized as “essentializing” or as “Orientalist.”
The Anecdote as a Meeting Ground?
There is a sense in which fixation on the trivial biographical fact, arguing in examples, retelling homely anecdotes about great men, and the rest of what has been
called here “thinking through cases” have a surprisingly modern ring to them. Or is
“postmodern” the right word? In a number of areas of Western thought at the end
of the twentieth century and the beginning of the twenty-first, the general has been
challenged and subverted by the particular. Evidence of this development can be
seen in contemporary historiography.50 The rising popularity of micro-history has
meant both a return to narrative — telling stories as a way of writing history has
become legitimate once again — and a return to cases.51 A new historicism, poised
between literature and cultural history, has turned “the anecdotal” into “the truly
exemplary.”52 What were previously derided as mere anecdotes are now no longer
seen as all that insignificant. On the contrary, a perspective rejecting the hierarchical
distinction between history and biography, text and context, gives them new relevance. In the history of science, Thomas Kuhn in 1962 had already discarded the
hierarchical order placing theory above case studies and examples (taken as mere
means to illustrate the theory); in Kuhn’s revolutionary conception, cases and exemplars became paradigms.53 Unhappy as Kuhn was about the inspiration his notion of
“paradigm shifts” lent to sociological approaches to the history of science, he could
hardly have predicted a new cultural history in which everything would become
personal yet again.
As the bicentenary of Charles Darwin was being celebrated in 2009, some of the
scholarly attention in his home country and in the world at large focused on the scientist’s beard.54 Wisps of hair from the Darwin beard were displayed in the Natural
History Museum in London, while historians analyzed beard-wearing and Darwin’s
self-representation through it (it may be recalled that such procedures were not un-
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precedented: the British installation artist Cornelia Parker had pulled feathers from
Sigmund Freud’s pillow and threads from his couch in the London Freud Museum).
Biographers in 2009 also turned to Darwin’s health history and eating habits to discover clues to the man left unnoticed in the old times, when all that scholars thought
was worth knowing about Darwin was his scientific theory.55
Can the anecdotal, properly re-evaluated, become the ground on which East and
West will meet? The Darwin anniversary was also marked in China: a high-profile
international “Darwin–China 200 Conference” convened in October 2009 at Peking
University. Another symposium, held at Shanghai Normal University under the title
“Evolution: Past and Present,” also commemorated the 150th anniversary of the publication of On the Origin of Species. However, no attempts to investigate the Darwin
beard or details of his private life were made on these occasions by local scholars.56
The interests of cultural and gender history in the public fashioning of self and power
are not yet widespread in the PRC, and settling on such personal trivia with regard to
a Western authority figure may have seemed to scholars in China too unscientific, or,
indeed, by coming dangerously close to the logic of case stories, too Chinese.57 The
President of the People’s Republic, however, has no qualms about telling illustrative
stories to suit just about any occasion; so numerous have Xi Jinping’s anecdotes
become that they have now been gathered in a book.58
This article makes no claim that “thinking through cases” represents the most
salient difference between Chinese and Western modes of argument, nor does it
suggest that it is the only mode of thought and argument in China or that it is inferior
to the European. It does argue that thinking patterns or habits can be compared, and
it identifies “thinking through cases” as a characteristic Chinese mode. Referring to
the use of cases and anecdotes, types and models, exemplars and examples, it would
be wrong to consider these terms interchangeable. No such claim is made here.
Rather, this article argues that all of the above, conceptually related components of
thought and rhetoric, are today still part of the Chinese worldview and among the
means of its expression.
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40    –    Cf. the satirical essay “On Writers” (1941) by Qian Zhongshu (1910–1998),
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15–48, in a fascinating study on a Chinese scholar in Paris between 1937 and
1940, and the skepticism with which his “analogical reasoning” was received
by his European peers.
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ture (Venice: Edizioni Ca’ Foscari, 2016), pp. 345–365, opens with a survey
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graphs”; this book has been followed by Berra, Darwin and His Children: His
Other Legacy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013).
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