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Historicity in Thinking

Kuang-ming Wu*

In this essay we consider how indispensable history is for thinking. (A) First, we
go the negative route and see how, deprived of memory — historical awareness — we
cannot think. (B) Then, we go our positive route, and see how we think only in the
tradition. (C) But then how should our thinking, which is by nature, universal operate?
The question is best tackled by considering concrete universals. And we find, to our
surprise, that thinking by concrete universals is thinking that is in history after all,
as instantiated by Chinese historical thinking.

A. First we go the sad negative route, and see how tragically lost we
are, how we lose our very identity, become disoriented, de-souled, when
we lose our memory, history-awareness — being afflicted with what the
psychologist calls Korsakov’s syndrome, ‘‘a profound and permanent, but
‘pure,’ devastation of memory.’’

For movement bespeaks something that moves; self-movement bespeaks
the self that lives on, claiming that that whole series of movements is his,
or rather he himself who has undergone it, and is now undergoing it, which
constitutes he. Thus the self is self-movement, which is a history of the self,
a biography that is aware of itself, an unspoken (and ever ready to speak)
autobiography. The self is an autobiography — a self-conscious story of a
life that coheres into a subject, one coherent history. To lose part or whole
of it (in a loss of memory, loss of history) is to lose oneself, partly or totally.
To lose memory is to lose part or the whole of that history which we call
the self. This is the first point.

*Professor of Philosophy, University of Wisconsin, Oshkosh.
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