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Preface

Jennifer Oldstone-Moore

Confucianism is a multifaceted tradition that extends over thousands of years, permeating cultures that encompass more than one quarter of the world’s population. No one-volume work can provide an exhaustive study of so vast a subject. However, a selection of works by scholars from a variety of fields reveals the richness and variety of the Confucian tradition and of the range of approaches to its study. The Oxford Handbook of Confucianism draws upon the expertise of a wide range of scholars in the humanities and social sciences to provide a textured overview that engages emerging topics and innovative perspectives in contemporary Confucian studies.

Sophisticated and elitist, mundane and elemental, in many ways Confucianism is a paradox. On the one hand it has enjoyed an exalted official status in East Asian and some Southeast Asian societies. Governments have patronized it, fostering the development of an urbane and dedicated Confucian elite who built and curated a scholarly, erudite tradition of philosophy, literature, art, and government. On the other hand, Confucianism has had a broader, pervasive, and often more subtle influence in shaping the practices and values of common people and everyday life. Confucian ideas are so pervasive and interwoven in the habits, mores, and customs of the region that they can be difficult to differentiate or categorize apart from broader cultural and historical influences often denoted as simply “culture.” In this and many other ways Confucianism often defies Western intellectual and academic categorizations of religion, philosophy, and history.

Moreover, the term “Confucianism” itself is problematic, a historical oddity that in contrast to other such misnomers—for instance, Islam’s past designation as “Mohammedanism”—has stubbornly persisted into the twenty-first century. The musings, scolding, critiques, and hand-wringing by academics about both the name and the conceptual structures that have grown up around its study are as much a part of the landscape of Confucian studies as are exegesis of ancient texts and sociological study of families and filial piety. Whether this knot of nomenclature can be untangled remains to be seen; in the meantime, the term “Confucianism” is employed by scholars to designate a coherent if marvelously variable tradition. These concerns are represented and reconsidered throughout the essays in this volume.

The legacy of Confucianism has been shaped by its engagement in populations throughout East Asia and parts of Southeast Asia, and by a rich self-reflexive native tradition of commentary and study sustained through the centuries. Thus a primary vantage point of Confucian studies draws on native categories and commentaries. Historical encounters between Asians and explorers, missionaries and imperialists over the last four-hundred-plus years was largely framed by Confucian expectations and structures of government, shaping the engagement of East Asian states in matters of diplomacy and foreign policy. The tradition has shaped the nature of interpersonal engagement between Asians and Westerners, greatly influencing the history of Asian modernization.

The Oxford Handbook of Confucianism is itself a testament to the history, breadth, reach and subtlety of Confucianism, and the vexing complexity of the term “Confucianism.” The essays here draw upon many material and theoretical resources: the reconstruction of texts and variants; philosophical strategies stemming from Western and Asian categories and approaches; historical narratives; sociological and anthropological investigations; analysis based on art historical and visual cultures; textual exegesis. Each of the thirty-eight original essays of this volume examines a key component of Confucianism using one or more of these approaches; as a volume they provide a panoramic view of the breadth and subtlety of Confucianism manifested in subject matter and hermeneutical approaches; the essays also offer new strategies for defining, understanding, and categorizing the tradition. Presenting Confucianism conceptually, chronologically, geographically, and topically, these essays are organized under four broad sections: Introductory Essays; The Development of Confucianism in China; Confucianism Beyond China; and Topical Studies of Confucianism.

Part I’s Introductory Essays consider the fundamental and perplexing methodological considerations specific to Confucianism that have become emblematic of the contours and boundaries of its academic study. Given the singularly important questions of creating and receiving this particular tradition, the first section introduces modes of study and conceptualizations in three essays, laying out the layered terrain of sources and impact, the porous and blurred boundaries, and shifting evidence and resulting conceptualizations that have shaped and sometimes transmogrified the study and understanding of Confucianism.

In the first essay, Jeffrey Richey delineates the primary points and categories of expressions of Confucianism, including education, ritual, text, and political tradition. Examining the challenges of historical and conceptual approaches from both within and outside the tradition, Richey suggests that we move away from asking the perennial yet consistently unanswerable question of “What is Confucianism?” to ask instead, “Who is a Confucian?” Rather than defining a tradition, the description of those who practice reveals the diversity and singularity of the tradition in repertoire, performer, place, and time.

Two other chapters in the Introductory Essays lay out the stakes and challenges of nomenclature. Names that denote the tradition tell their own story of tradition and received scholarship. Nicolas Zufferey explores the history, application, and significance of the native Chinese term for Confucianism—ru 儒 or literatus—noting that the indigenous associations made with this emic term are varied. Even as ru has come to indicate “Confucian” to most modern scholars outside of Asia, Zufferey notes that use of the term is problematic in China virtually from the beginning of its usage. Moreover, the term had variant denotations in the other Confucian cultures of Korea, Japan, and Vietnam, posing a challenge even when using insider categories and nomenclature. The final essay in this section, Lionel Jensen’s, delineates the etic construction of the term, that is, the construction of Confucianism by Europeans and the emergence of European “Confucianism.” As is known from Jensen’s previous work, the manufacturing of both “Confucius” and “Confucianism” stems from Jesuit encounters with the Ming elite and subsequent encounters and conceptualizations with Western persons and powers. The term “Confucianism” itself has had a profound impact on the understanding of the tradition in the West. Jensen presents new vantage points on the Western constructions and their impact on the study of Confucianism.

The essays in the main body of the volume are organized from three vantage points. Part II, Confucianism in China, considers the development of the tradition from its earliest historical context in Chinese antiquity to the twenty-first century. Arranged in a roughly chronological format, methodologies and approaches in this this section are varied rather than monolithic. The variety of methods reflect both the indigenous and foreign modes, as well as varied “traditions” of Confucianism. Essays on the ancient heritage draw from ancient histories, philology, and archeology; essays on the foundational texts of classical Confucianism, such as the Analects and Mencius are regarded from the vantage point of philosophy; while the Confucian Classics are regarded both historically and as literary works. Other essays show important transitional periods, such as signature qualities and concerns of Neo-Confucianism in the early modern and late empire, and the reformulations of the tradition by luminaries such as Zhu Xi at the period of pivotal transformation in the Song dynasty. Using fresh approaches, this section establishes not only the historical panorama of Confucianism in China, but also the range of strategies for approaching the tradition in its diverse manifestations, and the impact of that diversity in the received tradition.

Part III, Confucianism Beyond China, reveals Confucianism both as a shared source of identity in the East Asian and Southeast Asian cultural and political world, and as a flexible and tenacious agent in varied cultural settings into which it has been absorbed and adopted. In premodern Asia, Confucianism enjoyed overt support and the systematic and institutional implementation in various states throughout the region and continues to wield influence in the present day. Confucianism is also evinced as an inchoate entity that is pervasive and identifiable in education, the etiquette of officials, family mores, and literary culture. Not only embedded in East Asian cultures and some Southeast Asian states, more recently Confucianism has taken root among Western academics in the singular manifestation of “Boston Confucianism.” Altogether, these essays reveal the expansive and diverse manifestations of Confucianism in Korea, Japan, Vietnam, Singapore, Malaysia, Indonesia, and the Western academy.

The final section, Part IV, Topical Studies of Confucianism, contains thirteen essays that show the malleability of Confucianism and the multitude of ways and arenas in which Confucianism has shaped Asian cultures. Confucianism has permeated every level of East Asian societies, shaping and nourishing many cherished cultural forms. Essays in this section reflect Confucianism’s impact on shaping the quotidian and pedestrian structures and elements of society and culture, its integration in elite intellectual and artistic pursuits, and its imprint on standards of human relationships.

The paradoxes of the Confucian tradition are unmistakable. Confucius is a figure who claimed that he was not an innovator but a transmitter of a revered ancient tradition. Yet the aspirational outcome of the tradition is denoted by a term whose meaning Confucius dramatically changed so that junzi 君子 moved from a term of hereditary royalty to self-cultivated person, thus establishing an ideal that became fodder for social ethics and revolution. He is a man venerated as a sage and the First Teacher—and he has been reviled as Public Enemy #1 and the despised source of imperial weakness and decay. Confucianism was the basis for political culture, for strengthening government by holding officials and even the emperor accountable for immorality; governments identified as Confucian have also been regarded as irremediably conservative and dangerously tradition-bound and self-protective to the detriment of the state. Denigrated by Asians and non-Asians alike as the cause of moribund polity and social mores that endangered the very survival of East Asian states in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Confucianism has now revived and flourished in the twenty-first century in communist China and capitalist South Korea alike, and has been linked with the rapid growth and economic success of the region in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. A highly textual tradition and a cornerstone to cultures that revere education, erudition, and the written word, the symbolic center of Confucianism has long been a figure who himself wrote nothing, his words coming to us as remembered fragments of conversations with students. Ultimately, the significance of this tradition of paradoxes is difficult to overstate. Perhaps it is in the very paradox that the vibrancy and longevity of the tradition has been nurtured. It is hoped that these essays will be a source for a concise presentation of the state of the field, fresh scholarship presenting a multitude of approaches, and a rich resource for comparative work both in terms of method and content.
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Part I

Introductory Essays


Chapter 1

Confucianism and “Confucianism”

Describing and Problematizing the Tradition

Jeffrey L. Richey

Introduction: The Politics of “-isms”

Each society has its regime of truth, its “general politics” of truth: that is, the types of discourse which it accepts and makes function as true; the mechanisms and instances which enable one to distinguish true and false statements, the means by which each is sanctioned; the techniques and procedures accorded value in the acquisition of truth; the status of those who are charged with saying what counts as true.1

The English words “Confucius” (c. 1687), “Confucian” (c. 1759), and “Confucianism” (c. 1836) all are of relatively recent origin, especially in comparison with the East Asian tradition to which each refers.2 “Confucius,” a Latinization of the late medieval term Kǒngfūzǐ 孔夫子 (“Revered Master Kǒng”), dates from the final years of the Jesuit mission to spread Roman Catholic Christianity in China, not long after the celebrated visit of the Chinese convert and Jesuit priest Shěn Fúzōng 沈福宗 (d. 1691) to Europe, while “Confucian” and “Confucianism” date from the period between the British victory over Bengali and French forces in Palashi (Plassey), India (1757) and the outbreak of the first Opium War between Britain and China (1839–1842), during which Britain acquired the largest empire in history.3 The missionizing and colonizing genealogy of these terms tells one much about the context in which, and the purposes for which, they were coined. It also prompts questions about the potential gap between early modern Western languages and worldviews and the premodern Chinese tradition that these terms were intended to describe. Notably, neither “Confucian” nor “Confucianism” are derived in any way from the Chinese terms Rújiā 儒家 (“family of scholars”), Rújiào 儒教 (“teaching of scholars”), or Rúxué 儒 學 (“learning of scholars”), by which much of what would later be known as the “Confucian” tradition was self-identified from ancient times.4

A key issue that shaped both the Christian missionary enterprise in Asia and the European colonization of Asia was the contested personhood of non-Christians and non-Europeans. While the dignity and worth of sub-Saharan African and aboriginal Australian cultures were dismissed out of hand by most colonizers and missionaries, many Westerners felt conflicted about whether and how Chinese culture, especially its religious aspects, related to European Christian culture. On the one hand, European intellectuals had spent much of the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries concocting a romantic, idealized view of China as a scholar’s paradise, supposedly free of the ethnic and religious conflict that plagued the West. On the other hand, the missionaries, merchants, soldiers, and diplomats who actually visited China often castigated it as a backward country desperately in need of the West’s paired gifts of civilization and salvation, especially once the nineteenth century began.5

Thus, the terms “Confucius,” “Confucian,” and “Confucianism” were introduced at a cultural moment in which the West was increasingly ambivalent about China, seeing it as both a land of ancient wisdom and a backwater of modernity. This ambivalence seems to have left its mark on these terms and their usage in English. By framing the description of China’s oldest spiritual and intellectual tradition in terms of a singular founder (Confucius), reverence for whom was thought to entail both a personal identity (Confucian) and an institutional entity (Confucianism), these words suggested that China possessed a tradition somewhat akin to Christianity—to which it could not possibly be superior or even equal, of course. At best, Christian missionaries presented Confucianism as something like the religion of ancient Israel and rabbinical Judaism, which they regarded as having been superseded by Christianity. The Protestant Christian missionary and pioneering sinologist James Legge (1815–1897), who was much more sympathetic to Chinese culture than many other Westerners of his time, identified Confucianism as


first of all the ancient religion of China, and then the views of the great philosopher himself. … much as when we comprehend under Christianity the records and teachings of the Old Testament as well as those of the New.6



Legge’s Christian-influenced hermeneutic led him to subsume diverse traditions into one monolithic entity, thus establishing “Confucius” as the founder of a self-contained, uniform religion, “Confucianism,” whose adherents could be clearly distinguished not only from Christians, but also from Buddhists, Daoists, Hindus, Jews, and Muslims, as “Confucians.”7

A century later, the Christian pastor and historian of religions Wilfred Cantwell Smith (1916–2000) famously declared that “the question ‘Is Confucianism a religion?’ is one that the West has never been able to answer and China never able to ask.”8 In fact, the West has produced many answers to this question, and China itself has asked it in numerous ways ever since the first encounters between Chinese culture and imported faiths such as Buddhism, Islam, and Christianity. But both the articulations of this question and the answers that it has produced are inherently problematic, at least if one seeks an objective, unbiased definition. That is a quest that may have been doomed from the start.

Like any other categorical term, the term “Confucianism” is value-laden, but the values with which it is invested depend on who deploys it, and why they do so. In other words, politics—in both loosely cultural and tightly institutional senses—has played a crucial role in the definition or non-definition of Confucianism. In this sense, Confucianism is much like other, broader categories of cultural analysis, such as gender, race, or religion. From definitions of Confucianism, one can learn more about the backgrounds and the agendas of those seeking to define Confucianism than anything about Confucianism as a cultural and historical phenomenon. This is especially true in the case of attempts to define Confucianism as a religious or non-religious tradition. But what can one learn from the ideas, images, institutions, and practices that are claimed as “Confucian” by “Confucians” themselves?

Confucianism: A Descriptive Overview

The Master said: “I transmit and do not innovate; I trust and love antiquity.” (Analects 7:1)

If one peers into the mystery, the great ultimate [tàijí 太極] seems a chaotic and disorderly wilderness lacking all signs of an arranger … yet its fundamental pattern [lĭ 理] of motion and rest, and of Yin and Yang, is fully contained within it.9

Like the labels given to other non-Western, premodern cultural traditions, it probably is best to think of convenient labels such as “Confucianism” as a kind of umbrella term, under which may be grouped many different, complementary but not necessarily mutually-entailing sets of ideas, images, institutions, and practices. Throughout East Asian cultural history, there have been several different ways in which to look at Confucian ideas, images, institutions, and practices as forming a coherent pattern or tradition.

Confucianism as Teaching Tradition

One way to link “Confucianism” to a set of cultural patterns is to see it as a lineage of teaching and learning, in which master-disciple relationships (sometimes contemporaneous, sometimes posthumous) link generations of moral, political, and spiritual practitioners. The view of Confucianism as a teaching tradition of masters facilitating the self-cultivation of disciples probably is closest to the modern characterization of Confucianism as a religious tradition. The historian and philosopher Qián Mù 錢穆 (1895–1990) put his finger on the issue of trying to see Confucianism as a religious tradition when he argued that


Confucius [Kǒngfūzǐ 孔夫子 or Kǒngzǐ 孔子, c. 551–479 BCE] was not a religious founder in China. What he had his faith and took delight in, as well as what he transmitted, was antiquity itself. His focus was on mankind, not on God, who is supernatural. Hence he never thought of himself as superior to the ancients. This is the spirit of Chinese learning and civilization. In fact, the position of Confucius in China surpasses that of Jesus in the West.10



The contemporary Confucian thinker Tu Wei-ming asserts that


Being religious, in the Confucian perspective, informed by sacred texts such as the Chung-yung [Zhōngyōng 中庸 or Doctrine of the Mean], means being engaged in the process of learning to be fully human. We can define the Confucian way of being religious as ultimate self-transformation as a communal act and as a faithful dialogical response to the transcendent.11



Thus, neither Confucian tradition nor Kǒngzǐ himself seems to regard Kǒngzǐ as Confucianism’s first teacher. On the contrary, Kǒngzǐ seems to have viewed himself as an heir to a much earlier lineage of masters and disciples, which connected him to both the legendary founders of the Western Zhōu 周 dynasty (c. 1046–771 BCE) and the mythological sage-rulers of Chinese antiquity as imagined by Zhōu texts, beginning with the primal emperor Yáo 堯. Everything that is believed to be true about Kǒngzǐ dates from sources that did not exist until after his death. Even in these sources, there is much that contemporary readers view with skepticism, such as numerologically significant ages and dates and genealogical links to famous heroes of ancient China. All that probably can be accepted with a reasonable degree of certainty as being true is that Kǒngzǐ was a teacher of traditional literature and ritual who occasionally served as a low-level official in local government.12

As for what Kǒngzǐ taught, according to three sets of writings that postdate his lifetime, it fell into three distinct categories: (1) morality, (2) the arts and humanities, and (3) politics. In the Lúnyǔ 論語 (usually translated as “Analects” meaning “Collected Sayings,” which was produced by Kǒngzǐ’s disciples and their followers over a period of several hundred years between the early fifth century BCE and the Hàn 漢 dynasty [202 BCE–220 CE]), Kǒngzǐ is depicted as a humble teacher who advocates moral integrity as a response to cultural decline and social corruption. The Zuǒzhuàn 左傳 (“The Zuǒ Tradition”), a chronicle of early China from 722 to 468 BCE, which probably was written during the fourth century BCE but based on earlier materials13, elevates Kǒngzǐ to the status of a refined cultural hero who defends his home state of Lǔ 魯 by keeping alive the spirit and traditions of Western Zhōu ritual and literature. Another text, the Mèngzǐ 孟子 (a collection of philosophical dialogues attributed to the fourth-century-BCE Confucian teacher “Master Mèng,” Latinized as “Mencius” by the Jesuits in the sixteenth century CE), emphasizes the political dimension of Kǒngzǐ’s career as a teacher of young men from his own social class, the shī 士 (“retainers” or “knights,” originally low-level military officers), who traditionally served the Western Zhōu kings.14 Regardless, each of these three curricular categories shared in common a deep reliance upon, and reverence for, Western Zhōu antiquity—an idealized cultural past in which both personal fulfillment and social renewal might be found.

Those who embraced Kǒngzǐ’s threefold antiquarian curriculum of moral instruction, ritual and literary studies, and political praxis became known as Rú 儒. Originally a term that denoted something like “weakling” or “soft person,” Rú came to define a scholar or learned expert, particularly in the realm of ritual.15 Contemporary efforts to replace the terms “Confucian” and “Confucianism” with “Ruist” and “Ruism” seek to revive this ancient nomenclature.16 However, at least during the period between Kǒngzǐ’s lifetime and the state endorsement of Confucianism in 136 BCE, there was no single orthodoxy or systematic doctrine that defined Rú thought and practice. The third century BCE writer Han Fei 韓非 described “eight Rú factions” (Rújiā bāpài 儒家八派) in his own day, and such internal diversity within “Confucianism” has persisted into the present.17 What unites Confucianism as a teaching tradition is a shared devotion to what might be called Rú values and quintessentially Rú activities: both ideas and institutions intended to harmonize human hierarchies. Like other thinkers of the so-called global “Axial Age” (c. 700s–200s BCE), Kǒngzǐ seems to have emphasized the ideal spirit or internal feeling behind texts and practices received from traditional culture, rather than the mere performance or memorization of the external forms of these texts and practices.18 To the extent that such devotion goes beyond mere mastery of a curriculum to become the basis for an entire way of life and worldview, one might well call Confucianism “religious.” And yet, due to the ways in which Confucianism’s ritual, textual, and political dimensions interact in contemporary China, “institutionally and politically, the religious status of Confucianism in China has never been fuzzier.”19

Confucianism as Ritual Tradition

While ritual (lĭ 禮) may have been one of the most important aspects of Confucianism as a teaching tradition, over time it was transformed into perhaps the primary expression of Confucian identity and practice. This was accomplished many centuries after Kǒngzǐ’s death, first through the establishment of Confucianism as the basis for imperial court protocol during the Hàn 漢 dynasty (202 BCE–220 CE), and ultimately through the promotion of Confucian decorum and ceremonies at the level of household life during the eleventh, twelfth, and thirteenth centuries. The historian Sīmǎ Guāng 司馬光 (1019–1086) compiled a collection of ritual texts, the Shūyí 書儀 (Writings on Ceremonies), that eventually was published in 1192. In it, he sought to rectify what he saw as the errors of earlier generations, who had abandoned or oversimplified the rituals found in Zhōu literature. Building on Sīmǎ Guāng’s work, but much more influential, was the work of the Confucian reformer Zhū Xī 朱熹 (1130–1200 CE), whose Zhūzĭ jiālǐ 朱子家禮 (Master Zhū’s Family Rituals) outlined a demanding but flexible ritual program for households of nearly all income levels to follow, regardless of their circumstances. Zhū Xī articulated “general principles of ritual” (tōnglǐ 通禮) and described four kinds of ceremonies: (1) “capping” or adult male initiation rituals (guānlǐ 冠禮), (2) wedding rituals (hūnlǐ 婚禮), (3) funeral rites (sānglǐ 喪禮), and (4) rituals of ancestor veneration (jìlǐ 祭禮). Adherence to ritual protocols across all four categories would ensure that one remained devoutly proper throughout all phases of life and even beyond.20

Zhū Xī’s ritual reform of Chinese society had barely begun in his own lifetime, but by the Mìng 明 dynasty (1368–1644 CE), participation in Confucian ceremonies and mastery of Confucian ritual order along the lines of Zhū Xī’s vision brought family pride, community fame, social approval, and government employment. Moreover, the meaning of “ritual” had expanded greatly beyond ceremonies and rites of passage to include everyday interactions, especially those that took place across boundaries of power defined by age, gender, class, and rank. The later cult of female chastity that was imposed upon and by young women and widows, for example, was in many ways a cultural extension of Zhū Xī’s ritual program, which in turn was based upon an idealized understanding of rituals that dated back to Kǒngzǐ’s time or even earlier.21 Like stringent codes of female chastity, the extreme and sometimes grotesque expectations of filial piety (xiào 孝) demanded of children and anyone in a hierarchically inferior social position (e.g., students, employees, and other subordinates) that were promoted through popular didactic texts such as the fourteenth-century-CE author Guō Jūjìng 郭居敬’s Èrshísì Xiào 二十四孝 (Twenty-Four Exemplars of Filial Piety) reached a wide audience in part because of larger cultural expectations regarding ritual propriety that Zhū Xī helped to create.22 Even non-Chinese ritual traditions, such as the maintenance of long, braided queues of hair by subjects of the ethnically Manchurian Qīng 清 dynasty (1644–1912 CE), owed something of their social power to the coercive force with which Confucian ritualism imbued nearly all social forms.23 To the extent that Confucianism functioned as China’s preeminent ritual tradition, nearly every Chinese person who has lived during the past two thousand years or more has participated in it, either willingly or unwillingly.

Confucianism as Textual Tradition

Another way to view Confucianism is to emphasize its textual continuity and canonicity—that is, to group things together as “Confucian” based on whether and how they participate in a common tradition of authorship, commentary, and reception of texts seen as authoritative. Viewed through this lens, “Confucianism” does not appear until the second century BCE, when the scholar-official Dǒng Zhòngshū 董仲舒 (179–104 BCE) persuaded the seventh ruler of the Hàn dynasty, Wǔdì 武帝 (r. 141–87 BCE) to stake the legitimacy of the Hàn regime on a cosmological reading of the Chūnqiū 春秋 (Spring and Autumn Annals), a text that purports to chronicle events in Kǒngzǐ’s home state of Lǔ 魯 before and during his lifetime. According to Dǒng’s interpretation of this text, it described how the ancient Western Zhōu 周 dynasty deity Tiān 天 (“Heaven”) interacted with virtuous rulers, moral officials, and other human exemplars throughout history to keep the cosmos in balance by harmonizing all things into a righteous and hierarchical order. On Dǒng’s reading, the Hàn emperors were merely the most recent co-creators of cosmic order with Tiān. Pleased by Dǒng’s use of ancient texts to provide a theological justification for his regime, Wǔdì withdrew imperial sponsorship of non-Confucian institutions and authorized the canonization of several late Zhōu dynasty writings as the “Five Classics” (Wǔjīng 五經), the state subsidy of Confucian scholarship on these texts, and the establishment of a “Grand Academy” (Tàixué 太學) to promote the study of these texts, which then became the basis of the civil service examination system that would staff imperial bureaucracies throughout almost all of the time between Wǔdì’s era and the end of the final dynasty to govern China, the Qīng.24

As a result, other texts, which had circulated in unofficial versions for the previous several hundred years, were officially redacted and became important (albeit not yet canonical) writings in their own right. These included the Lúnyǔ, a diverse collection of sayings attributed to Kǒngzǐ and his disciples that had developed since Kǒngzǐ’s death in approximately 479 BCE, as well as texts based on the sayings of other pre-Hàn thinkers who claimed to be inspired by Kǒngzǐ. Dǒng’s own writings eventually found their way into the first-century-CE Qián Hànshū 前漢書 (History of the Former Hàn Dynasty) and the Chūnqiū fánlù 春秋繁露 (Luxuriant Gems of the Spring and Autumn Annals), compiled between the third and sixth centuries CE.

Together, this collection of texts constituted Confucianism’s public face, especially when combined with the government’s examination system, until the Yuán 元 dynasty (1271–1368 CE) replaced the “Five Classics” with the “Four Books” (Sìshū 四書) identified by the Sòng 宋dynasty (960–1279 CE) Confucian reformer Zhū Xī as the basis for examining prospective state officials. These “Four Books” included the Lúnyǔ and the Mèngzǐ (Mencius), a collection of sayings attributed to Kǒngzǐ’s fourth-century-BCE interpreter by that name.25 By the Mìng dynasty, textual mastery of both the “Four Books” and the “Five Classics” was required for successful appointment to government service. The disestablishment of Confucian texts as the basis of government by the collapsing Qīng dynasty in 1905 brought an end to more than two thousand years of Confucianism’s power as a textual tradition.

Confucianism as Political Tradition

The government-backed establishment and success of Confucianism as a textual tradition facilitated its emergence as China’s preeminent political tradition. The basis of Confucian tradition in Western Zhōu lore of sage-kings and righteous ministers, Kǒngzǐ’s identification of moral and spiritual self-development with political capital, Dǒng Zhòngshū’s synthesis of mystical cosmology with symbolic rulership, and Zhū Xī’s reimagining of Chinese society as a political body united by shared ritual discipline all played their part in enabling Confucianism to become the way in which educated and elite Chinese conceptualized political order. In other words, Confucianism’s many faces—as a teaching tradition, a ritual tradition, and a textual tradition—collectively made possible the incredible monopoly on political discourse and structures enjoyed by Confucians, at least nominally, nearly without interruption or challenge from the Hàn through the Qīng dynasties.

The history of Confucianism as a political tradition can be subdivided into six epochal transformations: (1) the classical period (c. 500–221 BCE), during which Kǒngzǐ and other early Confucian thinkers all lived; (2) the early imperial period (202 BCE–220 CE), in which the texts found in the earliest Confucian canon attained their present form, the commentarial traditions arose, and Confucianism first gained state support; (3) the late antique period (220–907 CE), characterized by the waning of elite support for Confucianism, partly as a result of the proliferation of Daoist movements and the introduction of Buddhism, alongside the first transmissions of Confucian teachers, texts, and traditions to Korea, Japan, and Việt Nam; (4) the renewal period (960–1644 CE), which witnessed the renaissance of Confucianism (often called “Neo-Confucianism”), the reformulation of the Confucian canon, and the renewed tradition’s greatest influence on Korea, Japan, and Việt Nam; (5) the reactive period (1644–1912 CE), distinguished by the refinement and rejection of much “Neo-Confucian” thought in China, even as the tradition continued to grow in Korea, Japan, and Việt Nam, and (6) the postcolonial period (1912 CE–present), shaped by the impact of Western imperialism, the disappearance of Confucianism’s imperial sponsorship across East Asia, the reform movement known as “New Confucianism,” and the recent revival of Confucianism as both a state doctrine and a popular ideology in contemporary China.26 What rises and falls across this chronological continuum is the usefulness of Confucian as a tradition for organizing power relations, both in China and across East Asia. The more important this political aspect of Confucianism became, the less important its non-state manifestations became, such that what might be called “ruler’s Confucianism” tended to overshadow what might be called “people’s Confucianism” and thus risk transforming the relationship between the two from one of creative synergy (which strengthens both state control and social vitality) to one of mutual antagonism.27

But the political career of Confucianism, like its political fortunes both past and present, is not easily simplified. Marked as it is by an indelible association with China’s deep cultural past, it has been tempting to interpret Confucianism’s apparent decline in twentieth-century-CE China as an indictment of its exhaustion as a cultural resource, just as some have been tempted to read the apparent replacement of Maoism with a new type of state-sponsored Confucianism in twenty-first-century-CE China as the obituary of socialist ideology’s most successful experiment.28 Yet, as the anthropologist Gareth Fisher points out, the inclusion or reappearance of some cultural elements does not necessarily imply the exclusion or disappearance of others:


the example of the creative combination and re-combination of symbols, discourses, and practices and their meanings … indicates that the use of particular rituals, moral frameworks, and sometime-metanarratives does not necessarily imply the exclusion of others. It also does not indicate that certain cultural elements belong to the past any more than they belong to the present. Rather, … these elements exist as parts of the cultural repertoires of Chinese people as they adapt to the challenges and possibilities of the present. The elements may be experienced as novel when they are first introduced; they may also appear more relevant at some times than others, and to certain groups of people more than others, but that does not mean they will ever disappear altogether.29



“Confucianism”: A Problematik

The Ju Chiao [Rújiào 儒教], or Confucianism, exercised a dominant role in the development of Chinese civilization throughout more than two millennia.30

Confucian culture is a cultural resource which we cannot distance ourselves from in the construction of a harmonious socialist society.31

There’s Buddhism, Confucianism, and Daoist alchemy and sorcery. We take what we want and leave the rest—just like your salad bar.32

Over the past five hundred years or so, Confucianism has been defined as a religion by sociologists such as Max Weber (1864–1920) and social revolutionaries such as Mao Zedong 毛泽东 (1893–1976), both of whom criticized Confucianism as an obstacle to China’s progress and modernization.33 Confucianism also has been defined as a non-religion by sixteenth-century missionaries of the Roman Catholic Church and bureaucrats of the Chinese Communist state, both of whom regarded it as an aspect of Chinese “culture” or “philosophy,” albeit for very different reasons. Like James Legge several hundred years after him, the Jesuit evangelist Matteo Ricci (1552–1610) hoped to convince the Chinese that Confucianism, like Greco-Roman philosophy, was Christianity’s philosophical complement rather than its religious rival.34 In contrast, the present-day government of China’s exclusion of Confucianism from its list of officially recognized religious traditions helps to support the state’s claim that Confucianism is part of China’s “cultural tradition” (wénhuà chuántǒng 文化传统) and therefore not optional for Chinese citizens, unlike bona fide religions such as Buddhism, Daoism, Islam, Protestant Christianity, and Roman Catholic Christianity, the “teachings and rules” of which are to be “integrate[d] … with Chinese culture” under the guidance of the state.35 The contemporary Chinese state’s treatment of Confucianism is consistent with the practices of previous Chinese regimes, for as the historian of religions and literary scholar Anthony C. Yu (1938–2015) pointed out, “there has never been a period in China’s historical past in which the government of the state, in imperial and post- imperial form, has pursued a neutral policy towards religion.”36

“Confucianism” as “Cultural System”

More recently than either Ricci or Legge, efforts to define Confucianism and other traditions as religious often have followed the example set by the anthropologist Clifford Geertz (1926–2006), who famously proposed that religions were “cultural systems”:


[A] religion is: (1) a system of symbols which acts to (2) establish powerful, pervasive, and long-lasting moods and motivations in men by (3) formulating conceptions of a general order of existence and (4) clothing these conceptions with such an aura of factuality that (5) the moods and motivations seem uniquely realistic.37



The advantage of Geertz’s systematic approach, which was broadly influential on the field of religious studies during the last quarter of the twentieth century, was the way in which it sidestepped the field’s earlier theological concerns about orthodoxy or heterodoxy (i.e., is religion X true or salvational?) and evolutionary questions about periodizing development (i.e., is religion X primitive or sophisticated?) in order to concentrate on decoding how and why a given religious tradition made sense to its adherents in its own context (i.e., how does religion X enable its adherents to think, feel, and act in ways that seem “uniquely realistic”?). As the philosopher of religions (and critic of Geertz) Kevin Schilbrack has argued,


without a theory like Geertz’s, scholars tend to approach religion as an aspect of culture unconnected to reality. Of course, religious people are liable to confusion, self-deception, and error, but it is not clear that a disconnect from reality should be built into the very definition of religion.38



Geertz’s approach also expanded the descriptive power of the term “religion” to encompass a diverse range of cultural phenomena that earlier generations of scholars as well as much of the present-day public might not be willing to see as “religious,” such as Maoism in China, “civil religion” in the United States, or UFO (Unidentified Flying Object) conspiracy theories.39 Geertz’s definition focused on the actions that religions, as cultural systems, enabled human beings to perform, rather than on some arbitrary or commonsensical basis for these actions, such as gods, scriptures, or mystical experiences. To the extent that a great deal of Confucianism is primarily concerned with doing certain things (orthopraxy), rather than being or believing certain things (orthodoxy), Geertz’s approach became very useful to those seeking to understand this East Asian cultural tradition in religious terms.

Unfortunately, the adoption of Geertz’s “cultural system” approach also had the effect of reifying “religions” as if they, and not the human beings who participate in them, were the real actors at work on the cultural stage. While it is true that human beings often experience religious traditions as making things happen for them and to them, in the end it is human beings who shape religious traditions just as much, if not more than, those traditions shape the human experience. Thinking about religious traditions in Geertz’s systematic terms made them more intelligible and even credible, but it also made the human actors behind the curtain of culture more difficult to discern and therefore to understand. As Schilbrack points out, “Geertz tends to divorce religious meaning from its social context and to treat it as autonomous.”40 But how can scholars in the humanities and social sciences credibly claim to understand religions apart from their social contexts?

“Confucianism” as “Cultural Repertoire”

Instead of trying to define an abstract, essentialized, or even decontextualized “Confucianism,” it may be more useful to answer the question, “Who is a Confucian?” This is in keeping with more recent scholarship in the study of religion, which eschews “-ism” language in favor of emphasizing the human actors at work in religious arenas of culture. Following the work of the psychologist Jerome Bruner (1915–2016), the sociologist Ann Swidler, and the historian of religions Robert Ford Campany, this essay adopts the framework of “cultural repertoire” to describe and interrogate Confucians and “Confucians,” Confucianism and “Confucianism.”41 By “cultural repertoire,” one means the


toolkit or repertoire of resources … [used] selectively … [to] make decisions and justify choices. … organized around certain concrete “scenes or situations of action,” often narrative in nature. … [N]o one scene suffices for all aspects of life. … [P]eople use cultura[l repertoires] more in situations of flux or novelty, when their lives are uncertain.42



To put the matter more simply, human beings tend to organize their life experiences into narrative patterns, or what Swidler calls “scenes”—stories that enable them to make sense of what is happening around them and how they respond to it. Those stories come to life through performance. Like an actor donning a particular costume, using a particular prop, reciting a particular line, or carrying out a particular piece of physical “business” on stage in order to fully express a given role in a drama, human beings resort to the resources grouped together in cultural repertoires as a kind of actor’s toolkit for performing in the drama of social life. Just like actors on stage, human beings can perform in ensembles or alone, adhering closely, loosely, or not at all to a formal script, choreography, or musical score. But without a repertoire, there can be no performance.

While it may be difficult to say exactly what Confucianism is, it is easy enough to point out what Confucianism does—or, to be strictly accurate, what those who perform Confucianism as a cultural repertoire are thus able to do. The idea that language (and its associated gestures and deeds) performs certain actions that have real effects on others and the world is known as performativity.43 Although the concept of performativity was pioneered by philosophers—initially in the philosophy of language, as in the work of John L. Austin (1911–1960), and later in feminist philosophy, through the work of Judith Butler—it has found a broader audience in anthropology and cultural studies more generally.44

Key to the power of performativity is the context of, and audience for, performance. Thus, an understanding of Confucianism as a cultural repertoire must take into account not only performances of Confucianism, but also those performances’ contexts and audiences. In other words, it is not only the Confucian story—or, better still, stories—that must be understood, but also those who make up the storytellers’ audience, as well as the context in which story, storyteller, and audience are brought together. It is the contextual interaction between performer and audience that enables the repertoire to come alive anew for each generation. Confucian narrativity and Confucian performativity together make up Confucianism as a cultural repertoire: a toolkit of images, institutions, practices, and texts that may be used to situate an audience within a given story and effect changes in both the mindset of that audience and the audience’s world itself. When the Confucian repertoire is being used to tell a Confucian story that enables actors and audiences to perform being human in a way that has recognizably Confucian effects, then one is seeing Confucianism at work.
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CHAPTER 2

The Construction of Confucianism in East Asia

Nicolas Zufferey

“Construction of Confucianism” can be understood in two different ways. In a general sense, “construction” refers to the birth, development, and evolution of Confucianism through history. “Construction,” however, can also refer to the largely Western and modern “invention” or “manufacture” of a notion that, strictly speaking, did not exist in ancient China. In this interpretation, the category “Confucianism” has been a projection of European ideas onto the Chinese “tradition,” and as such it must be submitted to criticism and, indeed, deconstruction,1 even if for mere convenience scholars continue to use the term in relationship to the historical figure Confucius (551–479 BCE) and his followers, as well as to ideas and values deemed central to his philosophy.

Classical Chinese has no functional equivalent to our word “Confucianism.” Words from ancient texts that use Confucius’s surname kong 孔, such as kong men 孔門 or kong shi zhi men 孔氏之門, literally mean “the house of Confucius,” and denote Confucius and his disciples, not a school of thought. The ancient word ru 儒, “scholar,” “literatus,” is known in ancient texts, and is found in important binomial terms such as rushu 儒術 “the methods of literati”; rujia 儒家, the “school of the literati”; rujiao 儒教, “the teachings of the ru”; or (for more recent developments) “the religion of the ru.” During the twentieth century, in modern Chinese, rujia has come to be used as an equivalent for the Western word “Confucianism,” and in work on Chinese philosophy and religion, chapters on rujia match Western presentations of Confucianism, a practice that has been carefully examined and critiqued in recent Western sinology. While there were links between ru and Confucius, and while there are scholars who equate ru with Confucians,2 including those who see themselves as continuing the ru tradition and call themselves “Confucian” in English—the “Boston Confucians” are a notable example—the majority of scholars favor a more conservative rendering of ru and its cognates. Most scholars use “literatus” or “classicist” (i.e., expert of the Five Classics) when translating ru for scholarly work, while allowing “Confucian” or “Confucianism” for general audiences.

There are important reasons for this. Etymologically, there is no discernable link between the character ru 儒 and Confucius or his thought.3 Unlike most schools of thought in ancient China, whose names developed from their doctrines (e.g., Legalists from fajia, or “School of Law”) or from their main proponents (e.g., Mohists, from founder Mo Di), the philosophy associated with Confucius was not named for him, nor is there any relation found between the word ru and the central ideas of Confucianism.

Since the history of the ru has been, at least in Western scholarship, constitutive of the history of Confucianism, we will narrate the history of the ru in indigenous terms, investigating their identity, their doctrines and social status, and the changes through time while noting the pitfalls of cultural misrepresentation. Given the lengthy history of the term and tradition, it will be important to delineate changes that span millenia and the distinctive characteristics of the tradition at vastly different historical moments.

The Ru in Pre-Imperial China

Textual evidence suggests that the character ru 儒 did not exist before the fifth century BCE: the first known occurrence of the graph is in Confucius’s Analects, where the Master encourages one of his disciple to be a “gentleman ru” and not a “petty ru” (Lunyu, 6.13). It is not impossible, however, that the character 儒 appeared in older sources in different form, perhaps as 需 (without the “person” radical in the character). This hypothesis would be consistent with the history of many Chinese characters but has not been fully substantiated.

As mentioned at the beginning of this essay, it is unclear how the word ru came to be associated with Confucius or more generally with literati. The graph 需 that is constitutive of the character 儒 is found in other characters, very often with a phonetic value (nuo, ruo, ruan in Mandarin Chinese) that suggests softness or frailty.4 In fact, most characters composed with 需 denote weakness: 孺 (“infant”), 嬬 (“weak”), 懦 (“timid”); and perhaps it was the same for the word ru 儒. An early occurrence of the character is in the derogatory zhuru 侏儒, “dwarves” or “jesters” (attested in the third century BCE), and several scholars suggested that in ancient China ru was used disparagingly by opponents to denote literati, musicians, or officials whom they regarded as “soft”; that is, as those who did not engage in physical activities such as agriculture or warfare. Over time the word lost its negative meaning and came to designate literati. Thus it is likely that early on ru did not refer exclusively to “Confucians” (Confucius’s disciples and later advocates) but to all persons engaged in literature, music, or government. A plausible reading of Confucius’s “gentlemen ru” and “petty ru” in the Analects is a contrast between ru that he approved of (possibly his own disciples), and other ru who did not belong to his school. Even without evidence of the character ru in earlier texts, it is likely the ru existed before Confucius. The ideas and values at the core of his work, such as filial piety and social harmony, were certainly present centuries before Confucius, and he presented himself as a “transmitter” of old ideas, not as a proponent of the new (see Lunyu, 7.1). Thus the ru can be seen as the ancestors of Confucius, and rather than forming a school of thought the word ru indicated a profession that encompassed but was not limited to that of followers of Confucius.

Confucius did play a decisive role in the history of the ru movement and over the centuries his ideas became a central component of ru ethics. Moreover, leading proponents of rival philosophies blurred the lines between the school of Confucius and the ru, for example the Legalist thinker Han Fei (279–233), who wrote that “the illustrious schools in the world are the ru and the Mohists; the ru refer back to Confucius; the Mohists refer back to Mo Di” (Han Feizi, 50). Such characterizations linking Confucius and ru became common over the centuries, reflecting the growing importance of the Master in ru identity. But there is concomitant evidence that the amalgamation was never complete. The Confucian Xunzi, a contemporary of Han Fei, described the Duke of Zhou (c. eleventh century BCE) as a “great ru” in his famous “Achievements of the ru” (“Xiao ru”), implicitly tracing the history of the ru back to centuries before Confucius, and this idea persisted through the Han dynasty. Wing-tsit Chan (1901–1994), the influential twentieth-century historian of Chinese philosophy wrote, “two thousand five hundred years after the birth of the Sage [Confucius], the question of his real status and that of his followers is still with us,”5 a statement that continues to be valid today.

Ru during the Qin and Han

The First Emperor, Qin Shihuangdi (r. 221–210) has almost invariably been associated with the Legalist methods of government as proposed by Shang Yang (c. 390–338), Han Fei, Li Si (c. 280–208), and others. Use of Legalist policies has been invoked as a key factor to the success of the Qin kingdom. Qin Shihuangdi has been remembered as fervently anti-Confucian or anti-ru, exemplified by the infamous “burning of the books” and the “burying of scholars.” Tradition holds that in 213 BCE, on the advice of Prime Minister Li Si, the emperor banned the private possession of ancient texts, including those associated with Confucius (that is, the future “Classics”), because such works were seen to promote feudal values incompatible with those of the new centralized regime. In 212, the First Emperor commanded that 460 ru-literati be executed. The expression “the burning of books and the burying of scholars” (fen shu keng ru 焚書坑儒) became an axiomatic label for the supposed anti-ru position of the Qin empire.

Research has shown that the actual events are more complex. It is true that a number of pre-imperial works had disappeared by the Han dynasty; others that were presumed to be complete before the Han were only fragments, often in parallel versions, that took their finished form during the Han.6 Copies of ancient texts escaped the burning and were rediscovered during the first decades of the Han period; others were rewritten by memory. It is also likely that many of the texts did survive the burning of the books in 213 but were destroyed by the wars at the fall of the Qin and the destruction of the Imperial Library in 206.

There is similar skepticism surrounding the burying of scholars and whether this event indeed occurred. There was no mention of it in sources until decades after the Qin fell, and some surmise that it was invented by later ru in order to vilify the Qin.7 Allowing for the veracity of the 212 event still leaves unexamined the identity of the victims, who might not have been ru-literati but “masters of long life” and similar experts of esoteric arts (fangshi 方士) who had the misfortune to displease the emperor. Indeed, none of the famous ru and “erudites” (boshi 博士) of the time were mentioned as victims of the punishment; and several of them are mentioned as active after the event, for instance Shusun Tong (?–c. 188), who was appointed Erudite in 209, and Fu Sheng (?–260), a “Qin erudite” described in the Shiji, who was still alive at the beginning of the second century.8

More significantly, the traditional description of the Qin as an anti-Confucian dynasty does not fit with historical evidence. The stone inscriptions left by the dynasty as well as the Qin legal texts excavated in the twentieth century show a mixture of Legalist and Confucian values,9 which suggests that the First Emperor was ready to rely on ru advice when it served his needs; there is indisputable proof of such pragmatism after 212. Han rulers inherited Qin policies, and there is a strong probability that the syncretic methods that they implemented—the mixture of Legalist and Confucian ideas that became the mark of the ancient Chinese empire—was a continuation of Qin practice. In sum, the ru were probably treated better in the Qin empire than at the courts of the earlier Warring States period. The tradition of the Qin’s brutality did serve as a rhetorical weapon for the ru in the Han, as they crafted an identity that lasted for centuries, explaining the short life of the Qin dynasty as a consequence of brutal government that disregarded gentler methods derived from ru ideals. This construction convinced Han rulers to mitigate the harsh legal system inherited from the Qin while fostering ru values. Through this Han dynasty literati secured higher status and more positions in the imperial administration.

The mythology of Qin suppression became the archetype of the delicate position of ru vis-à-vis the ruler: according to Confucius, ru had moral duties that they must uphold, even if they had to confront the emperor at the risk of their lives. The literati allegedly executed in 212 became models of virtue who dared to remonstrate a harsh ruler, showing the danger of moral advice in the face of political power, and Chinese history abounds with stories of literati dismissed, exiled, or even executed for their outspokenness. This spirit of sacrifice became a central ideal for ru, and the mythology of the 212 BCE execution must be seen as a defining moment in ru identity. Thus the Qin was key in the crafting of ru identity, ironically both for lore of ru martyrs and the actual appointment of ru to government positions in a government that combined Legalist and “Confucian” methods.

The traditional history of the Han has been shown to be as problematic as that of the Qin—from the opposite perspective. Following the suggestions of “great ru” such as Dong Zhongshu (c. 179–104) and Gongsun Hong (201–121), Emperor Wu (r. 141–87) is said to have decided to “exclusively revere the doctrine of the ru” (du zun ru shu 獨尊儒術), a decision that was interpreted as a definitive “victory of Confucianism.” This has been questioned by recent scholars,10 who hold that this measure was no more than a veneer of ru discourse on Legalist practice. It is true that in the Han the ru seized the opportunity to promote their doctrines; positions for the teaching of the Classics were arranged at the imperial academy for “erudites” (boshi 博士, literally, “literati of vast learning”). In many ways this was a continuation of Qin policies,11 but it became a privileged path to political power in the Han as most recipients were appointed to key political positions in their later careers. Ru access to political power accounts for the debates about which version of the Classics should be given precedence. The main opposition was between the advocates of the texts transcribed in the Han dynasty writing style—the “modern writing,” jinwen 今文—and those who preferred the versions thought to be written in pre-imperial period, the “ancient writings,” guwen 古文. These controversies helped consolidate the collective identity of the ru as experts of texts.

There were also debates between Legalist and ru ideals, which were in many ways the defining political divide of the era, exemplified in the “Discussions on Salt and Iron” (Yan tie lun) of 81 BCE. This was a debate that poised Legalist officials favoring centralized politics against ru scholars pressing for state disengagement from the economy. In these and other discussions, the ru generally promoted politics rooted in the virtues derived from the Classics, such as filial piety, and in a moral training that they deemed essential for public service. During this time, ru increasingly associated ancient values such as filial piety and ritual propriety with Confucius; it is the Han dynasty that consolidated the idea of an essential relationship between ru and Master Kong. Several Han dynasty sources come close to the claim that the ru were a “school of thought,” or at least a constellation of men sharing values traced back to Confucius. The Huainanzi, a collection of essays from 139 BCE, explained that “Confucius cultivated the Way [of the Zhou kings] Cheng and Kang, and transmitted the lessons of the Duke of Zhou; he taught them to his seventy disciples, commanded that they wore the garment and cap [inherited from the Zhou] and that they cultivated the study of their texts; and so the doctrines of the ru were born” (Huainanzi, 21, “Yao lüe”). Shortly afterward, the “grand astrologer” Sima Tan (c. 165–110) produced his “Essentials Points” (Lüe zhi 略指), an essay in which he described the strengths and weaknesses of six configurations of thought, namely Yin-yang, ru, Mohist, Legalist, Sophist (or Logician), and Taoist: it was the first time that these different approaches to politics were characterized in such contrastive terms.12 Moreover, Sima Tan labeled three of these groupings jia 家, a word that progressively came to be understood as denoting true schools of thought. One must remember, however, that in Sima Tan’s time the word jia could simply refer to an “expert” of something, for example shujia 數家, “experts in number techniques,” an early usage that has been retained today, for instance in huajia 畫家, “painter” (literally, “an expert in painting”). Thus, in Sima Tan’s view, the rujia were probably not Confucians in the strict sense, but “experts in soft techniques” such as rituals and writing.

The binomial rujia became more common during the later Han. A revealing instance is a passage of the “bibliographical catalogue” of the first century CE, History of the Han Dynasty (Hanshu), that endeavored to ascertain the origin of the ru: “The stream of thought of the rujia [rujia zhe liu 儒家者流] can in all probability be traced back to the officials of the [Zhou dynasty] Ministry of Education. Their task was to help the king conform to yin and yang, and to glorify his merits in matters of education and civilization. They delved into the Six Classics, and stood by the prescriptions of benevolence and justice; they revered [the ancient kings] Yao and Shun, followed the examples of kings Wen and Wu; they took Confucius as their master, attached much importance to his doctrines, and considered him to be the most advanced in the mastery of the Way.” (Hanshu, “Yi wen zhi,” 30). However, the idea that the rujia were a “school of thought” never really took hold. The expression did become more common with time, but was not widely used, even during the later Han. Thinker Wang Chong (c. 27–97?) did use the expression thirteen times in his Critical Essays (Lunheng); but this is in a work that has hundreds of occurrences of the character ru. It is clear that Wang Chong did not think of the ru or rujia as a philosophical school of thought, and in most cases, he did not characterize them in relationship to Confucius. He does state that “Confucius is the ancestor of the ru like Mo Di is the founder of the Mo (“An shu,” 83), but most references do not support the idea that the ru were Confucians. Wang Chong was intent on showing that ru contributed to good government. Significantly, he did not usually oppose them to Taoist or Legalist thinkers but rather to normal officials (li 吏) recruited for specific tasks and who in his view lacked the morality and erudition of the ru. The descriptions of the Critical Essays give the impression that the ru had become a socio-professional class who were experts in texts, even if the recruitment of literary experts was not yet as organized and ubiquitous as it would become later. Wang Chong undoubtedly considered himself a ru but felt no qualms about writing an infamous essay called “Questions to Confucius” in which he was very critical of the Master, showing that a first-century author could be a ru while distancing himself from Confucius.

Several Han dynasty sources support the link between ru and textual expertise, and there is even evidence of interchangeability between the words ru and wen 文, “writing.” Thus in the Discussions on Salt and Iron, literati who advocated a ru vision of politics were called wenxue (an abbreviated form for wenxue zhi shi 文學之士, “men trained in literary matters”), notably in a chapter entitled Lun ru 論儒, “Discussing the ru.”

In conclusion, there is ample evidence that during the Han dynasty, it was not devotion to Confucius but literacy, particularly literacy in the Classics, that was the defining factor of ru identity. The link between the two is important, because in ancient China, the Classics were considered works by Confucius, but essentially the ru were “professional classicists” with only a small subset who were committed followers of Confucius.

Later Developments

The definition of the ru continued to change after the Han, albeit slowly. The “Confucian” reconfiguration at the end of the Tang (618–907) and during the Song dynasty (960–1279), known in the West as “Neo-Confucianism,” professed a return to indigenous traditions, partly as a reaction against Buddhism, even as it accommodated both Taoist and Buddhist influences. Neo-Confucianism departed from classical Confucianism in its use of the metaphysical to explore ethics and ontology. With thinkers such as Zhu Xi (1130–1200) and Wang Yangming (1472–1529), Confucianism came very close to becoming a philosophical system in the Western sense. Such developments did not, however, contradict the core ideal of Confucianism of positing a correlation between personal morality and good government: the sage understands himself as a moral being, but with the ultimate end in serving the government.

It is certainly no accident that Neo-Confucianism has been associated with the imperial examinations that formalized the ancient idea that civil servants must be recruited on the basis of literary expertise. Even if in some respects the examination “was a mere formality, a mechanical exercise in composition and memory work,”13 it was instrumental in the further professionalization of ru. The examination system took its distinctive shape during the Song; by late imperial China, the training to pass the examinations had become the key pillar of the ru identity. Although many ru ultimately failed to join the administration, they had become “scholar-officials” in the fullest sense. They were members of an educated and tested elite that found both identity and employment in the official bureaucracy.

Imperial examinations were based on the study of the Classics. This disciplined ru with values, ambitions, and learning that helped them forge a common identity useful to the government. Here again, in historical sources as well as literary works, notably the famous novel The Scholars (Rulin waishi, 1750), it was expertise in the Classics rather than devotion to Confucius that constituted the defining trait of the ru. Increasingly, Confucianism also became the point of view of a class—the “gentry-literati” or “scholar-officials.”14

A notable characteristic of the ru of the late imperial era was the commitment to a pragmatic approach rather than seeing themselves as guardians of a “pure” system of thought. This included syncretism of Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism.15 In the Mongol era (1279–1368) and the Ming dynasty (1368–1644), ru were faced with despotic rulers: some chose to withdraw from public life; others endeavored to adapt and to serve the government. Another development in ru practice was “quiet-sitting,” (jingzuo 靜坐), a form of self-cultivation with medical as well as moral dimensions. Although one may find traces of such a practice in Mencius or even Confucius, quiet-sitting was most likely due to Buddhist influence. Ru understood jingzuo meditation as an addition to the ancient ideal of “sage within, king without” (nei sheng wai wang 內聖外王), namely to the idea that good rulers or officials must begin by cultivating their inner moral nature. Quiet-sitting is also a practice that points to the limitations of translated terminologies, as it was in many respects akin to prayer and shows an important dimension of what would be called “religion” in a Western context.

Another development with religious connotations was the multiplication of temples for the veneration of Confucius. Temples honoring Confucius had both secular and religious functions: they were venues for official examinations; they also housed shrines dedicated to Master Kong. Confucius had already been the object of religious devotion and sacrifice in ancient times (presumably right after his death), and in the course of time he was truly included in the pantheon of gods and spirits.16 Confucius was also increasingly integrated in popular forms of devotion typically seen as integrating Taoist and Buddhist elements, but clearly influenced by ru practices and ethics as well. The “Divine Teachings of the Confucian Tradition” (Ruzong shenjiao 儒宗神教) was a cult that developed in the nineteenth century;17 analogous developments were observable among overseas Chinese communities, for instance in Java.18

These can be partly explained as indigenous developments, but they also indicate significant acculturation in the context of Westernization. European conceptions of religion became influential at the end of the nineteenth century, and reformers modeled new expressions of Confucianism that mirrored Western religious forms. Most famous is the attempt by the reformer Kang Youwei (1858–1927) and his disciple Chen Huanzhang (1880–1933), who were inspired by American missionary Gilbert Reid to change Confucianism into a religion modeled on Protestant Christianity.19 This was in part invented tradition, but also an effort to standardize Confucian tradition in a way parallel to Christianity, especially given that the pervasive popular tradition was deemed primitive and inferior by Westerners.20

A similar dynamic recast Confucianism as a school of thought comparable to those in Western philosophy. Revolutionary intellectuals of the 1910s wanted to “overthrow Confucius’s shop,” regarding Confucianism (rujia) as a hazy notion, tantamount to “ancient tradition.” But in the first manuals of Chinese philosophy produced by Hu Shi (1891–1962) and Feng Youlan (1895–1990), both of whom were trained in Western universities, Confucianism was delineated along with Taoism, Legalism, and other ancient systems of thought. Implicitly or explicitly, such schools were deemed equal in status and comparable in nature to the schools of European philosophy, such as skepticism, stoicism, and Aristotelianism. Thus manuals produced by Western-educated, classically trained Chinese scholars were instrumental in forcing the final convergence between the “doctrines of the ru” (rujia, rushu) as they had existed in ancient China and “Confucianism” as it had been imagined by European missionaries and intellectuals in late imperial China. Indeed, in most later discourses on Chinese philosophy, the word rujia was treated as the functional equivalent of “Confucianism” (and vice versa): Confucianism had become a true philosophy, with the ru-literati as its proponents.

An East Asian “Confuciandom”

The development of Confucianism was similar in Korea, Vietnam, and Japan, especially during recent centuries. Comparative research on this topic is relatively new, with a number of studies over the last two decades.21 Some work is very general, even using clichés or ideological or nationalistic tropes that are highly problematic. Another recurrent issue smacks of competition in an attempt to designate whose “national” version of Confucianism is the purest or most advanced.22

The construction of Confucianism in other regions was in several respects comparable to the situation in China. In Korea, Vietnam, and Japan, Confucian literati were called ru 儒 (pronounced yu in Korean, nho in Vietnamese, ju in Japanese) in some contexts; in Korea and Japan, they were also called ruxuezhe 儒學者 (K., yuhakja; J. jugakusha). In Korea, there was also the more precise seongnihakja 性理學者, literally, “specialists of the nature and principle,” an evident reference to Neo-Confucianism. In Korea and Japan, the word rujiao 儒教 (K. yugyo; J. jukyô) was commonly used to denote Confucianism in general.

Korea’s political system was close to China’s, and in both regions Confucianism had a similar role, although in Korea the main transmitters of Confucianism were noble elites rather than scholar-officials.23 As in China, there was interdependence between Confucianism and government; the sixteenth-century purges of Sarim literati (shilin 士林) for political reasons are evidence of this. Much has been made of the important influence of Cheng-Zhu Neo-Confucianism in Korea in the seventeenth through nineteenth centuries, but this is too simplistic.24 By and large Korean Confucianism fits into the ru pattern of Confucianism as a system of ethics developed in a political context; even the eighteenth-century school of “practical learning” (sirhak or silhak) did not question the basic tenets of Confucianism and was ultimately changed from within the system rather than in rebellion against Confucianism.25

Japan’s connections with China were more diffuse than the relations between China and Korea. Confucian principles had been adopted along with many Chinese bureaucratic practices, especially the ritsuryô (lüling 律令) system by the seventh and eighth centuries CE,26 and—as was also the case in ancient China—“vassalage, birth, and chance were far more often the keys to administrative rank, official duties, and promotion than were proven technical competence or written regulation.”27

In the early Edo period (1603–1867), it was Japanese Confucians themselves coming from the margins of samurai society, who like the Chinese ru stressed the importance of a “meritocracy of moral men” against the rigid status divisions of the time.28 The Edo period has been seen as “the high point of Confucianism in Japan,”29 but it was only at the end of the eighteenth century that a Chinese-style examination was formally integrated into the bureaucratic system of recruitment.30 Links between Confucianism and politics were as strong in Japan as in China, particularly during the Edo period, but with a different emphasis: whereas Chinese and Korean ru must resist bad rulers or withdraw in order to preserve their integrity, in Tokugawa Japan, loyalty to the ruler was seen as an absolute duty.31 Thus whereas Chinese and Korean Confucians insisted on values such as benevolence (ren 仁), propriety (yi 義), and ritualism (li 禮), they were less important for their Japanese counterparts, who stressed instead the importance of fidelity (zhong 忠). Such characterizations may overestimate the spirit of sacrifice of the ru profession in China, but they are instructive of the proximity of Confucianism to the state in the Japanese case. Another distinctive component of Japanese Confucianism was the attempt to equate the “the way of the sages” with Shinto, or the “way of the kami.”32 Given the alignment of kami with charismatic leaders and powerful governmental figures, including the emperor, in Japan, as in Korea and China, the ru were political actors first, thinkers or philosophers second.

Scholarship on Vietnamese Confucianism is still nascent. Many scholars have played down the role of Confucianism in premodern Vietnam, stressing instead the importance of local traditions;33 others have objected that there are ideological motivations underlying this approach, namely the desire to affirm a distinctive Vietnamese culture. Vietnamese sources written in Chinese have not been plumbed; these would likely present quite a different picture of Confucianism in ancient Vietnamese society.34 Regardless, most authors agree that ru-literati were “advisors with Confucian ideas at the court,”35 and thus not very different from their Chinese counterparts.
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Chapter 3

The Construction of Confucianism in Europe and the Americas

Confucius and Confucian Sayings Across the Centuries

Lionel M. Jensen

Centuries of Confucius and Confucianisms


Every man is a quotation from all his ancestors.

—Ralph Waldo Emerson



Not long before the close of the twentieth century, Yü Ying-shih (1930–2021) pronounced Confucianism dead, youhun 遊魂 “a wandering soul.” Yet here in your hands is a handbook of Confucianism. Lewis Hodous (1872–1949) declared in the 1911 edition of the Encyclopedia Britannica that Confucianism was “a misleading general term for the teachings of the Chinese classics upon cosmology, the social order, government, morals and ethics.” Hodous, then president of the Foochow Theological School and a keen observer of Chinese folkways, knew what he was talking about. Many have argued, rightly, that the term misleads, or at best is a metaphor—but what a generative “mistaken” metaphor this has proven to be over more than five hundred years. Confucianism, as is manifest in this collection of essays, is a concept that possesses an imaginative and physical mobility that traveled over many centuries from the Asian Pacific to the Mediterranean and beyond—in short, globally.

The principal argument of this essay is that Confucius and its figurations are products of both “modernity” and centuries of manifold cultural contact. Further, the oral transmission reproduced in the fundamental Confucian texts, the forms of conversations as in the “Selected Sayings” of the Lunyu 論語, made the adoption easier and more enthusiastic than can merely be explained by the “content.” As empires fell, inspired “translators”—truly, transcreators—handed down these dialogues of wisdom and virtue, planting seeds into soil made fertile by the imaginative spadework of anticipatory adaptation. This was followed by the philological enterprise of seventeenth-to-twentieth-century Europe and the Americas, which used Confucius’s sayings in both cosmopolitan and nation-building projects.

Here we visit five centuries of analysis, commentary, and most importantly, translation and transcreation1 through which Confucianism and Europeans’ essential China were exactingly documented for purposes of admiration or attack. Over this interval the figure of “Confucius” acquired global fame, while the native figure, Kongzi 孔子, also traveled widely and was revered for millennia as the great sage, teacher, and even visionary. By way of the values associated with its avatar, Confucianism may be understood as a nexus of ethics, history, law, literature, philosophy, religion, and social order that accumulated as the figure of Confucius traveled west from the purported place of his birth in Shandong to the Gansu Corridor, along the Silk Route, into the highlands of the kingdoms of Tibet, and finally across the seas to Europe and the Americas.

Kongzi in and beyond the Great State

Not too long after the arrival of foreign missionaries and merchants in the southern interior of the Ming empire (1368–1644), the works of Confucius were judged the heart of what a small team of Jesuit scholar/pastors deemed Sapientia sinica, or “the wisdom of the Chinese,” a unique object of philosophical and religious apprehension avidly sought by linguists, missionaries, philosophers, scientists, and theologians. To study these scriptures, then, was to pursue an even deeper understanding of a Sinic habitus, and thereby disclose the implicit theological unity of the world under the Christian heavens. Given the contentious and often vicious debates over religious doctrine and royal domains, any scholarly attention to hermeneutics was equally animated by the prospects of compatibility and dissimilarity on the grounds of reason and faith, entities of great value in a period of cultural crisis and religious conflict across the papal states of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.

The story of the travels of Confucius’s teaching must be considered against a backdrop of the many kingdoms and historical empires of Eurasia: the Ming Great State Da Ming 大明, Qing Great State Da Qing 大清 of China, Đại Việt of Vietnam, the Tibetan kingdoms, the Ottoman empire, and the khanates of the Mongols. The Eurasian frontiers are as critical to the story as are the seas and shipping lanes continuously crisscrossed by vessels. The Sinica Imperium occupied a central role among the tributary states and kingdoms of East, Northeast, and Southeast Asia, and it is in this context that one can discern the very names of “Confucius” and “Confucian” made by the hands of foreigners who, residing precariously along the Pearl River estuary, found evidence among indigenous people of naturae luminae, the natural light of the one God, that shone through the Gospels.

Divine illumination of this measure, it turns out, preceded the arrival and the theological discoveries of European missionaries. As early as the seventh century CE the figure of Kongzi and his teachings had already traveled west along the Gansu Corridor to Eurasia. Among the many manuscripts that Paul Pelliot (1878–1945) and Aurel Stein (1862–1943) found in the Mogao Caves at Dunhuang in the early twentieth century was a Kong clan genealogy register of prominent families, discovered along with a cache of Tibetan and Chinese texts on Bonpo religious practice, specifically the gTo ritual orders and mythology. These texts contained many references to Kongzi who was known to the Tibetans as “Kong tse ’phrul gyi rgyal po,” which, according to Shen-yu Lin and Samten Karmay, is a royal title that may be rendered as “King of Magic.”2 Furthermore, in Bonpo tradition Kong tse is considered the inventor of divination. His magic was recounted in numerous stories and was manifested in exemplary acts of sorcery including Lamaist rites of soul ransom and recovery.3

In both Buddhist and Bonpo manuscripts, Kong tse is associated with supernatural powers, and by the time the caves were closed in the eleventh century CE, “Kong tse ’phrul rgyal” was identified with the founding supreme lord of the Tang, Taizong (598–649).4 Several of these scrolls dating to between 600 to 950 CE contain versions of a story of an extended conversation between “Kong tse ’phrul gyi rgyal po” and a preternaturally wise, but petulant young boy, “Phyva Keng-tse Lan-med.”5 It was likely an adaptation of the legend of Xiang Tuo 項橐 (familiar from the Sanzi jing 三字經) in which Zhongni 仲尼 (Kongzi) takes a young boy of seven as his master.

Much like the legendary tale, the Tibetan version is dialogical and catechistic. What makes the “interview” an especially valuable source in this instance is that it is performative: better seen and heard than read. The work of Martin Kern, Michael Hunter, and others6 on the Lunyu asserts that multiple repetitions of patterned speech by Kongzi and his disciples are best read as libretti, scripted but open to improvisation within a finite frame of characters and phrases. A fragment of Karmay’s English translation shows the verbal play and competition in these dialogues:


T(raveler): You sharp-minded boy, aren’t you going to reply straightforwardly to even one question?

B(oy): You, traveler, have a small rational mind. You like talking nonsense. Don’t be distracted by chatter. Go to a place that is worthwhile …

T: How clever your flow of words. Your beautiful words deserve to be valued and desired. If you don’t talk straightforwardly, I will not leave but remain with you.

B: Don’t get keen on the doctrine of the Bon of the Master Sage; if you do, you won’t reach any conclusions with Bon of Inspired Teachings … You childish traveler, don’t you understand that I am teaching you the truth? Go quickly to a place that is worthwhile.

T: There’s no such thing as truth. You are joking, boy, even though I do not know your origins, I will follow you through one hundred lives.7



A substantial portion of the manuscript resembles a game of increasingly competitive one-upmanship, something also described by Marcel Granet (1858–1940) in Fêtes et chansons anciennes de la Chine—verbal jousts for honor and prestige that feel kindred to the later comic art of xiangsheng 相聲 or crosstalk.8 There is both role play and role reversal along with patterned repetition that subsequently culminates in a mutual realization that Kong tse is “the wise king” and the boy an “Eternal Being,” whose collaboration is essential to the completion of the king’s “unfinished work.” This drama of narrative conflict, resolved in the course of improvisational performance, would prove effective in a similar rhetorical exercise among missionaries posted to the Indies.

The Jesuits and the Renaissance of Scripted Improvisation

Well before the first feverish Catholic missionary activity in South, Southeast, and East Asia, Cathay was a hub of a long-standing tributary web of obligation to the Ming Great State’s extensive commercial network, going both west to what we now call “Inner Asia” and southeast to maritime areas. After several decades of Portuguese and Spanish voyages (1507–1572), the Ming Great State would be conquered by the Manchus within less than a century. At this juncture the Ming was about to welcome—or at least not resist overmuch—the entrance of a new set of tributes to this civilization: the priests of the recently founded Society of Jesus. This was to have world-significant consequences.

The naming of Confucius and the intensive, intergenerational study of teachings attributed to him began among a few missionaries of the Society of Jesus between 1578 and 1604. These Jesuits gradually insinuated themselves into southern Chinese life, first at Macao, then at Zhaoqing by invitation of regional Chinese officials. Beginning with Fr. Michele Ruggieri (1543–1607), who was followed by Fr. Matteo Ricci (1550–1610), the missionaries sought converts by a process of thorough enculturation (later described by modern scholars as “accommodationism”), by which they intended to prove the near identity of Christianity and native Chinese religious faith. Indeed, the apologetics, catechisms, letters, readings, and translations generated by these priests were the foundations of the inland-residing Europeans’ Sino-Jesuit textual community, something much more than a mission. Loyal to Francis Xavier’s (1506–1552) charge that pastoral work was to be interwoven with rigorous language study, the fathers set up a “preaching house” (shuyuan 書院) where they learned Chinese while also applying themselves to classical text study (jiangjing 講經) under the guidance of native speakers. As was the practice of early modern philology, getting at the meaning of an ancient language consisted of compiling texts and seeking hermeneutical proofs within them. Such practice governed their work, and, for much the same reason, theological investigation bore risks for scholars in Europe as well as missionaries in the field. After just five years, in 1583 Ruggieri had drafted in Latin the mission’s first catechism and sent it to Jesuit censors for review.

It is most likely that this Latin manuscript of the earliest Jesuit catechism for prospective Chinese converts, Vera et brevis divinarum rerum expositio (“A True and Brief Explanation of Divine Things”9), quietly bore witness to the global accession of the name “Confusius.” The Latinization of Kong Fuzi admitted him into a legion of what became the “humanities,” marrying one prestigious form of language (Latin) to that of the Chinese (guanhua官話). With this naming, Confucius joined a great many other distinguished figures so nominated in Europe: Clavius, Copernicus, Grotius, Vesalius, Ortelius, Cusanus, and the like.

The seventh chapter of this catechistic pamphlet—alternately printed by woodblock at Goa (in Latin) and Zhaoqing (in Chinese)—was represented as a dialogue between a “pagan” philosopher and a Christian priest; it included two mentions of “Confusius.” This became the favored presentation and appropriation of the tradition, and subsequent treatises by European scholars, both clerical and lay, took up this dialogue format as an essential component of argumentative defense or rejection of accommodationist doctrine. More than a century later in 1709 a more contentious, anti-accommodationist catechism format was used by Fr. Nicholas Malebranche (1638–1715) in his Entretien d’un Philosophe chrétien et d’un Philosophe chinois sur l’existence et la nature de Dieu.10 But the dialectic of clever apologetics offered here in Ruggieri’s heuristic word play was, in the end, more consequential:


Ethnicus Philosophus: Illud posterius caput ego Confusii nostri libris traditum recognosco; prius vero nequaquam ab eo expositum fuisse mirror.

Sacerdos Christianus: Hoc prius etiem caput naturae luminae cognocsi posse nostrates sapientes asserunt; an vero a vestro Confusio agnitum non omino mecum statuo.

Pagan Philosopher: That latter point I recognize as handed down in the books of our Confusius [as for] the first point, I truly marveled that it had been propounded by him at all.

Christian Priest: Indeed, men dwelling in our country allege that even this first point can be recognized by the light of nature, but whether this by your Confusius [has] been recognized I am not altogether decided. (emphasis added)



The immediate subject of the interchange, Illud posterius caput (“that latter point”), was made from Ruggieri’s studies of the Lunyu where in Book 5:12 he encountered an assuredly familiar phrase: 我不欲人之加諸我也，吾亦欲無加諸人. “What I do not wish men to do to me, I also wish not to do to men.” A version of the dictum on reciprocity appears in the biblical books of Exodus and Leviticus and also several centuries later in Jesus’s Sermon on the Mount. In this instance, “the golden rule” measured far more than serendipity—it was proof of a wider circumference of the element of the humane. As such, it cast the teachings of “our Confusius” to an earlier antiquity than that of Jesus. The motto’s afterlife, then, was not the sole property of the Jewish and Christian traditions, but also belonged to one of its earliest practitioners, the etymon “Confusius” from which “Confucianism” would be made in the early years of the nineteenth century.

It was a while before the orthography was fixed as there were a good number of tongues from which this name fell, names such as Cum Fu çu, Confutius, Confutio, Confusio, or “Confuzo” (as Matteo Ricci sometimes referred to him), among others. Nonetheless, Ruggieri’s Latin catechism and an early translation of a portion of the “Great Learning” Daxue (大學) were included in Antonio Possevino’s (1533–1611) Bibliotheca Selecta printed in Rome in 1593. However, the first witnesses to this transcreation remained cloistered, as Ruggieri’s translation became tangled up in missionary politics.

Nevertheless, the interchange regarding the ethical imperative, whether in Chinese or Latin, replicates the Greek rhetorical practice of dialectic as found in the Dialogues of Plato, similarly invented or rather reconstructed; thus, it felt familiar to learned Europeans. For Chinese readers and listeners the exchange was known from the give and take of ancient discourse found in the Lunyu and Mengzi 孟子.

Here one must realize that the “represented” orality is a partial copy drawn from a lived lexicon of verbal and physical interchange associated with this Ethnicus Philosophus and his people, along with their language and habits. This is not to deny that the “conversation” was fabricated; it is to suggest that the discussions occasioned by the encounter between speakers operated in a manner identical to that of the Tibetan story. Both the interview and the Vera et brevis divinarum rerum expositio exemplified the practice of paideia and took place within the larger frame of established oral literature where implicit rules govern what is directed and performed. This is also connected to catechism, from the Greek catechesis meaning to “teach orally,” which governed theological instruction. This is how one ought to understand the accelerated and expansive movement of Confucius and Confucian teachings across a varied geography of interpretive communities from the end of the sixteenth to the middle of the nineteenth centuries. The fundamental oral character of text production and transmission was enhanced by cultural conditions conducive to appropriation.

The composition, printing, shipment, and distribution of the Tianzhu shilu occurred over several years. Printed in 1584, it was employed for about a decade among prospective converts before it was determined to be ineffective. In 1604 a second catechism, this one by Matteo Ricci’s hand, the Tianzhu shiyi (天主實意 “The Real Significance of the Heavenly Master”), was approved for use and was printed on woodblocks cut in Beijing. For the text’s official presentation to Jesuit superiors, Ricci prepared a detailed Latin summary of all eight chapters of the teaching tool. Again, Confutius appears:


Europaeus interpratur hic quendam locum Confutii, qui maxime est apud eos autoritatis et sanctitatis, qui quingentos ante Christum natum annos floruit, et multa optime scripsit …

The European interprets here a certain position of Confutius, who is especially of authority and sanctity, who flourished five hundred years before the birth of Christ, and wrote many things very well … (emphasis added)11



The names of the interlocutors have been changed: no pagan philosopher and no Christian priest. Instead, Europaeus Litteratus and Litteratus Sina meet more as equals in argument, as was the case with common philological practice where readings of key terms from specific classical texts were explained and debated aloud. The European scholar corrects a mistaken view attributed to Confutius that taiji 太極 (“Supernal Ridgepole”) was a reference to God, and as he does the reader/listener gets a sense of Confucius’s significance and influence, while placing him as the predecessor of Jesus.

In his history of the Sino-Jesuit mission, Storia dell’Introduzione del Christianismo in Cina of 1610, Ricci gave sufficient weight to the figure whom he deemed a saint (santo) among his people:


The greatest philosopher among them is Confutio, who was born 551 years before the coming of the Lord to the world and for more than seventy years lived a very good life teaching this people through words, works, and writings … Not only the literati but the kings themselves venerate him through so many centuries measuring backward in time … and they avow that they themselves display a soul grateful for the doctrine received from him.12



The descriptive language of this capsule biography became the boilerplate for multiple subsequent foreign-language accounts of the Confucii Vita, the most significant of which was found in the Confucius Sinarum Philosophus, sive, Scientia Sinensis Latine Exposita 1687 (Confucius the Philosopher of China, or, the Knowledge of China, presented in Latin in 1687).

Translation, Transmission, Transference

The popularity of its reception by the lettered exceeded that for Isaac Newton’s (1643–1727) Philosophiae Naturalis Principia Mathematica, which appeared the same year; however, portions of this grand Jesuit translation project had already been seen by or heard of among lettered Sinophiles in Europe nearly two decades earlier. Europe’s revolution in print capitalism was vibrantly underway. Printing houses, antiquarians, collectors, engravers, illustrators, stationers, booksellers, and libraries were in almost every major city. In fact, in London, Paris, Geneva, and Amsterdam, there were whole blocks taken up by the book and manuscript trade. Owing to late seventeenth-century and eighteenth-century innovations in navigation and vessel design, technology furthered investment in speed and more reliable delivery of cargo, helping to bring about “a convergence of conceptual, material and social factors” and “a transnational repertoire of publishing practices” that Patricia Sieber has insightfully termed “biblioglossia.”13

Consequentially, other versions of the life of Confucius and the wisdom of the Chinese circulated, such as the first bilingual Chinese-Latin translation of the Daxue, Sapientia Sinica of Inacio da Costa (1603–1666) in 1662 and by 1670 Prosper Intorcetta’s (1625–1696) Sinarum Scientia Politico-moralis, which included the Confucii Vita. From Intorcetta’s text was made a French translation, La Morale de Confucius: Philosophe de Chine (1688), from which multiple translations and approximations were made up through the mid- to late-nineteenth century. An English translation of this abridgement, The Morals of Confucius, A Chinese Philosopher, was published in 1691 in London.

Both the French and English works were reprinted and, like the first editions, were published as leather-bound parchment pocket books. Each was about 150 pages and offered an abbreviated sampling of the Jesuit translations of the Daxue, Zhongyong, and Lunyu, a shortened biography of Confucius, a preface by the editors, and an introductory essay titled “On the Antiquity and Philosophy of the Chinese.” This abbreviation and publication of significant portions of the Confucius Sinarum Philosophus occurred alongside the abridgment and republication of the Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society, which were translated into national vernaculars (French, English, German). So, in the same way that the multilingual European scientific community was sustained by the rapid circulation of the summary digests of volumes of the Royal Society, an educated lay community fascinated by China’s traditions was joined through the energetic movements of the Republic of Letters. Confucius could offer more than a political vision of reasoned stability and civil order; in fact, Confucius and the written language of which he was the most learned representative were conceived of by some natural philosophers and scientists in Europe, such as John Webb (1611–1672) and John Wilkins (1614–1672), as features of a semiotic system analogous to mathematics, a universal system of real characters.

The early missionaries welcomed in Kongzi’s teaching those things they themselves esteemed: piety, undying fraternal affection; the priority of rites in choreographing a meaningful life; public service to the wise in achieving social harmony; along with the study and interpretation of specific works that constituted paideia. Such appreciation of what would later be called “Confucianism” inspired subsequent efforts by the many churchmen of Christianity who sought to illuminate Chinese religious understanding through translation of scriptural texts from Chinese into Latin, Dutch, French, and English. In fact, at the Baptist mission in Serampore, Joshua Marshman (1768–1837) in the first years of the nineteenth century established a practice and preaching community in which Chinese language was taught inductively by means of the Four Books, as had been done from the founding of Sino-Jesuit mission. Using the rhyming tables of the Kangxi Zidian and relying on native Chinese speakers in the Bengal region, he prepared a grammar of proper pronunciations of Chinese along with a translation of the Daxue and the first few books of the Lunyu.14 Knowing the Confucian instruction meant being able to speak and hear it correctly.

Certainly, the translation enterprise was a significant legacy of the Sino-Jesuit mission, something borne out in James Legge’s (1815–1897) reliance on Catholic missionary translations in “The Chinese Classics,” the Sishu and the Wujing between 1865 and 1895.15 The German philologist and Sanskritist Friedrich Max Müller’s (1823–1900) fifty-volume Sacred Books of the East contained Legge’s “Thirteen Classics.” The grand bilingual products of Legge’s and Wang Tao’s (1828–1897) workshop were made from an intergenerational creative commons of scholars, human scientists, theology, and commerce tempered by the heat of philology.

The early modern era was marked by a chorale of curiosities reaching the ears of classicists, savants, antiquarians, connoisseurs, churchmen, and missionaries, all of whom who were seeking the truth of ancient wisdom foundational to Christianity. The modern humanities’ parallel practices of text-work—translation, redaction, hermeneutics—grew from theologically inspired philology of the late Renaissance and the first several decades of the Reformation. Thus Jesuits, Dominicans, Franciscans, Augustinians, and others conducted the spadework of philological reconstruction and transference from materials from around the world just as did their scholiast cohort at home, all with a sense of duress, as empires were collapsing throughout Eurasia. James Turner’s comments on this fraught but exceedingly creative moment offer a picture of the growing pressure and the challenges to traditional understandings experienced by these scholars:


Other philologists, too, turned skills forged to study Greece and Rome onto ancient cultures of Asia and even beyond. Such soundings could subvert orthodoxy as severely as biblical philology. Isaac Peyrère invoked ancient chronologies from the Near East and New World, antedating the biblical timescale, to argue … that human beings existed long before Adam … The Jesuit missionary, Martino Martini, in 1658 tried to reconcile Chinese and biblical chronologies: he ended up implying that Chinese people antedated Noah, the father of the whole human race after the universal flood.16



In this way, space was opened for a less colonizing perception of Catholic supremacy, a change that had been evident in the Jesuits’ embodied acquaintance with Chinese and adoption of native practices of dress and speech. The translator was read into source languages of Chinese, Greek, Hebrew, thereby extending our vision of missionary and theological purpose to include sinographs as the language of inspirational translation and dissolving the Orientalist bias.

It goes without saying that the flurry of letters, catechisms, dictionaries, lexicons, vocabularies, translations, and redactions were the visible record of missionary enculturation. But, at the same time such profusion of voices and texts paralleled the practice of scholars and churchmen in sixteenth-century Europe, and of Hebraists such as Johannes Reuchlin (1455–1522) and other later Christian philologists like Richard Bentley (1622–1742) who sought to determine the original authority of the words of the Bible in light of the New Testament. Here, much like at Ricci and Ruggieri’s “preaching house,” one can recognize the busy workings of theologically inspired philology, where the Greeks, including Homer, were regarded as primitive in that the epic was not properly “literature” but oral performance. Still, as others circumnavigated the globe in the name of an inspirational hero and a grand civilian architecture of divine worship, they discovered a truly literate hero, Confutio, the author/editor of the gujing 古經 or ancient classics. The work of Reuchlin and others in exploring Greek and Hebrew sources for a more accurate account of the life of Jesus was conducted in this spirit. This linguistic turn among clerical and lay scholars such as the cases noted here was reflected in the work of missionaries in the field who sought to accommodate the rites and sacrifices to the First Teacher by examining their roots in the Hebrew Bible as would be done by Adriano di St. Thecla (1697–1764) in precisely reconstructing the architecture and choreography of the official cult to Confucius (Nho giáo) under the Đại Việt.17

In these workings Confucius remained a touchstone from which Chinese civilization was judged to be enlightened, not regressive. By the time Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz (1646–1716) penned his “Remarks on Chinese Rites and Religion” (1707), in which he defended the secular, performative quality of Chinese rituals, the century-long war that had broken out within the Catholic church over the heretical qualities of Chinese rites and terms (the Rites and Terms Controversy) was resolved with the Nanjing Decree against the Chinese practice of ancestor worship by papal legate Charles-Thomas Maillard de Tournon (1668–1710). One might think that this would coincide with a decline in European interest in Confucius and his teachings as the foundation of the Great Qing State. Not so, for in 1758 the wisdom of this transnational culture hero was grandly proclaimed with the publication of a three-volume French edition of Diogenes Laertius’s (fl. third century CE) Lives of the Philosophers that included a ninety-page exposition of the life and teachings of Confucius.18 (See Figure 3.1) This was the legacy and image that sailed farther west to the British colonies of America.
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Figure 3.1 “Confucius, le plus celèbre Philosophe de la Chine” Les vies des plus illustres philosophes de l’antiquité. leurs systèmes, leur morale, & leurs sentences les plus remarquables; traduites du grec de Diogene Laerce. Vol. 3, Amsterdam 1758, facing page 103. (Plate reproduced from the original held by the Department of Special Collections of the Hesburgh Libraries of the University of Notre Dame.) This image was one of hundreds of European and American reproductions all of which were descended or purloined from the ancestor portrait, “Cum Fu Çu sive Confucius,” which appeared in Philippe Couplet, et al., Confucius Sinarum (Paris, 1687). Note particularly the miniature size of the volume that recalls the pocket-sized Morals of Confucius that appeared in London in 1691.



“Modern” American and European Incorporation

The ideology of an enlightened modernity hovers above any interpretation of Confucianism’s conceptual history because it is a centuries-weathered cornerstone of the humanities that is a critical part of the modern commonwealth of learning. From the early sixteenth and seventeenth centuries Confucius and his moral sayings were prominent topics in the long-distance community of both lay and religious called Respublica litterarum or the Republic of Letters.19 This in turn influenced the more familiar workings of eighteenth to twentieth century Euro-American letters—a global affair.

Early Americans were enthusiastic in their embrace of “Confucian virtue.” Here is Benjamin Franklin (1706–1790) in a 1749 letter to his friend the Reverend George Whitefield (1714–1770):


I am glad to hear that you have frequent opportunities of preaching among the great. If you can gain them to a good and exemplary life, wonderful changes will follow in the manners of the lower ranks; for, ad Exemplum Regis, &c. On this principle Confucius, the famous eastern reformer, proceeded. When he saw his country sunk in vice, and wickedness of all kinds triumphant, he applied himself first to the grandees; and having by his doctrine won them to the cause of virtue, the commons followed in multitudes. The mode has a wonderful influence on mankind; and there are numbers that perhaps fear less the being in Hell, than out of the fashion! Our more western reformations began with the ignorant mob; and when numbers of them were gained, interest and party-views drew in the wise and great. Where both methods can be used, reformations are like to be more speedy. O that some method could be found to make them lasting! He who discovers that will, in my opinion, deserve more, ten thousand times, than the inventor of the longitude.20



Thus, we observe the legacy of the Enlightenment nurtured through the Sinophilia of American revolutionaries in the eighteenth century and should note the salience of performance— “the mode”—in the extolling of Confucius for the charismatic effect of historical example.

In the first years of the nineteenth century, “Confucian” had been in use for more than one hundred years to describe the maxims and followers of Confucius. But the travel continued farther west from European centers. Beyond the late medieval and Renaissance philology, came new traditions of the power of reading and redaction. Long-distance networks joined across wind and water, ports of call and publishing houses, where interpretive communities awaited the arrival of news from China (novissima sinica) just as they anticipated silks, spices, and teas. From East Asia to Europe to the “New World,” goods, ideas, and texts traveled.

For example, Thomas Paine’s (1737–1809) stay in Paris (1790–1802) brought him into the orbit of French Deism, where The Morals of Confucius of 1691 was secure in its ancient religious authority by dint of the greater age of Chinese antiquity as compared with that of the Jews—again the pattern of transcreation. For Paine, as for Voltaire of whom he and Jefferson were both admirers, the moral teachings of Confucius and those of Jesus were appreciably alike:


As a book of morals there are several parts of the New Testament that are good, but they are no other than what had been preached in the East world several hundred years before Christ was born. Confucius, the Chinese philosopher, who lived five hundred years before the time of Christ says, “acknowledge thy benefits by the turn of benefits, but never revenge injuries.”21



Others in the United States, such as Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803–1882) and Henry David Thoreau (1817–1862), were polyglots whose religious disposition inclined them to the study of Buddhism, Zoroastrianism, Hinduism, and other “wisdoms of the East.” The former gave sermons on occasion that featured selected quotations and/or commentary on Confucius, whose example he took on analogy with Plutarch. This was an especially compelling link for Emerson, who preached on the effectiveness of model emulation of lives lived well. Scarcely a decade before his first winter at Walden, Thoreau had introduced Emerson to the sayings of Confucius. Both were avid readers of the texts printed at Protestant mission publishing houses of South and Southeast Asia (Serampore, Malacca), the sources for the Four Books and the Analects. From the adages and anecdotes of their commonplace books they assembled The Dial’s “Ethnical Scriptures” that in April 1843 featured a brief sample of Confucius’s sayings from Joshua Marshman’s 1809 partial Lunyu translation. Six months later Emerson and Thoreau published a relatively new abbreviated English translation of the Sishu 四書 (Four Books) with selections by category (“the Scholar,” “the Taou,” “of Reform,” “War,” “Politics,” “Virtue”). In a “Preliminary Note” they wrote:


Since we printed a few selections from Dr. Marshman’s translation of the sentences of Confucius, we have received a copy of “the Chinese Classical Work, commonly called the Four Books, translated and illustrated with notes by the late Rev. David Collie, Principal of the Anglo-Chinese College, Malacca” … This translation, which seems to have been undertaken and performed as an exercise in learning the language, is the most valuable contribution we have yet seen from the Chinese literature.22



At the time that The Dial had its first run in July 1840, comparative religion as a form of study was well underway, particularly among Unitarians like Emerson. Thoreau had been busy with his own translations of Confucian works a decade before, relying on work of the French writer Guillaume Pauthier’s Confucius et Mencius: les quatre livres de philosophie morale et politique de la Chine of 1841 and an earlier American awareness of Confucian teachings among the European-influenced Franklin, Jefferson, and Paine, whose libraries held works of Du Halde, Leibniz, Quesnay, Voltaire, and Wolff along with abridged English translations from Latin versions of Confucian Classics.

The Contents of Twentieth-Century Transferences

Chinese religion continued to play a part in Euro-American thought, but it became more widely known especially when Max Weber (1864–1920) turned his attention to the sociology of Chinese religion. The publication in 1915 and 1920 of his two-volume Konfuzianismus und Taoismus (Confucianism and Daoism)—more commonly known by the problematic title of its English translation, The Religion of China (1951)—equated China and Confucianism, holding the latter accountable for the cultural stagnation of the former. The Religion of China marked a turning point in the study of Confucianism. It returned China to meaningful engagement with the “West” as it cast the specific history of Confucianism’s mediation of capitalism against the backdrop of world secularization. Weber’s comparative sociology was motivated by an historical interest in determining the specific conditions for the rise of rational capitalism in Europe. His study of China was premised on a negative question—why rationalization did not give rise to capitalism—the answer to which cast light on both Europe’s Protestant and China’s Confucian spiritualities.23

Weber’s conclusion that the development of rational entrepreneurial capitalism in China was undermined by Confucianism’s distinctive ethos of rational world accommodation—in contrast with Protestantism, whose impulses toward transcendence displayed a productive, world-renouncing tension—has been contested for a century. And yet by calling attention to Confucianism as a mediating spirituality by means of which Chinese, especially the literati (ru 儒, scholar-officials), negotiated the dramatic changes in consciousness and material life brought by modernization, he provided analytical tools used in all subsequent study of Confucianism, especially the scholarly work on neo-Confucianism of the 1950s through 1970s, and even the present-day intellectual movements of xinrujia 新儒家, or New Confucianism.

Works in the early 1950s on Euro-American intellectual history focused on Chinese “thought”—and not philosophy—though sometimes without sufficient context, but always to the greater credit of Confucianism. In 1953 alone, several significant publications appeared. Studies in Chinese Thought, edited by Arthur Wright (1913–1976) under the auspices of Robert Redfield (1897–1958), aimed to bring about “intercultural communication” through a thoroughly historical account of the dispositions of the Chinese mind in a broadly comparative context. A complete translation by Derk Bodde (1909–2003) of the magisterial history by Feng Youlan (1895–1990) of Chinese philosophy, Zhongguo zhexue shi 中國哲學史 (1934; A History of Chinese Philosophy), provided foreign readers an organized interpretation of certain key figures and texts over two millennia of Chinese thought. Also in 1953, Études sociologiques sur la Chine (Sociological Studies of China) by Marcel Granet was similarly comparative even if more analytical and ethnographic.

These several volumes succeeded in establishing the fundaments of the Chinese worldview within a larger history of ideas, avoiding the narrow equivalence of Confucianism and Chineseness, thereby advancing scholarship beyond the earnest exploration of religio-cultural common ground by Jesuit missionaries and proto-sinologists. Later conference volumes, beginning with John K. Fairbank’s (1907–1991) Chinese Thought and Institutions of 1957, elaborated the diverse and interlocking connections of time, space, and community in China. Works such as Confucianism in Action (1959), The Confucian Persuasion (1960), and Confucian Personalities (1962) displayed a striking preponderance of the unitary cultural ideal metonymically encapsulated in Confucianism and its nominal derivative, Confucian. A chrestomathy of the essays from these Confucianism collections was produced under Arthur Wright in 1964, bearing the title Confucianism and Chinese Civilization, thus revealing the limits of scholarly imagination to compass a grand territory of Chinese experiences. The reduction of Chinese diversity to ideological unity represented by these anthologies provoked a countermovement to explore the full range of China’s unrepresented popular cultures that would not come of age until the new social history and microhistory of the early 1980s through the 1990s.24

Confucianism Restored? Indigenous Values and Religion

William Theodore de Bary (1919–2017) and Wing-tsit Chan (1901–1994) together inveighed prolifically against the notion that Confucianism accounted for China’s weakness. They reasserted Confucianism, or more specifically, neo-Confucianism, as definitive of Chinese modernity, a resource of humanitarianism and liberalism, denied by the iconoclastic excesses of early twentieth-century radicalism. Their work was challenged by the common twentieth-century revolutionary conclusion that the great tradition of China’s ancient civilization was irrelevant, and that Confucianism had failed—a failure doubly reinforced by the iconoclastic ideology and politics of the nation’s two national parties, the Communists and the Nationalists. Also, the rediscovery of a materialist, scientific Marx and the intellectually creative rage of protesting students in the 1960s and 1970s in Europe and the United States problematized the notion of a broad civic culture of Confucian shidafu 士大夫 (scholar-officials) that, through the universality of civilization, overcame the particularity of class. Furthermore, the trend of postwar area studies scholarship encouraged by the U.S. government was toward social science and contemporary politics, with a focus on the causes and consequences of the Chinese revolution.

The work of Chan and de Bary in the 1960s through the 1970s bucked these trends in claiming that the cultural context of twentieth-century China was generated much earlier. Through a formalistic equating of Chinese and Western philosophy, Chan’s Source Book in Chinese Philosophy asserted that “in order to understand the mind of China, it is absolutely necessary to understand Chinese thought, especially Neo-Confucianism.”25 While each conceived of Neo-Confucianism differently—Chan identifying it strictly within the tradition of teachings of Cheng Yi (1033–1107) and Zhu Xi (1130–1200) and de Bary recognizing it as including ru from the Tang through the Qing eras—both saw in Lixue 理學 (“the learning of coherence”) and Daoxue 道學 (“the learning of the way”) the quintessential culture foundation of modern China. Such study of Confucianism via neo-Confucianism accelerated in the 1970s and 1980s, with additional conference volumes as the primary vehicle for the development of this interpretation. Politics and cultural struggles may have driven some U.S. scholars to advance a defense of Confucianism and Chinese civilization with reiterative reappraisals of neo-Confucianism and compensatory re-descriptions of Chinese philosophy through common Western philosophical terms, but a more dramatic reading of Confucianism’s contemporary significance emerged with the work of Tu Wei-ming (1940– ).

Picking up on Hu Shi’s (1891–1962) early twentieth-century view of a Chinese renaissance while developing Chan’s and de Bary’s interests in neo-Confucianism, Tu became the foremost representative for the creative reinvention of Confucianism as religion. Tu and other advocates of Confucian values placed themselves self-consciously in what he termed a “Third Wave” of rejuvenation of the ru tradition. This contemporary incarnation, he insisted, was a new ethical world religion capable of generating a similar contemporary fundamentalism: “Confucianism so conceived is a way of life which demands an existential commitment on the part of Confucians no less intensive and comprehensive than that demanded of the followers of other spiritual traditions such as Judaism, Christianity, Islam, Buddhism, or Hinduism.”26

In this respect, Tu’s argument for Confucianism’s equal theological status with world religions was embraced by social scientists as definitive of late twentieth-century Asian modernity and is fully in evidence in recent works such as Daniel Bell, China’s New Confucianism: Politics and Everyday Life in a Changing Society, and Souchou Yao, Confucian Capitalism: Discourse, Practice and the Myth of Chinese Enterprise. Increasingly in an era of China’s global economic triumphalism, Confucian culture constitutes the very special heritage by which today’s New Confucians assert that Weber’s Religion of China was wrong, and that the Confucian ethic was, and is, the transformative spirit of Chinese capitalism.

The contemporary use of “Confucius and his sayings” continues, for instance in the planetary growth of Kongzi xueyuan 孔子學院 (Confucius Institutes) since 2004—and the U.S. backlash against China’s interest in increasing its growing international influence in the Communist Party’s One Belt, One Road global development enterprise. Samuel P. Huntington’s (1927-2008) concept of a “Confucian civilization” makes sense in the context provided in this chapter. In myriad contemporary forms and invocations, the travels and transcreation of the enduring concept of Confucianism continue to be evident, although not without intense debate.27

Lessons

In these many transcreations we may recognize our ancestry because we are descendants of a wide genealogical constellation of humanities and science. Here, as with the transferences performed by Shakespeare’s readings of the King James Bible, the transferences in the name of Confutius/Comgfutsee/Confucio/Confucius as such and the communities made in this figural name, have been found or rather ceaselessly remade from the Axial Age to the present. So, what is Confucianism? In a very recent collection of essays titled Confucianisms for a Changing World Cultural Order Roger Ames and Peter Hershock offer an answer:


However, we might choose to characterize “Confucianism,” it is more than any particular set of precepts or potted ideology identified post hoc within different phases or epochs of China’s cultural narrative. Confucianism is not so much an isolatable doctrine or a commitment to a certain belief structure as it is the continuing narrative of a community of people—the center of an ongoing “way” or dao of thinking and living. Approaching the story of Confucianism as a continuing cultural narrative presents us with a rolling, continuous, and always contingent tradition out of which emerges its own values and its own logic. A narrative understanding of Confucianism is made available to us by drawing relevant correlations among specific historical figures and events. Confucianism is importantly biographical and genealogical—the stories of formative models.28



Such recommendations affirm the persistent significance of Confucius’s sayings as the centuries-old fertile ground of changing civilization and global interactions. As well, they are particularly familiar, reminding us of the enduring imprint of early modern humanism by awakening the life-forms that are and have long been “Confucian” teaching.

Notes

1.“Translation” bears a number of meanings throughout this essay, among them the materiality of movement of bodies, objects, ideas, technology, texts, relics. In order to get at the local dynamics of creative adaptation or adoption of the epic figure of Confucius and his sayings I’d like to suggest the term “transcreation” in which “new” ideas are taken up and then transmitted, often without awareness of their appropriation. Lastly, the term “transference” is borrowed from Harold Bloom (1930–2019), Ruin the Sacred Truths and refers to the effects of metaphor in reading: “A transference or metaphor takes place when we read … just as similar transferences took place when our ancestors read these writers. These transferences, on our part, echo or repeat earlier transferences and what is transferred is our love for authority … ” Harold Bloom, Ruin the Sacred Truths: Poetry and Belief from the Bible to the Present (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1991), 8.

2.Shen-yu Lin, “The Tibetan Image of Confucius,” Revue d’Etudes Tibétanes, no. 12 (Mars, 2007): 105–129. There were even a few of the manuscripts that Stein identified as akin to the selected sayings of Kongzi.

3.Charles Ramble, “Soul-retrieval (bla ‘gug) Rituals: An Introduction,” Kalpa Bön (2013): “Kong tse bla glud” is the name of this rite. http://www.kalpa-bon.com/rituals/soul-retrieval-bla-gug-rituals-introduction Accessed on May 31, 2019.

4.This magical royal name endured as an equivalent term for the supreme lord in subsequent dynasties.

5.Samten G. Karmay, “The Interview between Phyva Keng-tse Lan-med and Confucius,” in The Arrow and the Spindle: Studies in History, Myths, Rituals and Beliefs in Tibet, rev. ed. (Kathmandu: Mandala Book Point, 2009), 169–182.

6.Michael Hunter and Martin Kern, Confucius and the Analects Revisited: New Perspectives on Composition, Dating, and Authorship (Leiden: Brill, 2018).

7.Karmay, “The Interview,” 174–78.

8.Haun Saussy, The Ethnography of Rhythm: Orality and Its Technologies (New York: Fordham University Press, 2016), 17–56.

9.The corresponding Chinese text was the Tianzhu shilu 天主實錄 “Veritable Record of the Heavenly Master.”

10.Nicholas Malebranche, Entretien d’un Philosophe chrétien et d’un Philosophe chinois sur l’existence et la nature de Dieu (Paris, 1709).

11.Ricci’s Latin summary of the catechism may be found in Douglas Lancashire and Peter Hu Kuo-chen, S.J., trans. The True Meaning of the Lord of Heaven (St. Louis, MO: Institute of Jesuit Sources, 1985), 460-472, esp. 463.

12.Matteo Ricci, In Pasquale d’Elia, ed., Fonti Ricciane: Storia dell’introduzione del Cristianesimo in Cina, Vol. 1, (Rome: Libreria dellas Stato, 1942) 39-40.

13.Patricia Sieber, “The Imprint of the Imprints: Sojourners, Xiaoshuo Translations, and the Transcultural Canon of Early Chinese from Europe, 1697–1826,” East Asian Publishing and Society 3 (2013): 31–70.

14.J. J. Marshman, Elements of Chinese Grammar with a Preliminary Dissertation on the Colloquial Medium of the Chinese, and An Appendix Containing the TA-HYOH of Confucius with a Translation (Serampore: The Mission Press, 1814). In doing this Marshman held fast to the specific practices of the first Jesuit missionaries.

15.In the first volume of his translation of the Chinese Classics, Legge listed the “Principal Works Which Have Been Consulted in the Preparation of This Volume,” that included the Confucius Sinarum Philosophus. See James Legge, The Chinese Classics, Vol. I (Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 1970), 135.

16.James Turner, Philology: The Forgotten Origins of the Modern Humanities (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2014), 51–52.

17.Lionel M. Jensen, “Preface,” in Father Adriano di Santa Thecla, Opusculum de Sectis apud Sinenses et Tunkinenses (A Treatise on the Small Sects among the Chinese and the Tonkinese), trans. and annot. Olga Dror (Ithaca, NY: Cornell Southeast Asia Program), 14–21.

18.Les Vies plus illustres philosophes de l’antiquité, avec leurs dogmes, leurs systèmes, leur morale, & leurs sentences les plus remarquables; traduites du grec de Diogene Laerce (Amsterdam: J. H. Schneider, 1758).

19.The Republic of Letters may have been brought to prominence by Erasmus (1469-1536), but it was not merely a European phenomenon and was a direct reflection of the mobility of persons as much as goods. This was especially true during and after the Thirty Years War and later Louis XIV’s revocation of the Edict of Nantes when Protestants fled to safe havens in Amsterdam, Augsburg, Leiden, and Geneva. In this way those fleeing religious persecution joined the outward-facing Sino-Jesuits who were all in motion while also still connected. On this phenomenal story of the cultural mobility of the early modern, Anthony Grafton offers a needed perspective: “republicans [of letters] lived lives characterized by movement and distance … [they] crossed nations, borders, sometimes whole worlds … cultivated the same fields of study, from natural science to the art of reading history, and sometimes even pursued the same ideals of civility and collaboration … The Republic of Letters existed, first and foremost, as a palimpsest of people, books and objects in motion. See Grafton, “A Sketch Map of a Lost Continent: The Republic of Letters,” Republics of Letters: A Journal for the Study of Knowledge, Politics, and the Arts 1.1 (May 1, 2009): 5–6.

20.Benjamin Franklin to George Whitefield, July 6, 1749. Albert Henry Smith, ed., The Writings of Benjamin Franklin, Vol. II: (New York, Macmillan, 1905), 377-78. I would note here that Franklin’s admiration for Confucius as a symbol of moderation and thrift very likely affected the writing of his Autobiography, which proved to be a foundational influence on Weber’s formulation of The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism.

21.This passage is taken from an 1802 issue of The Prospect. See Thomas Paine, Collected Writings. Note that in this instance Paine cites an Anglicized version (here from the 1691 Sayings of Confucius) of the celebrated Lunyu 5:12 excerpt discussed earlier.

22.“Preliminary Note,” Ethnical Scriptures, Chinese Four Books, The Dial, No. XIV (October 1843): 205.

23.Yü Ying-shih addressed this matter to significant corrective effect in his 1987 work, 中國近世宗教倫理與商人精神 Zhongguo jinshi zongjiao lunli yu shangren jingshen (The Religious Ethic and Mercantile Spirit in Early Modern China), offering a significant rejoinder to Weber’s thesis, in demonstrating that the “inner-worldly asceticism” that is the Protestant ethic was not a “calling” specific to Europe’s industrial revolution. A similar transformative spirit was evident in the merchant classes of eighteenth-century Yangzhou, whose profit making was understood as eleemosynary: “where one’s duty lies.” See Hoyt Cleveland Tillman, “Editor’s Introduction,” in The Religious Ethic and Mercantile Spirit in Early Modern China, ed. Yü Ying-shih (New York: Columbia University Press, 2021), xiii–xlii, esp. xxix–xl.

24.This development was exemplified by David Johnson, Andrew J. Nathan, and Evelyn S. Rawski, eds., Popular Culture in Late Imperial China (Berkeley: University of California Press), 1985.

25.Wing-tsit Chan, Sourcebook in Chinese Philosophy (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1969), ix.

26.Tu Wei-ming, “Hsiung Shih-li’s Quest for Authentic Existence,” in The Limits of Change: Essays on Conservative Alternatives in Republican China, ed. Charlotte Furth (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1976), 242–275.

27.For a critical and trenchant account of the claims and counterclaims of the exuberances of New Confucians such as Jiang Qing 将庆 (1953– ) and Kang Xiaoguang 康晓光 (1963–), see Ge Zhaoguang 葛兆光 (1950– ), “ ‘If Horses had Wings’: The Political Demands of Mainland New Confucians in Recent Years,” introduced and translated by David Ownby, Reading the China Dream blog, online at: https://www.readingthechinadream.com/ge-zhaoguang-if-horses-had-wings.html.

28.Roger Ames and Peter D. Hershock, eds., Confucianisms for a Changing World Cultural Order (Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 2018), 4.
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Part II

The Development of Confucianism in China


CHAPTER 4

The Confucian Legendary Past

Yuri Pines


The Master said, “Great indeed was Yao as a ruler! How lofty! It is Heaven that is great and it was Yao who patterned himself upon it.”

—Lunyu 8.19

When under siege in Kuang, the Master said, “With King Wen dead, is not this culture of ours (wen) invested here in me?”

—Lunyu 9.5

The Master said, “How I have deteriorated! It has been such a long time since I dreamt of the Duke of Zhou.”

—Lunyu 7.5



The above statements, attributed to Confucius 孔子 (551–479 BCE), are well known.1 The Master avowedly drew inspiration from the ancient paragons whose legacy he claimed to be “transmitting” (shu 述) to his contemporaries and to posterity rather than “creating” (zuo 作) anything new.2 Veneration of the former sages became one of the most notable features of Confucian (and not only Confucian) thought. Even a less conservative thinker, such as Xunzi 荀子 (d. after 238 BCE) hailed the true “noble man” (junzi 君子) as the one “who lives in the current age but whose aspirations focus on the Way of the ancients.”3 Who these ancient paragons were, their alleged legacy, and the role some of these figures played in early Confucian thought are the questions to be addressed in this essay.

It is important to emphasize that the goal of this essay is not to analyze the historicity of the former paragons and their real deeds. A century-old assertion of Gu Jiegang 顧頡剛 (1893–1980) that most if not all paragons were invented by competing thinkers of the Warring States period (Zhanguo 戰國, 453–221 BCE) may not be entirely accurate, but it suffices to serve as the foundation for the current discussion. Even details about fully historical personages, such as King Wen of Zhou 周文王 (d. ca. 1047 BCE) and his sons, King Wu 周武王 (d. ca. 1042 BCE) and the Duke of Zhou 周公 (d. ca. 1035 BCE) are so altered in later legends that it is all but impossible to reconstruct their “true” image. Earlier sage monarchs, such as Yao 堯 and Shun 舜, are fully legendary figures. Even if their names can be associated with primordial ancestors of certain clans, this association is meaningless insofar as their primary story—that of a monarch’s abdication in favor of a meritorious aide—is concerned. This story is most certainly a Warring States–period ideological construct.

With this understanding in mind, in what follows I shall focus not on the historicity of the paragons’ deeds but on their ideological roles. In my discussion, I shall follow the chronology not of the lives of legendary personages, but of their appearance as ideologically important figures in Confucian thought. I shall focus on three sets of personages. First, I shall discuss the dynastic founders, kings Wen and Wu of the Zhou dynasty, and their imagined counterpart, King Tang 湯, the founder of the Shang dynasty 商 (ca. 1600–1046 BCE), whose names are associated with the concept of Heaven’s Mandate. In this context I shall also discuss the antiheros—those who lost Heaven’s Mandate due to their moral depravity. Second, I shall explore the evolution of the abdication legend, that is, the story of voluntary power transfer from primordial thearch Yao to his minister Shun, and from Shun to Yu 禹, the eventual founder of the semi-legendary Xia 夏 dynasty. Third, I shall analyze the importance of the Duke of Zhou as a model minister.

These personages were at the core of veneration by Confucian-minded thinkers from the Warring States period. Other legendary personages, such as the Yellow Emperor (Huangdi 黄帝), Fuxi 伏羲, the Divine Husbandman (Shennong 神農), and the like were added to the Confucian pantheon only in the imperial era (i.e., after 221 BCE), and played markedly lesser roles in the shaping of Confucian views of the past than Yao, Shun, and the dynastic founders of the Xia, Shang, and Zhou. Even the highly revered demiurge Yu, who subdued the flood and ordered the terrestrial space, occupied a less prominent position in later tradition than Yao, Shun, and the dynastic founders of Shang and Zhou. Consequently, these “lesser paragons” will not be discussed in this essay.

Heaven’s Mandate

Around 1046 BCE a momentous event occurred in China’s history. The centuries-old Shang 商 dynasty, the major center of political gravity in the middle and lower reaches of the Yellow River basin, was overthrown by its former subordinate, the Zhou polity. In the wake of their surprising victory (and after crushing the rebellion of the Shang loyalists), the Zhou leaders reshaped the landscape of northern China, establishing numerous subordinate polities ruled by the Zhou kinsmen and allies, and dispersing the Shang population to new localities. For several generations thereafter, the Zhou kings succeeded in controlling much broader swathes of territory than any preceding polity in Chinese history.4 Centuries later, Confucius, his followers, and many other thinkers viewed the early Zhou rule as the apex of political order, the golden age of bygone stability.

Aside from their real success, the Zhou exercised a lasting impact on subsequent generations due to their major ideological innovation: the concept of Heaven’s Mandate (tian ming 天命). This concept, developed in the wake of the overthrow of the Shang and the quelling of subsequent rebellion, assigned the omnipotent, omniscient, and interventionist entity, Heaven (tian 天), with the task of ensuring proper order on earth. When the ruler behaves violently and oppressively—as was allegedly the case of the last king of Shang, Zhòu 紂 (d. 1046 BCE)—Heaven, out of concern for the people below, transfers its Mandate to a better incumbent. According to this theory it was through his utmost morality and concern for the weakest members of society that King Wen of Zhou attained the Mandate, allowing his son, King Wu, to overthrow the Shang and establish the new dynasty. But the Mandate is “not constant.” Should future generations of Zhou kings lose their de 德 (moral virtue, but also charismatic power), “merciless Heaven” will withhold the Mandate and transfer it to a better candidate. Maintaining one’s de requires not just moral behavior on behalf of the ruler, but most notably taking care of the people below. It was through neglect of the people that King Zhou lost his Mandate. Heaven “sees through what the people are seeing, hears through what the people are hearing” and it “inevitably grants what the people desire.”5

The concept of Heaven’s Mandate—which remained the cornerstone of the views of dynastic legitimacy well into the end of imperial China—was a most effective intellectual construct. Its advantages were not only in legitimating the current dynasty but primarily in warning the rulers that any misbehavior would cause them to lose Heaven’s support. However, laudable as it was, the idea of Heaven as the supreme supervisor of human realm faced a major challenge: it was not supported by any unequivocal evidence except for the Zhou overthrow of the Shang. No prophet spoke on Heaven’s behalf, no scripture encapsulated its will, no priestly stratum meditated between Heaven and humans.6 In the final account, the only real proof of Heaven’s benevolent intervention in human life was the Mandate’s transfer from the Shang to the Zhou. This real event was supplemented by the parallel (in all likelihood outright invented) transfer of the Mandate in the past from the semi-legendary Xia to the Shang dynasty. It was the depravity of Jie 桀, the last king of Xia, which caused Heaven to choose the Shang founder Tang, the Accomplished (Cheng Tang 成湯), as the new “master of the people” (min zhu 民主). It was through the paired power transfer from Xia to Shang and then from Shang to Zhou that the Mandate theory was validated.

Insofar as the fundamental political concept of Heaven’s Mandate was intrinsically linked to the Xia-Shang-Zhou power transfers, the major heroes of these transfers played an exceptionally important role in Chinese political thought in general and in Confucian thought in particular. Rather than analyze abstract principles of dynastic replacement—which was a sensitive issue even during the relative ideological freedom of the Warring States period and doubly so in the imperial age—it was much safer to focus on good and bad individuals from the past and discuss their personal traits that brought about the Mandate’s change. This personalization of the Mandate’s discussions is fully observable already in the earliest documents related to the Mandate transfer, namely, relevant sections of the Classic of Poetry (Shijing 詩經) and Classic of Documents (Shujing 書經).7 In the works of Confucius, his disciples, and his followers, this focus on personal qualities of ancient paragons had further intensified. The winners and the losers of the Mandate became the core of positive and negative historical examples for millennia to come.

The founders of the Shang and Zhou dynasties were lionized beyond recognition. King Wen, for instance, was credited with creating an ideal political system, which, according to the authors of a few would-be canonical texts, such as chapters of the Record of Rites (Liji 禮記) and the Gongyang Commentary (Gongyang zhuan 公羊傳) on the Spring and Autumn Classic (Chunqiu 春秋), should serve as a timeless blueprint for correct sociopolitical order.8 But political achievements aside, what mattered more for Confucian thinkers was King Wen and other Mandate receivers’ utmost morality. According to Mengzi 孟子 (d. ca. 304 BCE), for instance, King Tang and King Wen initially ruled just a tiny territory of seventy and one hundred li squared (800 to 1600 km2) respectively. Yet due to their moral superiority they had overpowered all their enemies. Tang was so moral as to assist the depraved ruler of the neighboring state of Ge 葛, providing him with the needed grain and meat to conduct appropriate sacrifices. King Wen was so benevolent as to humbly serve neighboring tribesmen. In due time, when each of these kings started campaigning in one of the cardinal directions, the people from another direction complained, “Why he does not start with us first?”9 Xunzi echoes this conviction that morality alone determined the paragons’ success: when the armies of kings Tang, Wen, and Wu invaded their enemies, the people willingly submitted to the paragons’ insuperable morality: “The blades of their weapons were not stained with blood, but people far and near came and submitted to them.”10 Worthy aides were attracted to the paragons from afar, further augmenting their rule. This ability to generate full support at home, to attract the people from afar and to generate universal compliance with their rule explains how the paragons received the Mandate. Needless to say, the lionized figures of dynastic founders served as foils for current inept rulers who could never match the paragons’ moral superiority.

In tandem with the veneration of the dynastic founders, a parallel tradition ensued of using the images of Jie and Zhòu, the kings who lost their ancestral Mandate, as a warning to current sovereigns. Jie and Zhòu became the accumulation of all imaginable vices. They were accused of debauchery and sadism, of wastefulness and negligence of their subjects, of punishing upright remonstrators and dismissing meritorious aides, of following the whims of vicious concubines and treacherous ministers, and so forth. Take for instance Xunzi’s explanation for the reasons of the Mandate’s loss:


As for Jie and Zhòu: Their thought was extremely dangerous; their desires extremely benighted; their behavior extremely calamitous. Their relatives were estranged from them; the worthies despised them; the people resented them. Despite being the descendants of Yu and Tang [the founders of Xia and Shang respectively], they had nobody to support them. They dissected Bigan, imprisoned Jizi;11 they were personally killed and their state overthrown; they were greatly punished by All under Heaven, and those in later generations who talk of wickedness refer to their [case].12



This enumeration of the tyrants’ crimes was a convenient way of reducing the likelihood of renewed rebellions: after all, few if any monarchs could match the degree of depravity of Jie and Zhòu. There was an important minority opinion, though. In justifying the tyrants’ overthrow, Mengzi mentioned that their crime was just “mutilating” benevolence and righteousness.13 This was a daring statement: any reader of Mengzi’s philippics against contemporary rulers would not fail to notice that those were equally guilty of “mutilating benevolence and righteousness.” There are indeed indications that Mengzi was more ready to endorse the principle of righteous rebellion than most other contemporaneous thinkers.14 However, in the long run, his views were sidelined. A common interpretation of the Mandate’s transfer, presented in China’s foundational historical work, Sima Qian’s 司馬遷 (ca. 145–90 BCE) Records of the Historian (Shiji 史記) emphasizes the extreme depravity and cruelty of Jie and Zhòu. These tyrants remained exceptional figures; but their fate could be conveniently invoked whenever a ruler should be cautioned against transgressions. Changes of the Mandate in the past served as a proof that Heaven is watching from above, and sooner or later it may intervene should a sovereign become too wicked to be tolerated by his subjects.

Yielding the Throne to the Worthy

Unlike the story of righteous rebellion, the story of Yao’s and Shun’s abdications is not based on historical events but is a much later ideological construct. Prior to the fifth century BCE, neither Yao nor Shun appeared as important political figures, nor was the story of their abdication in favor of meritorious ministers mentioned in contemporaneous texts. Confucius’s Analects contains a few statements of admiration of these figures (see the epigraph), but even there the story of abdication is never mentioned explicitly. It is Confucius’s intellectual rival, Mozi 墨子 (ca. 468–390 BCE), who appears to be the first to firmly incorporate Yao, Shun, and Shun’s replacement, Yu, the founder of the Xia dynasty, with kings Tang, Wen, and Wu to create a fixed list of paragon rulers of the past. And it is in the Mozi that we find the first reference to the legend of Yao’s abdication in favor of Shun. Yet even in this text very little is told about Yao and Shun, except that the latter started as a menial, acting as peasant, pottery-maker, and fisherman. These humble beginnings notwithstanding, “Yao discovered him at the northern shore of the Fu marshes, raised him to [the position of] Son of Heaven and handed him the government of All under Heaven, [thus ensuring proper] rule over the people under Heaven.”15

Only three generations separate Mozi from Mengzi, but within these generations it seems that the abdication legend—and the figures of Yao and Shun—dramatically gained in popularity. Mengzi’s disciple, Wan Zhang萬章, directly confronted his master with the question: “People have a saying, ‘By the time of Yu, virtue had declined; [hence] he did not transfer the power to the worthiest, but to his own son.’ Do you agree?”16 This and a few similar references caused Angus C. Graham (1919–1991) to opine that the extant references to the abdication legend are “likely to be the tip of the iceberg.”17 Graham’s prescience was indeed proven soon after the above observation was made (and unfortunately after his premature death), when several manuscripts were unearthed that contained much more focused discussion of the abdication legend than was known from the transmitted texts. These manuscripts fill in the gaps in our understanding of the evolution of the abdication discourse and of the views of Yao and Shun in early Chinese political thought in general and among Confucius’s followers in particular.18

The story of Yao’s and Shun’s abdications to meritorious ministers gained popularity during the time of a dramatic shift in China’s political system. The aristocratic order in which pedigree determined one’s position was replaced by a meritocratic system in which top offices were granted to men of proven abilities.19 This created a peculiar situation: the rulers remained the only executives who owed their position to pedigree alone. Not surprisingly, some thinkers began pondering how to ensure that the most capable person would ascend the throne. The story of a ruler’s abdication in favor of a worthy minister fitted these expectations perfectly. On the one hand, this model did not jeopardize the ruler-centered political order: after all, it was the ruler—and the ruler alone—who had the right to decide whether or not to yield power and who should be his replacement. On the other hand, the abdication-based power transfer had dramatically enhanced the prestige of the ministerial position. A truly worthy minister could henceforth expect nothing less than elevation to the position of the monarch’s heir or immediate replacement.

In what follows I shall focus on the earlier and more influential part of the abdication legend, namely Yao’s abdication in favor of Shun, putting aside for the time being Shun’s putative abdication in favor of Yu. Yao and Shun eventually became the paradigmatic pair of a wise ruler and a worthy minister. Yao was hailed first for the perceptiveness that allowed him to discern Shun’s worthiness and, second, for his selflessness and impartiality, as manifested in yielding the throne to the meritorious minister rather than to his own inept son. Yet the real hero of most accounts about these two paragons is Shun. Shun’s primary importance was as a minister rather than a ruler. For many thinkers, his career—beginning with a humble start, attaining renown due to personal morality, catching Yao’s attention, serving as Yao’s minister, and finally replacing Yao (either posthumously or during Yao’s lifetime)—seemed to be the realization of the dream of “elevating the worthy.” Thus, the Zigao 子羔 manuscript from the Shanghai Museum collection emphasizes that Shun’s virtue was so great that three “sons of Heaven”—here referring to the miraculously conceived progenitors of the Xia, Shang, and Zhou dynasties—served him as his ministers, despite his being a humble “son of men.” The text adds Confucius’s lament: “As none follows any longer the Way of the former kings, he [Shun] would not meet [nowadays] an enlightened king and hence would not be employed in a great [position].”20 The bottom line is clear: in a properly ruled world, pedigree is meaningless and only one’s virtue should determine one’s position. Yao’s acuity in recognizing Shun’s excellence even in the midst of humble circumstances is contrasted with the inadequacy of the current rulers.

Shun’s story of rags-to-riches became the favorable topic for frustrated men of letters. Mengzi’s repeated praise of Shun may well reflect the thinker’s hidden expectation that sooner or later he would encounter a Yao who will then “discover” and elevate him. A similarly strong infatuation with Shun is visible among the early imperial literati, whose voices are present in the first-century-BCE text, Debates of Salt and Iron (Yantielun 鹽鐵論).21 However, their glorification of Shun notwithstanding, for many Confucians the abdication legend posed severe challenges. For instance, it could be interpreted as subversive of the cherished family values. As critics of the abdication legend were swift to notice, Yao, by transferring power to Shun, forsook the rights of his own son, whereas Shun became—quite scandalously—a ruler over his own father.22 Some Confucian texts tried to gloss over these tensions between kinship obligations and the principle of “elevating the worthy” by simply declaring that these tensions do not exist. For instance, Tang Yu zhi Dao 唐虞之道 (“The Way of Tang and Yu,” i.e., of Yao and Shun) manuscript, discovered in 1993 at the site of Guodian 郭店, proclaims that “loving relatives” and “respecting the worthies” are fully compatible and are actually complementary virtues—that the paragons Yao and Shun embodied both.23 Others propose a more sophisticated defense. Mengzi in particular repeatedly emphasizes Shun’s position as a champion of filiality and fraternal feelings: although his notorious father and brother plotted against his life, Shun behaved with utmost respect to them, enfeoffing the brother and helping the father to morally transform himself. Mengzi is unequivocal: should Shun have ever faced the need to punish his father for murder, he would have preferred to save the father even at the cost of abandoning the rule over All under Heaven.24 In Mengzi’s eyes, questioning Shun’s filial dutifulness amounts to sacrilege.

In the text of the Mengzi there is considerable tension between Mengzi’s admiration of Yao’s elevation of his worthy aide, and the fear of excessive enthusiasm toward the idea of abdication demonstrated by some of Mengzi’s disciples, such as Wan Zhang, cited earlier. The reasons for Mengzi’s hesitation are well known. It was during his life that the real abdication attempt of King Kuai of Yan 燕王噲 (r. 320–314 BCE) in favor of his minister, Zizhi 子之 took place. The results were disastrous: Yan sank into turmoil caused by the rebellion of the former crown prince against Zizhi, and the state was almost annihilated. In the aftermath of these events, attitudes toward abdication began to change.25 Whereas Confucian thinkers continued to glorify Yao and Shun, they began de-emphasizing the importance of abdication and focused instead on personal moral qualities of these paragons. Mengzi explains that Yao’s abdication was a result of highly peculiar circumstances—the length of Shun’s tenure as Yao’s minister, the notorious ineptitude of Yao’s son, and the uniform support for Shun among the populace. This combined support of Heaven, humans, and Yao himself ensured Shun’s succession to Yao; yet this was an exceptional combination of positive factors that should not be frequently expected.26 Xunzi is much more resolute in denouncing the very debate about abdications in the past: “the sayings that ‘Yao and Shun abdicated’ are empty words, transmitted by mean people, theories from the remote outskirts, of those who have no idea of defiance and compliance.”27 Xunzi did not go so far as to plainly reject the historicity of the abdication legend, but he seems to be visibly irritated by it.

A new image of Yao and Shun emerges in the “Canon of Yao” (“Yao dian” 堯, comprising a section, “Canon of Shun” 舜典), a chapter from the Classic of Documents that purports to be a record from the days of these two thearchs. The text—probably composed in the late Warring States period and further edited by the early imperial court erudites—very briefly mentions Yao’s abdication to Shun, which is portrayed as an exceptional event. After no less than seventy years on the throne, Yao had only one inept son and therefore had to find an adequate replacement. Yet the focus of the text is not on the abdication moment but on Yao’s and Shun’s modes of rule. Both are model thearchs, presenting highly distinctive ways of rule: Yao’s is charismatic and highly personalized; Shun’s is bureaucratic and completely depersonalized.28 What matters to the authors of that text is the thearchs’ contribution to orderly rule in All under Heaven—each one in his own way—rather than their willingness to yield power to meritorious aides.

The canonical status of the “Canon of Yao” was supposed to shape once and for all the image of Yao and Shun as model rulers rather than as a pair who abdicated. This did not happen though. Whereas the rule of Yao and Shun was routinely identified with the golden age, their figures remained most potently connected to the idea of yielding one’s power to the meritorious. The latent threat of their example to the dominant principle of hereditary succession was never fully eradicated. Even for the late imperial thinker, Huang Zongxi 黃宗羲 (1610–1695), the appeal of Yao and Shun was precisely in their unparalleled selflessness, exemplified in their renunciation of the narrow family-based principle of rule. Huang’s invocation of Yao and Shun was meant to criticize the prevailing dynastic mode of power transfer.29 Through the centuries, the subversive potential of the abdication story was never lost.

The Model Minister

The discussion heretofore has focused on legendary and semi-legendary thearchs and monarchs. Yet the list of the paragons of the past will not be complete without an exceptional minister whose power was as close as it could be to that of a full monarch, the Duke of Zhou. A younger brother of King Wu of Zhou, after Wu’s death, the Duke of Zhou became the regent on behalf of his nephew, King Cheng 周成王 (r. ca. 1042–1021 BCE). During his seven-year-long regency, the Duke of Zhou suppressed the major rebellion of the Shang loyalists, who were aided by the Duke of Zhou’s own disgruntled brothers. In the aftermath of suppression he acted to solidify Zhou rule. He is widely credited with establishing the political system of the young Zhou dynasty and with developing its ideological foundations, including the theory of the Mandate of Heaven. The Duke of Zhou is considered the author of many documents from the Classic of Documents and of some of the poems from the Classic of Poetry. Putting aside the veracity of these attributions, there is no doubt that the Duke of Zhou’s contribution to the Zhou success was huge.30

Aside from his real and imagined role in consolidating the Zhou rule, the Duke of Zhou gained special prestige in the state of Lu 魯, the homeland of Confucius. He was a nominal founder of that state, which was the source of pride for the Lu elites. It is perhaps this universal as well as local prestige of the Duke of Zhou that explains why he served as a source of inspiration for Confucius (see the third epigraph). By the time of Mengzi, the Way of Confucians was already defined as “the Way of the Duke of Zhou and Confucius.”31 Yet notwithstanding the due respect given to the Duke of Zhou in the Analects, the Mengzi, and other texts of Confucian lore, in most of those texts he does not appear as the major paragon.

The elevation of the Duke of Zhou to the ideal minister is most clearly associated with Xunzi. Xunzi discerned yet another important trait in the Duke’s exploits: his peculiar ruler-like position. In manifold documents from the canonical collection, the alleged speaker is the Duke of Zhou; yet when he is cited the text reads: “the king said to the effect …” (wang ruo yue 王若曰). This highly exceptional reference to a minister as a king allowed Xunzi to deduce that the Duke acted not merely as a regent of his nephew but as a full replacement. It is this unparalleled power of the Duke of Zhou as a minister that made him the focus of Xunzi’s panegyric:


This is the efficacy of the Great Ru: when King Wu died and King Cheng was young, the Duke of Zhou supported King Cheng, continued King Wu’s [enterprise] to make All under Heaven submissive, hating [the idea] that All under Heaven would rebel against the Zhou. He held the regalia of the Son of Heaven, maintained the affairs of All under Heaven, being at ease as if it was his fixed possession, but All under Heaven did not consider him greedy. He killed [his rebellious elder brother] Guanshu, emptied the Yin [Shang] capital, but All under Heaven did not consider him cruel. He ruled uniformly All under Heaven, establishing seventy-one states, of which fifty-three were occupied by the [members of the royal] Ji clan, but All under Heaven did not consider him partial. He taught and instructed King Cheng, clarifying for him the Way so he would be able to follow the steps of kings Wen and Wu. When the Duke of Zhou returned to the Zhou [capital], he gave back the regalia to King Cheng, and All under Heaven did not cease serving the Zhou. Then the Duke of Zhou faced north [as due to a subject] and attended the court. … All under Heaven were at peace like a single person: only the Sage can attain this. This is the efficacy of the Great Ru!32



“Ru” is usually translated as “Confucian” (alternative translations include “classicist” or “ritualist”), but in the context of the above passage it serves as a reference to the model intellectual. The Duke of Zhou serves here as the paragon of ministerial power. Many of his deeds were questionable in light of conventional political, ritual, and moral norms. He acted as a replacement of the king; he possessed the king’s regalia; he executed his own elder brother; he unequivocally favored his kinsmen over members of other clans. Yet all this is forgivable in light of the bottom line: the Duke of Zhou preserved the dynasty’s power and did not violate the fundamental norms of hereditary succession. Having accomplished his tasks, he restored King Cheng to power and allowed the dynasty to continue for centuries to come. This is the apex of political success, which derives from the minister’s intellectual and moral superiority.

The figure of the Duke of Zhou in Xunzi and many later texts may be interpreted as an alternative ministerial ideal to that symbolized by Shun. Whereas the latter represented an unattainable dream of a minister who inherited the monarch, the example of the Duke of Zhou—a sagacious and immensely powerful quasi-monarch, the one who practically ran the affairs of All under Heaven, but still acted within the framework of hereditary succession—was more easily realizable. The story of the Duke of Zhou who attained utmost power without jeopardizing the political system may have reflected the hidden aspirations of ambitious men-of-service. Not incidentally, Xunzi praised King Cheng’s subservience to the Duke of Zhou as follows: “With regard to the Duke of Zhou, King Cheng was attentive to whatever [the Duke] proposed: he knew whom to esteem!”33

To not a few men of letters during Xunzi’s times and throughout the subsequent imperial period, attaining power on a par with the Duke of Zhou was arguably the loftiest dream. If the ideal of a paragon ruler remains unattainable, then at the very least one may strive to the position of a paragon minister. This minister would act as the monarch’s surrogate; his proposals would be uniformly rubber-stamped by the compliant nominal sovereign; and yet the minister will never use his power to usurp the throne. Much like the Duke of Zhou he would retire in due time and preserve his clean political image. Whereas this goal was not easily attainable, it proved to be more realistic than expecting for a sage to ascend the throne.
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CHAPTER 5

Confucius and the Zhou Dynasty

Scott Cook

“The Master said: ‘The Zhou sought reflection in the two [previous] dynasties—how teeming it was in cultural refinement! I follow the Zhou!’ ”

子曰：「周監於二代，郁郁乎文哉！吾從周。」(Lunyu 3.14)

In a famous speech ostensibly uttered by Lu 魯 ministerial-family head Meng Xizi 孟僖子 (d. 518 BCE) on his deathbed, Confucius is said to have been the descendant of sages directly related to the Shang 商 ruling house, one of whom, Zheng Kaofu 正考父, served as the major adviser to three generations of dukes of Song 宋, the polity with which the former Shang royal lineage had been enfeoffed under the succeeding Zhou 周 dynasty (ca. 1045–256 BCE).1 By Confucius’s own time, however, such ties would have been but distant family memories; he lived in a much different set of circumstances, his family having been forced to flee to Lu some three generations earlier. While we can well imagine that such a proud family lineage would have played a decisive role in forming his educational background and shaping his noble character and temperament, there is only so much we can confidently infer from a biographical account that itself might not be entirely reliable.

To the extent that the Lunyu 論語 (Analects) can be taken as a dependable guide to the thought of the historical Confucius,2 it is clear enough—as the above quotation suggests—that he took the Zhou as his ideal model for what a dynastic ruling house and its institutions should look like. The Zhou, in his view, was the epitome of cultural refinement precisely because it inherited the best of its dynastic predecessors, the Xia 夏 and Shang, yet carried them forward with its own innovations, particularly in the form of the ritual and musical institutions ostensibly initiated by the Duke of Zhou 周公. In his own time, however, the Zhou was no longer the embodied ideal of government, having become a dynasty in little more than name ever since the time of King Ping 周平王 (r. ca. 770–720 BCE) when it was forced to relocate to the east, over two hundred years prior to Confucius’s death.

Confucius famously was once given to lament: “How great is my decline! Long has it been since I stopped seeing the Duke of Zhou in my dreams!” 甚矣吾衰也！久矣吾不復夢見周公 (Lunyu 7.5). But bewailing his own decline must have no less reflected his broader lament over the waning of the Zhou dynasty itself, and the dreams slipping through his grasp were in fact his desperate aspirations to restore the former ritual order of society that had prevailed under the glory days of the Zhou. In Confucius’s historical imagination, the Duke of Zhou was both the wise transmitter of cumulative dynastic traditions and the sagely creator of their perfected forms in the ritual and musical institutions of his own dynasty. And to a certain degree, as discussed in Yuri Pines’s essay, the Duke of Zhou provided an exemplar of the “model minister” to which Confucius himself might, in more modest terms, aspire.3 Such high aspirations were necessary precisely because the institutions the Duke of Zhou was thought to have created had long since fallen to neglect, corruption, and abuse.

A Dynasty on the Decline

The aforementioned Meng Xizi, while portrayed as so full of admiration and respect for Confucius as a young man that his dying wishes were to secure him as a tutor for his own young sons, was himself symptomatic of the era’s decline, as one of the three most powerful men in Lu, a triad that did not include the Marquis of Lu himself. Lu was the proud state with which the Duke of Zhou had enfeoffed his own lineage at the outset of the dynasty, but by Confucius’s time it had become a paradigm of political disorder. The subversion of ritually sanctified political norms was, however, not unique to Lu, but rather a practically inevitable, systematic failure whose symptoms had long since emerged in states throughout the realm.

Following its military conquest of the Shang, the Zhou had sought to consolidate its rule by enfeoffing close family members, along with a few political allies, with various territories to the east of its own royal polity in modern-day Shaanxi, thus creating the so-called zhuhou 諸侯, or regional lords, in a procedure that came to be known as fengjian 封建 (often translated—somewhat inaccurately—as “feudalism”).4 These regional lords, whose titles and ranks were based largely on degrees of kinship or merit, were given a great deal of autonomy. They were free to maintain their own armies and essentially have their lineal descendants rule their regions in perpetuity. The only basic requirements were that they send seasonal tributes and pay formal visits to the Zhou court at set intervals, and come to its aid either militarily or in the service of disaster relief as needed. To consolidate their own regional power, these lords would in turn enfeoff their own close relatives on a tertiary level, granting them largely hereditary land as an economic base. Such men, known as qing 卿, “high ministers,” and dafu 大夫, “great officers” (lit. “great men”)—depending on their level of status and size of their land holdings—would usually also serve in appointed positions at the court of their lord’s state. The descendants of these men, in turn, would occupy the lowest ranks of nobility, the class of shi 士, “men of service,” who owned no land but often filled the lower ranks of government administration or worked in the service of the tertiary landholders and were assigned fields for sustenance. In contrast to the centralized rule of later times, the structure of ruling nobility in the Zhou thus operated as an extended family of patrimonial kinship, with bonds secured more through the strength of family loyalties (including intermarriage) than through legal and bureaucratic means.5

The fatal flaw in the system was that the kinship relations that formed its backbone naturally grew ever-more distant over time. Early in the dynasty the initial lords of two separate states may have been brothers when first enfeoffed, but their respective heirs would only be cousins, and their heirs in turn second cousins, then heirs who are second cousins once removed, twice removed, thrice removed, until, after several generations, we have run out of kinship terms to even denote the relationships. Long-standing bonds of blood kinship could still be—and were—invoked for centuries to come, but such nominal ties grew palpably weaker, such that struggles between the states became increasingly frequent and their homage to the patriarchal Zhou house and its king as their sovereign authority gradually lost its sense of steadfast loyalty and earnest conviction.6 By the time of the Zhou court’s forced relocation eastward to Luoyang in 771 BCE at the hands of disgruntled regional lords aided by foreign invaders, some ten generations after the dynasty’s founding, it was a court that had thus already grown considerably weaker even before this traumatic event.

The subsequent Chunqiu 春秋 (“Springs and Autumns”) period (770–453 BCE), whose culmination corresponds roughly to the time of Confucius’s death, witnessed the gradual acceleration of this dissolution. States would continue to nominally recognize the king of Zhou as their sovereign, but the inevitability of the Zhou’s decline became increasingly evident. It was in this period that a series of “overlords” (or “hegemons,” ba 霸) arose. These were regional lords whose power became so great that they were able to bend other states to their will—partly through the strength of covenant oaths overseen with the threat of retribution—though they continued to do so in nominal service to the Zhou royal family and upholding the prerogatives and dignity of its kingship.7 Notably, the first of such Chunqiu-era overlords, Lord Huan of Qi 齊桓公 (r. 685–643 BCE), came from the one major state whose initial enfeoffment had gone to a meritorious ally rather than a blood relative of the royal house, Qi having been enfeoffed to Lü Shang 呂尚 (a.k.a. Taigong Wang 太公望) of the Jiang 姜 clan on the heels of the Zhou conquest.8 The Lord of Qi would, however, never again be so powerful, as less than a century and a half after Lord Huan’s death, this same state of Qi—Lu’s mighty neighbor to the north—was among the first to fall victim to a concomitant trend: the rise of ministerial families.

While the territories held by high ministers and great officers may have been hereditary (at least in practice), their official positions at the courts of their regional lords, under whose jurisdiction they fell, were not. At least initially, each successive lord of a state could, and usually would, appoint his own closest relatives to such official positions. However, largely because their close kinship ties often allowed them to effectively share the ruler’s power, some of these ministers ultimately consolidated their share of power enough to assume these offices as hereditary possessions. In the process they became such an important part of the ruling group that their lords found it hard to get rid of them. In some cases, several such ministerial families laid roots in the courts of their respective states, resulting in power struggles and even armed conflicts among them, until the dominant ones—partly through methods of enlisting popular support—increased the scope of their power so much that they eclipsed the authority of the ruling family itself, thereby acquiring a de facto regency of the state.9 Needless to say, this all served to deeply undercut the traditional ritual order that formed the basis of the entire political structure.

Qi appears to have been one of the first states to acutely feel the effects of such a trend during the Chunqiu period. By the final decades of the sixth century BCE—during the middle of Confucius’s life—the Lord of Qi (Lord Jing 齊景公, d. 490 BCE) had come to perceive the rising power of the Tian 田 (a.k.a. Chen 陳) ministerial family as a pending threat to his own house’s existence.10 While this would not nominally come to fruition for another 130 years, the writing had long since been on the wall when Tian He 田和 finally usurped the throne formally in 386 BCE. Similar developments were taking place in the powerful state of Jin 晉, which found no less than six major ministerial families vying for influence and supremacy. A major watershed in this struggle would occur only twenty-six years after Confucius’s death, when in 453 BCE the ministerial families of Zhao 趙, Han 韓, and Wei 魏 banded together to exterminate that of Zhi 智 and divide up its land, leaving them as the only three such families left in the state, each with power that had well eclipsed that of their nominal lord, the Marquis of Jin. By the end of the century, they would all officially declare their houses to be marquisates in their own right (425 BCE), an act eventually sanctioned by the King of Zhou in 403 BCE, which is taken by some as the initial date of the Warring States period. While the open usurpation of states by ministerial families did thus not occur until well after Confucius’s death, the reality that lay behind those later events had long since emerged,11 and could even be described as the defining political feature of his times.

Ritual as a Remedy to Disorder

In some ways, Lu’s situation was even more acute than those of other states. Already by the end of the seventh century BCE, three ministerial families—the Ji lineage 季氏, the Shusun lineage 叔孫氏, and the Meng lineage 孟氏—had managed to establish themselves in hereditary positions as the three high ministers of the state. With the Ji lineage the strongest, the families managed to coexist for over two centuries, at times cooperative and at times contentious, but always leaving the Marquis of Lu with little say over practical matters of governance. During Confucius’s lifetime, the three families divided up the marquis’s property and military among themselves, essentially leaving him at the mercy of their support. To make matters worse, these ministerial families even found themselves victim to insurrections at the hands of rebellious household stewards, the most famous of which was that of Yang Hu 陽虎 (a.k.a. Yang Huo 陽貨), who in 505 BCE led a rebellion against the Ji and Shusun lineages with the support of other disaffected members serving under them, a coup that eventually enabled him to gain control over the entire state for a period of three years, till he was finally deposed in 501 BCE.12 If the accounts of the Zuo zhuan 左傳 (Zuo commentary) are to be believed, it was around this time or soon thereafter that Confucius was appointed to the highest position he would ever serve: sikou 司寇, or minister of crime, placing him right in the middle of further rebellions, such as those involving the city of Bi 費 in 498 BCE, in which a joint insurrection by household stewards of all three families was successfully quelled.13 Regardless of his exact role, it is clear from the Lunyu and other sources that Confucius was forced to deal with all these figures, and that he and his disciples had to engage in tricky ethical negotiations that weighed the virtues of strict adherence to the venerated ritual norms of tradition, versus serving—and surviving—within the practical constraints of a political world that fell woefully short of those ideals.

Such tensions are evident in the Lunyu, where they are usually framed in terms of violations of ritual. “Ritual,” or li 禮, is a complex concept, one which derives mainly from the ceremonial practices of ancestor worship. The extended meaning of ritual—as can be induced from a variety of different texts—entails the clear delineation and maintenance of social and familial positions, roles, and duties through the observance of detailed regulations and practices in accordance with differences in kinship, social rank, and occasion. These occasions range from funerals and sacrifices to marriages, diplomatic events, and investitures. At its core was a comprehensive set of sumptuary regulations, a codified set of rules prescribing the types of clothing, insignia, sacrificial vessels, music and dance assemblages, and so on, that one was allowed to own, wear, or, most crucially, performatively display in accordance with one’s socio-political position. Such regulations operated to visibly and audibly highlight distinctions in rank and function and thus indexically demonstrate such otherwise unquantifiable things as intrinsic capability and accumulated worth. Ritual was, in sum, a tangible demonstration of the entire hierarchical structure upon which the social and political order depended, and the violation of ritual prescriptions was thus viewed as the root of all social instability. A case in point is Lunyu 3.1:


孔子謂季氏：「八佾舞於庭，是可忍也，孰不可忍也？」

Confucius said of the [head of the] Ji lineage: “Eight rows of dancers dancing in his courtyard. If one can bear this, what could one not bear?!”14



According to ritual dictates—as detailed in textual records—only the Son of Heaven (the King of Zhou) was entitled to eight rows of dancers; regional lords were permitted six rows. As a great officer, the head of the Ji family was allowed only four rows, and so this performance amounted to an outrageous double-usurpation of position, one that was, moreover, on full display for all to see. It was thus hard to imagine a more blatantly open subversion of the traditional order, and no surprise that Confucius would have found it completely intolerable. The subsequent passage (3.2) is in the same vein:


三家者以雍徹。子曰：「『相維辟公，天子穆穆』，奚取於三家之堂？」

The three [ministerial] families played [the Ode] “Yong” to accompany their ceremonial removal of sacrificial vessels. The Master said: “ ‘Assisting are the heads of state; the Son of Heaven is ever-so solemn’—what place does this have in the halls of the three families?!”



Ancestral sacrifices lay at the very core of all ritual activities, honoring the glorious achievements of one’s ancestors that led to the establishment or maintenance of their lineage within the larger patrilineal and consanguineal structure of the Zhou political order. The ceremonial customs and regulations under which such sacrifices were performed were thus matters of grave significance. As the cited lyrics themselves suggest, to have the ode “Yong” (“Concordance”) sung at the conclusion of the sacrifice was, again, the sole prerogative of the Son of Heaven, and thus the usurpation of this practice by the great officers of Lu represented the worst kind of transparently subversive ritual violation. The next passage (3.3), though of more general philosophical import, seems as if a direct comment on the previous two:


子曰：「人而不仁，如禮何？人而不仁，如樂何？」

The Master said: “If a man has no humanity, what can he do with ritual? If a man has no humanity, what can he do with music?”



Obliquely stated, this passage implies that ritual and music, for all their work in highlighting distinctions of rank and privilege, ultimately remain in the service of the greater, transcendent cause of “humanity,” one which ensures that they be put to their proper uses and is itself the conceptually stated outcome of the positive social order brought about through them.15 Finally, the very next passage (3.4) puts much the same matter somewhat differently:


林放問禮之本。子曰：「大哉問！禮，與其奢也，寧儉；喪，與其易也，寧戚。」

Lin Fang asked about the foundations of ritual. The Master said: “What a great question! For ritual, it is better to be frugal than extravagant; for mourning, it is better to be sorrowful than regimented.”



For Confucius, then, the specific forms of ritual, important as they were, would come to take a back seat to the fundamental attribute of “humanity,” which would seem to entail, above all, a sincerity of intent, the idea that genuine affection must drive one’s expressions of homage to departed ancestors lest the rituals cease to hold any meaning in the first place. Though there is no evidence to suggest that these four utterances were originally delivered in any kind of direct sequence—their grouping together could well have derived from later editorial arrangement—taken as a whole they suggest the fact that Confucius’s notion of “humanity” (and the lack thereof) derived, in part, from the all-too-tangible political situation of his times, and that he perceived an inseparably close relationship between “humanity” and the ritual order precisely because he acutely felt the devastating effects of the latter’s disintegration. Though certainly still of universal import, Confucius’s philosophy cannot be properly understood without first comprehending this historical context from which it emerged.

As a self-described man given to “transmit and not create, hold trust and delight in the ancient ways” 述而不作，信而好古 (Lunyu 7.1), Confucius’s desire to resuscitate the declining rituals of the Zhou was certainly not in itself original to him. In the conversation between Confucius’s elder contemporary Yan Zi 晏子 (d. ca. 500 BCE) and Lord Jing of Qi alluded to above (see note 10), Yan Zi extols ritual as the one thing that, if properly reinstated, could be used to stop the encroachments of the Chen ministerial lineage, the ultimate maintainer of proper bounds that has been in service of the “former kings” since time immemorial and indeed has its origins in the distinctions of Heaven and Earth themselves. Regardless of the facticity of this dialogue, it is clear that there was at least some expectation at the time that the venerable rituals of the past could not only be reinstated but in fact effectively enforced—a dream apparently shared by both Confucius and his immediate predecessors in the upside-down world of the Chunqiu period. And yet there is a difference: while Yan Zi emphasized above all the use of ritual to preserve the dignity of the head of state and keep lower members of the aristocratic hierarchy in their proper places, Confucius would appear to have introduced the new—or, rather, newly expressed—demand for authenticity in the performance of any ritual act, a reminder that ritual itself originated in the ceremonial expression of love and respect for departed family members through the act of sacrificial worship, and a call for the rediscovery and realization of such original intent in an age that seemed to have long since forgotten that it was all still part of an extended family network.

Thus it was that Confucius was given to exclaim: “The virtue of the Zhou can be said have been the perfection of virtue!” 周之德，其可謂至德也已矣 (Lunyu 8.22).16 Against the backdrop of palpable disorder in his times, he yearned for a return to the glory days of the early Zhou and the ritual and musical institutions perfected during the regency of the Duke of Zhou himself, the personified subject of his dreams. This was, however, an idealized truth, perhaps partly true but also something of a willfully misremembered past. Funerary assemblages excavated from Western Zhou tombs convincingly show that while there may have been a general correlation between political status and buried material wealth in the early Zhou, it was not until a “ritual reform” of around 850 BCE—some two centuries into the dynasty—that a detailed system of sumptuary regulations was first implemented. This is the time when uniformly styled sets of ritual vessels (particularly the meat- and grain-offering vessels ding 鼎 and gui 簋), with numbers per set tied to rank in a largely predictable fashion, first begin to appear in the archaeological record, and doing so in a relatively sudden and pervasive manner.17 Moreover, the vessels of such newly prominent assemblages displayed a simpler and more streamlined style of design and ornamentation than their sharply animistic predecessors of the early Zhou, perhaps indicative of a more practically secular role for such vessels of ancestral worship beyond their basic religious function. In this light, as one prominent scholar has suggested, Confucius’s contention that “it is better for ritual to be frugal than extravagant” may reflect a politically motivated trend that was already a few centuries in the making and that, by the close of the Chunqiu period, had already left a strong imprint on the minds of countless statesmen and thinkers.18 It would be up to Confucius, however, to bring philosophical depth to the ideas nascent in such a ritual reformation and reframe them into a more broadly humanistic vision of an inner sincerity of intent behind all ritual activities that would naturally lead to a harmonious society, operating along the lines of the extended family network it was always meant to be.

The Zhou as Personal and Universal Ideal

This would of course not be the only instance of subtle reform in Confucius’s ostensible “transmission” of the Zhou dynastic heritage. As the previous chapter has already discussed, there is perhaps no concept more central to the Zhou’s identity as a ruling polity than that of “Heaven’s Mandate” (tianming 天命), the notion that Heaven chose the Zhou as the legitimate dynastic successor to the Shang due to the outstanding virtue of King Wen 文王, and the concomitant idea that the Zhou could just as easily lose that mandate should King Wen’s successors fail to govern with a similarly enlightened and benevolent rule. The question of whether he conceptualized Heaven as an omniscient being aside, it certainly appears that Confucius took the notion of Heaven’s Mandate and made it apply to himself on an altogether individual level. In the well-known passage in which Confucius is given to reflect on his own course of personal development throughout his life, he contends that “at fifty, I understood Heaven’s mandate” 五十而知天命 (Lunyu 2.4)—a statement that, in context, can only be reasonably taken in the sense that he finally comprehended his proper “mission” in life, the path of virtue and humanity that lay wholly in his power to take regardless of what the vicissitudes of fortune and fate might throw in his way.19 Nonetheless, it is also no less apparent that he saw his own mandate as in some ways inextricably tied to that of the Zhou, as seen in the following oft-quoted passage:


子畏於匡。曰：「文王既沒，文不在茲乎？天之將喪斯文也，後死者不得與於斯文也；天之未喪斯文也，匡人其如予何？」

The Master was entrapped in Kuang. He said: “With King Wen long-since deceased, does his cultural heritage not reside here [in me]? If Heaven were going to let this cultural heritage (wen) perish, this ‘one who dies later’ would never have been able to partake of it. But if Heaven is not about to let this cultural heritage perish, what can the people of Kuang do to me?!” (Lunyu 9.5)



As much as such a statement may reflect Confucius’s heartfelt identity with the Zhou, it no less manifests a troubling sense that its rich cultural heritage is all but on the verge of disappearing during an epoch of political struggle in which its ritual institutions would appear to be on the brink of collapse.

Ultimately, however, the Zhou represented not only a long-venerated dynastic ruling house, but also stood for something much larger than itself: the outstanding cultural heritage of an identifiable ethnographic group of the central plains states, known by the collective term of the “various Xia” (zhu Xia 諸夏, a.k.a. Huaxia 華夏), which incorporated the contributions of distinct yet intermarried clans, and whose civilizing influence might ultimately extend to those peoples, such as the Yi 夷, Di 狄, Man 蠻, and Mo 貊, who, with their ostensibly “barbaric” ways, were conceived as yet falling outside this more civilized sphere. The Zhou dynasty was thus part of this greater civil tradition whose origins could be traced back—in a quasi-fictitious genealogy of kingship—to at least as far as the ancient sage-kings Yao 堯 and Shun 舜, whose cultural, institutional, and political achievements paved the way for the Three Dynasties, of which the Zhou was simply the latest and greatest exemplar:


顏淵問為邦。子曰：「行夏之時，乘殷之輅，服周之冕，樂則韶舞。 … … 」

Yan Yuan asked about governing a state. The Master said: “Enact the calendar of the Xia, ride the carriages of the Yin (a.k.a. Shang), and don the ceremonial caps of the Zhou. As for music, have it be the Dance of Shao (of the sage-king Shun) …” (Lunyu 5.11)20



And thus, the Duke of Zhou’s later ostensible refinements notwithstanding, “King Wen’s” cultural heritage is equally part of a greater cultural tradition he himself inherited and passed on, a heritage enshrined in the pages of the Classics—particularly the Poetry (Shi 詩) and the Documents (Shu 書)—that Confucius himself would later have a hand in transmitting.21

But what was to become of this tradition in the future? Was the Zhou that Confucius still had hopes of restoring to its ancient glory that of the Zhou ruling house itself, or was it more the idea of the Zhou and what it stood for, the ultimate successor to this ongoing cultural heritage? The disciple Zizhang is recorded as having once asked what in some respects amounts to this same basic question:


子張問：「十世可知也？」子曰：「殷因於夏禮，所損益，可知也；周因於殷禮，所損益，可知也；其或繼周者，雖百世可知也。」




Zizhang asked:
“Can [the path of the next] ten generations be [fore]known?”

The Master said:
“The Yin (a.k.a. Shang) followed along with the rituals of the Xia, and where they diminished or augmented them can be known. The Zhou followed along with the rituals of the Yin, and where they diminished or augmented them can be known. As pertains to [a dynasty] that might succeed the Zhou, such could [likewise] be foreknown even a hundred generations [in advance].” (Lunyu 2.23)



Interpretive ambiguities aside, this passage points to a clear recognition that the Zhou, for all the greatness of its founding fathers and the illustrious achievements of the Duke of Zhou, could not last forever: that it, like the Xia and Shang before it, would inevitably succumb to the same cycle of rise and decline as any other dynasty, as Heaven’s Mandate is never constant. In Confucius’s own age, the writing was already on the wall, as the signs of decline were palpable and ominously foretold an impending and irrevocable loss of preeminence for the Zhou ruling house. Nonetheless, that house still stood its ground as at least the nominal center of authority at the time, and it is thus not surprising that we find in the Lunyu only a couple of equivocal statements that suggest anything other than an effort to continue to uphold the Zhou kingship through a reinvigoration of its age-old institutions of ritual and music and a recommitment to enlightened rule by the sovereigns of its vassal states.22 But as Confucius himself may well have been able to foretell, that would begin to change within just a few generations among his own later followers—most notably in Meng Zi’s 孟子 (Mencius, ca. 385–ca. 305 BCE) relentless search for a “[true] king” 王 who would be willing to do whatever it takes to protect the people, a man for whom the whole world could then be governed as easily as if “spinning it on one’s palm” (tianxia ke yun yu zhang) 天下可運於掌.23 And when Confucian thought would later be adopted as state ideology in the Han, the Zhou would of course have by then become yet another predecessor dynasty whose “diminishments and augmentations of ritual could be known.” Yet even then, the glory days of the Zhou would continue to be upheld as the ultimate model for successful rule. As a “Worthy and Excellent” candidate (xianliang 賢良) once expressed during the Salt and Iron Debates of 81 BCE:


人主得其道，則遐邇偕行而歸之，文王是也；不得其道，則臣妾為寇，秦王是也。夫文衰則武勝，德盛則備寡。

When the sovereign of men attains to the proper way, then everyone far and near will follow in lock step and all will pledge their allegiance to him—such was the example of [Zhou] King Wen. When he does not attain to the proper way, then even his ministers and concubines will become enemies—such was the example of the king (i.e., emperor) of Qin. For when the civil way declines, the martial gains ascendancy; but when virtue is replete, preparations [required for enemies] are few. (Yantie lun 鹽鐵論, “Bei Hu” 備胡)



Though the Zhou would ultimately lose its way, and its dynasty would fall, the height of its achievements would live on in the memories of Confucian thinkers for countless centuries to come, standing for an ideal of charismatic and benevolent rulership that represented far more than the virtue of any single ruling lineage. As it turns out, Heaven was indeed not prepared to “let this cultural heritage perish.”

Notes

1.The speech is recorded in the Zuo zhuan 左傳, Lord Zhao 昭, year 7 (535 BCE). See Yang Bojun 1990 (Zhao 7.12): 1294–1296; Durrant, Li and Schaberg 2016 (v. 3): 1428–1431; and Cook 2015: 313–315. The text at this point, however, is purportedly recording a speech that would not actually take place until seventeen years later, in the twenty-fourth year of Lord Zhao, or 518 BCE, when Confucius would have been about thirty-three years old. A version of this same speech, erroneously dated, is also recorded in the “Kongzi shijia” 孔子世家 chapter of the Shi ji 史記.

2.This is not the place to tackle the complex question as to the origins and authenticity of the Lunyu as a veritable collection of Confucius’s utterances and conversations as recorded by his disciples. Suffice it to say that while it is true that the work as a whole may not have achieved its final form or even its uniquely privileged status until the second half of the second century BCE in the Han, I nonetheless find entirely tenable the traditional view that the bulk of it did ultimately derive, in one form or another, from disciple records, and that in any case its passages are among our earliest, most reliable, and, collectively, most comprehensive expressions of the Master’s thought and our best starting point for any exploration of it. On the formation of the Lunyu as a definitive collection, see the excellent study of Makeham 1996. For a more recent collection of essays presenting a variety of perspectives on the subject, see Hunter and Kern 2018, and also my review of that volume, Cook 2019.

3.See Yuri Pines’s section on “The Model Minister” in his chapter on “The Confucian Legendary Past.” As Pines discusses, it is not until the Xunzi that the full implications of the Duke of Zhou’s role would be spelled out. As the regent uncle of Zhou King Cheng 周成王 (r. ca. 1042–1021 BCE), his position was of course fundamentally unique, but, as Pines describes, in terms of being a sagacious and powerful man who still acted within the framework of hereditary succession, he could nonetheless serve as a model for the aspirations of ministers who had no desire to subvert the fundamental social and political order.

4.A large proportion of the more important of these initial enfeoffments was achieved under the regency of the Duke of Zhou.

5.For a more detailed background on all this, see Zhang 1978: 29–36 and 45–50; and Hsü 1965: 5–8. I would also like to thank Yuri Pines for reading through a draft of this chapter and providing me with suggestions to help clarify with greater precision certain parts of the historical summary I present in this section.

6.For more details of this process, see Zhang 1978: 62–65. Another related outgrowth of this process is the phenomenon of “lineage splitting” well documented in Falkenhausen 2006: 64–70, a practice that “created viable subunits in lineages that otherwise, over the course of generations, would have grown too large.”

7.For an intriguing analysis of the power of written text in such covenant ceremonies and their role in the later emergence of codified law, see Lewis 1999: 19–21. For more detailed examinations of excavated covenant materials, see Weld 1990 and Williams 2009. The latter examines how such loyalty pledges, through the sanction of the spirits, served the primary ends of political and military consolidation, and examines a variety of evidence to identify just what types of social affiliations may have held between the vast numbers of peoples participating in those pledges.

8.Note that the Zhou itself was of the Ji 姬 clan. Lord Huan’s reign as overlord was traditionally viewed quite positively, historiographers crediting him with bringing most of the major eastern powers into alliance, putting a check on the military ambitions of Chu in the south, and restoring the Zhou ruling house to a semblance of stability. For an overview, see Tong 1978: 147–165.

9.This has all been well documented and analyzed by Hsü 1965: 79–92.

10.See especially the dialogue between Lord Jing of Qi and his advisor Yan Zi 晏子 in the Zuo zhuan, Zhao 26 (516 BCE); Yang 1990 (Zhao 26.11): 1480–1481. While the dialogue almost certainly contains some retrospectively fictionalized elements, it doubtless also reflects the actual situation of its purported time. Cf. the translations in Cook 1995: 13–15; Schaberg 2001: 279–280; Pines 2002: 101–103; and Durrant, Li, and Schaberg 2016 (v. 3): 1668–1671.

11.This included many well-known instances of ministers expelling or even assassinating their rulers, the historical accounts of which Kong Zi was doubtless well aware.

12.See Yang 1990 (Ding 8.10 and 9.3): 1567–1570 and 1572–1574; Durrant, Li, and Schaberg (v. 3): 1784–1787 and 1790–1791. See also Zhang 1978: 92–93, and Qian 1990: 13–14 and 16–18.

13.For the latter event, see Yang (Ding 12.2): 1586–1587; Durrant, Li, and Schaberg (v. 3): 1806–1807. The event is also alluded to in Lunyu 17.5–6, in an account (and a chapter) some have long suspected to be a late addition to the collection. The two accounts—both of which also involve the disciple 子路—differ markedly from each other: in the Zuo zhuan, Confucius is the one who gives the order to attack the rebels, whereas in the Lunyu, he is actually given to contemplate responding to the summons of the lead rebel, Gongshan Furao 公山弗擾, replying to Zilu’s criticism of this with: “If someone has a use for me, could I not create a Zhou in the east?” 如有用我者，吾其為東周乎. As this would effectively entail a desire to reinstate the ritual order of the Zhou by correctively supporting precisely those who were upending it, this highly problematic statement has long vexed commentators. For further discussion, see Cook 2015: 318–320.

14.Which of the successive Ji ministerial family heads is being referred to here remains an open question. It could refer to either Ji Pingzi 季平子, Ji Huanzi 季桓子, or Ji Kangzi 季康子, who respectively served as heads of their ministerial lineage from 535–505 BCE, 505–492 BCE, and 492–468 BCE. Note that each row comprised eight dancers, so eight rows meant sixty-four dancers, quite an extravagant display.

15.Much could be said here about the dialectical relationship between ritual and music—two complementary yet distinct sides of an integrated philosophical and institutional coin—that already shows signs of a developing expression in the Lunyu, but this would bring us well beyond the confines of this chapter. Suffice it to say that within the context of Confucian philosophy as it would continue to progress, ritual and music were both thought to embody the notions of hierarchical order and harmonious unity all at once, but with ritual more focused on the orderly distinctions and music more on the rapturous unity, and the two institutions were thus thought to be mutually dependent, both necessary in order to balance out the potential excesses to which the unchecked expression of one or the other might lead.

16.The context of this passage applies specifically to the Zhou founders, Kings Wen 文 and Wu 武, but in its general import it should be taken to apply no less to the early years of the dynasty as a whole in its respect for the adherence to ritual norms.

17.See the masterful and splendidly detailed and work of Falkenhausen 2006, particularly chapter one. Falkenhausen credits Jessica Rawson in the late ’80s as the first to study such pervasive changes “as indicators of a major historical phenomenon,” when she employed the term “ritual revolution” to describe them (see pp. 51–52). He further avers from both the timing and the “suddenness of the stylistic changes observable” that this reform was likely enacted as “part of an effort at political consolidation following the reestablishment of unified royal Zhou rule” on the heels of a period of bifurcated dynastic rule under the competing kingships of King Gong’s 共 (r. 917/15–900 BCE) son and grandson, Kings Yi 懿 (r. 899/97–873 BCE) and Yi 夷 (r. 865–858 BCE), on the one hand, and his brother, King Xiao 孝 (r. 872?–866 BCE), on the other, with the reorganization of the ancestral court thus “motivated by a desire to restore order among lineages who had been riven by dissent during half a century” (p. 64). As Falkenhausen notes, while bronze-vessel assemblages were certainly the clearest manifestations of such a ritual reform, other aspects of burial rituals, such as tomb size and construction, presence or absence of a burial chamber and number of nested coffins, as well as quantities and types of other burial objects doubtless also formed an important part of the ritual system.

18.See, again, Falkenhausen 2006, who understands the changes in vessel décor as “a desire to reform the spirit of ritual by reducing its complexity and linking it with everyday activities,” probably conceived as “a return to the practices of a hallowed past: an instance of deliberate archaism, and by no means the last in the art history of the ‘Age of Confucius’ ” (p. 50). He also notes later instances where status indicators are not always present in the tombs of holders of a given status, which may suggest that “correct ritual attitude may have taken precedence over the conspicuous display of splendid ritual paraphernalia,” possibly also reflecting the fact that “proto-Confucian” attitudes may have prevailed continuously “from at least two centuries before Confucius’ lifetime down to a half-century or so after Confucius, thus relativizing, at least to some extent, the originality of Confucian intellectual innovations” (pp. 156–158). For an intellectual-historical approach to much the same issue, the question of to what extent Confucian ideology was shaped, influenced, and prefigured by the intellectual life of the preceding Chunqiu period, see the excellent study of Pines 2002.

19.Elsewhere in the Lunyu (16.8), Confucius is recorded as including “Heaven’s mandate” as one of the “three things that the noble man holds in awe” 君子有三畏. And in the final passage of the work (20.3), he similarly gives “understanding of one’s mandate” as the key prerequisite for being a noble man 不知命，無以為君子也. The term ming 命 has been oft-discussed in secondary literature; for one interesting if somewhat idiosyncratic treatment, see Hall and Ames 1987: 209–216. While I do not concur will all aspects of their analysis, I certainly agree that the use of ming in the Lunyu cannot (at least in some cases) be simply limited to the sense of unalterable fate and that ming per se cannot be wholly understood apart from the notion of tian ming in the sense of “Heaven’s mandate.”

20.Alternatively, wu 舞 can be read as wu 武, in which case instead of “Dance of Wu” we have “[Dances of] Shao and Wu,” this “Wu” being the name of the martial dance celebrating Zhou King Wu’s conquest of the Shang. These two musical dances are specifically compared in Lunyu 3.25, but there Wu is written by its customary character.

21.Given that these classical works will be treated in greater depth in Newell Ann Van Auken’s chapter, I will not go into them in any further detail here, including the thorny issue of whether Confucius actually had any role in paring down or editing these collections into their final forms.

22.The closest thing we find to a statement advocating the possibility of dynastic succession in Confucius’s own age is, again, the problematic “Zhou in the east” statement mentioned in note 13.

23.See Mengzi 1A.7, “Liang Hui Wang, shang” 梁惠王上.
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CHAPTER 6

The Analects

Peimin Ni

The Analects (Lunyu 論語) is considered the most reliable source for Confucius’s teachings and a primary source for the key ideas of Confucianism, to which Confucius is indisputably the iconic representative. The Analects contains Confucius’s sayings, conversations between him and his disciples, and information concerning his thought and life. Studies of the Analects are wide ranging, including a focus on its origin, its true meaning, and appropriate interpretation. Commentaries and scholarship began almost as soon as the text was formulated and over the centuries have become so rich that they warrant a special category, “Lunyuology.”1 As traditional Chinese scholarship develops by continuously offering new commentaries and interpretations to core classics such as the Analects, the significance of Lunyuology is far beyond commentary about the book per se but to a large degree comprises the development of Confucianism and how it responds to different ages.

The Analects took shape between the fifth and third centuries BCE (see Makeham 1996 and Brooks and Brooks 1998). In his lifetime Confucius was a well-known teacher and an influential thinker who attracted many devoted followers. The formation of the Analects is thought to have begun around Confucius’s death when students gathered their notes about the Master’s teachings. Primary contributors were most likely Confucius’s disciples Zeng Shen 曾參, You Ruo 有若, Zhonggong 仲弓, Ziyou 子游, Zixia 子夏, Yuan Xian 原宪, Zizhang 子張, Zigong 子貢, and their own followers, such as Chen Kang 陳亢. Sayings of Confucius and mention of his life are found in other sources from roughly the same historical period, notably the Zuo Zhuan, the Mencius, the Xunzi, the Zhuangzi, Shuoyuan, Liji (Record of Rites), and Kongzi Jiayu (Confucius’s Family Discourse); these other sources are generally considered less reliable.

The title of the book, Lunyu, is itself informative. The original title is not known. The Record of Rites composed during the Warring States period (457–221 BCE) contains a quote of Confucius whose source is said to be “Lunyu,” suggesting that this title existed quite early. However, for a long time in the early Han dynasty, the book was frequently referred to as Zhuan 传, “the Records.” Later it was called Kongzi Lunyu (Master Kong’s Analects), sometimes abbreviated Kongzi, parallel to other philosophers’ books during the time, such as Laozi, Zhuangzi, Mozi, Mengzi, and Xunzi.2 Thus quotations in old texts that begin with “Kongzi says …” may not be quoting Confucius but instead the book itself.

According to the “preface” of a commentary book attributed to Southern and Northern dynasties scholar Huang Kan (488–545), there were controversies with regard to the meaning of the title Lunyu. The word “yu 語” is relatively simple, meaning “discourse” or “conversation.” “Lun 論” is more complicated, with three main lines of interpretation. The first reads the word as lún, with a rising tone. This word is associated with lún 倫, human relations or reason; lún 綸, silk thread, as the woven and orderly fabric [of society]; or lún 輪, wheel, connoting completeness and the ability to generate infinite motion and change. The second line of interpretation reads the word with a falling tone, lùn, associated with lùn 論, discussion. This line holds that the book emerged from discussions between disciples who weighed the content of the text. The third approach takes the difference between lún and lùn to be the result of southern and northern dialects. According to Huang Kan, the standard way of writing the word as lùn 論, discussion, but pronouncing it as lún 倫 (in rising tone) is meant to synthesize the first two approaches:


Taking the written word as lùn 論 is to indicate clearly that this book did not come from one person. Its subtle implications are deep and far-reaching, which cannot be fully expressed without having been discussed. Taking the pronunciation as lún 倫 is to indicate clearly that the book contains profound reasons, which can serve as the fabric of a society, whether ancient or modern; and from the start to the end, its circulation is inexhaustible.3



During the early Han dynasty, there were two main versions of the book—the Qi Analects and the Lu Analects. Around 154 BCE, another version—later known as the “Old Analects”—was discovered along with some other texts in a wall of Confucius’s family compound. They were believed to be hidden there by Confucius’s ninth-generation descendant Kong Fu to escape the notorious “book burning” of the First Emperor of Qin (213 BCE). These three versions vary in number of chapters (or “books,” as they are typically called in English) and differ slightly in content. According to Han dynasty scholar He Yan 何晏 (190–249), the Lu version has twenty chapters; the Qi version has twenty-two chapters. The two additional ones are “Wen Wang 問王 (Asking the King)” and “Zhi Dao 知道 (Knowing the Way).” The content of the first twenty chapters in the Qi version is also richer than the Lu version. The Old version found in the wall of the Confucius’s family compound has twenty-one chapters, as the “Yao Yue” chapter is divided into two, and the order of the chapters is different from the other two versions.4

Scholars generally agree that the commonly received version of the Analects we have today emerged mainly through the editing hands of Zhang Yu 張禹 (?–5 BCE), and then, to a lesser degree, of Zheng Xuan 鄭玄 (127–200) and He Yan. It has since become the authoritative version, handed down for the past two millennia. When scholars found errors in it on the basis of other evidence, they would refrain from correcting the text, but just note them in their commentaries. Despite continued controversies concerning the proper order and the authenticity of various passages, the received version has exerted so much influence that its significance is no longer dependent on being a representation of the “original” Analects.

The Analects was not initially listed as a canonical Confucian text. When Emperor Wu of the Han dynasty (reigned 141–87 BCE) promoted Confucianism, known as Rujia in Chinese (literally the school of Ru—a word refers not to Confucius but to a class of specialists who were knowledgeable in traditional rituals and classical texts from the Zhou), to the status of official ideology of the state, only the “Five Classics” (the Classic of Poetry, the Classic of Documents, the Record of Rites, the Classic of Changes, and the Spring and Autumn Classic), allegedly edited by Confucius, were considered canonical.5 Some scholars claim that during this time Confucius’s own teachings were taken to be more basic than the Five Classics, as it was a compulsory reading for young children, comparable to today’s primary/secondary school subject.6 The book’s status rose after scholar Zhang Yu was appointed tutor of the Han prince (who later became Emperor Cheng, reigned 33–7 BCE), responsible solely for teaching him the Analects. By the later Han, the Analects was one of the Seven Classics (the Five Classics plus the Analects and Xiao Jing 孝經, or the Book of Filial Piety). The most significant change in status was in the Song dynasty following the work of Zhu Xi 朱熹 when the Analects was included as one of the principal texts, the Four Books, for official education.

Passages in the Analects are brief and give little context. In addition, classical Chinese is often semantically and grammatically ambiguous, allowing for varied interpretation. Commentaries of the Analects have long been vital and became a widespread scholarly practice as the book rose in status. In the late Han and Wei-Jin period (third–sixth century) there were already more than eighty commentaries on the Analects. The number increased dramatically during the Song-Ming period; Zhu Xi alone contributed six of them. A rough estimate shows that the total number of commentaries on the Analects, including those done by Korean and Japanese scholars, currently exceeds three thousand.

There are two major lines of focus in the commentary tradition, roughly corresponding to two historical periods, the Han and the Song. Cheng Shude 程樹德 (1877–1944) delineated the two, saying,


Han Confucian scholars and Song Confucian scholars differ in their ways of studying the Analects. Han scholars’ focus was on textual examination of names and the things they refer to and the similarities and differences of the words used. Song scholars are different. They focused on revealing dayi weiyan 大意微言—the profound meanings behind the apparently trivial words.7



The difference in overall orientation leads to significant results. Both orientations are evident in today’s scholarship, one predominantly in the field of sinology and the other in philosophy. The first is typically more conservative and deconstructive, challenging commonly accepted beliefs and casting doubts on the authenticity of parts of the text, and the second is more innovative, proposing new interpretations of the text; the first aims to identify the historical Analects, and the second seeks inspiration so that the text will continue to reveal its significance. These orientations are not mutually exclusive and together they form an interpretive dynamic that makes the text a living tradition.

Among the early commentaries of the Analects the most influential were Collected Explications of the Analects (Lunyu Jijie 論語集解) by He Yan and Subcommentaries to the Meaning of the Analects (Lunyu Yishu 論語義疏) by Huang Kan 皇侃 (488–545), which is built largely on the basis of He Yan’s work. They both synthesized existent commentaries of the Analects. In addition, they both show the influence of Daoist metaphysical speculation that blossomed during that era. For instance, analect 5:13 reads, “The Master’s manifestation of culture is something that may be heard. His discourses about the nature (xing 性) [of human beings or things] and the Way of heaven (tiandao 天道), however, are things that cannot be heard.”8 While one may, like Zhang Xuecheng 章學誠 (1738–1801), take this as Confucius’s pragmatic attitude to focus on the phenomenal world in search of the Way, He Yan says that the Master’s silence on these subjects is because they are transcendent and ineffable, and they should therefore be understood “silently” or intuitively. “One who governs by means of virtue may be compared to the North Celestial Pole, which remains in its place and all the stars pay homage to it” (2:11) certainly illustrates the Confucian idea that the ruler should have charisma and be exemplary, but He Yan adds that it is expressing the idea of wuwei無為, action by non-action, a primarily Daoist concept. Huang Kan’s interpretative strategy is similar. For “Vast, the people could find no words for it” (8:19), Huang offers a commentary on the passage from metaphysician Wang Bi 王弼 (226–249), one that hints that the statement corresponds to the ineffable Dao described in the first chapter of the Dao De Jing.9

He Yan’s and Huang Kan’s commentaries, ten volumes combined, was the standard text until the early Song dynasty when Xing Bing 邢昺 (932–1010) was ordered by the imperial court to update the commentary. This resulted in a twenty-volume work, Lunyu Zhushu 論語註疏 [Commentaries and Subcommentaries of the Analects, also known as Lunyu Zhengyi 論語正義, Rectifications of the Meanings of the Analects]. Xing deleted much from Huang Kan’s interpretive commentary and offered more rigorous textual analysis and historical evidence with regard to relevant names and social customs in the Analects. This version was considered more faithful to the original text, and it became the new standard included in the Shisan Jing Zhushu 十三經註疏 [Commentaries and Subcommentaries of the Thirteen Classics] during the Southern Song dynasty.

However, the new development of Confucianism during the Song-Ming dynasties (from the tenth to seventeenth century) took the route of interpreting the classics in a direction radically different from Xing Bing’s. Xing’s commentary renders the text more as social norms for ordinary everyday life, with little relevance to pursuit of the ultimate Way of heaven. By contrast, Song-Ming philosophers such as Zhou Dunyi 周敦頤 (1017–1073), Zhang Zai 張載 (1020–1077), Cheng Hao 程顥 (1032–1085), Cheng Yi 程頤 (1033–1107), and Zhu Xi rose to the challenge from metaphysically sophisticated theories of Daoism and Buddhism by offering philosophical justifications for Confucian teachings, frequently through creative interpretations of traditional texts such as the Analects.

Zhu Xi’s work proved the most influential and distinctive. He wrote and revised commentaries on the Four Books, infusing his theory of the Principle, li 理, into his explications of the texts. Zhu’s commentaries on the Analects often reveal more about his ideas than what is strictly contained in the Analects. Interpreting Confucius’s remark that “Having heard of the Way in the morning, I can die in the evening” (4:8), He Yan and Xing Bing take it to be the Master’s lament that, already late in his life, he would never hear of the former sage-kings’ Way prevailing in the world again; Zhu Xi wrote, “the Way is the Principle of what things should be like. If one gets to hear it, the person can live accordingly and die at ease, with no regret.”10 For analect 14:23, “Exemplary persons reach upward, petty persons reach downward,” Huang Kan takes it to be a contrast between seeking ren (human-heartedness), yi (rightness), and Dao (the Way) versus seeking profit; Zhu Xi says, “exemplary persons follow the Principle of heaven and will therefore reach upward toward brightness day by day; petty persons follow their desires and will therefore fall on a daily basis toward being filthy.” Explaining Confucius’s saying that “It is humans who can broaden the Way, not the Way that can broaden humans” (15:29), Xing Bing says that, great or small, the Way is dependent on the virtue of each individual person, whereas Zhu Xi says, “The Way is the Principle that makes a human a human.”11 What we see in these examples is an obvious uplift of the relevant passages in the Analects to the metaphysical level, and the uplift entails both a logical connection to and a departure from the teachings in the Analects. For this reason, Zhu’s commentaries, especially his most famous Lunyu Jizhu 論語集註 (Collected Commentaries of the Analects), have been taken both as an interpretation of the Analects (he was criticized by some for stretching the text too far) and as an important source for studying the philosophy of the School of Principle, of which Zhu was a major representative.

The effort to build transcendent and universal dimensions of Confucianism was successful socio-politically: Confucianism regained a predominant position politically and intellectually in China during the Song dynasty. However, it also brought tendencies of abstraction and externalization to the characteristically this-worldly and practical teachings of Confucius. Concrete ways of self-cultivation were transformed into an abstract Principle enforced by means of a dominant official ideology disconnected from a practitioner’s internal source of self-development. Zhu Xi’s awareness of this is discernable; for instance, in his commentary on analect 12:1, Zhu Xi writes, “Speaking of returning to ritual propriety is speaking of something concrete. If it were spoken as the Principle [of heaven], it would become something in the air; what would that thing be?” Moreover, people often “merely put effort [gongfu 工夫] on understanding, but not on action. They just lift it up and make it big, yet at the bottom there is no ground to stand.”12

The Han tradition of textual study of the Analects revived and developed to new heights during the Qing. The Rectification of Meaning of the Analects (Lunyu Zhengyi論語正義) by Liu Baonan 劉寶楠 (1791–1855) and his son Liu Gongmian 劉恭冕 (1821–1880) was a landmark, collecting the best interpretations of previous commentaries and correcting their mistakes. A more recent work of the same lineage is Cheng Shude’s Collective Commentaries of the Analects (Lunyu Jishi 論語集釋), originally published in 1943. Quoting from 680 commentaries, Cheng offers a rich reference to interpretations of the Analects from the Han dynasty to the twentieth century.13 Both works include Song commentaries, acknowledging them as part of the commentary tradition while criticizing them for stretching the original text to adapt to their own ideas.

The impact of the West in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries manifested in both sharp criticisms of Confucianism for all the backwardness of China as well as in efforts to reinterpret Confucian Classics to support China’s political and economic reforms in a spirit informed by the West. Kang Youwei 康有為 (1858–1927), for instance, argued in his Kongzi gaizhi kao 孔子改制考, or Study of the Reforms of Confucius, that Confucius was a political reformer whose ideal was to achieve a political system of datong 大同, or grand harmony, in which sage-kings would rule on behalf of the people and for the sake of the people. This is reflected in his commentary on the Analects. For instance, Confucius’s disciple Zigong remarked, “I do not wish others to impose on me, nor do I wish to ever impose on others.” Confucius responded, “[Zigong], this is what you have yet to attain” (5:12). Traditional interpretations of this passage typically take Zigong’s aspiration to be similar to the “negative Golden Rule” stated in the analect 12:2, that is, “Do not impose on others what you would not wish for yourself.” By contrast, Kang sees Zigong’s aspiration to be against imposition in general, rather than being limited to things that one does not want to be imposed upon by. This clearly moves outside of the received tradition and points to the contemporary liberal notion of “negative freedom,” as it is characterized by Isaiah Berlin (the freedom from imposition, in contrast with positive freedom, or the freedom to fulfill one’s own wishes and potential). Kang says that not wanting to be imposed on is claiming one’s own autonomy and freedom, and not wanting to impose on others is respecting others’ autonomy and freedom. Kang states that this “principle of heaven” is Confucius’s highest ideal, unattainable in the Master’s day. Kang even claims the emergence of modern Western liberal movements as a manifestation of the Confucian Way originally transmitted by Zigong.14 Similarly, the contemporary Chinese philosopher Li Zehou 李澤厚 (1930–2021) also regards Zigong’s aspiration as reflecting something close to social contract theory and the principles of fairness and justice.15 Kang’s and Li’s modern readings of the passage, which sees what “is yet to attain” as liberty and justice, is very different from the traditional interpretation, which sees it to be a high achievement in self-cultivation.

The same tension between the traditions of textual studies and philosophical interpretations is reflected in translations of the Analects into other languages. Since the first translation of the Analects into Latin by Matteo Ricci appeared in 1594, the book has been widely translated in the West. The earliest translators of the Analects were mostly missionary scholars from Europe. They admired Confucius because the Master seemed to approximate Christian saints, and his teachings resembled Christian ethics. Among them, James Legge’s (1815–1897) version from 1861 is illustrative. It is evident that Legge’s religious agenda affected his choice of words, such as using “God” for “di 帝” (lord-on-high), making his version reflect his own Christian commitments, although overall Legge treats the Confucian classic with high respect and philological rigor.

Many commentators in the early twentieth century regarded Confucianism as outdated and only worth studying in order to understand connections between a past and its modern reality. A few, however, saw the picture differently. Faced with the crisis of Western industrialized societies, Ezra Pound’s “creative” translation of the Analects (1951) deliberately offered Confucianism as the medicine for the ills of European civilization. Pound claimed that translation is not philology but creation of a “new poem,” which allows free appropriation of the text according to the translator’s taste. Others, however, hold that to truly appropriate the text for modern situations requires discovering the value of Confucius’s teachings by taking him at his own words—that is, to understand the Analects in its own context.16 Thus Roger T. Ames and Henry Rosemont Jr. warned against importing a Western philosophical framework foreign to Confucius, arguing that languages are not neutral tools for expression of ideas; they are laden with culturally specific nuances. Their philosophical translation of the Analects (1998) therefore stresses what they believe to be characteristic of Confucianism: the processional, relational, and pragmatic philosophical underpinning—all in sharp contrast to the substantialist, essentialist, and truth-seeking orientation dominant in the West.

Similarly, Bruce Brooks and A. Taeko Brooks (1998) also aim to reveal the true face of the Analects, but through removing layers of late textual additions to reveal “the original Analects.” With painstaking attention to details and sometimes circumstantial conclusions, they practically (though maybe unintentionally) deconstructed the text. Despite an enigmatic and controversial historical origin, the received version of the Analects has been read as a unified whole since the Han dynasty, exerting profound influences for two millennia. Given the importance of the Confucius perceived in the received text, the “real Confucius” becomes less important. Similarly, given the dynamic and diverse interpretative history of the book, the significance of the book has long exceeded “the original Analects” itself. Instead of viewing the uncertainties as a reason for perplexity and expecting a single true, right interpretation of the text, one is better advised to take it as a fact that through the commentarial tradition, the Analects constantly unfolds its life and renews its significance. The continuous emergence of new reinterpretations of the Analects is how, inspired by the book, different generations of scholars responded to their times.

As Chinese culture faced challenges from the West, for several decades Chinese scholars sought legitimacy for Confucianism through its resemblance to Western philosophical counterparts, that is, as a theory that aims at gaining timeless knowledge or absolute truth. The Analects did not fare well from this perspective, as it appears under this lens to be a random collection of moral aphorisms, wisdom sayings, and trivial records of Confucius’s life. Other Confucian texts such as the Yijing, Zhongyong, the Mencius and the Xunzi would appear to be better representatives of Confucianism than the Analects. Contrary to this general impression, however, the profound philosophical significance of the Analects is exactly in the features that make it distinctive from truth-seeking philosophical theories. Confucianism is, as the Song-Ming neo-Confucians would call it, a system of gongfu (a.k.a. kung fu), or an “art of life,” aimed at transforming human life. Rather than a search for objective knowledge of what reality is as in Western philosophical traditions, Confucius’s primary concern was always about how to become a better person and live a better life.

The profound philosophical significances of this gongfu orientation contends that the apparently trivial sayings in the Analects are like compressed computer files: they need to be unzipped to be appreciated. For instance, analect 3:12 states, “When sacrificing to the spirits, do it as if the spirits were present.” This “as-if” approach is fundamentally different from the familiar categories in philosophy of religion, such as theism, atheism, skepticism, or agnosticism (although it might be compatible with them). It does not focus on believing the existence of any deities; instead, it aims at guiding one’s mental disposition. This “as-if-ism” provides a promising way to generate spirituality from secular life and to resolve religious conflicts. Although we may never be able to prove or disprove a religious belief, we can justify holding of some beliefs by asking whether the “as-if” of them can generate more positive gongfu results than holding alternative beliefs.17

When discussing Confucian theories of human nature, scholars typically refer to the Mencius and the Xunzi, and seldom to the Analects, as it contains only one ambiguous statement about the subject: “By nature, humans are similar; through habitual conduct, they diverge widely” (17:2). Confucius’s disciple Zigong says that they do not hear the Master talk about human nature (5:13). However, by applying a gongfu approach, we find that these bits of information reveal not only Confucius’s view on the subject but are also important for understanding the relevant parts in Mencius and Xunzi. For gongfu cultivation, the most important point is to recognize that human nature is malleable and can be developed or corrupted through habitual conduct. From this perspective, Mencius’s and Xunzi’s theories of human nature are both more recommendations about how to look at oneself (and hence how to cultivate oneself) than mere descriptions of what human nature is.18 By saying human nature is good, Mencius is encouraging people to identify themselves as inherently good so that the innate goodness may develop, and by saying humans are by nature bad, Xunzi is reminding people of the need for self-transformation. Mencius and Xunzi used different gongfu methods for the same purpose. The insistence on getting a conclusive, rational argument for a metaphysical view of the reality of human nature is itself a philosophical orientation foreign to the Confucius of the Analects.

One of Confucius’s most often quoted statements in the Analects is “Do not impose on others what you would not wish for yourself” (12:2). It is typically placed as a parallel to the Christian positive version of the “Golden Rule”—“Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.” We notice, however, that Confucius also says, “Exemplary persons … are not for or against anything invariably” (4:10) and that one should ultimately aim at mastering the art of using quan 權, or discretion (see 9:30). The apparent inconsistency between advocating a moral principle and allowing flexibility actually reveals a merit of his gongfu approach. Taken as a universal and inviolable moral principle, the Golden Rule would lead to difficulties—for instance, for a person who likes to be bribed, the Golden Rule would not only permit him to bribe others, but it would obligate him to do so; for a judge who does not like to be put in jail, the Golden Rule would allow the criminal to dispute the punishment. With the gongfu approach, the so-called Golden Rule becomes a concrete method of cultivation. Like instructions for skills such as swimming, it is meant to help people to obtain abilities rather than to be a restriction one has to obey in all circumstances. Once a person embodies the skills of swimming, she will know when not to follow the swimming instructions.

The gongfu orientation suggests that it is misleading to take Confucianism merely as a system of morality. Moral norms are imposed (whether by an external authority or by oneself) to constrain a person, but gongfu instructions are recommended for enabling a person to live better. From the gongfu perspective, even the apparently tedious records of the Master’s way of conducting daily life in Book Ten of the Analects make good sense because they show an important aspect of ethics neglected by most Western ethicists, namely the “style of life.” They help us to see that a good life is far beyond what is morally obligatory, and they cover the quality of every aspect of life. To lead such a life, one needs to learn from exemplars’ way of conduct, just like learning a skill requires following a master.19 The gongfu orientation also suggests that good lives need not be all the same. Like different pianists may give one and the same piece of music very different manifestations and be all beautiful in their own right, viewing good life as a gongfu cultivation not only allows different gongfu styles or tastes, it even allows conflicting opinions and courses of action be complementary (as different gongfu) without falling into moral relativism and nihilism.

Constrained by the moralistic reading of Confucius, people often complain that Confucius is responsible for China’s lack of respect for freedom, but once we engage in the gongfu reading of Confucius, we find that Confucius has a different notion of freedom. His famous autobiographic statement that, at the age of seventy, he is able to “follow his heart’s wishes without overstepping the boundaries” (2:4) contains a notion of freedom as cultivated spontaneity. Just like an artist who achieves the freedom in artistic creativity after long training can spontaneously draw support from all the elements that she works with, true freedom in life means that one is so well cultivated that, ideally, one has no need to make any deliberate choices in order to live appropriately.

Hegel once made a sarcastic remark about the Analects, saying that for the sake of Confucius’s reputation, “it would have been better if Confucius were not translated.”20 This stunning remark not only reveals Hegel’s own lack of understanding and arrogance, but also serves as a reminder of the importance of perspective. Indeed, if one were to look at the Analects from the intellectualist perspective, that is, as a theory aiming at revealing the truths about reality, one would be as disappointed as Hegel did. Hegel’s comment is as ill-advised to understanding the Analects as would be the advice to judge a poem according to the standards of a science journal.

The recent revival of Confucianism indicates the timeless value and application of Confucius’s thoughts as evidenced in the Analects; the tradition unfolds and inspires in modern contexts that would seem far from those of Confucius’s day—and yet which reveal the perennial nature of human concerns. The philosophical approach continues even as new discoveries of ancient Chinese texts trigger renewed interest in studies of the Analects.21 The dual strands of inquiry into the Analects, philosophical and historical, continue to be of interest and benefit, and it is not an exaggeration to say that the Analects will stand forever as one of the greatest classics of human thought.
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CHAPTER 7

Mencius

Jim Behuniak

While Mencius exerts tremendous influence on Confucian thought, his philosophical message has been diversely understood. It is generally recognized that his first major critic gets him wrong. Xunzi荀子 (c. 310–220 BCE), as A. C. Graham observes, would generate a criticism of Mencius “from a definition of human nature which is not that of Mencius.”1 With the rise of Buddhism in China, Mencius came to be heralded as the “purest” Confucian by Han Yu 韓愈 (768–824). In succeeding centuries, his text would be meticulously examined, with thinkers such as Zhu Xi 朱熹 (1130–1200), Wang Yangming 王陽明 (1472–1529), and Dai Zhen 戴震 (1724–1777) commentating on it. Their respective understandings, however, would diverge sharply from one another. Typically, the “Mencius” that is understood is one whose worldview matches the reader’s own expectations. As Chun-chieh Huang demonstrates in his comprehensive survey, Mencian Hermeneutics: A History of Interpretations in China, such expectations have been “systematically coloring” our lenses from the beginning.2

In the Western world, the Mencius was initially understood as a bridge between the Confucian tradition and Christian theology. “Heaven [tian 天] stands here for God,” declared Ernst Faber, German Protestant missionary and pioneer in Mencius studies—“Mencius thinks teleologically: he believes in final causes.”3 Such theological and teleological inferences were central to presenting Mencius as a thinker who might help the Chinese to fathom that humans were created and designed to accomplish God’s plan.

The signs were everywhere. Mencius taught that human nature (xing 性) possesses a natural structure (ti 體) the parts of which have natural functions (guan 官). Built in are four nascent impulses or “sprouts” (duan 端): compassion (ren 仁), rightness (yi 義), propriety (li 禮), and wisdom (zhi 智). Mencius relies on a verse from the Classic of Poetry to underscore that humans naturally incline toward such impulses as a rule: “Tian produces the teeming masses,” we learn, “and where there is a thing there is a rule (ze 則).” For Mencius, becoming properly “human” means actively cultivating such proclivities and thereby providing assistance to tian. As the text explains: “One who fully expresses one’s feelings (xin 心) realizes one’s nature. Realizing one’s nature, one realizes tian (zhitian 知天). By preserving one’s feelings and nourishing one’s nature, one serves tian (shitian 事天).”4

The Presbyterian missionary and eminent Victorian-era translator, James Legge, made quick sense of these teachings. “By the study of ourselves we come to the knowledge of Heaven, and Heaven is served by obeying our Nature,” he submits. “It is much to be wished,” however, “that instead of the term ‘Heaven’ [tian], vague and indefinite, Mencius had simply said ‘God,’ ”—but the message remains the same. “I can get no other meaning from this paragraph,” Legge admits. “The ‘preservation’ is the holding fast what we have from Heaven, and the ‘nourishing’ is the acting in harmony therewith, so that the ‘serving Heaven’ is just being and doing what It has intimated in our constitution to be Its’ will concerning us.”5

Such scholarship made it natural, perhaps inevitable, that Mencius would be read alongside Greek-medieval virtue ethics in Western circles when that school of thought became fashionable again in the mid-twentieth century.6 As Faber had established, for Mencius “the highest ethical development fulfils the destiny of the creature, the idea of Heaven (of God).”7 With its essence presumably fixed, human nature (xing) was understood as having a destined teleological end (telos), and for Faber, such “destiny is to human nature as a plan.”8 Accordingly, as virtue ethicist, Mencius came to be understood vis-à-vis thinkers like Aristotle and Aquinas—those for whom human flourishing (eudaimonia) indicates that our species is driven by a fixed end and results in what the latter describes as a kind of blissful felicity (beatitudo) in the virtuous. Again, the connections were easy to make. Does Mencius not indicate that the human is a natural kind (lei 類) created by Heaven? Does he not provide a list of four cardinal virtues? Does he not speak of a “flood-like energy” animating the virtuous? The parallels are there. Indeed, there are numerous and important connections between Chinese philosophies and “virtue ethics,” broadly construed. Here, however, we consider two specific problems that have emerged within this paradigm in Mencius studies: (1) the inference that Heaven (tian) has a “plan” for human beings, and (2) the assumption that human nature (renxing) is teleological. We then identify trends in the field that move beyond these problems.

The “Heaven’s Plan” Inference

Philip J. Ivanhoe is perhaps most closely associated with the “Heaven’s plan” reading of the Mencius in the twentieth century. His reading, however, retains continuity with Western sinology of the nineteenth century, remaking some of the same basic inferences that Faber and Legge had made. Ivanhoe likewise concludes that, according to Mencius, one must “obey Heaven” and “fulfill Heaven’s grand design for us and for the world.” Heaven’s resulting “plan” is one that “human beings can and must come to understand.”9 As Ivanhoe presents it, “Heaven’s plan” ensures that the “virtues” are inscribed in our divinely ordained natures.

Today, scholars have begun to recognize that such ideas are inferred from rather than stated in the text. As Franklin Perkins notes, the idea that all things proceed according to some “higher plan” in the Mencius is a “common view among Western interpreters, but [Mencius] never says anything like it.”10 The fact that the statement is made rather than found is plain in Legge’s own translations. When Mencius speaks of tian “producing” humankind (e.g., tianzhishengcimin 天之生此民), Legge over-translates the phrase as “Heaven’s plan in producing humankind.”11 There is no word in the Chinese text that indicates any “plan.” It was simply inferred from the word tian that there must be some “plan.” Ivanhoe introduces the notion of “Heaven’s plan” just as Legge did—not with any specific citation from the Mencius, but through inference.

Meanwhile, counterevidence prevails in the tradition. Mencius indeed draws from the Classic of Poetry to remind his readers that “tian produces the teeming masses, and where there is a thing there is a rule.” Other tian-related passages, however, register more ominous truths: “tian produces the teeming masses,” we read, “but what it mandates (ming 命) is not faith-worthy (feichen 匪諶).” Indeed, if there is one overriding message in the text it is that tian has no special regard for the human good. It is described as uncooperative, unfair, without pity, and unkind. It torments the innocent and inflicts death and disorder for no reason. Such arbitrariness prompts the lament, “tian actually did this” (tianshiweizhi 天實為之)—what can be said about it?” Is there some higher, benevolent “plan” behind it all? The text states clearly that there is not. “Tian is a sick force,” we are told, “without any concern and without any plan (futu 弗圖).”12 Remember—Confucius himself is said to have edited this text. The capricious indifference of tian here exhibited led inexorably to its naturalization in early Confucianism, and Mencius’s own doubts about tian were an important step in that direction.

Recent studies of the Mencius demonstrate that Mencius did not have a steadfast “faith in Heaven’s commitment to the good,” as Ivanhoe suggests.13 Through careful textual and historical analysis, Michael J. Puett demonstrates that, “Mencius distinguishes between what is right and what [tian] actually does.” This is not to say that Mencius does not prudently defer to tian and to the fate that it mandates (tianming 天命). Mencius’s final position, as Puett explains, is that one “must side with [tian] and do so without resentment.”14 This falls well short, however, of endorsing everything that tian does—and hardly does it signal faith in some benevolent “plan.” Perkins arrives at a similar conclusion. He provides a series of detailed analyses of episodes and encounters in the Mencius that demonstrate how Mencius’s appeal to tian “explains why things did not work out the way they should.” As he observes, “to take [tian] as good thus requires reading these passages as meaning the opposite of what they say.”15

Correcting the “Heaven’s plan” reading restores subtlety and sophistication to the text. One is better able to appreciate how Mencius regards natural, social, and political circumstances as large-scale “forces” (tian) that mandate the conditions (ming) under which things in the world come to happen (yu 遇) or not.16 Such mandates must be recognized and accepted. For better or for worse (and for Mencius it is both),17 there is only so much that the individual can do in the face of conditions and the rest is up to tian. While it is a sign of wisdom to recognize and accept that which is beyond one’s control (neng 能), this does not require or imply faith in any divine “plan.” That is not to say that Mencius does not defer to tian and to its inexorable mandates. This, however, is more like prudence than piety on Mencius’s part. It is wise to accept without resentment that which cannot be different.

The resulting picture, as Puett explains, establishes a tension in the Mencius that is not easily resolved. Like Confucius, Mencius stands in awe of mandated conditions (ming) and seeks to understand them. One must not disregard conditions, nor misjudge them. Mencius does not, however, always see fit to capitulate to conditions. He reserves a discretionary prerogative that belongs to humans in every age. As he explains:


There is nothing that is without mandated conditions (feiming 非命). One goes along with and accommodates only those conditions that are proper to accept. Thus, one who comes to understand such conditions will not go on standing beneath a wall on the verge of collapse. One who dies after bringing dao 道 to optimal term has lived within conditions properly. One who dies in fetters and chains has not.18



Bringing dao to optimal term is more important than passively accepting every condition that forces mandate (tianming). If the wall is about to collapse, then get out of the way. The early Confucians were not, as adversaries charged, passively fatalistic. Mencius maintains that given conditions are just that—given conditions. Such conditions need to be worked with or around in order to achieve the optimal course. Often, it is not advisable or simply impossible to resist the conditions that fate mandates. Sometimes, the case is otherwise. Each of us must come to know the difference. Rather than attribute to Mencius a divine command theory (viz. “obey Heaven”), current scholarship restores to him the wisdom of the “Serenity Prayer.”19

The Teleological Assumption

Again—no one would deny that the Mencius discusses human nature in a manner that invites Greek-medieval inferences.20 As Sarah Allan observes, it is a text that is “grounded in the root metaphor of water and the plant life that it nourishes.”21 As Ivanhoe notes, rather than being literary embellishments, such metaphors foreground certain “subtle and distinctive” features of Mencius’s philosophy. The problem is that, as understood within the paradigm of Greek-medieval virtue ethics, Mencius loses many of those features. The inference drawn from the botanical metaphors is that Mencius’s thinking implies a predetermined schema: what Ivanhoe calls “a teleological view about the flourishing of human nature expressed in an ideal or paradigmatic model of what it is to be human.”22 Such an assumption needs to be considered alongside how botanical life was actually understood in ancient China.

Allan’s work on water and plant imagery in early China undermines the claim that Mencius’s chosen metaphor implies a teleological worldview akin to what one finds in Aristotle (as conventionally understood) and Aquinas. Her account of xing is carefully formulated and precise. Xing, she explains, evokes “the potential contained by a seed or the first shoots of a seedling to become a fully developed plant.” That is all. Allan finds no demonstrable basis upon which to proceed from there to a “final end” (telos) in the process, which as she suggests, “erroneously projects ideas from a transcendent scheme upon the Chinese immanent worldview.”23 Allan draws upon a wider range of evidence than is typically encountered in the virtue ethics oeuvre in Mencius studies. The latter nowhere endeavors to demonstrate how teleology is actually exhibited in early Chinese natural philosophy. It is simply assumed: virtue ethics is teleological and Confucianism is a virtue ethics. Such an approach produced, as Liu Liangjian suggests, “nothing more than a negative image of Confucianism in the mirror of virtue ethics.” It overlooked the fact that pre-Qin thinkers did not regard xing as an “intrinsic, unchanging nature” akin to what one finds in the Greek-medieval tradition. Rather, as Liu writes, “it was precisely the opposite case for them.” Xing, he explains, was about “growing daily and maturing daily” in a manner that is neither “readymade nor determined,” representing an “imperfective process of perfecting [one’s xing] at every moment.”24 Such growth—not the telos of Greek-medieval metaphysics—is what botanical metaphors stand for in the Mencius.

Dan Robins further clarifies why xing in this context is not equivalent to species essence (natura) in its Greek-medieval sense. His argument rests largely on how the term is used in predication. As he explains, when Warring States writers use xing to attribute characteristics (e.g., “It is the xing of water to be clear,” shuizhixingqing 水之性清), xing is not the subject of predication. Rather, “it is the water and not its xing which is said to be clear, and the point of attributing its clarity to its xing is to say something about how or why it is clear.”25 If it is the xing of water to be clear, then this means that water has that particular way of behaving when not disturbed. As the Zhuangzi observes, “It is the xing of water that, if not stirred, then it is clear.”26 As Robins argues, “There is no basis in any Warring States text for thinking of the concept of xing as essentially tied to species natures or specific differences.”27 In other words, xing does not serve as the equivalent of the Greek-medieval “species essence” upon which “types” are based taxonomically in the tradition.

One can, based on a thing’s xing, certainly formulate types. Mencius does so when he designates barley as a “type” based on its tendency to sprout with adequate nourishment. This is something that it does as a “rule” (ze). For Robins, however, the definition of xing in such instances is precise:


[According] to Warring States texts it is a thing’s xing to have some characteristic just in case the thing has the characteristic naturally, and it is a thing’s xing to behave in some way only if it behaves that way spontaneously. A characteristic is natural in the relevant sense just in case it is either innate or the result of spontaneous development (sheng 生). A development or a way of behaving is spontaneous in the relevant sense just in case it occurs of itself (ziran 自然), without interference. It follows that it can be a thing’s xing to behave some way only if it actually does behave that way when not interfered with.28



Nowhere in such an account are “species essences” necessarily postulated, let alone a concept that underwrites a “teleological view about the flourishing of human nature expressed in an ideal or paradigmatic model of what it is to be human.” Such ideas come not from the Mencius but from Greek-medieval virtue ethics.

A. C. Graham took great care in reconstructing the meaning of xing in Warring States texts. The evolving trajectory of his understanding foreshadows the declining prospects of the teleological reading in the field. Succumbing initially to Greek-medieval inferences, Graham claimed that xing could be thought of along “lines rather suggestive of Aristotelian teleology,” and that the term “nature” is a “very close English equivalent.” Ironically, he wavers almost immediately on the latter claim, noting that xing confirms “one’s general impression when groping towards an understanding of early Chinese concepts, that often they tend to be more dynamic than their nearest Western equivalents, and that English translation freezes them into immobility.” By 1991, Graham reverses his view, claiming that the English word “nature” in fact “predisposes us to mistake [xing] for a transcendent origin, which … would also be a transcendent end.” He comes to realize that xing is more accurately conceived “in terms of spontaneous development in a certain direction rather than of its origin or goal.” Accordingly, the maturity (cheng 成) of an organic process is one that involves “the interdependent becoming integral rather than the realization of an end.”29 Graham thus abandons teleology as he comes to better understand the Chinese term.30

Understanding how xing behaves non-teleologically in the Mencius remains a work in progress. The first step, however, is to adequately understand the concept. As Robins argues, when we say, “It is the xing of water to run downhill,” it is the water and not its xing that runs downhill. Water behaves in that particular “way” unless it is disturbed. “It is a thing’s xing to have some characteristic just in case the thing has that characteristic naturally, and it is a thing’s xing to behave in some way only if it behaves that way spontaneously.”31 This is not teleology, because there is no superordinate “end” that is causally operative. Rather, there is simply water (H2O), a compound that has ways of behaving spontaneously. How it behaves (e.g., it might freeze, evaporate, boil, etc.) is a function of how conditions shape (xing 形) its activities within existential configurations that have the propensity (shi 勢) to trigger such responses. These responses, in transaction with dynamic conditions, emerge as the directional order/quality (de 德) of the water in its course (dao) of development.

Such a reading renders xing consistent with the principles of Warring States natural philosophy generally, and scholars increasingly invoke such principles in understanding the Mencius. Accordingly, virtue ethics commentators such as Bryan W. Van Norden, whose reading of the text remains premised on the notion that all things are “structured teleologically by a quasi-theistic entity,”32 face a growing body of alternative readings. Newly recovered texts, in fact, are shedding considerable light on the meaning of xing in the Warring States period. Perkins demonstrates that such evidence helps us to recognize that xing “does not offer a teleology” in early Confucian discourse because the term is not about “shifting something from potential to actual being but rather channeling an actually existing force into various directions.”33 Liang Tao, also relying on recent archeological evidence, reconstructs the relationship between xing and life/growth (sheng) and reaches a similar conclusion. “What the ancients described as xing is not an abstract essence or definition,” he writes, “rather, it is direction, trend, activity, process. It is something dynamic and not static.”34 Scholars like Irene Bloom concur. Xing, she writes, is “developmental rather than essentialist, dynamic rather than static.”35

Reading Mencius in the Present Century

As the “Heaven’s plan” inference and the teleological assumption become less prevalent, the Mencius resurfaces as a text that poses important and provocative questions. Scholars must now ask how a non-teleological theory of human nature relates to both the descriptive and normative claims encountered in its pages. In a post-Darwinian world, such issues are highly relevant. Reading the Mencius in Greek-medieval terms made it easy—too easy—for commentators to deflect such questions. “Heaven’s plan” in particular relieved the Mencius from having to answer them at all. Insofar that each generation brings its own “lens” to the Mencius, it becomes clear now that such a “Mencius” would never satisfy twenty-first-century readers. Philosophers, if they are serious, are interested in the truth and what it means. Sinologists, for their part, are interested in the text and what it says. Reading Greek-medieval ideas into the Mencius managed to fail both constituencies. There really are no final causes in Nature (tian); and there really is no “Heaven’s plan” in the text. Liberated from such postulations, the Mencius becomes interesting to its readers all over again.

Scholars such as Donald J. Munro advance Mencius studies accordingly. In an essay entitled “Mencius and an Ethics of the New Century,” he argues that recent theories in the evolutionary sciences lend credence to Mencius’s philosophy of human nature. Such theories, observes Munro, support Mencius’s contention that certain moral concepts derive from something that is “inborn.” What such naturalistic theories do not address, however, is whether or not such instincts are also “founded on something transcendental,” and by this he means the suggestion that human nature is derived from a supernatural “Heaven.” For Munro, Mencius’s philosophy is relevant precisely because the “foundation of [its] ethics lies not in a supernatural being or realm.” While some early Chinese thinkers did regard tian as a supernatural entity, Munro insists that, “Mencius did not.” Thus, Munro suggests that contemporary scholars do well to “filter out” such “religious” accretions in order to focus on the original, more scientifically viable features of the Mencius. Such features “will survive [such a] sifting to become for the new century the essence of the Mencius text, separated from what will then be disregarded as the dross.”36

Bloom’s response to Munro provides a powerful counterbalance. She reminds us that in fulfilling Munro’s challenge we must not disregard tian altogether. When Mencius speaks of “Heaven”—and as Bloom notes, “the word tian in Mencius may in most cases be more aptly translated as ‘Nature’ rather than ‘Heaven’ ”—he is giving expression to a “deep yet un-testable sense for what the world is like—and why—and to an equally un-testable sense for what we can make it through our efforts.” For Bloom, tian represents something central to the Mencius: a deeper sense of connectedness and continuity, something that cannot be wholly discarded without relinquishing the spiritual essence of the text. “[Such an] un-testable but undeniable sense of being part of a whole,” she writes, “is not something [that] should be filtered out.”37 Bloom’s caution is well taken. In rejecting one Western idea (“Heaven’s plan”) we must not carelessly adopt its opposite (“secular humanism”), thinking that we thereby come closer to the worldview of the Mencius. One of the hallmarks of early Confucianism is that it is largely innocent of our own “sacred/secular” dualism.

Munro encourages us to take a fresh look at the Mencius. What we find is a theory of human nature that is not intelligently designed but rather, as Bloom argues, fundamentally “biological in the broad sense of that term.”38 It retains the natural structure (ti) and natural functions (guan) of organic form, neither of which necessitate final ends in Warring States natural philosophy. Tian mandates (ming) what human nature is for Mencius—but as Bloom suggests, it is better to understand tian as “Nature” rather than “Heaven” in this connection. Natural processes have produced in us a set of habits and proclivities; and as the concept of xing entails, there is no superordinate purpose or “end” (telos) involved in their expression.

As natural as it was for Western scholars to make Greek-medieval inferences in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, scholars like Munro are drawn to see connections between Mencius and evolutionary biology in the present century. Mencius’s four nascent impulses, compassion (ren), rightness (yi), propriety (li), and wisdom (zhi), in fact lend themselves readily to such analysis. For Mencius, the roots of compassion involve feelings of commiseration that are typically present in our native motor and autonomic responses. According to his famous “Child at the Well” example, should one see a child dangerously close to a well (or, say, a toddler meandering behind a parked car as the reverse lights pop on), one is immediately filled with alarm, distress, and concern for the safety of the child. Such an immediate response has nothing to do with gaining favor, winning praise, or agonizing over the thought of a soon-to-be injured child. Such higher-order cognitive operations are preceded and eclipsed by an immediate, other-regarding concern. The primatologist Frans de Waal regards the “Child at the Well” as an excellent illustration of how emotional contagion occurs in core structures of the brain while more advanced mechanisms occur at the outer shell. As he points out, “there exists a rich literature on human empathy and sympathy that, generally, agrees with the assessment of Mencius that impulses in this regard come first and rationalizations later.”39 Further underwriting this are theories about how feelings of commiseration evolved through natural selection and the “evolution of helping,” from kin selection, to reciprocal altruism, and other related developments.40

Munro’s “Mencius and an Ethics of the New Century” thus provides a fresh “lens” on the Mencius—and in correlating the “four sprouts” with ethical intuitions naturalistically, one might go even further. It is noted, for instance, that while humans display altruistic/empathetic tendencies, they also display tendencies to cheat the reciprocal system. Given its evolutionary advantages, socio-psychological adaptations have evolved to regulate such transgressions. Mencius’s second “sprout” is yi, which he associates with “feelings of shame and dislike” (xiuwuzhixin 羞惡之心). Whereas compassion (ren) expresses instincts that emerge within altruistic systems, yi expresses the sense of approbation (and blame) that regulates such systems. “Feelings of shame and dislike” regulate behavior by detecting when something is not ethically “right” (yi 宜). Examples in the Mencius often relate to food procurement—that which is necessary to sustaining life in the individual organism. One does not, for instance, hunt birds with charioteers who break the rules; stomach goose meat inadvertently consumed from an unfairly compensated household; eat food intended as a funeral offering; or accept food when offered in a demeaning manner.41 In the latter instance, Mencius offers a rationale that underscores how powerful such pro-social instincts can be: “I desire life, and I also desire rightness (yi), but if I cannot satisfy both simultaneously, I will give up life and choose rightness.”42 From the standpoint of ethical egoism, such behavior makes no sense. From an evolutionary standpoint, however, such “moral stands” are comprehensible. Refusing food on principle incurs immediate cost to an individual organism—perhaps even starvation. Such behavior “helps,” however, by reinforcing regulatory impulses selected to sustain the advantages of reciprocal altruism at the species level.

This is not to suggest that Mencius was a proto–evolutionary biologist. Nor was he an anti-Buddhist polemicist, an Old Testament prophet, or a Greek-medieval virtue ethicist. Again—the point is that each reader adopts a “lens” on the Mencius. As contemporary scholars dispense with the “Heaven’s plan” inference and overcome the teleological assumption, the text is bound to become refocused. Instead of continuing to understand it within a Greek-medieval framework, future scholarship on the Mencius will be asking how a non-teleological theory of human nature (renxing) relates to its descriptive and normative claims. Recent discussions in the evolutionary sciences might assist with such inquiries.

This brings us to the signature question in the Mencius—namely, how do the “four sprouts” relate to human “goodness” (shan 善)? Because this question is so concrete, each generation of readers must address it for themselves. Mencius, incidentally, never says that human nature is “inherently good.” That oft-quoted slogan, “Human nature is inherently good (benshan 本善),” comes not from the Mencius but from Zhu Xi’s twelfth-century commentary. As Chen Lai reminds us, once we “set aside the explanations of the Song Confucians,” we begin to understand that Nature’s mandate (tianming) does “not entail that human nature is good.”43 Mencius is clear enough on his own position. In the text, he is presented with three positions on the “goodness” of human nature:


1. Human nature is neither “good” nor “not good.”

2. Human nature “can become good” (keyiweishan 可以為善) or “not good.”

3. Some people have a “good” nature and others have a “not good” nature.



Given these options, Mencius is asked what he means by saying that “human nature is good” (xingshan 性善) and whether or not he thinks the other positions are wrong. He responds as follows: “In terms of our actual responses (qing 情), we can become good. This is what I mean by saying ‘good.’ As for whether or not one becomes ‘not good,’ this cannot be blamed on one’s capacities (cai 才).”44 Thus, Mencius affirms the second position but with the added provision that there really are spontaneous, pro-social instincts to be worked with in human nature. Given such proclivities, we can become good.

While larger “forces” (tian) might help or hinder such efforts, there is no prefabricated “scheme,” no “plan,” and no “end” (telos) that paves the way. The water analogy in the Mencius was never about teleological trajectories. If scholars like Robins, Graham, Allan, and Perkins are correct, the question is not about teleology but about whether or not water has a spontaneous tendency to behave in certain ways under specific conditions. Mencius maintains that under the “right” conditions (i.e., positioned on an incline), water flows downwards. By the same token, under the “right” conditions (i.e., under a beneficent government), human nature has the capacity to become good. If this fails to happen, blame is not to be placed on our actual responses (qing) but on whatever conditions prevented our better inclinations from being realized.

The Mencius thus establishes a valuable critical perspective, one that does not easily reduce to our much-belabored “nature/nurture” dichotomy. Rather than provide us with an “ideal or paradigmatic model of what it is to be human,” the Mencius does something more pertinent and lasting: it challenges us to examine conditions (ming) as they stand and to improve the human prospect as we must. Serving tian (shitian) is not about obeying “Heaven’s plan.” It is about making Nature-and-Earth a better place by facilitating human goodness. To do so is to participate in “realizing Heaven/Nature” (zhitian). Contemporary scholarship on the Mencius is poised to recover the original features of this timeless and urgent project.
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3.Faber (1882): 65, 68.
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17.See Mencius 4A.7. In this passage, Mencius identifies tian 天 as an arbitrary force that establishes conditions irrespective of whether or not dao 道 prevails.

18.Mencius 7A.2.

19.In its standard formulation: “God grant me the Serenity to accept the things I cannot change, Courage to change the things I can, and Wisdom to know the difference.”

20.And to reiterate, many aspects of “virtue ethics” do resonate in important ways with Chinese thinking. The target here, again, are two specific problems that have emerged within this paradigm.
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Chapter 8

Xunzi

The Quintessential Confucian

Lee Dian Rainey

Throughout the centuries, Xunzi 荀子 (Xun Kuang 荀況, Xun Qing 荀卿, ca. 310–230 BCE) has been trimmed, stretched, re-read, and re-interpreted. He has been described as an atheist or as profoundly religious, an authoritarian, the source of his students’ totalitarian system of Legalism, and as a realist. Xunzi has been seen as both the interpreter of Confucianism, and as not a Confucian at all. Xunzi, alone of all Confucians, is also an internet meme.1

Xunzi was born in the state of Zhao 趙 around 310 BCE and well educated. He went to the Jixia 稷下Academy in the state of Qi 齊 where he studied and later taught, reaching high rank there. Xunzi had a government post in the state of Chu 楚 but lost it when his patron fell out of favor with the ruler. It is possible that he lived long enough to see the state of Qin 秦 unify China under the guidance of his former student Li Si 李斯 (ca. 280–208 BCE). There is a long tradition that Xunzi lived into his 90s and possibly reached 100, which would make the date of his death anywhere from 230 BCE to 210 BCE.2

The Xunzi is a collection of thirty-two essays, and there is general agreement that the bulk of this text was written by Xunzi. The essays in the Xunzi range from step-by-step definitions of terms to detailed arguments to poetry, all of which display Xunzi’s philosophical and literary skills. Xunzi was the first to write his own text and connected his thoughts on ritual, morality, ethics, and government in a coherent manner. Sections of the Xunzi can also be found in the Confucian canon in the Liji 禮記 (the Record of Rites).3 In the Han dynasty (206 BCE–220 CE), the great historian Sima Qian 司馬遷 (148–87 BCE) praised Xunzi for ably defending Confucianism against other schools of thought. Other Han scholars praised Xunzi for defining the texts that would make up the Confucian Classics. As a result, for nearly 1,000 years Xunzi was seen as the interpreter of Confucius.

That changed with the rise of Neo-Confucianism. The close relationship between human beings and the universe in Mencius’s vision was far more useful to them than Xunzi’s naturalism. This continued through the centuries and nowadays the “New Confucians,”4 who follow the Neo-Confucians, continue to dismiss or ignore Xunzi. Some have gone so far as to argue that Xunzi is not a Confucian at all.5 Yet it was Xunzi who brought together the various strands of Confucian thinking and presented them in a coherent system. Xunzi saw the great Confucian message as this: human beings are unique among all other creatures because we have escaped the chains of nature and were able to establish civilization.

Human Nature

Xunzi is best known for his theory that human nature is evil.6 This natural and evil human nature can, and must, be replaced with a second nature, one that is “wei” (偽) artificial or man-made.

Human nature, Xunzi said, is what we are born with. It is requires no learning, training, or development.7 As natural as it is for us to hear sounds and see colors, so too we have emotions that are natural to us. The emotions arise when our senses, our eyes for example, are stimulated by something outside of us. We respond to what we see with like or dislike and this is as natural as seeing the object.8

Xunzi listed the emotions as liking and disliking, happiness and anger, and sorrow and joy. These more positive emotions are swamped by our natural responses of desire and greed that transform a simple “like” for something into desire, covetousness, and selfish greed.9 Any positive emotion is swamped by self-interest in our natural state. Our inborn human nature consists of all those things we are naturally born with. Anything we learn, he said, is “artificial.”10

Evil

Xunzi contrasted “evil” with Mencius’s “good” and he meant to make a strong statement. He defined “evil” clearly and did so in contrast to Mencius.


Mencius claimed that human nature is good. I say, absolutely not. In every instance, from ancient times down to today, what everyone in the world has called “good” is what is proper, principled, peaceful, and well-ordered. What has been called “evil” is what is biased, dangerous, perverse, and chaotic. This is exactly how good and evil are different.11



Evil is a love of profit, a basic self-interest, and this leads to greed and aggression when it comes to achieving what we want. We are born with feelings of envy and hate. This leads to violence and criminal behavior. We are born with senses that demand sounds, colors, tastes, and sexual satisfaction. These lead us to unrestrained sexuality and over-indulgence in every possible way.12 Evil, for Xunzi, is any kind of uncivilized behavior. If allowed to take their natural course, these evils we are born with will lead to conflict with others, social disorder, and political chaos. It is not the times that evoke our evil human nature; we are all born with the same nature in any time, and as Xunzi said, “even the sage-kings or the worst criminals”13 have this nature. Xunzi’s statement is not limited to a certain group or a certain time.14

What saves us from living in a world of assault, rape, and murder is our ability to think. This is the mind-heart choosing between the emotions that are evoked by the senses. “When the emotions are active and the mind-heart chooses among them, this is called ‘thinking on, reflecting on.’ When the mind-heart reflects and the natural abilities act, this is called ‘wei,’ ‘artificial.’ ”15 This “wei” is central for Xunzi.

Artificial and Civilized

The result of thought, consideration, and reflection is “wei.” Wei has been translated as “artificial” “man-made” “conscious activity” “human artifice” “deliberate effort,” and “conscious exertion.”16 Usually “artificial” is used. Wei is not natural to us, but it is the crucial act of civilization. It is when civilization enters in to our very selves that we will behave well.

Artificiality—civilization—must be imported from the outside. The images Xunzi used to describe the process of getting artificiality inside us are images that use force and violence. Straightening a warped piece of wood is not a gentle process. The wood has hot steam applied first to make it pliable and then is put into a heavy press and forced into the desired shape. Similarly a dull knife needs to be ground down on a grindstone until the old edge is ground away and a new one created.17 Reshaping our nature is similarly violent: what we want to do naturally must be replaced entirely. This may be a process to make us civilized, but it is a brutal one.

Sage-Kings

In order to import morality and proper behavior into our selves, we need teachers and models. The first of these models were the sage-kings. Sage-kings were the first to build civilization and teach it to others. Xunzi argued that it was sage-kings who invented ritual and morality. Ritual principles are based on respecting others and that means not putting our needs first. The sense of moral duty becomes a “second nature” to us. We learn not do uncivilized or rude things, not because we fear being arrested, but because the notion of what is good has been deeply imbedded in us.

Of course, this leads to the inevitable question of, if we are all born with evil human natures that lead us to grab what we want, how did the sage-kings rise above that evil nature in order to begin to develop order and morality? Xunzi was ready with an answer to this question.


A questioner asks, “If human nature is evil, then where did ritual and morality come from?” The answer is that they come from the artificial nature of the sage and not from anything inherent in human nature. When a potter shapes the clay to create a pot, the pot is the made from the artificial nature of the potter [the skills the potter has learned] and is not from anything in his inborn human nature … The sage built up his thoughts and ideas. Practicing artificiality, he was able to create ritual and morality, models and measures. Ritual, morality, models, measures were all born from the sage’s artificiality and not born from the sage’s human nature.18



A product, like a pot, is not something we would be able to make without teaching and training. The skill to produce a pot does not come from a potter’s basic human nature, but is the result of learned artificial knowledge. So too the sage-kings did not establish civilization, ritual, and morality out of their human nature. They thought about the situation they saw around them and from there were able to practice the new skills of artificiality and produce the first steps towards civilized behavior.

Later scholars have stepped in to develop this thinking about the sage-kings. T. C. Kline III argued that in times of chaos, the sage-kings were able to see the problems selfishness brought about. They began, through their own intelligence, to create the idea of ritual from a basic understanding to more sophisticated levels, each responding to the particular problems of their times.19 As Kurtis Hagen and others argued, this would also mean that the standards of civilization each sage-king set are not absolute standards but models for that time and that society. These principles then are not necessarily absolute or universal, but were meant to deal with the times and situations in which they were developed.20 Ritual, morality, and civilization are all dynamic and they all change. They are not meant to be seen as absolute and universal truths.

Mencius

Xunzi set out to clearly differentiate himself from Mencius and Mencius’s theory of human nature. Xunzi criticized Mencius for not providing a clear definition of being human and was unable to see what is basic to human nature and what is artificial. In addition, Xunzi argued, if Mencius was right, why would we praise the sage-kings and Confucius, require teachers and an education, when we could develop morality entirely on our own?21

This rejection of Mencius brings us to the first major example of modern re-reading Xunzi as recent scholars and commentators have attempted to bring Mencius and Xunzi back together again. D. C. Lau argued that the difference between Mencius and Xunzi is that each had radically different understandings of the phrase “human nature.”22 Donald Munro argued that parts of the sections where Xunzi proposes his theory of human nature are not really original to Xunzi’s writing and so the claim that Xunzi actually argued that human nature is evil is not accurate. Others have generally agreed and attributed Xunzi’s theory of evil human nature to his shock at seeing the state of Qin, a totalitarian state, so efficiently run.23

Bryan Van Norden maintained that this debate is useless. It is easy to see that Xunzi was arguing that human beings are not born with any impulses toward morality. This is the reason why Xunzi saw a wide gulf between his thought and that of Mencius. If Xunzi agreed with Mencius that we have some impulse toward moral behavior, why did Xunzi continue to attack Mencius and his theory of human nature?24

However, there is one area of agreement between Xunzi and Mencius, and that is their shared belief that all men25 can, with sufficient application, become sages. On all other grounds, Xunzi is quite clear that he disagreed with Mencius and said so repeatedly.

Education

Xunzi argued that it is the mind-heart that chooses among our impulses and emotions and that this conscious thought leads us to proper behavior, a civilized response, the artificial wei.

As we have seen, education is not a gentle process. It is about re-making our selves with our mind-heart consciously making the choices in favor of what is artificial, proper, and civilized. We are to do this, Xunzi said, until civilized, artificial behavior becomes automatic, a second nature. We internalize moral behavior and ritual. This how we become part of the great project of civilization. Education began with reading the ancient classics and ends with the Record of Rites, Xunzi says.26 Xunzi enumerated the things to learn in the classics and emphasized the Record of Rites as crucial because it shows us social distinctions and thus the rules for behavior. All together the ancient classics, he said, “take in the whole world.”27

Ritual

Morality is artificial, imposed on us from the outside. It is wei, man-made, contrived, it demands civilized behavior. Ritual, too, is man-made, contrived, and is civilized behavior. Ritual is the way we conduct ourselves, our manners, our notions of what constitutes civilized behavior.

By Xunzi’s time most scholars and many in the upper classes dismissed the idea that ritual had a supernatural function. Xunzi was, therefore, facing a difficult audience in trying to defend the importance of ritual. His strategy was to talk about ritual in terms of its link to the past, to what has been handed down to us in terms of behavior and manners, and to connect this to the ritual we carry out now. Ritual, for Xunzi, was the framework of Chinese civilization. Ritual was the basis of society; it was the basis of ethics; it was the basis of aesthetics.28

Xunzi connected his theory of evil human nature to ritual by arguing that, without ritual, our human nature and the desires expressed from it can only bring chaos.29 Ritual was begun by the sage-kings because whether it is money, positions, or power, there will never be enough for all to get what they most want. The ancient sage-kings set up rituals so that every person gets something. By respecting social institutions, even if we are not one of the few who gets wealth and power, we can live peaceably together. Ritual apportions resources and thus guides our desires.

Ritual also guides emotions. Ritual allows us to grieve the death of a loved one in a prescribed and measured way. Ritual is something learned by all; it gives family and friends forms to support the bereaved.30 When we carry out rituals, often we are doing it to celebrate, to “decorate” the occasion, not because these rituals have any real effect. Carrying out what may be seen as superstitious rituals, such as tossing the bouquet, is something everyone can do, not because we believe they work, but because these sort of rituals are pleasant, and because they do no harm.31

A scholarly discussion that is still developing focuses on Xunzi’s ideas of morality and ritual. Did Xunzi think that there was one absolute standard of moral behavior, or did he think that morality, along with its expression in ritual, changed over time?32 Kurtis Hagen argued that sage-kings came up with a moral system and ritual in stages, and saw this in Xunzi’s frequent use of the phrase ji wei 積 偽, the accumulation of the man-made, artificial, and civilized.33 Other scholars have pointed out that Xunzi is the last philosopher one would think of in terms of flexibility and broad mindedness in accepting different moral practices. Xunzi said, “There are not two ways for the world, and the sage is not of two minds.”34 It would seem unlikely that, even though is arguments pointed this way, Xunzi saw ritual and morality as developing over time and differing from person to person.

Class and Government

Xunzi repeatedly said that the development of social classes was one of the first things human beings did as we came civilized—that is, as we became human. Social classes, and the inequity they establish, are natural to human beings. In Xunzi’s view there is nothing wrong with inequity; it is a natural formation in all human groups. Class hierarchy is a good thing when it works with morality and justice.35 Class divisions are good things because they allow us to form a society, develop civilization, and not fight over scarce resources like wealth and power. Class also allows for specialization in occupations.36

As society develops, governments have to deal with a number of issues. Like all Confucians, Xunzi saw the government’s functions as encouraging food production, promoting and regulating trade, building public works, defending the state, and paying for this by collecting taxes. Governments are also obliged, in the Confucian mindset, to ensure that the common people are cared for and content.

Also like all Confucians, Xunzi’s political theories depended on Confucian advisors to the ruler having real power. These moral advisors can, in theory, come from any class, but obviously are more likely to be upper class men whose families are able to provide them with an education in Confucian values. Confucian advisors have a wider view than the ruler and would be loyal, in the end, to the Confucian vision. That is why, Xunzi argued, they would be able to advise the ruler so well, given they would not be caught up in the petty crisis of the moment and would be immune to the self-interest of a ruler. These Confucian worthies would form an intellectual and moral elite that would, in effect, rule the country and care for the people as a father cares for his children.

Rulers

Ideally, the ruler himself was a Confucian and had gone through the moral re-making of his nature that Confucians go through. The best of all possible worlds would be a ruler who is a sage, as in ancient times with the sage-kings. Instead of sage-kings, however, Xunzi dealt with rulers who had come to power in a variety of illegitimate ways, killing their brothers or fathers or overthrowing the previous rulers. Mencius had refused to even discuss these kinds of rulers, whom he called ba霸.The word has been variously translated as “dictator” and “hegemon,” neither of which are particularly accurate or helpful. John Knoblock cleverly referred back to the rule of Oliver Cromwell in England as the country’s “Lord Protector” (1653–1658).37 Like many of the rulers of Warring States China, Cromwell had not become ruler in a proper way. Instead, he had executed the king and won a civil war.

Unlike Mencius, Xunzi was realist enough to discuss Lord Protectors and not just in negative terms. He pointed out the disgraceful and unwise behavior of these rulers, but also the things they did well, especially when they used the talents of wise advisors.38 Xunzi contrasted the faults of these Lord Protectors to the sage-kings while knowing that the rulers he and his students would have to deal in their own age are rulers of this sort. Xunzi pointed out that Lord Protectors were able to construct an adequate government that could defend the state, feed the commoners, and establish order. However they may have come to power, these rulers were tolerable, but not put in the highest category.39

Xunzi’s realistic and balanced approach to dealing with rulers who were not “proper” rulers has been a problem for later commentators who have seen this as straying from Confucian orthodoxy. As a proper Confucian, he ought not to have tolerated illegitimate rulers of any kind. Either he did not mean what he said or he was not a real Confucian. It is another area where, for centuries, what Xunzi said has been stretched and trimmed.

Along with government, Xunzi, like other Warring States Confucians, discussed the economy a great deal and said many similar things to other Confucians. He wanted everyone to have a basic standard of living so that they can feed themselves and their families, have decent clothes and housing. This is the government’s moral responsibility.

Ritual and Law

Another area of Xunzi’s thought that has caused many later commentators concern also has to do with government. The Confucian orthodoxy has generally held that in a perfect state, run by the Confucian elite, all that is needed is ritual. That is the ideal scenario.

Xunzi discussed ritual extensively, as we have seen. What troubles later Confucians is Xunzi’s use of the term “law” (fa 法).40 Describing a true king, Xunzi wrote that he “works in government with scholars of the highest rightness. The laws and punishments brought down to the people must be right and just.”41 Here Xunzi advocated for just laws and a legal model that is based on justice and moral principles as set out and understood by Confucian ministers and rulers. A good Confucian government minister would understand the moral principles behind the law and be able then to justly apply the law depending on those moral principles. This fits into the general Confucian view.

In parts of the text, which many think were written later in his life, Xunzi’s views seem to have changed. Here Xunzi described law as fixed: “When laws and punishments have fixed standards and people know their boundaries then subordinates cannot use them to their own personal interest. When laws and punishments are fixed, no one can make them lighter or more severe.”42 There is no room for a Confucian official to step in and apply laws depending on the context. Some have suggested that this change in Xunzi’s views comes from his trip to the state of Qin where he saw, and admired, the social order and political unity he found there.43 However, Xunzi spoke only briefly about the state of Qin, and, while he found much to admire, he said that it would fail in the end because of its lack of Confucians in government.44

While it is possible that Xunzi’s visit to Qin changed his thinking, we are always on shaky ground when we try to explain philosophy through biography. It may be that Xunzi had simply come to the same conclusion that laws must be applied automatically as he thought it through. It may be that his students, Han Fei 韓非 (ca. 280–233 BCE)45 and Li Si did not develop anything new, but learned this from their teacher as they developed the theory and practice of Legalism (法家Fajia, the school of law).46 Some scholars argued that the automatic application of law was not authentic Xunzi, while others attempted to find a middle ground where automatic law can encourage later moral behavior.47 Certainly there seems to be a change in Xunzi’s thinking about the function of law and how it should be applied. At issue here is Xunzi’s relationship to the development of Legalism as well as Xunzi’s possible acceptance of some Legalist thinking.

The Issue of Tian

According to the internet meme, Xunzi was China’s first atheist. Like many things on the internet, this statement is problematic. Xunzi did say things that would fit into an atheist view, and he never mentioned any of the gods common in his time or their powers and abilities. Was Xunzi the first atheist in China? That is unlikely. By Xunzi’s time, most of the educated elite had lost faith in rituals and prayers to gods and ancestors. Texts of the time do regularly contain references to Tian that has been translated as “Heaven,” “heaven,” “Nature,” “nature,” and “the Universe.” One of these words, with or without capital letters, is used depending on what the translator sees as the intent of the author. Given the content of the chapter “Tian Lun” and other arguments Xunzi presented, this Tian is often translated as “Nature.”

It is in the “Tian Lun” that Xunzi made it clear that he saw no mystical or cosmic connection between human beings and Tian.48 Tian, Xunzi said, is constant. The seasons follow one another; there is sunshine and rain. Tian acts mechanically, not caring what human beings do. Tian does not act with intention towards us. If we build a strong civilization with a government that is prepared for whatever Tian brings, then we will survive. If our government is careful to save money and build up stores of food, then we will survive natural disasters. It is up to human beings to work with Tian, by taking what Tian gives us and building our own civilization and society from the natural material around us. Tian is separate from human beings and acts naturally and spontaneously, much like dao 道 in Daoism. Human beings have no mystical relationship with Tian. Our job is to build a society and exploit the natural world to our benefit.

This approach runs contrary to the older notion that Tian rewarded the good and just while punishing the evil. It also runs counter to what we find in the Mencius and other Confucian texts of the time where there is a close connection between human beings and Tian or the idea that Tian forms part of the triad of Tian, Earth, and human beings. Xunzi’s position was also contrary to the Daoist texts where it is argued that society and civilization are artificial and bad for us: our natural state is to be in nature. For Xunzi, the role of human beings is to use and exploit the natural world.49 Tian is nature and the brilliance of human beings is to create civilization.

This seems to be the reason that Xunzi repeatedly said that the wise man does not spend his time thinking about the way in which Tian works. It is not that he would be opposed to scientific enquiry; he is referring to the yin-yang and five phases theories of Tian and the way Tian works that were growing increasingly popular in his time.

Xunzi was adamant that there is no connection between Tian and human beings and no response from Tian to human beings. He said,


Tian does not end winter because human beings dislike the cold. Earth does not stop being wide because we dislike long distances. The gentleman does not stop what he is doing because of the babble of petty men. Tian has a constant way; earth has a constant size; the gentleman has a constant core.50



Whether we pray to Tian to make the cold weather stop or consult the permutations of yin, yang, and the Five Phases, it does not matter. Winter will come whether we do these things or not and whether we like them or not. As was customary at the time, Xunzi did call the actions of Tian “divine” (shen 神),51 but the connotation here is that what Tian does is beyond our knowledge.52

The only time in our lives that we are part of nature is when we are born with our original human nature. That is what, said Xunzi, we must overcome and replace. Xunzi may have agreed with the Daoists about the natural and spontaneous nature of Tian or dao, but, for him, it is when we moved out from the tyranny of the natural world and began forming societies that human beings reached a proper stature and became civilized. He agreed with the Daoist view that social conventions are just artificial conventions. This difference is that for Xunzi, this artifice is their grandeur.53 For Xunzi, the Confucian dao is the establishment of civilization, along with the ritual, humanity, and government that entails. Human beings are the noblest creatures in the world, able to control and use the superior strength of a horse or an ox because we have triumphed over nature. Not only have we managed to get out from under nature’s control, but we also have learned how to use nature for our own ends.

Another part of the yin-yang and Five Phases theories was the belief that odd natural occurrences had meaning as warnings from Tian. These were understood as omens signifying good or bad fortune. Xunzi disagreed with this entirely.54 Unusual natural occurrences have no meaning. These are things that just happen from time to time, and while we may wonder at them, we should not be afraid of them or think they have any cosmic meaning for us. Human beings are alone in the universe.

Probably the most famous, and most quoted, passage from the Xunzi is the one found in some of the internet memes. In it Xunzi explicitly rejected the power of prayer.


You prayed for rain and it rained—what do I think? I say, “So?” If you had not prayed for rain, it would have rained anyway. When the sun and moon are eclipsed, it is the custom for people beat drums and make noise in order to try to save them; when there is a drought, we pray for rain; before an important undertaking, we tell the future with bones and yarrow stalks [used in the Classic of Changes]. We do these things not because we believe that such things will produce the results we want, but because we want to decorate these occasions with ceremonies. So, the gentleman considers all of these things to be decorations, but ordinary people think they are supernatural. To think of them as decorations is wise; to think of them as supernatural is unwise.55



Prayer, traditional practices, and divination are all useless in themselves. We may participate in them because ordinary people think that these things actually work. The gentleman sees these sorts of things as “decorations”—pleasant enough and harmless, without any real effect on nature.

Xunzi also rejected other supernatural beliefs. Ghosts do not exist.56 People who claim to have seen them were simply taking something that was there and mistaking it for a ghost because of their excited state. He also rejected the possibility of telling the character or future of a person by their face or by the lines on their hands.

Recently, there has been a movement to reinterpret Xunzi and see him as part of the “religious” tradition of Confucianism. Kline argued that it is not that Xunzi rejected religious practice; he only rejected the kinds of religious practice that are performed for one’s personal gain. Xunzi was also criticizing those who did not understand the reality of the ritual that is performed.57 The argument here is that when we read Xunzi’s objections to prayer and religious ritual, Xunzi did not mean those objections to apply to religion, the transcendent. If we look at Xunzi’s views on ritual, we can see it embedded in the “Confucian religious vision.”58 The claim is that Xunzi’s positions on ritual are part of a religious understanding shared by all Confucians and this is the Confucian Way.59

While reinterpreting Xunzi’s statements about the power of prayer is an interesting, this approach comes to grief at Xunzi’s clear discussion about the relationship between human beings and the universe.60 For Xunzi, Tian does what it does naturally and mechanically. It has no interest in us and acts like the Daoist’s dao. In Xunzi’s view, the Confucian dao is the responsibility of human beings to respond as well as we can using the resources of Tian and earth. We build strong societies, based in ritual, music, and morality, to cope with the universe we find ourselves in.

Xunzi on Other Thinkers

Confucius, Xunzi said, had humanity and wisdom and so was free from narrow-minded blindness and obsession. He understood and followed the way of the sage-kings and the Zhou kings but did not obsess over the particulars of their achievements. Confucius was not blinded, but saw, and practiced, the whole picture of the glory of civilization.61 This means that Confucius was balanced, not fixated on a single aspect, and this balance, Xunzi said, is dao.62

Xunzi listed many other thinkers of the era and describes them all as being blinded, obsessed with a single idea that led them to not understand the truth.63 Xunzi criticized Mozi (Mo Di 墨翟; ca. 470–391 BCE) and the Mohist school throughout his text. Mozi had argued that spending time and money on anything impractical and useless, like ritual, must end. He also argued that music must be abolished for the same reasons. Xunzi specifically took on these two points, arguing that ritual allows us to accept social and economic inequities. Ritual channels our emotions and decorates our everyday life. In his Yue Lun chapter, Xunzi set up the basic approach that will be followed in all other Confucian discussions of music. First, joy is inherent in the human mind-heart and must have an expression in music and dance. Second, building on music’s internal harmony and organization, music brings us to a state of order and brings society into harmony. The harmony in music brings people together.64 Ritual separates people into classes and status. Music is what brings together people of different ranks and family status.

There were, according to other texts of the time, six to eight subgroups of Confucians, who were also criticized by Xunzi. We have already seen Xunzi reject Mencius as not understanding “real” Confucianism, but there were others too. He called all of the others claiming to be Confucians, “low-class Confucians.”65

One of Xunzi’s students, Han Fei, the Legalist mentioned earlier, is not in Xunzi’s list of thinkers and schools that are in error. Han Fei went on to develop the Legalist school and this was to a large extent put into practice by another of Xunzi’s students, Li Si, in the state of Qin The continuing debate is to what extent was Legalism influenced by Xunzi or accepted by him. We have seen Xunzi’s grudging acceptance of rulers, the ba, who were at least able to rule effectively. Xunzi seems to have changed his mind about law and the way in which law is applied. There is one other position that both Xunzi and Han Fei share: each expected to be part of an elite that will govern everyone else. In Xunzi’s case, and in the general Confucian view, membership in this elite is open to men who have morally transformed themselves and done so by means of a thorough-going education in ancient texts to become moral gentlemen. This is “virtue appropriation” on a personal and public scale. As it was in the past and still is now, this vision from Xunzi and other Confucians is seductive for those who wish to be Confucian gentlemen and part of that elite. The shared idea of a specialist elite ties Xunzi to Legalism and makes Legalism the natural outgrowth of Confucianism. Xunzi, as the teacher of Han Fei and Li Si, has always been tainted with his connection to Legalism and the actions of the First Emperor.

Whatever Xunzi’s relationship with the development of Legalism, Xunzi presented us with coherent, interconnected, and logical arguments that bring together all the strands of Confucian thought. Later reinterpretations of his thought, meant to fit it into whatever the Confucian trend of the time may be, frequently founder on the logic and interconnection of his arguments. Whether we read Xunzi’s arguments about human nature, his defense of ritual, his critique of the supernatural, or his ideas on government, we can see Xunzi’s fundamental vision. Human beings have conquered nature and built up the artificial in everything from living in houses to moral behavior to establishing governments. The brilliant achievement of human beings is that human beings have created civilization.
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CHAPTER 9

The Confucian Classics

Newell Ann Van Auken

The “Five Classics” (Wujing 五經) form the core of the set of texts known in English as the “Confucian Classics.” These five works are the Classic of Poetry (Shijing 詩經), Classic of Documents (Shujing 書經), Rites Classic (Lijing 禮經), Classic of Changes (Yijing 易經), and the Spring and Autumn Classic (Chunqiu jing 春秋經). Although they came to be considered “Confucian” works, none was written by Confucius (551–479 BCE), and at least three were composed prior to his lifetime. These five works were formally established as the core of state-sponsored learning during the Western Han 西漢 dynasty (206 BCE–9 CE). In 136 BCE, Emperor Wu 武 (r. 140–87 BCE) inaugurated scholarly chairs, or academicians (bo shi 博士), for the Five Classics.1 Thus from early imperial times, the Five Classics formed the basis of elite literati education in China.

The five works themselves are of disparate origins, and it is uncertain when they first came to be regarded as a group. Although Emperor Wu’s establishment of the Five Classics was the first official acknowledgment of these texts as a group, they were treated together as early as the Warring States period (fifth–third centuries BCE), and are listed together in several pre-imperial texts, including Xunzi 荀子, Guanzi 管子, Zhuangzi 莊子, Huainanzi 淮南子, the Record of Rites (Liji 禮記), and in the excavated Guodian 郭店 cache.2 Many of these lists refer not to five works but to six, the so-called “Six Arts” (liu yi 六藝), which (in addition to those titles listed above) also includes the now-lost Classic of Music (Yuejing 樂經). It is uncertain when this group of texts came to be associated with Confucius; curiously, the earliest reference linking the Sage to this set of texts appears not in a “Confucian” text but a Daoist work, Zhuangzi 莊子.3

Originally these five works were simply known as the Poetry (Shi), Documents (Shu), Rites (Li), Changes (Yi), and the Spring and Autumn (Chunqiu), and this is how they are typically identified by scholars of pre-imperial China. In Han times, the word “Classic” (jing 經) was appended to the title of each. The word jing originally referred to the warp threads in used weaving, that is, the long, stable threads on a loom through which the weft threads are woven, and the word jing also means “classic” or “canonical text.” The two usages are apparently related, since a “classic” or “canon” is a text that provides the basic framework—that is, the warp stable threads—to a cultural, religious, or intellectual tradition.

Titles and Translations

Somewhat confusingly, several of the Classics are known by more than one title in Chinese, and there are no universally accepted English translations for any of the titles. One of the titles, the Rites Classic, is no longer used (in this essay, the title is translated using an inverted order to call attention to the unusual status of this title). Rites Classic originally referred to a text that is now known by a completely different name, the Etiquette and Ceremonial (Yili 儀禮), and is now sometimes used in reference to three separate canonical works related to ritual. These titles and translations are laid out in the following table.






	Title used in this volume
	Chinese titles
	Common translations





	
Classic of Changes
	
Yi 易

Yijing 易經

Zhou yi 周易
	
Changes

Book of Changes

Classic of Changes

Zhou Changes



	
Classic of Documents
	
Shu 書

Shujing 書經

Shangshu 尚書
	
DocumentsBook of Documents

Book of HistoryVenerated Documents



	
Classic of Poetry
	
Shi 詩

Shijing 詩經
	
OdesSongsBook of OdesBook of SongsClassic of SongsPoetry Classic



	
Rites Classic
	
Lijing 禮經
	
(no longer used; see discussion)



	
Spring and Autumn Classic
	
Chunqiu 春秋

Chunqiu jing 春秋經
	
Spring and AutumnSpring and Autumn AnnalsAnnals Classic







Classic of Changes

The Classic of Changes (Yijing 易經), also known as the Zhou Changes (Zhou yi 周易) is a divination text. It employs hexagrams (卦 gua) of six horizontal broken or unbroken lines, each of which has a name, a hexagram statement, and for each line, a line statement, all of which are open to multiple possible interpretations and—not surprisingly for a divination text—quite cryptic. Divination with the Changes involved sorting and counting stalks of the milfoil plant; this method represented one of the major divination traditions in early China, the other being the scapulamancy associated with the Shang oracle-bone inscriptions. Tradition ascribes various portions of the Changes and the accompanying commentaries, the so-called “Ten Wings” (shi yi 十翼), to the legendary sage-king Fu Xi 伏羲, the virtuous King Wen 文王 (eleventh century BCE), the Duke of Zhou 周公 (eleventh century BCE), and, of course, Confucius. The earliest parts probably date to Western Zhou times, but the putative links to ancient sages cannot be substantiated, and the attribution of the commentaries to Confucius is no longer accepted.

The language and imagery associated with the hexagrams long predates Confucius, whereas the later commentaries impose philosophical and moralizing interpretations onto the text, resulting in a wide gulf between its original function and its later reception as a work embodying moral precepts. For example, the formula yuan heng li zhen 元亨利貞, which appears in the first hexagram statement and several times elsewhere in the Changes, has been interpreted by traditional commentators as a reference to four moral virtues. Thus James Legge, following the orthodox understanding, rendered this phrase as “what is great and originating, penetrating, advantageous, correct and firm.”4 By contrast, Edward Shaughnessy translates “primary reception; beneficial to determine,” understanding “reception” in the sense of a sacrificial offering and thereby restoring the original connection to divination and ritual.5

Classic of Documents

The Classic of Documents is generally regarded as the foundation of Chinese political philosophy.6 The word shu in its title literally means “written documents.” The title is also translated Classic of History, a somewhat misleading reference to its content, and an alternative Chinese title is the Shangshu 尚書, Venerated Documents. It is an archive of oratory ascribed to kings and famous ministers, together with narrative prose pieces. Some of its speeches purportedly date back to the mythical emperors Yao 堯 and Shun 舜 and the (perhaps legendary) Xia 夏 dynasty, and they are concerned with topics such as the mandate of Heaven (tian ming 天命) and kingship, and set forth various models for ideal rulership.7 The contents are arranged in chronological sequence according to their presumed date of composition; in fact, the nominally earliest chapters—those attributed to legendary sages of high antiquity—are probably the latest. The question of the date and authenticity of the various sections of this work has been a matter of major dispute and in recent times has received at least as much scholarly attention as its content. The core chapters of the Documents are recognized to date to the Western Zhou, centuries before Confucius, but he is said to have selected the Documents from a larger corpus and to have composed a preface to it.8 There are two versions of the Documents, a shorter “New Text” version and a longer “Old Text” version (the phrase “Old Text” [guwen 古文] indicates that the text was written in the earlier script of the Warring States period, whereas “New Text” [jinwen 今文] was written in contemporary script); the “Old Text” version contains additional chapters and is now generally regarded as a forgery. The discovery of the “Old Text” version constitutes another purported link to Confucius, as it was said to have been found in the wall of the Kong family home—that is, the home of his descendants—in 186 BCE, together with a cache of other texts.9

Classic of Poetry

The Classic of Poetry (Shijing 詩經) is a collection of 305 poems, whose dates probably range from early Western Zhou to the middle of the Spring and Autumn period, that is, eleventh to sixth centuries BCE. These poems include regional folk songs and ritual hymns used in ancestral worship rites in the Western Zhou (1045–771 BCE), and because they were originally sung to music, the word shi 詩 in the title of this work is typically translated Songs or Odes. The music that originally accompanied these pieces no longer survives. Tradition has it that Confucius compiled these 305 songs by selecting from a larger collection of some three thousand pieces, but most contemporary scholars dismiss this claim. Evidence shows that the collection of songs in the Classic of Poetry already existed at the time of Confucius: a performance of the songs, which includes what seems to be the entire Classic of Poetry in its current order, is recorded as having taken place in 544 BCE.10

Many of the pieces came to be associated with specific historical figures, were said to have been written in response to particular historical moments, and are understood to convey moral lessons. For example, the opening poem is a love song probably performed to celebrate a marriage. Its opening stanza, translated by Arthur Waley, reads,


“Fair, fair,” cry the ospreys

the island in the river.

Lovely is this noble lady,

Fit bride for our lord.11



When read without the guidance of a commentary, this piece—like many in the Classic of Poetry—appears entirely generic: it does not mention any specific historical person or event. Yet when read through the orthodox interpretation, it takes on new meaning. Thus James Legge, following the traditional commentaries, introduces his translation with the remark, “The ode celebrates the virtue of the bride of King Wan [King Wen],” and notes that commentaries not only identify this woman but also elaborate on the nobility of her character.12 The pieces in the Classic of Poetry were not simply enjoyed as songs but were studied as allegories or as containing veiled historical illusions and were considered to embody moral significance. Although many of these songs were originally folk songs or ritual hymns, the notion that they should be understood as having didactic purpose other than or deeper than that conveyed by the surface meaning of their words certainly existed well before imperial times.13

Rites Classic

The title Rites Classic is no longer in use, but in Han times, it was one of several titles used for a work that is now known as the Etiquette and Ceremonial (Yili 儀禮).14 The Etiquette and Ceremonial is a ritual handbook that contains detailed instructions for conducting rites such as capping ceremonies, marriages, formal visits, banquets, archery meets, and funerals. Most of the ceremonies pertain to the lowest level of nobility, the shi 士, and thus this work is also known by an alternative title, Rites of the Shi (Shili 士禮). There may have been other similar handbooks containing prescriptions for rites conducted by higher-ranking nobility and rulers, but if so, they have been lost.

The term Rites Classic (in this usage, perhaps more appropriately rendered Rites Canon) has also been also employed in reference to the three works known as the “Three Ritual Classics” (sanli 三禮), that is, the Etiquette and Ceremonial, the Record of Rites (Liji 禮記), and the Rites of Zhou (Zhouli 周禮).15 The Record of Rites is a diverse anthology that includes theoretical discourses on ritual, instructions regarding ritual practice, and prescriptive terminological glosses.16 Many of its sections refer explicitly to Confucius and his disciples and invoke his teachings. The Rites of Zhou, also known as the Zhou Offices (Zhou guan 周官), lays out an idealized description of the administrative organization of the royal Zhou state, including titles and duties of officials. Orthodox tradition ascribes it to the Duke of Zhou, but this attribution is no longer accepted. None of these texts existed prior to the Warring States period, if that early; that is, these works took form well after the time of Confucius.

Spring and Autumn Classic

The Spring and Autumn Classic (Chunqiu jing 春秋經) is an annals text composed in the ancient state of Lu 魯, the home state of Confucius. It covers the reigns of twelve Lu rulers, beginning in 722 BCE and, depending on the version, continues either to 481 BCE or to 479 BCE, a period that came to be called the Spring and Autumn period, taking its name from the eponymous classic. The text comprises brief records of a limited set of event types, including military activity, interstate assemblies and covenants, diplomatic travel, deaths of rulers and nobility, killings and regicides, rituals, astronomical phenomena, and events that affected crops such as floods, frost, and pestilence. The records are written from Lu’s perspective, although not all involve Lu. They are arranged in chronological order but are not woven together into a cohesive narrative, and causal connections among events are unacknowledged. The records place heavy emphasis on relative hierarchy, especially the prominent place of Lu. Their language is simple and highly formulaic and, perhaps most significant in light of its later reception, the records contain no overtly subjective or moralizing language. Tradition has it that Confucius “made” or “edited” (zuo 作) the records, and the accompanying commentarial tradition is founded on the belief that he used “subtle words” (weiyan 微言)—that is, slight departures from the regular form—to convey his praise or condemnation (baobian 褒貶) for events recorded therein; if properly understood, these cryptic judgments could serve as a model for proper conduct and decisions.17

The Spring and Autumn Classic, like other classics, was subject to commentarial elaboration quite early. In the Han dynasty, the three main interpretive “traditions” (zhuan 傳) were the Gongyang Tradition 公羊傳, Guliang Tradition 穀梁傳, and Zuo Tradition 左傳. Gongyang and Guliang are conventional commentaries in that they seek to explain the text of the Spring and Autumn Classic, often focusing on individual words or phrases. The Zuo Tradition is arranged in chronological order, like the Spring and Autumn Classic, and covers approximately the same period and many of the same events, but it mainly consists of narratives and speeches and thus is not a commentary in the conventional sense. Even so, the Zuo Tradition is a significant text in its own right and is a major textual source for the history of pre-imperial China.

Confucian Creation Myths

According to the biography of Confucius in the Han dynasty compilation, Records of the Grand Historian (Shi ji 史記), when his home state of Lu was in chaos and not following the correct way, in response, Confucius “did not take office, but retired and tended to the Poetry, Documents, Rites, and Music.”18 The term “tended” (xiu 脩) is vague: it may refer to editorial work or may simply mean that Confucius studied and cultivated his understanding of these texts, which he also taught. Elsewhere Confucius is said to have written commentaries to the Changes, selected the three hundred and five songs that make up the Poetry from a larger collection of over three thousand pieces, edited the Spring and Autumn, compiled the Documents from a larger body of material, and prepared a preface to it.19 Confucius’s endeavors compiling, editing, studying, and teaching the Classics are depicted as a virtuous response to a world in moral decay. Nowhere is this as clear as in the famous lines from Mencius, which describe his editorial work on the Spring and Autumn Classic:


In ancient times Yü controlled the Flood and brought peace to the Empire; the Duke of Chou [Zhou] subjugated the northern and southern barbarians, drove away the wild animals, and brought security to the people; Confucius completed the Spring and Autumn Annals and struck terror into the hearts of rebellious subjects and undutiful sons.20



Here Confucius is identified as one in a series of culture heroes whose great achievements bring order to a world in chaos; the Spring and Autumn—and indeed, all the Classics—was his remedy to an age of decline and depravity. Yet much of the Poetry, Documents, and Changes existed long before the time of Confucius, and this is likely true of the Spring and Autumn as well. (Little is known of the provenance of the Rites Classic, that is, the Etiquette and Ceremonial.) By contrast, the lore linking Confucius to the Five Classics is fairly late, no earlier than Warring States works such as Mencius and Zhuangzi, and thus must be viewed with some skepticism. The association with Confucius was thus not original to any of these texts. Yet by Han times, the Five Classics were understood to be constituents of a single tradition, a corpus that drew authority from its inextricable connection with the Sage.

Fixing the Canon

Writing of canonization, John Henderson incisively observes that in several world traditions, “the fixing of a canon occurred … following a sharp break with the … past in which the canonical writings were first composed.”21 This obviously applies to the Five Classics, which were canonized after a major rupture in Chinese history: the unification of China under the Qin dynasty and its subsequent overthrow and the establishment of the Han dynasty. Yet even though their formal canonization occurred in 136 BCE, the interpretive transformation of these texts began much earlier, and their canonization may be considered to be the culmination of a lengthy process by which this group of texts of disparate origins had been absorbed into and appropriated by the Confucian tradition.

Commentaries were the primary vehicle through which this transformation occurred. A commentary is, in essence, a secondary text whose purpose is to explain, interpret, or teach a primary text. The Spring and Autumn Classic and the Classic of Changes were associated with written commentaries at least as early as the Warring States period, and by the Han dynasty, each classic was associated with multiple interpretive traditions. The Han shu “Treatise on Arts and Letters” tells us that the Spring and Autumn Classic was associated with five traditions, the Classic of Poetry with four, and the Classic of Changes with numerous traditions.22 While some of these evolved into texts in their own right—the “Three Traditions” (san zhuan 三傳) associated with the Spring and Autumn Classic being a case in point—others were lost; thus only one tradition associated with the Classic of Poetry survived and superseded all others, the Mao Poetry (Mao shi 毛詩) attributed to Mao Heng 毛亨 (third to second centuries BCE). Some of the lost traditions seem to have not only advocated different interpretations but also transmitted variant versions of the Classics. Thus the Han dynasty canonization entailed not only the official recognition of the “Five Classics,” but also involved consolidation and homogenization of previously diverse teaching traditions and the triumph of certain interpretations over competing views. This culminated in the Xiping Stone Classics 熹平石經, a monumental project of inscribing of the Classics on stone stelae, commencing in 175 CE, which was intended to curb misinterpretation and to preserve an accurate, standardized version of the Five Classics, free of the errors that often crept in during hand-copying.23 This was the first of several initiatives to inscribe the Classics on stone.

Later Developments

In the Eastern Han 東漢 (25–220), two new texts were incorporated into canon, the Analects (Lunyu 論語) and the Classic of Filial Piety (Xiaojing 孝經), to make Seven Classics, and in Tang 唐 times (618–907), the number was expanded to twelve: the Spring and Autumn Classic was split into three works, one for each of the three traditions, each of the “Three Rites Classics” was given a place in the canon, and also added was an ancient dictionary known as the Erya 爾雅 (the title is not usually translated but may be glossed “Approaching Elegance”). Finally, in the Song dynasty, Mencius (Mengzi 孟子) was added, thereby completing the final expansion of the canon to the “Thirteen Classics” (Shisan jing 十三經).

In the Song 宋 dynasty (960–1279), the “Thirteen Classics” were replaced with a new set of canonical texts, the “Four Books” (Sishu 四書): the Analects (Lunyu 論語), Mencius (Mengzi 孟子), Great Learning (Daxue 大學), and the Doctrine of the Mean (Zhongyong 中庸), the last two being chapters from the Record of Rites. Zhu Xi 朱熹 (1130–1200) was a strong proponent of this new curriculum, which formed the basis for the civil examination system through 1905.

Since the Qing dynasty, scholarship on the Five Classics has been deeply concerned with exposure of “forgeries” and spurious portions of texts. Related has been a tendency to reject associations with Confucius and later commentarial readings, and instead to seek the original meaning of early texts, regarding the works that became the Confucian “Five Classics” as a window into understanding pre-Confucian China. In recent decades, reception studies and studies of commentary and hermeneutics have flourished; such scholarship, which explores how later generations approached the Classics, may not help us understand the “original intent” of these works, but it nonetheless sheds light on later interpretations of and beliefs about the Five Classics.
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CHAPTER 10

Early Imperial Confucianism

Keith N. Knapp

Scholars primarily focus on pre-Qin Confucianism or late imperial Neo-Confucianism. There are far fewer studies on early imperial (221 BCE–907 CE) Confucianism. Nevertheless, the early imperial period was critical to the fortunes of Confucianism. It was during this era that Confucianism went from being one tradition among many to becoming state ideology and the basis of imperial religion. The road to Confucian hegemony was not a smooth one. Indeed, it was only in the Eastern Han (25–220 CE) that Confucianism finally became important; it was not until the Tang (618–907 CE) that its dominant position was assured.

Researchers sharply disagree on many issues concerning early imperial Confucianism. Scholars debate exactly when in the Qin–Han (221 BCE–220 CE) period Confucianism became significant at court and society at large. Recently, scholars have also contested the importance of Dong Zhongshu 董仲舒 (179–104 BCE), long seen as the architect of the triumph of Han Confucianism. Some have even asserted that there was no such thing as Confucianism during the Qin-Han period; as for the tumultuous Six Dynasties (220–589 CE) era, Western historians have long maintained that Confucianism severely declined in significance. In the last twenty years, though, many East Asian researchers have argued that it was in the Six Dynasties era that Confucianism became entrenched in state ideology and upper-class ritual life, thereby setting the stage for its uncontested ascendency in the subsequent Sui–Tang (581–907 CE) period. Western scholarship on Tang Confucianism has largely concerned two areas: the degree to which Confucianism was influential in the early Tang state and the nature of the Confucian revival precipitated by the An Lushan Rebellion.

Confucianism in Qin (221–206 BCE) and the Western Han (206 BCE–9 CE)

The Qin and Western Han Period

Information on Confucianism during the short-lived Qin is extremely limited. Most comes from Sima Qian’s 司馬遷 (c. 145–c. 86 BCE) Shiji 史記 (Records of the Historian), which takes a critical view of the dynasty. Scholars are still debating the authenticity of the First Emperor’s (Qin Shihuang 秦始皇, r. 221–210 BCE) two most nefarious acts: burying alive 460 Confucian scholars and the “burning of the books.” Derk Bodde contends that the execution of the Confucian scholars was merely a fiction added by Sima Qian.1 More recently, though, a number of historians affirm the event’s historicity, but they contend that it was not exclusively focused on Confucian scholars. For instance, Nicolas Zufferey believes that the incident did happen, but that the executed scholars were mostly fangshi 方士 “esoteric experts.”2 Martin Kern likewise confirms that the mass execution took place. He claims that the victims were not merely Confucian scholars but many different types of specialists.3 Kern claims this despite the fact that, according to Sima Qian, Crown Prince Fu Su 扶蘇 (d. 210 BCE) remonstrated his father’s actions and said that the various masters who were put to death all venerated Confucius, which indicates that Confucians were the primary target of persecution.

Scholars largely agree that the First Emperor mandated the burning of books; the question has become which tomes were burned and why? The traditional wisdom was that books, particularly non-Legalist philosophical works, were destroyed on a massive scale. Modern scholars believe that the burning was a short-lived effort exclusively aimed at privately held books. They point out that the volumes destroyed were not those held by officials but those of non-court personages who used the texts to criticize the government. As Kern indicates, by securing the throne’s monopoly of learning and eliminating divergent views of the past, the proscription of books was another means to unify the empire.4

Our view of the First Emperor of Qin as an opponent of Confucianism has changed recently as well. To avoid Sima Qian’s biases, scholars have closely examined the seven royal inscriptions on steles erected by the First Emperor that are in the Shiji’s account of his reign. These are the only historical documents that provide an unfiltered look at the First Emperor’s pronouncements. Based on these inscriptions, which blend together both Legalist and Confucian ideas, Kern contends that the Qin Emperor was a traditionalist who relied heavily on Confucian scholars for advice on ritual and music.5 Yuri Pines suggests that the First Emperor boldly cast himself as a messianic true king, an ideal figure often promoted by Confucians. Pines notes that during the Warring States period, thinkers often panned current leaders by comparing them with an imaginary ideal autocrat, a true king (wang 王). They maintained that only a sagacious, universal autocrat could bring peace to the world. Upon successfully conquering all of the other kingdoms, Ying Zheng 嬴政 (259–210) declared that he was such a true king—the “August Emperor” (huangdi 皇帝)—who established a utopia on earth. Being a perfect sage, he was beyond reproach. Unlike Confucians, though, the First Emperor denigrated the past and lauded the present; moreover, he did not see his position as coming from Heaven (tian 天).6 In contrast, Hans van Ess thinks that Sima Qian’s account of the First Emperor so closely mirrors his portrayal of Emperor Wu of the Han (Han Wudi 漢武帝, 141–87 BCE) that it tells us more about Emperor Wu than the First Emperor. Unlike Kern and Pines, van Ess does not put much stock in the reliability of the stone inscriptions reported in the First Emperor’s biography.7 What all these researchers point to, however, is that Ying Zheng, to some extent, valued Confucian scholars and did not persecute them to the extent claimed by later scholars.

Archaeologically recovered law books give another glimpse of the possible acceptance of Confucianism during the Qin and early Western Han. The legal documents recovered at Shuihudi 睡虎地 and the remnants of the Han legal code found at Zhangjiashan 张家山 (both in Hubei Province) indicate that Qin and early Han governments punished inhabitants for unfiliality, suggesting that these governments esteemed the Confucian virtue of filial piety (xiao 孝). However, punishing those who were unfilial does not necessarily mean the government was Confucian. Filial piety was already a universal moral value. Both Ulrich Lau and Paul Goldin believe that the Qin state was instead concerned with maintaining the household head’s authority.8 That these laws paired servants’ obligations to their master with a child’s obligation to parents makes this clear. The Han laws also betray non-Confucian elements. For example, while the Han materials indicate that a son or daughter could not reveal their parents’ crimes against family members, they could safely report their parents’ crimes against outsiders. Also, the statutes were only concerned with sons and daughters paying obedience to their living parents—there was no legal sanction against neglecting ritual obligations to dead parents, a fundamental Confucian concern.9

This leads us to one of the most hotly contested questions about the Han: did Confucianism become the state’s dominant ideology? If so, when exactly? Among Chinese scholars, the conventional answer is yes, during the reign of Emperor Wu of the Han. This is because first, Emperor Wu adopted a suggestion to not employ Legalists as government officials; second, he established the Imperial Academy, the curriculum of which was entirely based on the Five “Confucian” Classics; and third, students could only gain office by showing proficiency in one of these books. The man who is credited with establishing Confucianism as the state ideology is Dong Zhongshu, whose ideas are supposedly embodied in the work Chunqiu fanlu 春秋繁露 (Luxuriant Gems of the Spring and Autumn).10

Western scholars have cast this narrative into doubt. In 1941 Homer Dubs contended that the Han government’s Confucianization was a gradual process: Confucianism only became predominant during Emperor Yuan’s 元 era (48–33).11 In the most thorough exploration of the identity of Emperor Wu’s higher officials, Liang Cai has shown that only a small minority were ru 儒; moreover, the few that were in high office frequently worked against each other. According to Cai, the idea that Confucians emerged as important office-holders during Emperor Wu’s reign was merely a myth propagated by Sima Qian in his Shiji to show how things should be.12

Western researchers have also doubted Dong Zhongshu’s authorship of the Chunqiu fanlu. Sarah A. Queen and John S. Major have insightfully demonstrated that even though Dong or his immediate disciples authored some of this work’s contents, other parts were created by multiple adherents of the Gongyang 公羊 learning tradition. Between the fourth and sixth centuries, an anonymous writer finally combined these disparate writings into the Chunqiu fanlu.13 Michael Loewe does not believe that the Chunqiu fanlu represents Dong Zhongshu’s thought at all; indeed, for Loewe, Dong could not be a Confucian since “Confucianism” had not yet been invented. According to Loewe, the tradition formed after 75 CE and only reached its zenith during the Tang dynasty.14 Michael Nylan maintains that not only did Dong Zhongshu not create a Han Confucian synthesis, but that such a thing never existed: the Five Classics were the common learning of all literate people; the throne did not enforce a strict orthodoxy of ideas; the state did not consistently sponsor Confucians; and the Classics themselves were by no means uniform in their messages and had diverse interpretations.15

The meaning of the word ru as “Confucian” in the Qin-Han period is much contested in recent scholarship. A number of Western scholars have recently challenged reading ru as Confucian during either pre-Qin or Han times. Lionel Jensen has pointed out that “Confucius” and “Confucianism” are not Chinese words, but rather Latinized Jesuit constructs: we should resist equating Confucius with Kongzi 孔子and Confucianism with ru.16 Nicolas Zuffrey contends that in early China the word ru had a wide semantic field, which included many different types of specialists, including Confucians, teachers, ritual specialists, and even fangshi “esoteric experts.” Only in Han times did ru begin to mean something like “Confucian.” However, since in the Han ru mainly designated men who knew the Five Classics, it is better translated as “literati.”17 Nylan has made the most vigorous case against translating ru as Confucian. She argues that ru were men thoroughly conversant in the knowledge found in China’s oldest texts, the Five Classics. These men neither viewed themselves as followers of Kongzi nor were they committed to enacting his ethical vision. In short, ru is better rendered as “classicist.”18

In contrast, Cai believes that during the reigns of Emperors Zhao 昭 (r. 86–74 BCE), Xuan 宣 (r. 73–49 BCE), and Yuan, ru developed a shared identity as Confucians that allowed them to become a cohesive and self-perpetuating political force. She shows that an increasing number of high officials were ru during these reigns (they occupied about 35% of high-level positions) and that, moreover, these officials were promoted by or advanced other ru.19 Cai’s analysis insightfully gauges changes over time, rather than treating all Han ru the same regardless of when they lived. Her statistical evidence of an increasing number of ru obtaining high office from 86 to 33 BCE resonates with other historical facts suggesting Confucianism’s rising importance. For example, in 81 BCE, Emperor Zhao invited Confucian scholars to debate government ministers about the value of Emperor Wu’s monopolistic economic measures. This debate was summarized in Huan Kuan’s 桓寬 (fl. 81 BCE) Yantie lun 鹽鐵論 (The Salt and Iron Debates).20 Another example is Emperor Xuan’s convening of the Stone Canal Hall conference to debate whether the Gongyang or the Guliang tradition was better for interpreting the Han’s most influential classic: the Chunqiu 春秋 (The Spring and Autumn Classic).21 Finally, under Emperor Yuan, Confucian ministers endeavored (with limited success) to abolish government monopolies on salt and iron, curb government expenditures, and reform the imperial ancestral worship according to the Five Classics.22 Thus, by the late Western Han, ru were almost by default Confucians.

Confucianism in the Eastern Han (25–220 CE) and Six Dynasties (220–589 CE)

Unlike their Western counterparts, many Chinese and Japanese historians claim that the Han dynasty did become Confucian, differing on exactly when and why. Japanese works include a range of possibilities: (1) Wang Mang 王莽 (45 BCE–23 CE) casting himself as a Confucian emperor; (2) Emperor Guangwu of the Eastern Han 漢光武帝 (r. 25–57 CE) choosing to use the chenwei 讖緯 (prognostication and weft texts, a.k.a. the Confucian apocrypha) to legitimate his rule; or (3) Confucian education and master-disciple networks becoming ubiquitous, which happened during the mid-Eastern Han.23 A drawback of these approaches is their primary focus upon the court.

Since Confucianism is actualized through the performance of its rituals, another way to measure its success is to determine the degree to which elite ritual practice became Confucianized. Using this method, Leon Vandermeersch has argued that Confucianization of the upper class occurred during the Eastern Han because ancient ru rites, such as the village feast, were revived; the state began to honor and sponsor sacrifices to Kongzi; and Confucian funerary rites were not only practiced but were adopted to meet other social needs.24

My research has focused on the Confucianization of the three-year mourning rites and ancestral sacrifices both at court and among the upper class. Western Han sources reveal few instances where men performed the three-year mourning rites; those who did were celebrated as exemplars. This changes in the first century CE, with increasing examples of men who complete the rites. By the second century, it became so commonplace that to gain notoriety one had to “exceed the rites,” that is, mourn even longer or endure even more deprivations than called for by ritual prescriptions. These ceremonies became so common among the upper class that by the mid-third century men such as Ruan Ji 阮籍 (210–263) and Wang Rong 王戎 (234–305) protested the pro forma manner in which the mourning rites were usually performed. They did this by flagrantly violating the ritual precepts, while demonstrating that doing so did not inhibit their ability to express intense grief. By the late third century, Emperor Wu of the Western Jin 晉武帝 (r. 266–290) decreed that all officials had to fulfill the three-year mourning rites, or be subject to impeachment. Hence, Six Dynasties courts obsessively debated about the details of how exactly the mourning rites should be performed.25

The Confucian ancestral rites were officially adopted early on by the Eastern Han court. Nevertheless, in violation of canonical precepts, ancestors were worshiped at tomb shrines rather than in the capital’s ancestral temple.26 In 222, Emperor Wen of the Wei 魏文帝 (r. 220–226), corrected imperial ancestral practice by outlawing the establishment of tomb shrines. Six Dynasties courts henceforth based imperial ancestral worship ceremonies on the dictates found in the Five Classics; moreover, officials used Confucian standards to judge the emperor’s performance of the rites.27 Outside of the court, Eastern Han privileged men were performing the canonical sishi 四時 (four seasonal sacrifices), but with a number of variations. During the Six Dynasties, performance of these sacrifices became much more regularized.28

Archeological remains also offer evidence of Confucianization. Art historians note that in the Western Han, images of Confucian exemplars were occasionally painted onto palace walls. By the period’s end, renderings of paragons adorned screens placed around the emperor’s throne. In the Eastern Han, particularly during the second century, images of Confucian heroes such as sage–kings, filial sons, and chaste women, were often carved into or painted on the walls of upper-class tombs.29 These images reappear in the Northern Dynasties (386–589) on stone coffins, funerary beds, and sarcophagi. One purpose of these images was to suggest that the deceased, and by extension his family members, embodied the virtues celebrated in these illustrated narratives.30

As to whether Confucianism existed in the Eastern Han, it seems obvious that it did in a synthesis I have called “Correlative Confucianism.” This concept stresses that Heaven, Earth, and people are dependent upon and influence each other, particularly through virtues and vices. Hence, when a ruler commits horrible errors, Heaven issues forth inauspicious omens; when a ruler perfects his moral virtue, Heaven responds with auspicious portents. This version of Confucianism, which views Heaven as an anthropomorphic entity, was best articulated by Dong Zhongshu and the collective authors of the Chunqiu fanlu. It is evident that this was the prevailing current of thought in the Eastern Han. For example, Wang Chong 王充 (27–97) spends considerable energy refuting “Correlative Confucianism” and frequently notes that many of his contemporaries took it for granted. In 79 CE, Emperor Zhang convened ru to gather at the White Tiger Hall to standardize varying interpretations of the Five Classics. The emperor himself attended the discussions, issued verdicts on the results, and ordered that the proceedings be recorded, the supposed provenance of the Baihu tongyi 白虎通義 (Comprehensive Discussions at the White Tiger Hall),31 a work that thoroughly advocates Correlative Confucianism. The first history to incorporate a Wuxing zhi 五行志 (Treatise on the Five Phases) is Ban Gu’s 班固 (32–92) Han shu 漢書 (History of the Han). The Wuxing zhi records unusual occurrences and disasters, and sometimes offers an explanation for them and details a historical event resulting from them.32 The omenology of Correlative Confucianism became such a fixture of imperial Confucianism that nearly every dynastic history after the Han shu had a Wuxing zhi; emperors and officials regarded omens as serious matters of state.33 Finally, the high regard that Confucian apocrypha enjoyed at court and by many scholars throughout the Eastern Han indicates the prevalence of Correlative Confucianism.34

Correlative Confucianism thrived in the Six Dynasties period. This is made abundantly clear in Confucian filial piety tales that were popular among the upper class. Many of these tales feature miracles, often good omens or rewards that the spirit world would manifest upon witnessing expressions of perfect filial piety.35 The prolific author Huangfu Mi 皇甫謐 (215–282) borrowed heavily from the Confucian apocrypha in creating his history of China’s early rulers, the Diwang shiji 帝王世紀 (The Records of the Thearchs and Kings), which abounds with miraculous births, auspicious and inauspicious omens, and prophetic dreams.36 Even though Six Dynasties courts repeatedly proscribed Confucian apocrypha for fear that usurpers would use them to seize the throne, these texts continued to be circulated.37

Nevertheless, a few authorities claim “Confucianism” existed only much later. Nylan asserts that, “Until the twentieth century, Ru always referred to people, it was never thought to refer to a set of ideas juxtaposed to that of the Buddhists or Daoists.”38 This claim overlooks the fact that a word equivalent to “Confucianism” already existed in Han times: “dejiao” 德教 (The Virtuous Teachings). Both the Chunqiu fanlu and the Yantie lun associated this word with the following Confucian practices: the establishment of schools, venerating ren 仁 (benevolence) and yi 義 (righteousness), and transforming people’s behavior through jiaohua 教化 (moral instruction) rather than punishments. In the competitive religious environment of the Six Dynasties, when Daoism and Buddhism emerged as organized religions, ru naturally developed self-identifying nomenclature. Hence, a large number of designations for Confucianism appeared: Rujiao 儒教 (The Confucian Teachings), Mingjiao 名教 (The Teachings of the Names), Kongjiao 孔教 (The Teachings of Confucius), Shengjiao 聖教 (The Sagely Teachings), and Zhou Kong zhi jiao 周孔之教 (Way of the Duke of Zhou and Confucius).39

An important feature of early imperial Confucianism that became prominent in the Six Dynasties was its propensity to accommodate other schools’ teachings. Han Confucians’ absorption of the ideas of yinyang 陰陽 and the Five Phases already revealed this tendency. This became even more pronounced in the Six Dynasties as ru thinkers explicitly stated that they were both Daoists and Confucians, or Confucians and Buddhists. Huang Kan 皇侃 (488–545) was an outstanding Confucian scholar, yet he regarded Confucianism as inferior to Buddhism, and his sub-commentary on the Analects (Lunyu 論語) defined the Confucian Way in terms of Xuanxue 玄學 (the Dark Learning).40 Yan Zhitui 颜之推 (531–591) viewed Buddhism as more profound than Confucianism, hence it was the superior “inner teaching,” while Confucianism was the inferior “outer teaching.” Nevertheless, he believed that if one truly embodied Confucian virtues, one could obtain Buddhist merit without becoming a monk.41

Confucianism in the Sui (581–618) and Tang (618–907) Dynasties

A key Confucian master of the early Sui-Tang period was Wang Tong 王通 (ca. 584–617) who supposedly taught many of the most important advisors of Emperor Taizong of the Tang 唐太宗 (r. 626–649). Since the Song dynasty, many have doubted the authenticity of Wang’s Zhongshuo 中說 (Discourses on the Mean) and even his historical existence. This stems from the fact that he lacks a biography in the Sui shu 隨書 (History of the Sui) and does not appear in the biographies of his alleged disciples. Howard Wechsler has put forth much Tang evidence of both Wang and the Zhongshuo’s existence. He posits that Sui shu omitted his biography because of enmity between Wang Tong’s friend and biographer, Du Yan 杜淹 (d. 628), and the compilers of the Sui shu.42 Ding Xiang Warner likewise meticulously presents evidence that the many anachronisms and factual errors of the present Zhongshuo are a result of the text’s fluidity until a printed version appeared in the Song.43

By the early Tang, Confucianism had become the court’s dominant ideology and the majority of officials were Confucians. Confucianism was so influential in the early Tang that to measure its impact, David McMullen does not look at individuals but rather state institutions and projects (advisory colleges, state cult, school and examination systems) and the creation of committees to compile dynastic histories, literary anthologies, and definitive editions of the Classics. Nevertheless, Confucian political influence was limited; ru competed with many interest groups.44 Wechsler maintains that nearly every Tang official could be generally characterized as a Confucian, but there were different types, some more ideological than others. The ideological Confucians were the most prominent and frequently had scholarly rather than administrative careers. They praised emperors who selected men of talent, treated Confucians with respect, and criticized emperors for hunting, extravagance, and excessive drinking.45

In contrast, Peter Bol finds problematic the definition of ru as “Confucian.” He claims that, unlike Neo-Confucians, few Han or Tang thinkers would equate their tradition with the “Learning of Confucius and Mencius.”46 Anthony DeBlasi notes that nearly all educated Tang men esteemed the Six Classics and viewed Confucius as the founder of the tradition, but since the term covers nearly everyone, it loses its power of distinction. Since the ru tradition was distinct and did stand in contrast to Buddhism and Daoism, he translates it as “classical.”47 The argument that almost all educated persons would be “Confucian” and thus the term loses its significance does not work comparatively: almost all medieval European upper-class men were Christians, and yet it is clear that there were different interest groups within the religion. Certainly Tang ru viewed themselves as continuing the Way of Confucius, believed that the five social relationships should structure moral and social life and that the rites set out in the Five Classics should regulate behavior.

Much scholarship about Tang Confucianism has been devoted to literati who attempted to grapple with the disastrous aftereffects caused by the An Lushan Rebellion (755–763) by staging a Confucian revival. Scholars argue that Han Yu 韩愈 (768–824) and Li Ao 李翱 (772–841) effectively laid the basis for Song Neo-Confucianism. Han and Li articulated a new vision of the tradition inspired by the “ancient script” (guwen 古文) movement that sought to persuade literati to abandon the ornate writing style of early medieval China and return to the simple formulation of prose and poetry found in the Zhou and Han eras. Advocates of “ancient script” believed that by returning to that style of writing they could better understand the true ideas of the ancients. Han and Li also advocated the primacy of what became known as the Sishu 四書 (the Four Books, i.e., the Analects, Mencius [Mengzi 孟子], the Daxue 大學 [Great Learning], and the Zhongyong 中庸 [Doctrine of the Mean]), and the teachings that human nature is good, everyone has the capacity for sagacity, an individual’s self-cultivation could affect the state’s well-being, the superiority of the mind over the text in comprehending the intentions of ancients, and the sage as a Bodhisattva-like savior.48 Unlike many of his predecessors, Han Yu vehemently attacked Buddhism and Daoism. For him there was only one way, the Confucian way.49

However, Han Yu and Li Ao’s proto-Neo-Confucianism was only one revival movement among others; moreover, it was not the predominant one. Edwin Pulleyblank argues that Han Yu was an unoriginal thinker whose only innovation was assuming that he was the successor of Mencius. Other theorists that were just as important at this time were rationalists, such as Liu Zongyuan 柳宗元 (773–819), who took a revisionist look at Confucian works, and Du You 杜佑 (735–812), author of the encyclopedic Tongdian 通典 (Comprehensive Institutions). Du You believed that society evolved over time and that one should ground institutions on present realities rather than past ideals.50 McMullen likewise sees Han Yu as a man of his time who attached little importance to the spiritual side of Confucianism. Even though Liu Zongyuan was a member of the “ancient script” movement and was influenced by Han Yu, Chen Jo-shui contends that his attitude toward Confucianism varied sharply with Han and Li and was much more in line with mainstream thinking. Liu viewed Confucianism in political and social terms, not in spiritual ones. For him the ultimate path (dao 道) was the way of public-mindedness (dagong zhi dao 大公之道); in other words, a methodology to benefit the people in no way metaphysical or transcendent. He believed that the spiritual side of things was best left to Buddhists and Daoists.51 DeBlasi goes further in delineating the beliefs of Tang mainstream thinkers. The tradition emphasized the importance of a literatus being wen 文, which depending on the context could mean “literary,” “cultured,” “civilized,” and “refined.”52 Scholars acquired their cultural capital through mastery of the literary tradition, which included Buddhism and Daoism. Being broadly learned was important because the past furnished historical models useful for solving problems of the present. Politically, mainstream thinkers aimed to rectify the realm by improving the behavior of the emperor. Proponents of “ancient script,” by contrast, rejected the medieval component of the literary tradition, especially Buddhism and Daoism: only the Five Classics and Han histories could offer inspiration. However, one should not search for models for improving the state, but for ways to improve one’s morality. Indeed, solving political problems starts not with the emperor, but with the moral character of the individual literatus.53 For DeBlasi, although the “ancient script” proponents offered a fresh and coherent alternative, it had few takers among the post–An Lushan Tang elite.

Conclusion

During the roughly 1,100 years that spanned the establishment of the united empire to the dissolution of the Tang, Confucianism was a constant presence but in varying degrees. Its first rise in fortune began in the late Western Han, reaching a crescendo of influence during the Eastern Han. During the Six Dynasties period, it suffered a precipitous philosophical decline; however, it continued to be influential in the most important realms of life: the family and government. The rise of the Tang witnessed the resurgence of Confucianism to levels even greater than the Han, to the extent where we can see its imprint on law, historiography, and state ritual. An important aspect of Confucianism’s persistence was its advocates’ flexibility. Confucians never hesitated to incorporate ideas from other traditions, as long as they fit within the Confucian framework of enhancing personal morality and benefiting society. Even the Tang “ancient script” advocates who rejected both Buddhism and Daoism borrowed extensively from them.
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CHAPTER 11

The Formation of Neo-Confucianism in the Song

Tze-ki Hon

Neo-Confucianism of the Song dynasty (960–1276) was a philosophical movement of dual nature. It was a response to Buddhism and Daoism on the one hand, and a reinterpretation of classical Confucianism on the other. As such, it included the psychological depth of Buddhism, the metaphysical sophistication of Daoism, and the socio-political vision of classical Confucianism. In the following, I will examine Neo-Confucianism from three perspectives: its origin, its main philosophical argument, and its impact and legacy. As will be demonstrated, Confucianism of the Song dynasty can be called “Neo-Confucianism” because it clearly contained elements different from classical Confucianism. This new vision of Confucian learning was based on a moral metaphysics connecting what is mundane and ordinary to what is spiritual and transcendental.

Origin

As an intellectual movement, Neo-Confucianism aimed to address a fundamental problem of the Chinese socio-political order, namely, how to reconstruct civil governance after two centuries of military dominance following the An Lushan Rebellion (755–763). For Neo-Confucianists, the rise of military dominance could be traced back to the fall of the Han dynasty (206 BCE–220 CE). To them, the stunning downfall of the Han dynasty discredited the classical Confucian vision of a benevolent and paternalistic government that centered on the emperor—the Son of Heaven. For seven centuries since the end of the Han dynasty, the focus of Chinese philosophy had been dominated by either the Buddhist concern with attaining personal liberation from suffering or the Daoist concern with matching human behavior with the cosmic order.

But the equally disastrous fall of the Tang in 906 and the subsequent division of China into Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms (907–960) brought the Confucian vision of a benevolent government back to the center stage of the political debate. The political debate was further facilitated by the rise of the status of the literati, who entered the Song government in huge numbers after the expansion of the civil service examination system during the early eleventh century. Described by Peter Bol as “this culture of ours,” the return to Confucianism gave the literati an opportunity to build a new socio-political order. In the restored civil governance, the literati not only empowered themselves to govern the realms, but also kept the military commanders—the de facto rulers of China for centuries—in check.

Neo-Confucianism was as much a response to the socio-political crisis as it was a reinterpretation of the Confucian Classics. Confucianism of the Song dynasty is called Neo-Confucianism because it clearly contained elements different from classical Confucianism founded by Confucius (551‒479 BCE) and Mencius (331‒289 BCE). This new vision of Confucian learning—succinctly summarized by Mou Zongsan 牟宗三 (1909–1995) as a moral metaphysics—triggered a wholesale rethinking of Confucian lexicon. Many terms in classical Confucianism, such as ren (仁 humanity), received new meanings in the hands of the Neo-Confucianists. With these changes, the Neo-Confucianists creatively re-appropriated classical Confucianism for their own purposes. They avoided the mistake of classical Confucianists in focusing primarily on imperial authority, kinship, family, and social norms. To reach out to an audience steeped in Daoism and Buddhism, they made efforts to explain the cosmological roots of moral behavior and the complex process by which the human mind works in making difficult decisions. In the end, they re-invented Confucianism in such a manner that it contained both the socio-political vision of classical Confucianism and the psychological depth and metaphysical sophistication of Buddhism and Daoism.

The Neo-Confucian Moral Metaphysics

Neo-Confucianists traced their movement back to Han Yu (786–824)—an accomplished writer in mid Tang. Among Han Yu’s writings, his essay “An Inquiry on the Way” (Yuan dao 原道) earned widespread acclaim. In this essay, Han Yu first distinguished the true Way of Confucianism from the false ways of Buddhism and Daoism. He called the true Way of Confucianism “the teachings of our ancient kings,” which taught the universal love of humanity based on the proper regulation of the five cardinal human relationships—ruler and minister, father and son, husband and wife, elder and younger brother, and friend and friend. Then he lamented the eclipse of Confucianism since the death of Mencius. At the end of the essay, he exhorted his reader to revive Confucianism by fighting against Buddhism and Daoism.

As a call to arms against Buddhism and Daoism, Han Yu’s essay defined the nature of the Neo-Confucian movement in two ways. First, Neo-Confucianism was understood as a revival of classical Confucianism after a long eclipse. Despite the fact that there were accomplished scholars in the Han and the Tang dynasties, the Neo-Confucianists regarded themselves as the true Confucianists restoring what had been missing for thirteen hundred years, beginning with the death of Mencius (372–289 BCE) and ending with the birth of the early Neo-Confucianists in the Northern Song. Second, in responding to the challenge of Buddhism and Daoism, the Neo-Confucianists focused on the cosmological and existential meanings of human existence, highlighting the connection between what is worldly and otherworldly.

During the Song (which included the Northern and Southern Song), there were seven major Neo-Confucianists. Five of them lived in the Northern Song (960–1127) when the Song court was in Kaifeng and the Song territory covered both the Yellow River valley and the Yangzi River valley. Commonly known as the “Five Masters of the Northern Sung,” these five Neo-Confucianists were Zhou Dunyi 周敦頤 (1017–1073), Shao Yong 邵雍 (1011–1077), Zhang Zai 張載 (1020–1077), Cheng Hao 程顥 (1032–1085), and Cheng Yi 程頤 (1033–1107). In various ways, they helped to define the basic premise of Neo-Confucianism, i.e., what is humanly is transcendental.

The other two Neo-Confucianists lived in the Southern Song (1127–1279), when the Song court was relocated to Hangzhou, and the Song territory was confined primarily to the Yangzi River valley. For the two Southern Song Neo-Confucianists (Zhu Xi 朱熹, 1130–1200, and Lu Xiangshan 陸象山, 1139–1193), their main concern was to develop a method that would help learners reach spiritual transcendence in everyday life. Their views on learning and their methods of self-cultivation were so drastically different that they paved the way for the emergence of the “Principle School” (Lixue 理學) and the “Mind-and-heart School” (Xinxue 心學) of Neo-Confucianism.

Among the five Northern Song masters, Zhou Dunyi and Shao Yong were the most Daoist inclined. For instance, Zhou Dunyi’s magnum opus, “An Explanation of the Taiji Diagram” (Taiji tushuo 太極圖説), was based on a Daoist diagram for obtaining elixir. Likewise, Shao Yong spent the later part of his life living like a recluse in Loyang, and he allegedly learnt his numerology from the Daoist Chen Tuan 陳摶 (c. 906–989). To complicate the matter further, the writings of Zhou and Shao appeared in both the Neo-Confucian anthologies and the Daoist Canon (Daozang 道藏). Because of their ambiguous identity, many scholars today are still debating whether it is more appropriate to consider them as Daoists rather than as Neo-Confucianists.

Despite their Daoist predisposition, Zhou Dunyi and Shao Yong were unequivocally Neo-Confucian in one area: they both argued that humankind is organically related to the cosmos as a part to the whole. By arguing for a part-whole co-partnership between humankind and the cosmos, Zhou and Shao questioned the basic premise of Neo-Daoism. Beginning with Wang Bi 王弼 (226–249), the Neo-Daoists argued that the essence of the myriad things does not lie in the myriad things themselves, but in the overall principle which unifies them. To illustrate the precedence of the whole over a part, the Neo-Daoists often cited Laozi’s example of “thirty spokes, share one hub” (Laozi, chapter 15). They equated the thirty spokes to the myriad things and the hub to the over-all principle. Just as the spokes depend on the hub in turning the cart wheel, the myriad things attain their functions because of the over-all principle.

Zhou Dunyi and Shao Yong did not accept the Neo-Daoist argument. Building upon the bipolar complementarity of the yin and the yang forces in the Classic of Changes, they argued that there is as much part in whole as whole in part. If indeed the Classic of Changes is right in depicting the universe as an organic entity constantly renewing itself, part and whole are dependent on each other. While the universe is never complete without the existence of the myriad things, the mission of the myriad things is to partake in the universe’s self-renewal.

This codependence of part and whole was graphically represented in Zhou Dunyi’s “An Explanation of the Taiji Diagram.” Modifying a Daoist diagram, Zhou used five circles to depict the sequence by which the universe came into being. First, he traced the creation of the myriad things back to the primordial and undifferentiated origin of the universe. Then turning from cosmology to ethics, he argued that as members of the cosmic family of beings, humankind will contribute to the unfolding of the universe by doing what they are good at, namely: acting morally. In simple terms, he elucidated the cosmological root of human morality.

In the same vein, Shao Yong discussed the codependence of part and whole in numerology. By re-arranging the sixty-four hexagrams of the Classic of Changes into a circle, and by dividing them into a series of multiples of four, he demonstrated how the myriad things were related to a gigantic cosmic system of ebb and flow, growth and decline. In his magnum opus, the Supreme Principles Governing the World (Huangji jingshi shu 皇極經世書), he offered readers a chronological chart depicting how the universe had evolved in time. With this impressive chronological chart, he located human history in the longue durée of the universe’s self-renewal. Like Zhou Dunyi, the purpose of Shao Yong in relating human time to the cosmic time was to demonstrate the codependence between humankind and the universe. Although the universe is infinitely larger and more diverse than human community, they need each other in transformation. Like sound and echo, shape and shadow, they exist for each other.

While in opposing Neo-Daoism Zhou Dunyi and Shao Yong had clarified the cosmological root of human morality, it was Zhang Zai who first made a systematic argument about the metaphysical nature of human morality, or the moral metaphysics. In his essay “Western Inscription” (Ximing 西銘), Zhang Zai went beyond Zhou and Shao by abandoning cosmology. Instead of offering an account of the development of the universe, he picked up what Zhou and Shao had left off by discussing morality as human bonding with all beings in this universe. In the first few lines of the “Western Inscription,” he spelled out in lucid language the Neo-Confucian moral metaphysics.


Heaven is my father and Earth is my mother, and even such a small creature as I find an intimate place in their midst. Therefore that which fills the universe I regard as my body and that which directs the universe I consider as my nature. All people are my brothers and sisters, and all things are my companions. (Chan, A Source Book, 497)



For him, ethical deeds are not just good deeds in the interest of human society, but also good deeds in the interest of the universe as a whole. For instance, to be a filial son is not just a son’s duty to his parents, but also his duty to the cosmos. Similarly, to be a faithful minister is not just being faithful to the emperor, but also being faithful to the universe as a whole. In short, what is moral is simultaneously metaphysical, and vice versa.

In the same vein, Cheng Hao underscored the intimate connection of ethics and metaphysics by re-inventing the Confucian concept of ren. In classical Confucianism, ren was understood primarily as human relationships. In terms of etymology, the Chinese character of ren 仁 consists of two graphs: one symbolizes humankind (人) and the another signifies number two (二). This etymological feature had led many classical Confucian scholars to argue that the root meaning of ren was the relationship of two persons.

Going beyond the classical rendition of ren, Cheng Hao defined it as the relationship between humankind and the cosmos. In his essay “On Understanding the Nature of Ren” (Shi ren pian 識仁篇), Cheng Hao described ren as “forming one body with all things without any differentiation.” To be humane, it was not enough just to love one’s parents, relatives, and fellow countrymen; one had to love all things on earth. To be fully human, one had to recognize one’s dual status as both a citizen of the human community and a citizen of the cosmic family of beings. Certainly, given the multiplicity of beings on this earth, one might need to first cultivate relationship with those nearby before reaching out for those far away. Yet, one should always remember that the goal of cultivating relationship with those nearby was to achieve “forming one body with all things without any differentiation.” If people realized the cosmic meaning of an ethical act, Cheng Hao argued, they would know that what is humanly is cosmic, and what is mundane is transcendental.

As much as Zhou Dunyi and Shao Yong were semi-Daoists in order to counter Neo-Daoism, Zhang Zai and Cheng Hao were semi-Buddhists in order to counter Zen Buddhism. The key argument in the moral metaphysics of Zhang Zai and Cheng Hao is that the human mind is fully equipped with the potential for spiritual transcendence. To be enlightened, human beings do not need to seek from without, but to undergo an inward search to activate the innate potential in the human mind. For this reason, both Zhang Zai and Cheng Hao emphasized the simplicity and easiness in the human quest for enlightenment. For Zhang Zai, enlightenment comes when suddenly one realizes that everything is connected in this world. Likewise, for Cheng Hao, there is no need for exhaustive search for enlightenment, because if people preserve ren long enough, it will automatically dawn on them.

Zhang Zai’s and Cheng Hao’s emphasis on simplicity and easiness in cultivation paralleled the Zen Buddhist teaching on the Buddha-mind. Believing that everyone is endowed with Buddha-nature, Zen Buddhists argued that the true substance of one’s mind, or Buddha-mind, is the storehouse of Buddha-nature transmission. They focused on developing Buddha-mind to activate the innate Buddha-nature. Everything else, be it monastic rituals, sutras reading, or religious practices, was secondary.

Despite their similarity, what separated Zhang Zai and Cheng Hao from Zen Buddhists was their ultimate concern. For Zhang Zai and Cheng Hao, the universe is real and life on earth is joyful. Their ultimate concern was not to reach nirvana by awakening to the emptiness of the universe, but to “preserve humanity” by allowing human beings to be fully human. Their goal of cultivating the human mind was not to leave this world, but to fully emerge in this world, beginning with every act or decision in ordinary life. In discussing moral cultivation, they wanted their fellow human beings to see their indispensable roles in the universe’s self-renewal, and to feel their importance as members of the cosmic family of beings.

Still Zhang Zai and Cheng Hao had so much in common with Zen Buddhists that they caused alarm among some Neo-Confucianists. Cheng Yi, Cheng Hao’s younger brother, was among the first to attempt to steer Neo-Confucianism away from Zen Buddhism. To balance the idealistic bent of Zhang Zai and Cheng Hao, Cheng Yi argued that one cannot rectify one’s mind with intuition alone, and intuition has to be actualized in daily practices. For Cheng Yi, the path to enlightenment should include two parts—intuition and learning. While intuition informs learning, learning concretizes intuition.

To explain the codependence of intuition and learning, Cheng Yi evoked the example of Yan Hui, Confucius’s favorite student. In his essay “A Treatise on what Yanzi Loved to Learn” (Yanzi suohao hexue lun 顏子所好何學論), he argued that Yan Hui’s strength lay less in his intellectual sharpness than in his earnestness in correcting his mistakes. He was so conscientious in rectifying his mistakes that he earned a reputation for not committing the same mistake twice. His thought and his deed were so mutually reinforcing that he did not see, listen, speak, and move contrary to propriety.

To highlight the codependence of intuition and learning, Cheng Yi coined the phrase “self-cultivation requires seriousness; the pursuit of learning depends on the extension of knowledge” (Chan, A Source Book, 552). The first half of the phrase, “self-cultivation requires seriousness,” was Cheng Yi’s summary of Zhang Zai’s and Cheng Hao’s position, namely, the importance of cultivating the human mind. The second half of the phrase, “the pursuit of learning depends on the extension of knowledge,” was Cheng Yi’s attempt at balancing intuition with learning, thought with deed. The key point in the second half of the phrase was the term “extension of knowledge” (zhizhi 致知). Originally one of the eight stages for cultivation in the Great Learning (a chapter in the Record of Rites), Cheng Yi used the “extension of knowledge” to highlight the importance of practicing one’s thought in daily life. For him, the purpose of getting more knowledge was not to lock oneself aimlessly in daily humdrum. Instead, it was a way of cultivating the mind so that it would accept things as they were. In the final analysis, he did not see intuition and learning, thought and deed, as two separate realms. In fact, he saw them as mutually reinforcing, like the yin and the yang forces.

Method of Cultivation

In many ways, Cheng Yi’s phrase “self-cultivation requires seriousness; the pursuit of learning depends on the extension of knowledge” helps to elucidate the heated debate between the two Southern Song Neo-Confucian masters, Lu Xiangshan and Zhu Xi. As two philosophical rivals, Lu and Zhu wrote to each other many times debating issues concerning cosmology, method of moral cultivation, and textual exegesis. Once they even had a face-to-face encounter at the Goose Lake Temple in present day Jiangxi province. Following the position of Zhang Zai and Cheng Hao, Lu Xiangshan stressed “self-cultivation requires seriousness” (Chan, A Source Book, 574–576). With the tendency of going directly to the fundamentals, he considered perfect truth to be the same everywhere, whether it is in the empirical world or in the human mind. From these, he developed his theory of the unity of mind and principle. He argued that regardless of how vast and diverse the universe may be, its principle is one and it is the same as the principle endowed in human mind. Based on his theory of the unity of mind and principle, he saw the cultivation of the mind as the direct method to achieve the Neo-Confucian moral metaphysics. To search for the cosmic principle, he suggested, one does not need to seek from without, but to cultivate one’s mind from within.

Following Cheng Yi’s position of balancing intuition with learning, Zhu Xi stressed “the pursuit of learning depends on the extension of knowledge.” Not disputing with Lu with the ultimate unity of mind and principle, Zhu was keenly aware of the gap between what is potentially given and what is fully actualized. Even if the human mind is endowed with the cosmic principle, it is a potential that needs to be fully manifested. So for him, a genuine theory of moral cultivation has to address the technical problems and the human anxiety in actualizing the innately endowed potential in the human mind. For this reason, he considered the human mind as having two distinct elements. He called the part of the human mind that has fully actualized its potential as the storehouse of the cosmic principle, the “Mind of the Way” (daoxin 道心). He called the other part of the human mind that has not actualized its potential, the “Mind of Man” (renxin 人心). To further problematize the gap between the potential and the actualized, he created a series of dichotomies: the principle (li 理) versus the material force (qi 氣), the above shape (xing er shang 形而上) versus the within shape (xing er xia 形而下), the principle of heaven (tianli 天理) versus the human desire (renyu 人欲), the mind (xin 心) versus the nature (xing 性). For him, the goal of moral cultivation is to fully actualize what is potentially available to human beings.

In his renowned A Short History of Chinese Philosophy, Fung Yu-lan makes an insightful observation about the philosophical difference between Lu Xiangshan and Zhu Xi (Fung, A Short History, 281–290). He characterizes their difference as one relating to how reality is conceived. Emphasizing the unity of mind and principle, Lu sees reality from a monistic perspective, making no distinction between the objective world and the subjective world, the observed and the observer. By contrast, in problematizing the gap between what is potentially available and what is fully actualized, Zhu sees reality from a dualistic perspective, viewing one realm lying within the limits of time and space, the other transcending the limits.

As a major landmark in the development of Neo-Confucianism, the debate between Lu Xiangshan and Zhu Xi encapsulated the fundamental difference between the two main schools of Neo-Confucianism: the “Mind-and-Heart” school and the “Principle” school. Arguing for the unity of human mind and the cosmic principle, Lu paved the way for the emergence of the “Mind-and-Heart” school, which stressed the cultivation of the human mind as the only way for achieving spiritual transcendence. Likewise, arguing for a balance between intuition and learning, Zhu became the founding father of the “Principle” school, which took a cautious attitude toward bridging the gap between what is potentially available and what is fully manifested. In many ways, the ebb and flow of the two Neo-Confucian schools bespoke the development of Chinese thought in the last few centuries of imperial China. After the demise of the Song, the “Principle” school was quickly adopted by the rulers of the Yuan dynasty (1271–1368) and the Ming dynasty (1318–1644). Beginning in 1313, Zhu Xi’s writings were tested in the civil service examinations, officially making the “Principle” school the ruling ideology of the Yuan and the Ming dynasties. On the other hand, having been inactive for a few centuries, the “Mind-and-Heart” school found its way to dominate the Chinese philosophical scene under Wang Yangming (1472–1529) and remained dominant till the early part of the Qing (1644–1911).

Impact and Legacy

Despite the division between the “Mind-and-Heart” school and the “Principle” school, the Neo-Confucianists collectively established a new Confucian canon that defined the learning of the literati in late imperial China. Replacing the Five Classics of classical Confucianism (namely, the Classic of Changes, the Classic of Poetry, the Classic of Documents, the Record of Ritual, and the Spring and Autumn Classic), Neo-Confucianists had their own Four Books: the Great Learning, the Analects, the Mencius, and the Doctrine of the Mean. Two of the Four Books (the Analects and the Mencius) existed independently, and the other two (the Great Learning and the Doctrine of the Mean) were chapters from the Record of Rites. From the fourteenth to the nineteenth centuries, the Four Books were tested in the civil service examinations, forming the cornerstone of the literati culture in late imperial China.

In many ways, the Four Books succinctly encapsulated the new vision of Confucian learning that started in the northern Song. The Four Books begin with the question of what is learning. The Great Learning opens with the evocative statement that declares the “three parameters” (san gangling 三綱領) of moral cultivation (manifesting the clear moral character, refreshing the people, and abiding in the highest good), and then continues seamlessly to explain the “eight steps” (ba tiaomu 八條目) in learning: the investigation of things, extension of knowledge, sincerity of the will, rectification of the mind, cultivation of personal life, regulation of the family, ordering the governing, and bringing of peace to the realms. Not unlike the spreading concentric cycles, the Great Learning connects the inner psyche and the critical mind of a person to the social and political worlds, reaching at the end to the totality of the universe. In these ever-expanding concentric circles, what is inward becomes what is outward, what is private becomes what is public, and what is mundane and ordinary becomes what is spiritual and transcendental.

In the Analects and the Mencius, despite the episodic style, there is a sustained discussion of the complexity of life, the subtlety of human relationship, the visions of political leaders, and the inevitability of human innate goodness. Covering a wide range of topics, special attention is given to the struggle between the preservation of the human innate goodness and the human fallibility in succumbing to the temptations of the flesh. In this struggle, what is given innately is the source of goodness, forming the basis of the five Confucian principles—humanity (ren 仁), righteousness (yi 義), propriety (li 禮), wisdom (zhi 智), and faithfulness (xin 信). These moral principles not only give structure to human behavior, but also remind human beings of their cosmological roots and their solemn responsibility.

The Doctrine of the Mean is divided into three sections, offering three interlocking perspectives. First, the spiritual awakening is ontologically possible because of human innate goodness (section 1). Second, the spiritual awakening is existentially possible because in everyday life human beings and the cosmos are inseparable (section 2). Third, the spiritual awakening is practically attainable either by preserving one’s innate goodness (cheng 誠) or by pacifying one’s desires (ming 明) (section 3).

Together, the Four Books asked readers to develop a mode of thinking that connects the phenomenal and the metaphysical worlds. They also trained readers to adopt a holistic perspective toward the infinite multiplicity of the phenomenal world, viewing uncertainty and serendipity as part of the awe-inspiring transformation of the universe. And in these two areas—a new mode of thinking and a new attitude of life—the Four Books offered a concise definition of the Confucian mission that aims to bring order and peace to the human realm as well as the natural realm. As such, the moral metaphysics in the Four Books can be called a phenomenology of everyday life, where a simple act of preparing a meal, cleaning a window, or sweeping the floor is viewed as ontologically part of the cosmos’s renewal, and potentially a turning point in reaching moral perfection and spiritual transcendence.

Selected Bibliography

Adler, Joseph A. Reconstructing the Confucian Dao: Zhu Xi’s Appropriation of Zhou Dunyi. Albany: State University of New York Press, 2014.

Berthrong, John. “Expanding the Tao: Chu Hsi’s Commentary on the Ta-Hsueh.” In Ching-I Tu, ed., Classics and Interpretations: The Hermeneutic Tradition in Chinese Culture, 3–22. New Brunswick: Transaction Publisher, 2000.

Birdwhistell, Anne D. Transition to Neo-Confucianism: Shao Yung on Knowledge and Symbols of Reality. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1989.

Bol, Peter. “This Culture of Ours: Intellectual Transitions in T’ang and Sung China. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1992.

Chan, Wing-tsit (trans.). A Source Book in Chinese Philosophy. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1963.

Chan, Wing-tsit. “Chu Hsi’s Completion of Neo-Confucianism,” Etudes Song, series II (1973): 59–90.

Chan, Wing-tsit. Chu Hsi: New Studies. Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 1989.

Chang, Carsun. The Development of Neo-Confucian Thought, 2 vols. New York: Bookman Associates, 1962.

Cheng, Chung-ying. “The Daoxue at Issue: An Exercise of Onto-Hermeneutics Interpretation of Interpretations.” In Ching-I Tu, ed., Classics and Interpretations: The Hermeneutic Tradition in Chinese Culture, 23–44. New Brunswick: Transaction Publishers, 2000.

De Bary, Wm. Theodore (ed.). The Unfolding of Neo-Confucianism. New York: Columbia University Press, 1975.

Fung, Yu-lan. A Short History of Chinese Philosophy, edited by Derk Bodde. New York: The Free Press, 1976.

Gardner, Daniel K. Chu Hsi and the Ta-Hsüeh: Neo-Confucian Reflection on the Confucian Canon. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University, 1986.

Gardner, Daniel K. Learning to Be a Sage: Selections from “Conversations of Master Chu: Arranged Topically.” Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990.

Graham, A. C. Two Chinese Philosophers: The Metaphysics of the Brothers Ch’eng. La Salle, IL: Open Court, 1992.

Henderson, John B. “Touchstones of Neo-Confucian Orthodoxy.” In Ching-I Tu, ed., Classics and Interpretations: The Hermeneutic Tradition in Chinese Culture, 71–84. New Brunswick: Transaction Publishers. 2000.

Hon, Tze-ki. “Zhou Dunyi’s Philosophy of the Supreme Polarity.” In John Makeham, ed., Dao Companion to Neo-Confucian Philosophy, 1–16. Dordrecht: Springer, 2010.

Hon, Tze-ki. “From Sheng Min 生民 to Si Min 四民: Social Changes in Late Imperial China.” Journal of Political Science and Sociology (Keio University, Tokyo), no. 16 (May 2012): 11–31.

Huang Zongxi. Song Yuan xuean. Taipei: Taiwan Zhonghua shuju reprint, 1986.

Liu, James T.C. China Turning Inward: Intellectual-Political Changes in the Early Twelfth Century. Cambridge, MA: Council on East Asian Studies, Harvard University Press, 1988.

Liu, Shu-hsien. Understanding Confucian Philosophy: Classical and Sung-Ming. Westport, CT: Praeger Publishers, 1998.

Makeham, John. Transmitters and Creators: Chinese Commentators and Commentaries on the “Analects.” Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Asia Center, 2003.

Mou Zongsan. Xinti yu xingti [The Substance of the Mind and the Substance of Human Nature], vol. 2. Taipei: Zhengzhong shuju, 1969.

Tillman, Hoyt Cleveland. Confucian Discourse and Chu Hsi’s Ascendency. Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 1992.

Tu, Wei-ming. Humanity and Self-Cultivation: Essays in Confucian Thought. Berkeley: Asian Humanities Press, 1979.

Tu, Wei-ming. Confucian Thought: Selfhood as Creative Transformation. Albany: State University of New York Press, 1985.

Tu, Wei-ming. Centrality and Commonality: An Essay on Confucian Religiousness. New Albany: State University of New York Press, 1989.

Tu, Wei-ming. Way, Learning, and Politics: Essays on the Confucian Intellectuals. Albany: State University of New York Press, 1993.

Yu Yingshi 余英時. The Historical World of Zhu Xi 朱熹的歷史世界. Taipei: Yunchenwenhua, 2013.

Wyatt, Don. J. The Recluse of Loyang: Shao Yung and the Moral Evolution of Early Sung Thought. Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1996.


Chapter 12

Re-forming Confucianism

Zhu Xi’s Synthesis

Joseph A. Adler

The reigning cliché about Zhu Xi 朱熹 (1130–1200) is that he was the “great synthesizer” of the Confucian tradition during the Song dynasty (960–1279). Carsun Chang’s chapter on Zhu Xi in his two-volume history of Neo-Confucian thought (1957) was in fact called “Chu Hsi, the Great Synthesizer,”1 and Wing-tsit Chan’s chapter title in his justly influential Source Book in Chinese Philosophy (1963) was “The Great Synthesis in Chu Hsi.”2 But these and other writers did not always use “synthesis” in a precise way. The first two definitions in Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary are:


• the composition or combination of parts or elements so as to form a whole

• the production of a substance by the union of chemical elements, groups, or simpler compounds or by the degradation of a complex compound.3



What Chang and Chan meant by “synthesis” primarily accords with the first definition. Chan, for example, said, “[Zhu Xi] brought [the tradition’s] development over the centuries, especially during the Sung period, into a harmonious whole.”4 Another word for that would be “systematization,” and Zhu Xi was certainly a great system-builder. In addition to philosophy his system included history, literature, and education, all in the service of “becoming a Sage,” a morally transformative agent. In later decades, however, Chan spoke of synthesis along the lines of the second definition (without the focus on chemistry), the key point being the creation of something new, as a new chemical compound is synthesized from different reagents. For example, “[Zhu Xi] did not merely gather; he transformed [the earlier philosophies] into something new.”5 In this chapter I intend to examine four areas of Zhu’s reconstructed Confucian tradition that, while not all “synthetic” in the second sense, nor necessarily in the sense of Hegelian dialectic, can be considered new and lasting contributions:


• A new version of the “succession of the Way” (daotong 道統)

• A new significance of the term “Supreme Polarity” (taiji 太極)

• A new synthesis (in the Hegelian sense) of active (dong 動) and quietistic (jing 靜) methods of self-cultivation

• A new emphasis on the non-duality of cosmology and ethics.



The Daotong 道統 (Succession of the Way)

Daotong 道統 refers to what Mencius called “the Way of the Sages” (shengrenzhi dao 聖人之道), although the term daotong itself was apparently first used in the twelfth century.6 Mencius traced the Confucian Way (dao) back to the mythic sage-kings Yao and Shun, and identified roughly five hundred gaps in its transmission. The first was between Yao and Shun and the founding of the Shang dynasty, followed by another until the founding of the Zhou dynasty. During this gap,


the way of the Sages declined, and tyrants arose one after another. They pulled down houses in order to make ponds, and the people had nowhere for repose. They turned fields into parks, depriving the people of their livelihood. Moreover, heresies and violence arose. (Mencius 3B.9, trans. D.C. Lau)



Another five hundred year gap separated the Zhou founders from Confucius, during which “the world declined and the Way fell into obscurity, heresies and violence again arose. There were instances of regicides and parricides” (ibid.).7

In the Tang dynasty (618–906), Han Yu 韓愈 (768–824) claimed that no sages had appeared since Mencius—a 1,200 year gap—and this understanding of the propagation of the Confucian dao persisted into the Song. It differed sharply from the story told by contemporary Chan 禪 Buddhist texts, such as the Jingde Record of the Transmission of the Lamp, which described a continuous master-to-disciple line of transmission of the Buddha Dharma beginning with Sakyamuni Buddha himself. Chan Buddhists thus could claim that their teachers had direct access to the “mind-to-mind transmission” of the Buddha’s teaching. Since Chan was the chief rival for the affections of Song literati, this constituted a distinct competitive disadvantage for Confucians. Daoists also could claim direct access to their Way through the human body, which was a microcosm of the dao, embodying (in potential form that must be activated by cultivation practices) all the spiritual powers that animate the universe. A theory of transmission of the Confucian dao was therefore an important desideratum for the evolving Confucian tradition.

In the early Song, Shi Jie 石介 (1005–1045) extended Han Yu’s version of the daotong to the primordial sages Fuxi 伏羲 (Subduer of Animals), Shennong 神農 (Divine Farmer), and Huangdi 黃帝 (Yellow Emperor), and Zhu Xi later accepted them into his version. All three of these sages were credited with inventing foundational aspects of Chinese culture, such as implements for hunting and fishing (Fuxi), farming (Shennong), and government (Huangdi). But another invention by Fuxi made him especially important for Zhu Xi: he created the hexagrams of the Yijing (Classic of Changes) and its method of divination. Zhu Xi considered this the first appearance of the Confucian dao in the world because it reflected the unity, or non-duality, of the natural order (tianli 天理) and the moral order (daoli 道理), or cosmology and ethics.

Zhu Xi also made his own striking innovation in the daotong, one that caused some trouble for him among friends and colleagues: he named Zhou Dunyi 周敦頤 (1017–1073) as the first true Confucian sage since Mencius. This was controversial for two reasons. First, Cheng Yi 程頤 (1033–1107) had declared that his elder brother, Cheng Hao 程顥 (1032–1085), had independently rediscovered the Way through his own study of the Classics. The Cheng brothers, of course, were the source of Zhu Xi’s most important ideas; it was they who had first adopted the term li 理 (principle/pattern/order) as the foundation of their philosophies, and Zhu Xi considered himself their heir. Zhu’s ostensible justification was that Zhou Dunyi had been a teacher of the Cheng brothers for a year or two when they were teenagers, although their later teachings did not significantly reflect Zhou’s thought. Nevertheless, Cheng Yi’s claim that Cheng Hao had independently revived the Way was almost universally accepted by their students and later followers, so Zhu Xi’s elevation of Zhou Dunyi was highly problematic.

The second reason for the controversy over Zhou Dunyi was that his “Supreme Polarity Diagram” (Taijitu 太極圖) had originated with Chen Tuan 陳摶 (d. 989), a prominent Daoist priest, and Zhou’s “Discussion of the Taiji Diagram” (Taijitu shuo 太極圖說) contained Daoist language that was unacceptable to some Confucians (especially wuji 無極, “non-polar”). The brothers Lu Jiuyuan 陸九淵 and Lu Jiushao 陸九韶, both friends of Zhu Xi, became his most prominent critics on this score.8

Beginning in 1169, Zhu Xi and his friend Zhang Shi 張栻 (1133–1180) conducted a vigorous and ultimately successful campaign to promote Zhou as the first Sage of the Song. The conventional explanation for Zhu’s efforts to elevate Zhou Dunyi to such a prominent position in the daotong was that Zhou’s concept of taiji provided a crucial link between the metaphysical discourse of li and the cosmological discourse of yin-yang qi 陰陽氣.9 It did indeed provide such a link, but that is an insufficient explanation for the trouble to which Zhu Xi went on this issue. He could justifiably have used the Xici 繫辭 (Appended Remarks) appendix of the Yijing as a source for the concept of taiji, which was in fact where the term first appeared. The Yijing, unlike Zhou Dunyi, had impeccable Confucian credentials, as the appendices were supposedly written by Confucius himself. The real reason for Zhu Xi’s efforts on behalf of Zhou Dunyi, as I have argued elsewhere, is that Zhou’s concept of the interpenetration of activity and stillness provided a cosmological justification for the methodology of self-cultivation that Zhu Xi settled upon in the late 1160s. This will be discussed further later.

What is the significance of Zhu Xi’s new version of the daotong? The addition of Zhou Dunyi to such a prominent position—the first sage since Mencius, 1,400 years earlier—meant that Zhou’s two major works, the “Discussion of the Supreme Polarity Diagram” (including the diagram itself), and his longer work, the Tongshu 通書 (“Penetrating the Classic of Changes”), became required reading for civil service examination candidates, the primary route of social mobility to the upper levels of Chinese society. This is because in 1241 the emperor installed Zhou Dunyi, Zhang Zai 張載 (1020–1077), Cheng Hao, Cheng Yi (the “Four Masters of Northern Song”) and Zhu Xi into the official Confucian temples. The effect of this was to canonize their writings. In 1313 Zhu Xi’s version of the Confucian dao, incorporating the writings of the four masters, became the basis of the civil service examination system, transforming them into orthodoxy. The Taijitu shuo, in particular, became universally recognized as the basis of Neo-Confucian cosmology, and Zhou Dunyi came to be known as the “founder” of the Song Confucian revival—despite the fact that during his lifetime his influence was minimal.

So, ever since the thirteenth century, the early history of Neo-Confucianism—or more precisely, the Cheng-Zhu school of Neo-Confucianism—has been defined by the daotong constructed by Zhu Xi, beginning with Zhou Dunyi. Virtually every general history of the tradition during the Song, whether Asian or Western, follows this plan and covers the writings of these figures, as does Zhu Xi’s anthology, the Jinsilu 近思錄 (Reflections on Things at Hand). Only since the twentieth century has it been acknowledged that Zhu’s choices involved as much exclusion as inclusion.10

Although Zhu Xi was not the first to push back the origins of the Confucian dao to Fuxi, there is an important parallelism in his system between Fuxi and Zhou Dunyi. Fuxi, being the very first sage, could only have done what he did on his own; he had no teachers. As described in the Xici appendix of the Yijing (B.2.1),


he looked up and contemplated the images (xiang 象) in Heaven; he looked down and contemplated the patterns (fa 法) on Earth; he contemplated the markings (wen 文) of the birds and beasts and their fitness [i.e., adaptation] to the earth. From nearby he took from his own body; from afar he took from things. In this way he first created the Eight Trigrams, to spread the power/virtue (de 德) of his spiritual clarity (shenming 神明) and to classify the dispositions of the myriad things.



For Zhu Xi this was a mythic paradigm of “investigating things to exhaustively examine their principles” (gewu qiongli 格物窮理), the most basic method of intellectual self-cultivation. Fuxi perceived these principles in the natural world and translated them into trigrams and hexagrams so that humans could use them as guides to moral behavior, via the ritual of divination. In other words, he perceived the unitary principle that comprehends both the natural order and the moral order. This is, I believe, why the Yijing had such significance for Zhu Xi: it embodied the unitary principle that was unique to the Confucian dao, distinguishing it from the Daoist and Buddhist visions of the dao.

Zhou Dunyi also perceived the Way on his own, by means of his Heaven-given perspicacity:


Without following a teacher, he silently registered the substance of the Way, constructed the Diagram and attached a text to it [i.e. the “Discussion”], to give an ultimate foundation to the essentials.11



Zhu Xi and his disciples acknowledged that Zhou Dunyi, like Fuxi (in Ellen Neskar’s words), was


an inspired creator of a new civilization and cultural order. The link between Zhou Dunyi and Fuxi in effect endows the culture that Zhou created and the Way he revived with the authority of the highest of antiquity and the first creation of civilization in China’s history.12



In the Song Confucians’ competition with Chan Buddhism for the hearts and mind of their fellow literati, this was a subtle, yet powerful, bit of legitimation.

Taiji 太極 (Supreme Polarity)

One of Zhu Xi’s philosophical innovations was to equate taiji with li.13 What that means is not immediately clear. Zhou Dunyi, who introduced the term taiji into what became mainstream Confucian discourse, made hardly any use of the concept of li; he apparently conceived of taiji as undifferentiated qi, as others had done (e.g., Zheng Xuan 鄭玄[127–200] and Zhou’s contemporary Liu Mu 劉牧 [1011–1064]).14 Feng Youlan (1895–1990) expressed the consensus modern view of taiji, saying that Zhu Xi’s equation meant that taiji “consists of the Principles or li of all things in the universe, brought together into a single whole.”15 This, however, is based on an inaccurate reading of Zhu Xi.16 Moreover, the conventional translation of taiji as “Supreme (or Great) Ultimate” does not convey enough meaning to be useful. I have therefore argued that taiji refers to the single principle of yin-yang polarity and should therefore be translated “Supreme Polarity.” In Zhu Xi’s thought, taiji is the most fundamental cosmic ordering principle, which is yin-yang.17

This unifying principle, as earlier scholars have acknowledged, links the cosmological discourse of qi 氣 with the metaphysical discourse of li.18 Li as principle/pattern/order is abstract; qi, which has the two modalities of yin and yang, is psycho-physical. As mentioned in the previous section, there are two textual sources for the idea that taiji links these two realms. The first is the Xici itself, which says,


In change there is Supreme Polarity, which generates (sheng 生) the Two Modes [yin and yang]. The Two Modes generate the Four Images, and the Four Images generate the Eight Trigrams.19



The second is the beginning of Zhou Dunyi’s Taijitu shuo:


Non-polar and yet Supreme Polarity! The Supreme Polarity in activity generates yang; yet at the limit of activity it is still. In stillness it generates yin; yet at the limit of stillness it is also active. Activity and stillness alternate; each is the basis of the other. In distinguishing yin and yang, the Two Modes are thereby established.20



Both of these passages mean, according to Zhu Xi, that li in some sense generates qi: “Taiji generates yin and yang; li generates qi. Once yin and yang are generated, then taiji is within them. And li, likewise, is within qi.”21 But this claim presents something of a philosophical problem for Zhu Xi, a problem he never fully resolved. He repeatedly stressed that li and qi are never separate; qi is always ordered by li, and li cannot exist on its own apart from qi: “In the world there is never qi without li and never li without qi.”22 So how can li generate qi? Doesn’t the act of “generation” imply that li exists temporally before qi?

The issue can be partially resolved by asserting that li has logical priority over qi, but not temporal priority. As Zhu Xi says, “There being this principle there is then (bian 便) this qi, but the principle is the basis (ben 本), so because of (or “from,” cong 從) the principle we can speak of qi.”23 In other words, we can conceive of li without qi in the sense that we can think about patterns and principles apart from their instantiation in things. But we cannot conceive of qi without li, or completely chaotic matter-energy, because even a homogeneous mass of unspecified stuff has some characteristics, such as density. Therefore, according to this interpretation, “Taiji in activity generates yang” means that yang qi exists because of the principle of activity that is part of taiji; hence the logical priority of li.24

Regardless of its philosophical rigor, the unifying function of taiji in Zhu Xi’s metaphysics established a pattern that was replicated on other levels. Of greatest significance to him was the problem of self-cultivation, which was really the point of the whole endeavor. That problem occupied him in his late 30s, during which time he experienced a “spiritual crisis” that revolved around the terms “centrality” (zhong 中) and “harmony” (he 和) in the Zhongyong 中庸 (Doctrine of the Mean, or Commonality and Centrality). In slightly more familiar terms, the issue was the perennial, cross-cultural problem of the relationship, in religious contexts, between activity and contemplation.

Active (Dong 動) and Quietistic (Jing 靜) Methods of Self-Cultivation

The second paragraph of the Zhongyong reads:


Before the feelings of pleasure, anger, sorrow, and joy are expressed [weifa 未發] it is called centrality. When these feelings are expressed [yifa 已發] and each and all attain due measure and degree, it is called harmony. Centrality is the great foundation of the world, and harmony is its universal [“penetrating”] path. When centrality and harmony are realized to the highest degree, heaven and earth will attain their proper order and all things will flourish.25



Although the problem Zhu Xi wrestled with came to be referred to as the zhong-he (centrality-harmony) problem, it really stemmed from the question whether quietistic methods of self-cultivation, particularly meditation, were “appropriate” for Confucians. Confucianism had traditionally been known for encouraging active involvement in family, government, and social affairs; Confucius himself saw his mission as training morally upstanding men for virtuous service in government. Only when the ruler was hopelessly alienated from a defensible moral vision was it deemed acceptable for Confucian bureaucrats to retire from government. When Buddhism entered China in the first century CE it brought with it the institution of monasticism, which many Confucians understood to be the rejection of every person’s moral and social responsibility—particularly one’s responsibility to one’s family. They characterized monasticism as a form of self-alienation, because one cannot simply deny one’s relationships even if one flees from them.26

The popularity of Buddhism in the Song, particularly the Chan school, sensitized many Confucians to the “danger” of slipping into Buddhist quietism and withdrawal from society. Daoism was also associated with quietism and the negation of the reality of human values, but Buddhist quietism was perceived as the greater “threat.” The Cheng brothers, however, had taught “quiet-sitting” (jingzuo 靜坐), a practice that was conveyed to Zhu Xi by his revered teacher, Li Tong 李侗 (1093–1163), with whom he studied for the last decade of Li’s life. Quiet-sitting was clearly influenced by the central Chan practice of “sitting meditation” zuochan 坐禪 (zazen in Japanese), but for “sectarian” reasons it was important for Zhu Xi to distinguish the two methods of meditation:


Quiet-sitting should not be like entering samadhi (ruding 入定) in zuochan, cutting off all thoughts. Just collect the mind and don’t let it go and get involved with idle thoughts. Then the mind will be profoundly unoccupied and naturally concentrated. When something happens, it will respond accordingly. When the thing is past it will return to its [still] depth.27



This is actually not very different from the form of meditation taught in the Chan Platform Sutra, although the Confucians would not agree with that text’s claim that meditation and wisdom are one.28 The question for Confucians was under what conditions can principle best be perceived: in quietude or in activity? Li Tong taught that quietude, or the state when feelings were not yet expressed (weifa, in the Zhongyong’s term), was best suited for the apprehension of principle, and Zhu Xi accepted his teacher’s view. A few months after Li’s death, however, he became friends with Zhang Shi 張栻 (1133–1180), a member of the Hunan school. The Hunan school’s view was that absolute stillness of mind was impossible to achieve, so principle could only be apprehended in the midst of the activity of daily life, after the feelings have been expressed (yifa). An example they cited was Mencius’s dialogue with King Xuan of Qi (Mencius 1A.7), in which they discuss the king’s compassion for an ox about to be sacrificed. Guided by Mencius, the king comes to see evidence in that event for the original goodness of his own mind—an example of understanding one’s moral nature in the midst of activity. Zhu Xi was eventually persuaded by Zhang Shi that the Hunan school was correct, so he changed his position on the question.

By 1169, however, Zhu realized that his own spiritual practice, informed by the Hunan view, was unsatisfactory. While discussing the problem with a friend he had a “sudden enlightenment” (dunwu 頓悟) experience resulting in a new theory.29 He realized that both of his former views had been based on a false dichotomy: stillness versus activity (jing/dong), or unexpressed versus expressed feelings (weifa/yifa). Cheng Yi had accepted this dichotomy also, and had identified the two states as the nature (xing 性) and the mind/heart (xin 心), respectively. But Zhu now remembered that Cheng Yi himself had redefined “stillness” in Zhou Dunyi’s “Discussion of the Supreme Polarity Diagram” as “reverent composure” (another word pronounced jing 敬). This jing had originally referred to the feeling of reverence one should experience when performing a sacrifice, but Cheng Yi redefined it: “the effort to maintain reverent composure joins the states of activity and stillness at their point of intersection.”30 In other words, reverent composure was an attitudinal unifying term joining the stillness and activity of the mind, or the weifa and yifa states of the feelings, or centrality and harmony. In addition, Zhu Xi remembered a dictum by Zhang Zai, who had said, “The mind/heart connects the nature and feelings” (xin tong xing qing 心統性情)31—another concept bridging the dichotomy. With these ideas Zhu now had in mind a picture something like this (with the addition of two levels not discussed here):

[image: image]

The implications for self-cultivation were that (1) one need not choose between stillness and activity as the state in which principle can be perceived,33 and (2) there was an appropriate place for quiet-sitting meditation in this Confucian endeavor. In this way Zhu Xi, despite his objections to Buddhists’ alleged social irresponsibility, was able to justify the incorporation of a practice with unmistakable Buddhist origins into his Confucian synthesis.

Non-duality of Cosmology and Ethics

As far back as the earliest claims for the “Mandate of Heaven” (tianming 天命) we see an assumption that the natural world is in some way responsive to human moral values. The Mandate of Heaven in the Shijing 詩經 (Classic of Poetry) and the Shujing 書經 (Classic of Documents) was the idea that Heaven responds to the moral virtue of a ruler, giving virtuous ones the authority or power to rule and removing that authority from evil ones. This became the Confucian theory of dynastic change and a foundational concept in the Confucian tradition.

Early Confucian conceptions of Heaven varied from a mysterious, semi-personalistic source of life and moral authority (e.g., for Confucius) to the completely amoral realm of the natural world (e.g., for Xunzi). Mencius occupied a middle ground on this spectrum, retaining the moral concern of Heaven’s Mandate but speaking of ming (mandate, decree) more abstractly as the conditions of life that are beyond human control—what is simply “given,” like the assumptions of a geometric theorem. For our purposes here, the salient point is that Heaven in the earliest sources had at least a partial connotation of the natural world; therefore the Mandate of Heaven already suggested the non-duality of cosmology and ethics. The Yijing reinforced that notion with its premise that the trigrams and hexagrams, modelled after natural patterns, had moral implications.

Zhu Xi made perhaps the strongest statement of this non-duality in his essay, “Discussion of Humanity” (Renshuo 仁說). Humanity, or humaneness, was of course the cardinal virtue for Confucius, and the first of the “Four Constant (Universal) Virtues” of Mencius. The “Discussion of Humanity” begins:


“The mind of Heaven and Earth is to produce things.”34 In the production of man and things, they receive the mind of Heaven and Earth as their mind. Therefore, with reference to the character of the mind, it embraces and penetrates all and leaves nothing to be desired. Nevertheless, one word will cover all of it, namely, ren (humanity). Let me try to explain fully.

The moral qualities of the mind of Heaven and Earth are origination, flourish, advantage, and firmness [yuan 元, heng 亨, li 利, zhen 真].35 And the principle of origination unites and controls them all. In their operation they constitute the course of the four seasons, and the vital force of spring permeates all. Therefore in the mind of man there are also four moral qualities—namely, humanity, righteousness, propriety, and wisdom [ren 仁, yi 義, li 禮, zhi 智]—and humanity embraces them all. In their emanation and function, they constitute the feeling of love, respect, being right, and discrimination between right and wrong—and the feeling of commiseration pervades them all. Therefore in discussing the mind of Heaven and Earth, it is said, “Great is Qian (Heaven), the originator!” and “Great is Kun (Earth), the originator!”36 Both substance and function of the four moral qualities are thus fully implied without enumerating them. In discussing the excellence of man’s mind, it is said, “Ren is man’s mind.”37 Both substance and function of the four moral qualities are thus fully presented without mentioning them. For ren as constituting the Way (Dao) consists of the fact that the mind of Heaven and Earth to produce things is present in everything.38



This deserves more discussion than we have space for, but suffice it to say that by equating the “moral qualities of the mind of Heaven and Earth” with the four human virtues as defined by Mencius, Zhu Xi is making a clear statement that a single order (li) or Way (dao) comprehends the natural world and the realm of human values. There is no unbridgeable “is/ought” dichotomy in Confucian thought. This, of course, is a non-theistic way of legitimizing human values, just as the values expressed in the Bible are considered real and binding because they originate from God’s commands. Second, Zhu Xi is claiming that the primacy of ren or humanity is based on the fact that it is the human instantiation of the life-giving creative principle that animates the universe. Moral creativity is the human expression of natural creativity, the principle of change that is inherent in nature, not given to it by an external creator, an unmoved mover. The full realization of nature’s potential therefore depends upon human beings’ fulfillment of their moral nature.39 Moreover, just as God’s creative power can be considered the essence of his uniqueness, the creativity inherent in nature (yuan, origination) and in humans (ren, humanity) is the kernel of the Confucian vision. Zhu Xi, who was concerned to construct an all-encompassing worldview that would satisfy the desire for transcendence that was leading many Song literati to Daoism and Buddhism, identified this power of creativity as the unique contribution of the Confucian dao.

Notes

1.Carsun Chang, The Development of Neo-Confucian Thought (New York: Bookman, 1957), vol. 1, ch. 12.

2.Wing-tsit Chan, A Source Book in Chinese Philosophy (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1963), ch. 34.

3.Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, 11th ed. (Springfield, MA: Merriam-Webster, 2003).

4.Wing-tsit Chan, Source Book, 589.

5.Wing-tsit Chan, “What Is New in Chu Hsi?” in Chu Hsi: Life and Thought (Hong Kong and New York: Chinese University Press and St. Martin’s Press, 1987), 40.

6.See Cho-ying Li and Charles Hartman, “A Newly Discovered Inscription by Qin Gui: Its Implications for the History of Song Daoxue,” Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies, 70:2 (2010), 387–448. The inscription is dated 1155. Until this discovery it was thought that the term originated with Zhu Xi in the 1189 preface to his commentary on the Zhongyong.

7.See also Mencius 7B.38.

8.For a fuller discussion of the historical, philosophical, and sectarian problems of Zhu’s nomination of Zhou Dunyi, see Joseph A. Adler, Reconstructing the Confucian Dao: Zhu Xi’s Appropriation of Zhou Dunyi (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2014), 67–72.

9.See, e.g., Chan, “What is New in Chu Hsi?,” 52; and “Chu Hsi’s Completion of Neo-Confucianism,” 113–119.

10.One of the best statements of this view in English is Hoyt Tillman, Confucian Discourse and Chu Hsi’s Ascendancy (Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 1992).

11.Zhu Xi, Hui’an xiansheng Zhu wengong wenji 晦庵先生朱文公文集, 78:3740. In Zhu Jieren, et al., Zhuzi quanshu 朱子全書 (Shanghai: Shanghai guji chuban she, 2002), vol. 24.

12.Ellen Neskar, The Cult of Worthies (Ph.D diss., Columbia University, 1992), 391.

13.A. C. Graham implies that Zhu learned this equation from his teacher, Li Tong, but that is not clear. See Zhu Xi, Yanping dawen 延平答問, in Zhu Jieren, et al., Zhuzi quanshu, 13:328; and A. C. Graham, Two Chinese Philosophers (London: Lund Humphries, 1958), 163.

14.Graham, Two Chinese Philosophers, 155, 163; and Chan, Source Book, 639.

15.Fung Yu-lan, History of Chinese Philosophy, 2 vols., trans. Derk Bodde (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1952–1953), 2:537.

16.For a detailed statement of this argument see Adler, Reconstructing the Confucian Dao, 125–126.

17.Adler, Reconstructing the Confucian Dao, ch. 4.

18.I am using these terms as they are defined by their modern Chinese equivalents: “metaphysical” refers to what is “above form” (xing’er shang 形而上), or abstract; “cosmological” refers to what is “within form” (xing’er xia 形而下), or psycho-physical. The terms themselves come from the Xici appendix to the Yijing (A.12.4).

19.Xici A.11.5; Joseph A. Adler, trans., The Original Meaning of the Yijing: Commentary on the Scripture of Change, by Zhu Xi (New York: Columbia University Press, 2020), 281. The Four Images are young and mature yin and yang.

20.Adler, Reconstructing the Confucian Dao, 168, 170–179. See also Isabelle Robinet, “The Place and Meaning of the Notion of Taiji in Taoist Sources Prior to the Ming Dynasty,” History of Religions 29, no. 4 (1990): 373–411.

21.Zhou Lianxi xiansheng quanji 周濂溪先生全集 (Complete collection of Zhou Dunyi’s works), comp. Zhang Boxing 張伯行. In Zhengyi tang quanshu 正誼堂全書 (1708) (Baibu congshu jicheng edition (vols. 218–219), 1:7b.

22.Zhu Xi, Zhuzi yulei, 1:114. In Zhu Jieren, et al., Zhuzi quanshu, vol. 14.

23.Ibid.

24.Fung Yu-lan says that li does not exist (cunzai 存在) apart from qi, but it does subsist (qiancun 潜存); see Fung, History, 2:535 (Chinese edition, 896). The relevant definition of “subsist” is “to be logically conceivable as the subject of true statements” (Merriam-Webster Collegiate Dictionary, 11th ed.). Still, this does not explain how to get from subsistence to existence. Wing-tsit Chan, for whom Zhu Xi was the highest exemplar of Chinese philosophers, admitted, “As to how the Great Ultimate can produce the two material forces (yin and yang), Chu’s answer is vague” (Source Book, 639).

25.Trans. Chan, Source Book, 98, substituting “centrality” for “equilibrium” and “expressed” for “aroused.”

26.See, for example, Cheng Yi’s remarks in Chan, Source Book, 555, 564. This was also the theme of Han Yu’s critique of Buddhism (Chan, Source Book, 454–456).

27.Zhu Xi, Zhuzi yulei, 12:217. In Zhu Jieren, et al., Zhuzi quanshu, vol. 14.

28.See sections 13–15 of the Platform Sutra (Dunhuang version), e.g., in Philip Yampolsky, trans., The Platform Sutra of the Sixth Patriarch (New York: Columbia University Press, 1967), 135–137. Various forms of meditation had been taught in China since the Warring States period, especially by Daoists, but the popularity of Chan Buddhism among Song literati made their practice particularly influential.

29.Shu Jingnan, Zhu Xi nianpu changbian (Shanghai: Donghua shifan daxue chubanshe, 2001), 406.

30.Zhu Xi quotes this in his “Discussion of Master Cheng’s Nourishing and Contemplation” (Hui’an xiansheng Zhu wengong wenji, 67:3269). In Zhu Jieren, et al., Zhuzi quanshu, vol. 23. For more on jing see Graham, Two Chinese Philosophers, 67–73; and Wing-tsit Chan, trans., Neo-Confucian Terms Explained (New York: Columbia University Press, 1986), 100–104.

31.Zhangzi quanshu 14:2a; Chan, Source Book, 517.

32.These two phrases come from Yijing, Xici A.10.4 (Zhu Xi, Zhouyi benyi), 1:132.

33.Because, as Zhou Dunyi had asserted in Tongshu 16, stillness and activity are mutually interpenetrating: there is “stillness in activity and activity in stillness” (Zhu Xi, Zhuzi yulei 94:3161–3162, in Zhu Jieren, et al., Zhuzi quanshu, vol. 17).

34.Quoting Cheng Yi’s comment on hexagram 24 of the Yijing, Fu (Return), the last sentence of the “Commentary on the Judgment” appendix: “In Fu is seen the mind of Heaven and Earth.”

35.These are the “Four Virtues” of Qian, the first hexagram of the Yijing. See Adler, trans., The Original Meaning of the Yijing, 30–32.

36.Yijing, “Commentary on the Judgments,” hexagrams 1 and 2.

37.Mencius 6A.11.

38.Chan, Source Book, 593–594.

39.Joseph A. Adler, “Response and Responsibility: Chou Tun-i and Neo-Confucian Resources for Environmental Ethics,” in Confucianism and Ecology: The Interrelation of Heaven, Earth, and Humans, ed. Mary Evelyn Tucker and John Berthrong (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Center for the Study of World Religions, 1998), 123–149.
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CHAPTER 13

Late Imperial Neo-Confucianism

Pauline C. Lee

Introduction 序

One of the most influential scholars of “Neo-Confucianism,”1 intellectual historian William Theodore de Bary,2 opened the field of Yuan 元 (1260–1368), Ming 明 (1368–1644), and Qing 清 (1644–1912) Confucian studies to the Western world. In conversation with scholarship that described late imperial Confucianism as brittle, rigid, and stifling, as a “strait-jacket on the Chinese mind,”3 deBary insisted on a different story, one of intellectual energy, creativity, and transformation: “What others have written off as a sterile orthodoxy, a dead weight from the past, an obsolete but immovable fixture of the old order, now emerges as a more dynamic and constructive process.”4 In this chapter, my aim is to amplify deBary’s thesis and show our category of “Neo-Confucianism” as richly and messily composed of dynamic, overflowing, interwoven passionate philosophical disputes.

The study of late imperial Confucianism involves analysis of philosophical and religious discourse over the course of several hundred years, of writings by thinkers who might or might not have self-identified as scholars (Ru 儒) or Confucians.5 How does one effectively study a vast body of literature with blurred and contested boundaries? Different methodological tools will lead to different conclusions. One scholar of religion offers, “[one] way to think and speak about religions … is to imagine them as repertoires of resources.”6 Taking such a lead, I examine the specific and local, and organize this chapter around particular conversation circles as well as select themes at the heart of any Neo-Confucian discourse, the philosophical “repertoires” batted back and forth through or within a time period.7 De Bary’s accurate characterization of late imperial Confucian thought as dynamic rather than sterile, not only concerned with ritual and orthodoxy, but also with feelings, the individual, and dissent, is painted in even clearer terms and brought into even greater relief when we apply native categories of analysis and pay attention to and study specific, local conversation circles, including the vibrant, rich discussions among family members, friends, intellectual allies, political foes, and other personal relationships in the late imperial period.

Who did Neo-Confucian thinkers read and converse with? How did their conversations develop? Asking these questions will take us across literary genres, which is exactly how scholars in this time and place wrote.8 “Collected writings” (congshu 叢書), a familiar way literati in the late imperial period published their work, included letters to friends and officials, medium-length essays, poems, commentaries on classics and fiction, and genres specific to late imperial China such as the elegy, the “recorded conversations” yülu 語錄, and the xiaopin 小品 “short essay.” Not only did thinkers write in genres unfamiliar to us today, but those that may seem familiar were circulated in different ways, held in different esteem, or commanded different audiences. In the following pages, I turn to the study of letters, poems, commentaries, and more, and focus our discussion around the themes of self-cultivation 修身, desire 情, classics 經, and family 家.

Self-Cultivation 修身

In 1271, the Mongol clan leader Kublai Khan established a foreign dynasty in northern China. Eight years later (1279), the Song dynasty was fully defeated and the Mongols ruled all China for a little over a century (1368). Perhaps expectedly, within this “foreign” Yuan dynasty striving to gain and maintain authority, orthodox elite philosophy born in the Song period, Cheng-Zhu Neo-Confucianism with its call “to follow inquiry and learning” (dao wenxue 道問學), was promoted and “dominated … [the period] from beginning to end.”9 When control of China returned to the hands of Han Chinese,10 the first century of the Ming witnessed the birth of the populist and anti-traditional. New genres of writing emerged, such as the novel, which challenged tradition and attracted popular interest. These works include some of China’s greatest dramatic plays, including the comedy-romance The Story of the Western Wing (Xixiang ji 西廂記), and vernacular fiction, such as Romance of the Three Kingdoms (Sanguo yanyi 三國演義) and the Water Margin (Shuihu zhuan 水滸傳).

A brief description of a meeting that occurred in the summer of 1175 effectively illustrates an important tension within the Confucian tradition. In the now-famous Goose Lake Monastery located in the mountains of the southern province of Jiangxi, Lü Zuqian 吕祖謙 (1137–1185) was able to bring together two of his friends, Zhu Xi 朱熹 (1130–1200) and Lu Xiangshan 陸象山 (1139–1192).11 The two disagreed at many points, Zhu Xi emphasizing the importance of textual scholarship and “principle” (li 理), while Lu Xiangshan and his elder brother argued for intuition and recovering the original mind, while not foregoing the importance of textual scholarship. Two lines from a short poem Lu wrote for Zhu on this occasion helps illuminate the debate:


Easy and simple spiritual practice, in the end, proves great and long lasting.

Fragmented and disconnected endeavors leave one drifting and bobbing aimlessly.12



The first line refers to Lu himself and a form of practice that came to be known as “honoring the virtuous nature” (zun dexing 尊德性). The second points to Zhu Xi and his teachings.

This important and well-studied debate from the Song serves as a helpful reference in thinking about the Yuan. Well-known to those who study China is the iconic civil service examination focused on study of the Confucian canon and implemented by the Tang government. With success came the promise of an official government position. When the Mongol ruler Kublai Khan defeated the Song in 1279, for a brief time he ended the exams that had long shaped the ruling class. In 1315, this foreign dynasty not only revived the system but also adopted the orthodox Confucian Zhu Xi’s commentaries on the Four Books as its foundation.13 It may seem from the acceptance of Zhu’s commentaries as canonical that the debate between Zhu and Lu was firmly settled in favor of self-cultivation through textual studies rather than self-reflection and intuition. But instead, the debate begun at Goose Lake Monastery in 1175 continued as a central topic in the Yuan.

A sketch of two prominent Confucians in the Yuan gives us a glimpse into the debate and into this understudied period. The elder, Xu Heng 許衡 (1209–1281), was arguably the most influential scholar of the period. A northerner from Henan, he identified with the Cheng-Zhu school, and was appointed by emperor Kublai Khan as the first director of the National Academy (1271–1280), the highest institution of academic research. The younger scholar, Wu Cheng 吳澄 (1249–1333), was widely known as the most accomplished classicist of his time. Two decades later, in 1309, the younger scholar Wu, who hailed from the southern province of Jiangxi (also Lu Xiangshan’s natal province), journeyed north to the capital in present day Beijing where he served as an official within the National Academy.

A passage from Wu Cheng’s essay “In Commemoration of the Studio to Honoring the Virtuous Nature and Maintaining Constant Inquiry and Study,” effectively illuminates a number of the significant intellectual differences between these two thinkers:


After four generations the teachings of the Cheng brothers was passed down to Zhu Xi who studied the classics with attention to the finest points of meaning and discussed each sentence and word with a precision achieved by no scholar since Mengzi. Zhu’s disciples, however, often became mired in these exegetics and their minds grew obscured. … The value in the learning of the sages is the ability to preserve what Nature has given us. …. If one sets this aside and looks elsewhere to learn, in the end what is there worth studying?14



Wu Cheng is remembered for attempting to synthesize Lu Xiangshan and Zhu Xi’s views on self-cultivation: textual study was important, but reflecting on one’s own heart-mind (xin 心), “what Nature has given us,” must be of higher priority. What is at stake in the differences between Xu Heng and Wu Cheng’s views on self-cultivation, or between Zhu Xi and Lu Xiangshan, is similar to what we find in the debate between the early Confucian thinkers Mengzi (391–308 BCE) and Xunzi (ca. 310–ca. 220 BCE): Without the proper education or environment, can we still become a cultivated person and live a good life? When educating our young, or reforming those who have gone astray including ourselves, do we begin by looking within? Or do we begin by imposing a strict external regimen, such as, in Xu Heng’s view, the Four Books and the commentaries of Zhu Xi? While Xu Heng and his disciples had a greater impact in the Yuan period,15 Wu Cheng’s influence is not insignificant, at the very least not on later thinkers. The great Confucian Wang Yangming, to whom we will turn next, points to Wu Cheng and this particular essay of Wu’s as illuminating Wang’s own thinking.

Emotions 情

The great sociologist Max Weber describes Confucianism as “a relentless canonization of tradition,” with “no leverage for influencing conduct through inner forces freed of tradition and convention.”16 But if we look even cursorily within the writings of towering thinkers such as Wang Yangming 王陽明 (1472–1529), or those who followed including Geng Dingxiang 耿定向 (1524–1596) and Li Zhi 李贄 (1527–1602), or Donglin school thinkers of the 17th century responding to the late-16th century Taizhou school, we come across an obvious example of one philosophically important, centuries-ongoing, complex web of disputes richly debating the role of feelings within Confucian moral discourse. A Confucian that every student of Chinese thought will know is the Ming period thinker Wang Yangming, accomplished as a military general, politician, calligrapher, teacher, and great scholar. Like Mengzi who, more than a millennia earlier, urged us in our efforts at living well to look inward, Wang’s focus too is subjective and asks each individual to engage in the simple and yet radical act of daily paying close attention to the workings of his or her own heart-mind. Instead of classics, canon, and rituals—all foci for Zhu Xi, who brilliantly synthesized and systematized the texts and teachings from the centuries preceding—Wang Yangming can be seen as responding to Zhu Xi and other “Learning of the Way” (Daoxue 道學)17 thinkers by calling for intuition, spontaneity, expression of the distinctiveness of each individual, and attentiveness to feeling. Where Zhu Xi’s prescription for self cultivation insists that “nothing is more urgent than a thorough study of principles (li); and a thorough study of principles must of necessity consist in book-learning …,”18 Wang Yangming points to one’s inner faculty: “pure knowing” (liangzhi 良知). Similar in kind to Wang’s “pure knowing” is Mengzi’s “original heart” (benxin 本心), Luo Rufang’s 羅汝方 (1515–1588) “infant heart” (chizhi zhi xin 赤子之心), and Li Zhi’s “childlike heart” (tongxin 童心).19 Wang Yangming conceives of “pure knowing” as a faculty, akin to heart or mind, that if clarified, unmuddied and operating well, knows right from wrong: when liangzhi is unmuddied by selfishness and the consequent turbid qi 氣, every individual will know what is morally right. There exists a clear right choice contingent on the particular context depending on person, place, and time. Wang Yangming, and the Taizhou thinkers that develop and expand his ideas, are not ethical relativists where anything goes, but rather are concerned with the particular.

“Pure knowing,” according to Wang, is like the eye, which when functioning well sees clearly, or the nose, which when unstuffed smells effectively. Wang also invokes the image of the sun that shines brightly when unobscured by clouds as a metaphor for the effective functioning of liangzhi. “Pure knowing” is an innate, moral faculty:


A person with his nose stuffed up does not smell the bad odor even if he sees a malodorous object before him, and so he does not hate it. This amounts to not knowing bad odor. Suppose we say that so-and-so knows filial piety and so-and-so knows brotherly respect. They must have actually practiced filial piety and brotherly respect before they can be said to know them. It will not do to say that they know filial piety and brotherly respect simply because they show them in words.20



The method of self-cultivation is specific to each individual. One must take on one’s “task at hand” (gongfu 功夫)—teachers teach, judges judge, scholars study, and so on—and do it well and vigilantly drive out selfish thoughts thereby clarifying one’s muddied qi and enabling one’s “pure knowing” to shine through. Guided by one’s fully functioning “pure knowing,” Wang believes individuals will choose to act and do so according to the Dao, a way of life that will follow what is prescribed in the Analects, or the Mengzi, or in the writings of Zhu Xi. That is, nurturing one’s social relationships with parents, siblings, rulers, spouses, and friends, in tune with the Confucian Classics and according to rituals part forged, part discovered from a past golden era and passed down through the generations.

Allies

Around the 16th century, a period when the internal, subjective, emotional world increasingly becomes a central subject of interest among literati,21 a branch of adherents to Wang Yangming’s teachings grew and thrived: within this branch were thinkers including Wang Longxi 王龍溪 (1498–1583), Luo Jinxi 羅近谿 (Rufang 汝方, 1515–1588), and Wang Bi 王襞 (1511–1587), son of Wang Gen 王艮 (ca. 1483–1540). Wang Gen was a native of the city of Taizhou, a town roughly 100 miles east along the Yangzi river from the Ming period capital Nanjing, and founded the school bearing the name of his natal home,22 the Taizhou School, the most “radical,” “left-wing” branch of the Wang Yangming school of Confucianism. Son of a salt maker who never sat for a civil service exam, Wang Gen was widely known for declaring “the streets are full of sages.” He believed all individuals could become cultivated individuals, not only scholars and not just through book study. The moral task was to attend to one’s everyday affairs. Like Wang Yangming, Wang Gen was at times in derogatory tones referred to as a “Buddhist.”

Taizhou-school thinkers wrote about time-honored Confucian themes including rituals, classics, and the Five Relations, often turning conventional ways of conceiving these ideas on their head. Wang Yangming wrote:


Even words from the mouth of Confucius, if one seeks in one’s mind and finds them to be wrong, dare not be accepted as true. … Even words from the mouth of an ordinary person, if one seeks in one’s mind and finds them to be correct, dare not be regarded as false.23



One focal point in philosophical disputes of this time was the heart-mind. Luo Rufang referred to this faculty as “the heart of the infant.” Akin to the early Confucian thinker Mengzi, he believed moral right and wrong was found by exercising one’s individual heart-mind, which would lead each individual to an universal truth, a Dao described in the Mengzi or the Analects. One of the most colorful and vocal thinkers of the Taizhou school was Li Zhi. In his iconic essay “On the Childlike Heart-mind (tongxin 童心),” he fuses aesthetics and ethics, and masterfully uses what we today consider to be the skills of a philosopher, poet, intellectual historian, critic of fiction, and more to praise the genuine (zhen 真), the spontaneous, the simple. He writes, “We begin as children, in simplicity. The child’s mind is the beginning mind, the mind everyone has necessarily shared. But somehow this mind is lost: how indeed?”24

A study of the first line of this essay serves as an effective example of how late imperial thinkers easily and effectively worked across what we consider as boundaries of genre—poetry, fiction, philosophy, sacred texts, letter writing, and more—as well as across religious traditions, the “-isms” including Buddhism, Daoism, or Confucianism. “On the Childlike Heart-mind” begins:


In the concluding remarks to his preface for The Story of the Western Wing, the Mountain Farmer of Dragon Cave stated, “It is acceptable that those who know may not say that I still possess a childlike heart-mind.”25



The Story of the Western Wing (Xixiang ji 西廂記) is a 13th-century Yuan-period drama, widely performed and read in the 16th century. This drama ends with passion triumphant in a celebrated marriage—in contrast to the original tale, Yingying’s Story (Yingying zhuan 鶯鶯傳) from the Tang, where following one’s desires ends in tragedy. As for the “Mountain Farmer of Dragon Cave,” this is most likely a pseudonym for Li Zhi’s good friend Jiao Hong 焦竑 (ca. 1540–1620), one of the great minds of the Taizhou school and who took Wang Gen as his true teacher.26 The term “childlike heart” finds its locus classicus in the Commentary of Zuo (Zuozhuan 左傳), where it refers to the heart of a childish, immature heir to the throne. In the course of “On the Childlike Heart-mind,” Li Zhi takes us on a literary journey crossing genres and traditions and ultimately ends at a place that celebrates the expressive heart.

Neo-Confucians in the late imperial period were foremost public intellectuals, literati, scholars. The most incisive and influential engaged minds from multiple walks of life. Li’s intimate circle of conversation partners included the Yuan brothers—Yuan Zongdao 袁宗道 (1570–1623), Yuan Hongdao 袁宏道 (1568–1610), and Yuan Zhongdao 袁中道 (1570–1623)—who dominated the literary scene in the 16th century and founded the Gongan school 公安派, a literary group that espoused genuineness, spontaneity, and depth of true feeling in writing.27 Focus on the intuitive powers within each individual’s heart-mind was also evident in two of the greatest literary works of the late imperial period: The Peony Pavilion (Mudan ting 牡丹亭) by Tang Xianzu 湯顯祖 (1550–1616) and The Dream of the Red Chamber (Honglou meng 紅樓夢) by Cao Xueqin and Gao E. The interest in feelings as a moral resource takes form as a spiritual power in the former work, famously put in the preface: “Love is of source unknown, yet it grows ever deeper. The living may die of it, by its power the dead live again.”28 In this brief glimpse into conversation circles in late-Ming China, one already sees that by reading through time, across genres, and between traditions, we gain an immeasurably richer picture of philosophical concepts central to Neo-Confucian philosophy. The more we pay attention to the details of the arguments and the diverse range of voices in sustained debate with Neo-Confucian thinkers, the more nuanced our understanding and deeper our appreciation of the intellectual energy and creativity of thought articulated within late imperial Neo-Confucianism. We can once again agree with William Theodore de Bary and leave behind the unfortunate conception of Neo-Confucianism as a “dead weight from the past.”

Disputers

In the late Ming there were also significant voices debating the subject of moral development who argued otherwise and insisted that specific rituals, role-specific duties, and texts must trump subjective feelings. A look at a collection of 15 letters exchanged between two estranged friends, Geng Dingxiang and Li Zhi, gives us a glimpse into the passionate disputes with some arguing for the primacy of feelings, and others the significance of traditional rituals.29 Geng was the eldest among three brothers, all influential literati in the Ming, who themselves disagreed with each other on these matters. An adherent of the Cheng-Zhu School of Principle (Lixue 理學), he believed in unchanging principles, adhering to the Confucian Classics, and following rituals passed down through generations. In one exchange of letters, Geng Dingxiang retorts, “You say that the great person has his own bright virtue, but no great man has surpassed Confucius or Shun. … why do you perversely turn your back on [Confucius and Shun] now?”30 Li Zhi’s original accusation of Geng:


Your compulsion to act is like. … the local village schoolmaster who teaches schoolchildren in great numbers and gets few results despite very great efforts. My compulsion to act is like. … the general who deploys his soldiers to first of all capture the king, getting great results while using little efforts.31



The elder Geng brother believed in universal principles; Li argued there existed a particular right action for a specific context.

Geng Dingxiang’s objections were articulated decades later among a group of thinkers, the Donglin Academy (Donglin shuyuan 東林書院) that dominated the intellectual landscape in the early 1600s.32 Comprised of hundreds of associates, the academy takes its founding date of 1604 from the establishment of a permanent site for discussions on learning (jiangxue 講學) by Gu Xiancheng 顧憲成 (1550–1612), his brother, and Gao Panlong 高攀龍 (1562–1626). One scholar vividly refers to members as neo-orthodox “goody goodies,”33 an uncompromising group of Confucian scholars devoted to principle whose primary aim was to restore a strict form of ethics in society and government. Gu Xiancheng, like other members, conceived of scholars like the Yuan brothers, Jiao Hong, and especially Li Zhi, as having lost all sense of right and wrong and promoting unbridled expression of raw desires. Gu’s motto was to be “careful” (xiao xin 小心), in contrast to “spontaneous” (ziran 自然).34 He identified as a follower of the teachings of Wang Yangming, but he believed scholars in his time had recklessly misread the great teacher. He urged individuals to reflect on the responses within their own hearts and minds, but insisted this must be done with reverential attention to the Classics and ritual. He argued for an ethics that resembled more closely that of Mengzi or Zhu Xi than that of Wang Yangming in that his was an universal ethics, rather than one particular to time and place.

Allies in the Qing Period

The Qing period is dominated by the school of Evidential Scholarship (kaozheng xue 考證學) with thinkers who valued the empirical, the intellectual, and the useful. Even in this “a-metaphysical” age,35 important voices on the subject of feelings as a moral resource did not disappear. A prime example is Dai Zhen 戴震 (Dai Dongyuan 東原, 1724–1777), a gifted philologist and arguably the best known thinker in the Qing. Like Gu, Gao, and others from the Donglin school, Dai saw himself as writing against the errors committed by many late Ming scholars who he considered “mad” (kuang 狂), overtaken by feelings, engaged in self-reflective philosophical “empty talk,” as opposed to the useful and concrete, and tossing out standards of right and wrong. At the same time, Dai Zhen was concerned about those scholars, many from his own time, who had gone too far in the other direction, devaluing feelings, holding too fast to logic and external evidence. His ethics worked to restore feelings as a central resource for living life well.

In Dai’s most famous work, An Evidential Commentary on the Meanings of Terms in the Mengzi (Mengzi ziyi shuzheng 孟子字義疏證), he writes of feelings: “while the desires cannot be fully indulged, they cannot be eliminated either.”36 Unlike Wang Yangming, who believed following one’s full functioning heart-mind, “innate knowing,” produces the right action at the right time, Dai Zhen argued that one needed to slowly cultivate an initial good instinct. The twin capacities of sympathetic concern and the intellectual ability to weigh factors would lead one to the correct action. Sympathetic concern absolutely required that one reflect upon, cultivate, and hone and shape one’s own desires, including selfish ones, to understand how others felt.37

Classics 經

In 1766, a man who would become known as a towering philosopher of history, Zhang Xuecheng 章學誠 (1738–1801), met his elder contemporary Dai Zhen, who at that time was visiting Beijing to lecture and sit for the civil service exams. That same year in a letter to a cousin, Zhang admiringly writes of Dai: “And so I was shocked when Dai Dongyuan of Xiuning shook his fist and exclaimed, ‘Regardless of whether they specialize in scholarship or literary pursuits, students today never really read anything!’ ”38 Like Dai Zhen, Zhang Xuecheng believed that expert, well-trained, meticulous reading of the Classics is crucially important to moral cultivation. Where Dai also wrote at length about moral psychology and sympathetic concern (shu 恕) cultivated through the process of comprehending one’s own desires and feelings, in contrast Zhang is concerned about historical context. Zhang, deeply impressed by Dai, nevertheless criticizes him: “In both [Dai Zhen’s] textual work and his original composition, the writing is clear and strong and effectively conveys his views. But the historical style of writing is not his forte, and he certainly does not understand how to compile local gazetteers.”39 Why this great concern with the writing of local history? Zhang believed that the Six Classics themselves are history and is known for his provocative assertion: “The Six Classics are all history.”40 As Zhang saw it, the Dao was most fully realized in the Zhou period of ancient times and documented in these historical texts. In order to make the right moral choices, one must be deeply sensitive to historical context as well as—and here he sounds to some degree like Dai Zhen—imagine oneself into the perspective of historical figures. To do this, one must cultivate the virtues of a historian, including intellectual skill developed through training for the vocation, the ability to understand one’s own heart and therefore one’s own biases in judgment, and the capacity to maintain a balanced, neutral view in thinking about historical events. Only when one sensitively and deeply understands the nuanced context of a particular moment can one know right from wrong, and thereby act with true compassion and make good moral choices. Comparing Zhang Xuecheng to Wang Yangming, it is evident that both believe there exists a right action, particular to context. Wang believes the untainted heart-mind, one’s pure knowing, can tell us right from wrong. Zhang, in contrast, insists that only with intellectual and affective understanding of a particular historical context can one make the right moral choice. Both differ from a thinker such as Zhu Xi, who inclined toward the belief that the Dao could be found in a canon of books, the Four Books, the great, timeless works read and studied in a specific prescribed way.

Family 家

Family is a central good in the Confucian tradition. One of the earliest Confucian texts, the Great Learning, begins: “ … wishing to govern their states well, they first established harmony in their family, wishing to establish harmony in their family, they first cultivated themselves …”41 Who is considered “family”? And how are the relations within a family prioritized? If we begin with an early Confucian classic such as the Mengzi, we find references to the virtue of filial piety (Mengzi 5A4), the religious imperative of bearing children (4A26), relations between brothers (7A15), and that between husband and wife (5A1). Whereas Mengzi insists we should begin by loving and benefiting our own parents, and then grow our filial capacity by “extending” that moral sense to other relationships, others argue differently.

Throughout Chinese history, Confucians have debated the substance of the Five Relations at times rethinking the substance of the relations, at other times reprioritizing the dyads whether placing the father-son42 or the husband-wife43 relation first among the five. In the late Ming, a number of thinkers rally around the egalitarian and chosen friend-friend relation as the most important, and in this way radically decenter the idea of “family”44 in that either the traditional family is less central to a life lived well, or the friend-friend relation is at the heart of a newly imagined “family.” At least one Confucian thinker goes beyond reforming and instead argues for abolishing the traditional family. The late-Qing reformer Kang Youwei 康有為 (1858–1927) in his The Book of Great Unity (Datong shu 大同書) envisions a utopian world where “if we wish to attain one world of complete peace and equality, we must abolish the family”: children are cared for by professionals, and husbands and wives are bound through limited-term contracts.45 Though seeming to wholly jettison traditional Confucian ideals, at the heart of Kang’s worldview still remains the Confucian commitment to social ties. The exclusive parent-child bond is diminished in power in order to serve a greater good in which other social relations can be strengthened. Human ties that bind people to each other in the form of the family is central throughout the Confucian tradition; what changes are conceptions of what constitutes membership within a family and the prioritizing of the relations. While Mengzi placed the father-son relation and the related virtue of filial piety at the center, a number of later Ming and Qing Confucians chose to elevate the ties between humans as equals.

In the recent past, scholars have often labored to demonstrate that Confucianism, the way of the scholars or Ruxue, ought to be understood as a “religion” or a “philosophy.” Others have taken on this challenge and further argued that such categories ought to be expanded and restructured to accommodate worldviews, including Confucianism, beyond simply Western philosophy or Christianity. There are good reasons and much to gain from applying and revising imported categories of analyses and thereby, among other benefits, expanding contemporary Western discourse and bringing Chinese thought into a global conversation.46 Yet different projects require different tools of study, and in this chapter, I have argued for the merits of studying late imperial Confucianism on its own terms, using native philosophical and literary categories, and placing the ideas within the context of a rich local cultural history. Applying native categories in the study of late imperial Confucianism readily reveals a complex, textured, and dynamic tradition, and exposes the depictions of Neo-Confucianism as brittle, rigid, stifling, as a “strait-jacket on the Chinese mind” to be itself strange, unfamiliar, and misleading.
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CHAPTER 14

Imperialism, Reform, and the End of Institutional Confucianism in the Late Qing

Kai-wing Chow

The last seventy years, 1841–1911, of the Qing Dynasty (1644–1911) was beyond dispute the most momentous watershed in the history of Confucianism, Chinese culture, and China as a civilization. It was a period of profound transformation both in ideologies and socio-political structures, and a most prominent trend was the progressive decline of Confucianism. Its descent was in part the result of the inability of the Qing government to resist imperialist encroachment, and in part the rivalry and heightened tension between different hermeneutical traditions of Confucian Classics in response to internal decline and external challenges. This was also a period when “institutional Confucianism” came to an end as it lost its thousand-year-old institutional anchors—the civil service examination and the imperial monarchy.1 The late Qing was a time when Confucians began seeking wisdom from the West in earnest. Protestant missionaries were a major source of Western learning, hence Confucians’ efforts in reform implicated Christianity in a complex relationship. There were other sources of Western ideas introduced through secular channels. The closing decades of the Qing dynasty also ushered China into a period when the field of cultural production underwent drastic structural transformation. New print media, modern technologies of communication (letterpress and lithography) and foreign producers of knowledge (missionaries) not only created new positions in the field of cultural production but also changed the hierarchy of literary authority.2 As bearers and proponents of dominant culture of Western powers, missionaries came to undermine indigenous producers, including Confucian scholars, as major sources and authority of knowledge production. It was in the new media—newspapers and journals—that Confucians strove to comprehend and come to terms with new ideas such as race, nation, revolution, science, democracy, and liberalism.

Confucians from the Opium War through the early decades of the twentieth century went through three phases of transformation: seeking Confucian justification and insights from Confucian Classics for political and institutional reforms; rethinking the relationship between the culture of the “Chinese people” and the state; and envisioning the role and future of Confucianism in a global world of nations dominated by Western cultures. The three phases witnessed concomitantly the progressive decline of the authority of Confucian Classics and the culmination in the iconoclastic movement in the New Culture Movement in the decade following the 1911 Revolution. The scholars who were paramount in their influence and intellectual creativity were Wei Yuan 魏源 (1794–1857), Yan Fu 嚴復(1854–1921), Kang Youwei 康有為 (1858–1927), and Zhang Binglin 章炳麟 (1869–1936). Their intellectual endeavors were, in different phases and manners, emblematic of Confucians’ attempts to wrestle with this wide array of issues. Through their writings and translations, they sought to introduce and reconcile ideas and values from the West with those of China.

Four sets of issues were central to the thinking of major Confucian thinkers in the late Qing: first, Western sciences, their origins and their relation with Confucianism; second, the nature of Confucianism in relation to Christianity; third, reform of the political system and the future of China’s polity; and finally, the politics in forging a “nation” for the modern Chinese state. These four sets of issues were introduced through translated taxonomy centered on the concepts of “religion” (zongjiao 宗教), constitutional monarchy (junzhu lixian 君主立憲), “race” (zhong 種), and “nation” (minzu 民族). All Confucians since the late Qing had to come to terms with these critical and often perplexing issues mediated through multilingual translations, involving foreign languages, especially English and Japanese.

Confucianism before the Opium War: Ritualism and Statecraft Learning

On the eve of the Opium War (1839–1842), the powerful currents of Confucian ritualism that had surged in the early Qing continued to inform Confucian learning in the early Daoguan 道光 (r. 1820–1850) period.3 The ascendance of Han Learning from the mid-Qianlong reign polarized Confucian scholars into the Han Learning (Hanxue 漢學) and Song Learning (Songxue 宋學) camps whose polemics dominated the scholarly scene through the Daoguang reign. The Confucian tradition revered by Qing scholars were in fact that of Xunzi 荀子, whose influence was paramount among Confucians in the Western Han, especially in discourses on ancient rites-institutions (li 禮). Most Confucian scholars in the Qing endorsed a Xunian view of human nature, stressing the critical role of rites-institutions (li) in molding “physical nature” (qizhi 氣質).4 The first few decades of the nineteenth century witnessed the revival of New Text Classics (Jinwen jing 今文經), especially the Gongyang Commentary (Gongyang zhuan 公羊傳), a result of the continual attempts to retrieve the meanings of ancient institutions through philological and textual studies.5

In fact, the first wave of reform ideas came from Confucian scholars who invoked the authority of the Gongyang Commentary to justify reform proposals in response to problems conceived conventionally as statecraft learning (jingshi zhi xue 經世之學). A few of those with interest in statecraft like Wei Yuan 魏源 (1794–1857), Bao Shichen 包世臣 (1775–1855), and Gong Zichen 龔自珍 (1792–1841) advocated reform along the lines of traditional statecraft.6 Notable was Wei Yuan who as a secretary (muyou 幕友) of He Changling 賀長齡 (1785–1848), administrative commissioner of Jiangsu, compiled the Anthology of Writings on Statecraft of the Imperial State (Huangchao jingshi wenbian 皇朝經世文 編) in 1825–1826. He later assisted Lin Zexue 林則徐 (1785–1850) in collecting information about the British prior to the outbreak of the Opium War. The consequent publication of the Gazetteer of Maritime Countries (Haiguo tuzhi 海國圖志) embodied the reform vision of the first generation of Confucians whose diagnosis of China’s weaknesses and recommended solutions centered upon learning from the West science and technology.

Wei Yuan, who studied the Gongyang Commentary on the Spring and Autumn Annals under Liu Fenglu 劉逢祿 (1776–1829), was convinced that the only area in which China was inferior to Western powers was technology, especially those related to the military. His recommendation for strengthening China’s power involved primarily the “adoption of superior technologies of the foreigners in order to deal with them” (shi yi zhi changji yi zhi yi 師夷之長技以制夷).7 Confucians like Wei Yuan still had great confidence in Confucianism and the Qing government’s ability to adopt changes to amend the shortcomings of the Qing government.

Wei Yuan’s formula of reform gained the ear of the officials involved in suppressing the Taiping uprising. Officials like Li Hongzhang 李鴻章 (1823–1901), Zhang Zhidong 張之洞 (1837–1909), and Zuo Zhongtang 左宗棠 (1812–1885), convinced of the technological superiority of Western powers, championed adoption of Western technology. This approach to reform betrayed their steadfast confidence in the Chinese moral and socio-political order, which unequivocally manifested in the celebrated motto “Chinese learning as substance and Western learning as application” (zhongti xiyong 中學為體西學為用) made popular by Zhang Zhidong.8 But this formula of reform implemented in the Self-Strengthening Movement since the 1860s proved to be disastrously inadequate when China suffered humiliating defeat at the hands of the Japanese in the Sino-Japanese War, 1894–1895.9 Confucians began to seek wisdom and tutelage from the Westerners, especially the British and American missionaries, hence ushering in a phase when Chinese literati looked to the West for solutions to their quandaries.

Before the Opium War, British merchants and missionaries being kept out of Canton city had to resort to printing to “enlighten” and educate the Chinese. Europeans—both missionaries and merchants—resorted to dissemination of information about Europe in order to change the Chinese impression of them so that trade could be improved and proselyting facilitated. They conducted an information war on Qing China through the use of print. The founding in Canton of the Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge in November 1834 was emblematic of the concerted efforts of the British merchants and missionaries to break the Qing barrier to information from outside China.10 This information war, however, failed while the gunboat policy succeeded in forcing China to trade with the British under the latter’s terms.11 But the Opium War hardly changed the mind of Chinese officials about Confucianism as the dominant system of values.

Since the opening of treaty ports, the field of cultural production was transformed as new forms of literary media such as newspaper and journals published by foreign merchants and missionaries began to circulate in and beyond the treaty ports.12 New technologies of information production and circulation such as the printing press and lithography were introduced into the treaty ports. Since 1843 with the founding of the London Missionary Society Press 墨海書館 in Shanghai, Anglo-American missionaries continued the strategy of Robert Morrison by resorting to printing as a major means of proselytizing.13 During the Self-Strengthening Movement, more publications were produced by missionaries and merchants. Major ideas of Western democracy, representational forms of government, elections, liberties, equality, and rights were introduced to the Chinese when William Alexander Parsons Martin translated Henry Wheatons’s Elements of International Law into Wanguo gongfa 萬國公法. In Shanghai Church News 教會新報 (1868), edited by Young John Allen 林樂知 (1836–1907), was changed to The Globe (Wangguo gongbao 萬國公報) in 1874. Two years before, William Alexander Parsons Martin 丁偉良 (1827–1916) published Peking Magazine 中西聞見錄 in Beijing.14 Between 1815 and the outbreak of the Sino-Japanese War in 1894, 70% of the Chinese-language newspapers were created by missionaries for the purpose of proselytization. The various reform ideas of the missionaries had been circulating in new media ready to burst into the political scene. The Chinese press was radically transformed and the reform vision of the missionaries became the major source of diagnosis of and solutions for China’s problems after 1895.

The Sino-Japanese War proved that the Protestant missionaries had been right in promoting Western learning. Missionaries offered to the Confucians a reform vision that required the adoption of a constitutional form of government and Christianity. Missionaries like Timothy Richard argued that Christianity was the foundation of the wealth and power of Western countries. Young J. Allen and Timothy Richard 李提摩太 were instrumental in shaping the reform vision of the Chinese. During the Sino-Japanese War, a serialized translation of Robert Mackenzie’s History of the Nineteenth Century 泰西新史攬要 was published in The Globe. It provided a general account of the political systems, economies, education, culture, and history of Western countries. In the preface, Timothy Richard introduced the book as “the medicine for saving the people, a citadel for protection the country, and precious jade for elimination of poverty” 救民之良藥， 保國之堅壁， 療貧之寶玉. In brief, it provided prescriptions for all the problems China faced. This reform vision exerted great impact on Kang Youwei and his reformist followers.

Kang Youwei: Constitutional Monarchy and Confucianism as a State Religion

Frustration and anger fueled political activism of examinees who began organizing study groups to discuss politics and reform. Kang emerged as the most important leader among the young activists.15 He founded the Society for Learning to be Strong (qiangxue hui 強學會) in 1895 in Beijing, with a membership that included influential officials like Zhang Zhidong, Yuan Shikai 袁世凱, Sun Jianai 孫家鼐, and missionaries such as Timothy Richard and Gilbert Reid 李佳白. Zhang Binglin also joined the society and became involved in the reformist movement.

From the beginning, the reformists operated under the tutelage of the missionaries. Kang Youwei had subscribed to The Globe as early as 1883, and his reform ideas did draw heavily on the missionaries’ vision. His overall reform ideas, however, cannot be limited to those popularized by the missionaries. Kang’s political thought continued to be oriented toward the Confucian tradition, and Kang remained a staunch Confucian.

In 1898, Kang Youwei published a treatise entitled A Study of Institutional Reform by Confucius 孔子改制考. In his view Confucius “was a sage who advocated reform” 孔子變法之聖人也. His treatise was written to unveil how Confucius undertook reform in response to resistance to change. Drawing on the Gongyang Commentary on the Spring and Autumn Classic, Kang Youwei formulated a theory of linear history that passed through three phases: “era of chaos” (juluanshi 據亂世), “era of approaching peace” (shengpingshi 升平世), and “era of great peace (taipingshi 太平世). China in the present time had reached the “era of chaos” with a monarchical system. Reform was required to move China to the next phase where China would be governed by a constitutional monarchy, and finally, to the final phase of a republican form of democracy. This political vision merged the Gongyang’s three-phase theory of history with liberal democracy. By placing the late Qing in the second phase, he prioritized the task of constructing a modern Chinese nation-state with a constitutional monarchy. Convinced by the missionaries that the wealth and power of the West were inseparable from Christianity, on July 10, 1898, Kang memorialized the Guangxu emperor, urging him to proclaim Confucianism as the state religion and to convert all temples and shrines into schools, where Confucius would be worshiped.16

While he was concerned about political reform as a pressing solution to Western aggression, his political vision was not narrowly nationalistic but cosmopolitan, projecting a mutated form of Confucian Tianxia. Kang re-envisioned the future of Confucianism as a utopia, embracing all races and peoples within the Great Unity (Datong 大同). Constructing the Chinese nation-state was imagined as a necessary stepping stone toward establishing an ideal cosmopolitan community.17 Kang Youwei’s reformism developed in connection with his re-assessment of Confucian tradition in terms of ritualism. He considered “Confucian learning in the past two thousand years had been nothing but the teachings of Xunzi (二千年學者皆荀子之學也).”18 Such an overall characterization of Confucianism could not be comprehended without recognizing the dominance of Xunian Confucianism that stressed the centrality of rite-institutions (li) throughout the Qing period.

The outcome of the Sino-Japanese War had given great impetus to the growth of political reformism within and without the government. Preserving the country (baoguo 保國) and the “race” (baozhong 保種) overshadowed all other concerns. After the coup ended the transient Hundred Day Reform in September of 1898, Chinese literati split into two camps: the reformists led by Kang Youwei and Liang Qichao who called for the creation of a constitutional form of government and the revolutionaries, revolving around Sun Yatsen and Zhang Binglin, who advocated overthrowing the Manchu regime.19 They engaged in ideological battle over whether the Manchus should be overthrown and whether they constituted one of the several ethnic groups (zu族) of the “Chinese nation.” This debate transpired in a unique ideological nexus involving European concepts of Social Darwinism, “race,” and indigenous discourse of lineage (zongzu 宗族).

Reform and Western Learning: Yan Fu’s Secular Approach to the Quest for Wealth and Power

In the wake of the Sino-Japanese War, the European concept of “race” became a critical idea in the mental mapping of China’s struggle against imperialist powers. Missionaries were not the only source for the introduction of Western ideas. Another important source was furnished by the Qing government, which created bureaus for translation and sent students abroad to study during the Self-Strengthening Movement. One of the students, Yan Fu, was instrumental in introducing to the Chinese new concepts and theories such as “race,” “evolution,” Social Darwinism, and sociology.20 The translations by Yan Fu can be considered a secular channel for Western ideas to enter China. Yan Fu, a student sent by the Qing government to England to learn naval science, graduated from the Royal Naval College, Greenwich, in 1879. Shocked by the devastating defeat of China in 1895, he published a series of articles in Zhibao 直報, a newspaper in Tientsin, to express his sense of concern about the prospect of the destruction of the country.21 In his essay “On the Origin of Power” (Yuan qiang 原強) he referred to Darwin’s idea of “survival of the fittest” as a way to explain how “races” (zhong 種) and countries fought for survival.22 For him, the Chinese were fighting for survival in a “War of Races” (zhongzhan 種戰).

Yan Fu’s vision of reform was similar to that of Kang Youwei, stressing the key role of political reform as fundamental change to save the country. But unlike Kang, Yan Fu perceived individual liberties and democracy, not Christianity or religion, as a means to advancing the wealth and power of the nation.23 He championed “liberties as essence and democracy as function” (ziyou wei ti, minzhu wei yong 自由為體，民主為用). He believed a constitutional monarchy was the key in the pursuit of wealth and power.

While considering liberties of the individual important, Yan nonetheless argued for the priority of preserving the liberties of the country. In 1897, his translation of Evolution and Ethics by Thomas Huxley (1825–1895) began publication as a serial entitled On Evolution (Tianyan lun 天演論) in a Tianjin journal, Guomin huibian 國聞彙編. The text introduced the major concept of evolution and its application to the study of societies. Through Yan Fu’s translation, Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution became a household word.24 He popularized the Spencerian notion of “social organism” with his translation of Herbert Spencer’s A Study of Sociology 群學肄言 in 1903. As noted earlier, Xunzi’s view of moral cultivation and the central role of li (rites-institutions) was predominant among Qing Confucians since the early Qing. Xunzi’s strain of Confucianism was evident in his translation of Spencer’s sociology.

In Yan’s writings, the nature of China’s resistance against European encroachment was understood through a Social Darwinian lens. China’s struggle for survival against the European imperial powers was conceptualized as a “War of the Races” between the Yellow Race and the White Race. European imperialism was justified as the successful story of the White Race’s creation of modern nations that were able to subjugate inferior races in the natural selection process of survival of the fittest. Through Yan’s translation, the dual meanings of race as lineage and race as type were merged in the Chinese term zhong 種 or the neologism zhongzu 種族. This new way of conceptualizing unity and affinities of peoples grafted a new concept onto an indigenous discourse.

Kang Youwei expressed admiration for Yan Fu’s learning and the concept became the framework for his reformist polemics against revolutionaries like Zhang Binglin. It is important to bear in mind that unlike Kang Youwei, Yan Fu’s justification for change was not anchored in Confucian Classics. Its rationale came entirely from the imported theory of Social Darwinism. Both Kang and Yan, however, true to their Confucian orientation, were not narrowly nationalistic; they did not lose sight of the future in which their cosmopolitanism would materialize. In a letter to Liang Qichao, “On Preserving Confucian Teachings” (Baojiao lun 保教論), Yan said, under such precarious circumstances, he would pursue change to transform the country even at the risk of sacrificing Confucianism. At this stage, Yan, like Zhang Taiyan and many other Confucians, chose to emphasize the priority of preserving the country. But Yan Fu remained a Confucian, as is evident in the letter he sent to the Society for Preserving National Learning (國學保存會) in 1905 and in his involvement in the establishing Confucianism as a state religion in 1912.25 As Benjamin Schwartz has aptly observed, Yan Fu remained “a traditional gentleman no matter however far his ideas on general political and social issues may stray.”26

A Confucian Revolutionary: Zhang Binglin and the Forging of the Identity of Hanzu

The abortive Hundred Day Reform was a critical juncture when political activists polarized into revolutionaries and reformists. In September 1898, Kang’s brief appointment in the government and his reform programs adopted by the Guangxu emperor came to an end. Kang Youwei fled to Japan, and continued to advocate reform, with unwavering loyalty to the Manchu emperor. Zhang Binglin fled to Japan in 1899 and became the ideological leader of the revolutionaries where he openly advocated overthrow of the Manchu regime.

Zhang Binglin became a key leader in the nationalist movement but his role in the movement was more ideological than political. He was the first to articulate an anti-Manchu ideology.27 Central to the revolutionary ideology was the concept of Hanzu 漢族 (Han lineage-race) he formulated, which was critical in creating an ideological wedge between the Manchus and Han Chinese. The revolutionaries had to overcome an ideological obstacle—the idea of “War of the Races” that had been popularized by Yan Fu. Within the Social Darwinian world view, China’s bitter struggle against Western encroachment was understood in terms of the “Yellow Race” struggling against the “White Race” for survival. Within the framework of war of the races, the Manchus assuredly belong to the “Yellow Race” and hence an important ally of Han Chinese in fighting against the “White Race.” Such a belief incapacitated any ideological attack aiming at toppling the Manchu regime. Zhang, availing himself of indigenous discourses, including lineage, Confucian Classics, and historical narratives, constructed a new collective identity to expunge the Manchus. The dual meanings of race as lineage and race as type were grafted onto the Chinese word zhong 種.28 Zhang argued that although Manchus and Han both belonged to the Yellow Race, the two in fact were different sub-races (zu 族) and the Manchu race had been oppressing the Han race. Unless the Manchu regime was overthrown, the Han race would perish amid imperialist encroachment.

He, however, did not regard the modern nation-state as a monolith. While pursuing the goal of wrestling power from the Manchus in order to build a modern state, he recognized the cultural and psychological dimensions of the state-building process and did not conflate modernity and Westernization. A modern Chinese state could not be a replica of the nation-state of the West. For Zhang, it was important for the Chinese to learn the history and culture of the Han people before they developed love for the Chinese nation. While he was busy mounting a rhetorical attack on the reformists, arguing for a political insurgence against the Manchus, he spared no efforts in promoting the national essence of the Chinese (guocui). “National essence” was critical in “instigating zeal for the race” (yi guocui jili zhongxing 以國粹激勵種姓). National essence for Zhang included Confucian Classical scholarship, language, history, and institutions. Of all these, history was the most important in differentiating the “Chinese” from the “aliens” (zhenbie huayi 甄別華夷).29

Rivalry between Commentarial Traditions

The split of political activists into reformers and revolutionaries after 1895 was paralleled by a deepening schism among Confucian Classical scholars. Long before his active involvement in political reform, Kang Youwei had engaged in producing polemical publications to discredit the commentarial tradition of the Old Text Classics. When he was contemplating the A Study of Institutional Reform by Confucius in 1892, he had already completed studies of what he considered spurious commentaries and Classics such as the Rites and Institutions of Zhou (Zhouli 周禮), Mao Commentary of the Book of Songs (Maoshi) 毛詩, and the Zuo Commentary on the Spring and Autumn Annals (Chunqiu zuoshi zhuan 春秋左氏傳). In contrast, Zhang Binglin aligned himself with the Old Text Classics (Guwen jing古文經) and historical studies. He began as a disciple of Classical learning under the tutelage of Yu 俞樾 (1821–1907) at the Gujing jingshe 詁經精舍 in Hangzhou. He received vigorous training in philology and Classical studies, especially in the Old Text Classical tradition. In his early years, his Classical learning incorporated expositions from the Gongyang Commentary.30 Zhang was committed to defending the Old Text Classics against iconoclastic onslaught from scholars like Kang Youwei.

Since the Hundred Day Reform, the strife between New Text and Old Text Commentarial traditions had become engrossed in ideological and political battles over a common set of imported ideas: religion, race, and nation-state. While Kang portrayed Confucius as the founder of a state religion and political reformist, Zhang Binglin regarded Confucius as a historian who sought to distinguish non-Han races from the Han race in his historical works. The racial distinction Zhang construed to exclude the Manchus from the Chinese state was at odds with Kang’s constitutional monarchy, which retained the Manchus within the polity. Kang Youwei’s dismissal of the Old Text Classics as forgeries fostered suspicion and incited counter-attacks, which in due course undermined the textual foundation of Confucianism, opening the flood gate for iconoclastic attack on Confucian culture in the early Republic period.

Conclusion: End of Institutional Confucianism

The bickering between Confucians endorsing divergent commentarial traditions was rendered inconsequential as their institutional cornerstones were removed first in 1905 when the civil service examination was abolished and then in 1911 when the imperial polity was dissolved. The progressive decline of institutional Confucianism began with the structural transformation of the field of cultural production as missionaries with new technologies of communications and command of new media culture came to wrestle authority from the Confucians who had been entrenched in the imperial system of power. Confucians gradually lost their authority in the field of cultural production and their institutional link to political power as missionaries became competing producers of knowledge and speakers for and bearers of Western knowledge of power.

Confucian culture was torn asunder from the political substrate and became a free-floating set of texts, ideas, and practices, leaving the Confucians in great despair and anxiety, uncertain of the future of their cultural tradition as they found themselves in a mutating field of cultural production in which foreign languages and Western learning became the critical symbolic capital necessary for access to power. With the unprecedented fracturing of the nexus of ideology and political structure, the late Qing period witnessed one of the most volatile, insecure, and yet creative and vibrant times when Confucians probed deeply within and without their cultural and intellectual traditions for answers and insights to cope with issues they had never encountered.
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CHAPTER 15

Confucianism in Republican China, 1911–1949

Jennifer Oldstone-Moore

Introduction

In a chapter of his iconic Source Book in Chinese Philosophy, Wing-tsit Chan opens with this observation: “Not since the third century BC have there been ‘one hundred schools’ of thought contending in China as in the twentieth century. The combination of Western thought and revolt against traditional heritage caused many intellectual currents to run in all directions.”1 This “revolt against traditional heritage” was focused most fiercely on the Confucian tradition. Throughout the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth century, Confucianism was under attack by foreign missionaries and imperialists, and increasingly by Chinese reformers and revolutionaries. By the Republican era, 1911–1949, Confucianism had been judged, reworked, and re-presented in light of a plethora of Western ideologies, religious teachings, practices, philosophies, and theories. The effort by Chinese—Confucian scholars and detractors alike—to reevaluate Confucianism in a modern China led to a series of reformulations in the Republican era that indeed ran in all directions.

Two common themes, however, connect these efforts. First, virtually all discussions of systems of thought or programs of action in Republican China, including those involving Confucianism, centered on the question of cultivating nationalism and of jiu guo 救國, or “saving the nation.” The prospect of the modern nation-state—or rather the specter of a failed nation-state—was one that motivated and haunted intellectuals, government officials, business leaders, cultural commentators, and average Chinese. Nearly everything written concerning Confucianism in this period includes an implicit or explicit assessment of the tradition’s usefulness to strengthen the fragile, nascent nation. Second, even for traditionalists the Enlightenment project of rationality, particularly science, was the dominating hermeneutic, a source of knowledge essential for saving the nation. As was the case globally, enthusiasm for science often led to scientism, the “tendency to use the respectability of science in areas having little bearing on science itself.”2 Whether advocating Confucianism as essential to a modern China, or excoriating it as the cause of Chinese backwardness, virtually all assessments of Confucianism in the Republican era were considered through the lenses of science and scientism, invoking the rational, material-focused mandate of the Enlightenment.

Confucianism of the Republican period is thus a distinctive, modern phenomenon that recast the tradition to grapple with the challenges and complexities of building a modern nation within a newly emergent global intellectual paradigm.3 In some instances, Confucianism appears as a trace or persistent element, reduced to a value such as “sincerity” or the practice of filial piety. Elsewhere, however, Confucianism is integrated as the centerpiece for crafting Chinese modernity. Throughout the Republican era, Confucianism continued to be regarded as a tradition focused on questions of metaphysical and philosophical import, on ethics, and connected to social and cultural traditions. In the later decades, however, Republican leaders crafted a unique blend of Confucian and scientistic ideas in their project to strengthen the physical vitality of individuals, and by extension, the race and nation. Particularly in the 1930s, Confucianism became the inspiration and validation for programs of militarization, mobilization, and overall physical culture that were constructed to produce hygienic, disciplined, muscular bodies. This is in stark contrast to the centuries-old Confucian ideal of the slender, physically delicate scholar who proudly bore long fingernails as mark of mental, not physical, labor.

Republican Confucianism, the Prequel: 1890s–1911

The Republican period begins in 1911, but patterns in the critique of Chinese cultural heritage were well established in preceding decades. China’s shocking defeat in the 1895 Sino-Japanese War stirred a new sense of urgency for reassessing the utility of Confucianism and Confucian-derived principles in contributing to a viable modern China.

Kang Youwei 康有為, Liang Qichao 梁啟超, and Tan Sitong 譚嗣同 represent the thinking of the Hundred Days Reform of 1898.4 All three saw value in Confucianism in its spiritual and ethical orientation; all three significantly changed key components of the tradition; all three saw the urgency of adopting Western learning while struggling to preserve the good from Chinese culture in general, and Confucianism in particular. Kang described Confucius as a reformer who pointed to a utopian future rather than one who yearned for a return to the Golden Age of antiquity. Liang was motivated especially by evolutionary theory and Social Darwinism, fearful that China would be among the weak nations that would disappear. Liang stressed that Chinese people needed to be “made new” with a strong nationalist identity to radically transform Chinese life while preserving the good of Chinese culture from the past. “The good of Chinese culture from the past” was a trope seen throughout the period, positing “Eastern [i.e., “Chinese”] spirituality” as necessary and complementary to “Western materialism.” Tan attacked the monarchy and the social structures that stemmed from the Confucian Three Bonds and Five Relationships but commended the Confucian ethic of human-heartedness, ren 仁, and reassessed it as a resource to work with Western political and philosophical expressions.5

Naturally, Confucianism was central to the protocols of conservatives of this period, but typically they, too, saw Confucianism’s sphere as that of ethics, culture, and philosophy. Conservative Zhang Zhidong 張之洞, highly criticized for his part in crushing the Hundred Days Reform, and for his support of the Manchu regime, invoked the “Eastern spirituality/Western materialism” model in his tiyong 體用 formulation denoting “Chinese learning for substance; Western learning for function.”6

Even the radical left could betray a continuing regard for elements of the Confucian tradition they longed to see destroyed. The rhetoric of Chinese anarchism, for example, inspired by the violence and terrorism that precipitated the 1905 Russian Revolution, included the vital component of “absolute ‘sincerity.’ ” Sincerity resonates with values found in the popular Chinese fiction genre of heroes and righteous outlaws, such as those found in Romance of the Three Kingdoms and Water Margin, but it ultimately has deep resonance in the Confucian tradition, suggesting that even anarchists called on “internalized neo-Confucian moral norms.”7

The Early Republican Era, 1911–1925

Reformers who had been active before the inauguration of the Republic of China (ROC) in 1911 continued to adapt Confucian ideals to establish a national culture and provide a distinctive identity like that provided by Christianity for the West and by Shinto for Japan. The most powerful voices in the Republic’s first decade, however, were those from the New Culture and May Fourth Movements, which despised Confucianism as an impediment to a modern China.

The champions of the New Culture Movement, often men who had received a traditional Confucian education as boys and youths and a Western education in the 1920s, extolled science and democracy as the means to solve all China’s problems. Confucianism was deemed at best irrelevant, but more often was criticized, for nurturing the “self-inflicted refusal to think or reason.”8 The May Fourth Movement exalted ideas of progress, advocated that tradition be discarded, and emphasized empiricism above all, rejecting Confucianism’s “authority of elders.” Hu Shi 胡适 averred that “Chinese culture should have no particular claims on China’s new culture”: nothing of Chinese tradition need remain so long as China emerged viable.9

Chen Duxiu’s 陳獨秀 1916 attack on Confucianism in New Youth Xin qingnian 新青年 magazine, the leading voice among the dozens of topical journals published in this period, was a rallying cry to eliminate Confucianism once and for all. Chen rejected all bases of Chinese traditional belief—Daoism, Buddhism, the folk tradition, and Confucianism—holding them responsible for superstition, retrograde social structures and mores, and as utterly incompatible with the two engines of modernity: science and democracy. Chen’s famous article “The Way of Confucius and Modern Life” was a call to eradicate Confucianism and the “feudal” influence of its ethics in creating oppressive social structures, arguing instead in favor of individual independence and liberal autonomy.10

These revolutionary movements typically invoked Confucianism as a foil, a moribund and oppressive remnant of the past that had to be discarded to ensure a future for the Chinese state. And yet traces of Confucianism were present in the works of even Chen and Hu, their words evoking “an evolutionary vision of natural human interdependence in a developing universe suffused with humanist purposes,”11 that is, a scientistic universe that resonated with Confucian values. Some radicals went still further in defending Confucianism. Tao Xingzhi 陶行知, who was simultaneously Confucian, progressive, and Marxist, was aligned with the radical changes of the New Culture Movement but considered Confucianism necessary for China’s cultural, political, and economic renewal.12

Conservative Pushback to New Culture Movement and May Fourth Movement

The May Fourth and New Culture period was dominated by critics of Confucianism, but as the 1920s continued, champions of Confucianism began to emerge. Foundations were laid for a new philosophical movement, “New Confucianism,” xinrujia 新儒家, which became highly visible in the 1950s and continues to thrive today.13 The forerunners and first cohort of New Confucians included Liang Shuming 梁漱溟, Zhang Junmai 張君勱, and Xiong Shili 熊十力 who shaped this neo-conservative movement that emerged in part in response to the assault on Confucianism and Chinese culture, but also reflected new-found skepticism after the First World War about the appeal of European culture.14 These neo-conservatives strove to avoid dependence on cultural resources derived from imperialist nations, seeing Confucianism as a resource not only for China but potentially for all cultures, able to contribute to the post-war “moral reconstruction of the world.”15

New Confucians, like those who earlier evaluated Confucianism’s role in changing China, continued to use the East/West bifurcation. Liang and Zhang advocated that Confucianism be employed for cultural and ethical foundations, Western learning for material concerns and applications. Liang had had a conversion experience from Buddhism to the intuitionalist Confucianism of Wang Yangming, the Ming dynasty idealist who argued for the “unity of knowledge and action.” Liang responded to New Culture and May Fourth Movement attacks on Confucianism in his widely read Eastern and Western Cultures and Their Philosophies, proposing an iteration of the combination of the spiritual aspects of the “East” (i.e., China) with Western learning for material knowledge and application.16 Liang’s agenda was pragmatic, convinced that China’s overwhelmingly agrarian and peasant culture could not adopt Western ways wholesale. He argued that the means to modernize China was rural reform under the auspices of native cultural traditions, especially Confucianism. To Liang, embodied Confucianism stemmed from self-cultivation through access of “original substance of the mind,” which was to be enacted in the world.

Zhang Junmai presented similar themes in a 1923 address at Qinghua University, initiating the “debates over science and metaphysics.” He asserted that a philosophy of life must include both metaphysics and material scientific truths but that the two were distinct, and that Chinese culture must be shaped by the superior spiritual depth (jingshen 精神) of its native philosophy.17 Like Liang, Zhang was devoted to the Confucianism of Wang Yangming, both mystical and only complete when enacted in the world. Confucian values were invoked in plans for charities that protected and married off orphaned girls; in “popular Confucian revivalism” that showed reverence for the written Chinese word and cleaned the modern urban landscape by reviving a tradition of collecting and ritually disposing of discarded scrap paper with Chinese characters on them; Confucian values were used by censorship boards determining the nature of “spiritual pollution” in films and in their advocacy advocating the remedy of traditional Confucian values instead.18 Not surprisingly, Confucianism was consistently invoked in debates over educational policy. Soon after 1912 education minister Cai Yuanpei’s 蔡元培 ministry eliminated courses in Confucian Classics from K–12 and normal schools, the Republic’s president, Yuan Shikai, quoted the Analects to validate authoritarian government tactics and articulated his version of state Confucianism. In his 1914 “Principles of Education” he declared, “Confucius takes ‘not offending against superiors and not creating disorders’ as the root of humanity” (1:2); “a [superior person] does not consider things outside his position (14:28).”19

The debate about Confucianism also extended into other, less traditional facets of Chinese life. For example, Columbia Ph.D. Huan-chang Chen argued that Confucian tradition promoted economic growth; in the 1920s, the Bank of China implemented “Confucian management,” which included a hierarchical order, a model of paternalistic employee welfare, and a business philosophy stressing collective accomplishments over individual ambition. At the Bank of China, kinship terms were used between employees, and a pocket-sized personnel handbook gave aphoristic guidance reminiscent of the Analects to promote banking excellence.20

The Nanjing Decade, 1927–1937

While the assessment of Confucianism in the first decades of the Republican era indeed showed a range of intellectual currents, the expectation held in common was that Confucianism was the contested resource when debating human character and ethics. For those who advocated integrating Confucianism with the modern state, the goal was, in essence, to create a modern “superior person,” junzi 君子, a person firm in purpose and moral commitments, socially polished and gracious, transformative by example and influence. Those who rejected Confucianism saw stifling and retrograde morality in its thought and abusive social patterns in its practice. Whether intent on enhancing or eradicating Confucianism, thinkers of this period regarded the tradition’s role as moral and intellectual, applied to social structure and ethical norms; science and “Western” modalities continued to be the presumed resource for questions of material aspects of life.

This pattern changed under Chiang Kai-shek’s presidency in the Nanjing Decade (1927–1937) when Confucianism became the resource not only for moral life, but for physical cultivation. Chiang moved to resituate Confucianism at the heart of Chinese education’s teaching of ethics, mores, and behavior. The national observance of Confucius’s birthday was mandated and school assemblies included three bows to a portrait of Confucius and singing two anthems—one honoring the sage, the other the Nationalist anthem. Students from kindergarten through post-secondary learned material from the Five Classics and Confucian ethical teachings. The leadership of the ROC was recast as the culmination of the great Confucian culture heroes; Sun Yat-sen was placed in an august lineage of sages honored in the Confucian tradition including Yao, Shun, Yu, Tang, King Wen, King Wu, Duke of Zhou, and Confucius. Sun’s “Three Principles of the People” were linked to Confucian benevolence and righteousness, and the Analects was proof-texted to validate laws proscribing student rallies and strikes and advocating the subordination of subjects.21

This aspect of Chiang’s program resonates with the traditional understanding of li 禮, “ritual” or “etiquette”, which was the pivot between learned ideals and enacted behaviors. The body and mind were not regarded in a Cartesian dualism. Instead, there was a seamlessness in the performance of li enacted through personal cultivation of morals and the adherence to social norms that linked knowledge, intention, and action. The goal of the embodied ideals was to become a superior person, or junzi, then to spread harmony through family, community, state, and universe. Traditionally the Confucian ideal of manhood was wen 文, refined cultural, intellectual, and learned values. Wen was contrasted with the less valued wu 武 or physical, martial vitality.22 What is unique in the 1930s is the application of Confucian values, specifically as the basis for the physical self-cultivation, the primary resource to develop and mobilize the muscular, disciplined bodies of individual Chinese and the Chinese nation. Wen and wu were thus brought together under auspices of Confucianism through a new understanding of the purpose of li 禮, ritual: the purpose was: physical cultivation, producing a “muscular Confucianism.”

Before this, and in contrast to the samurai ethic of Japan and muscular Christianity of the late nineteenth-century Europe and America, Confucianism had remained separate from concerns and cultivation of the vigorous, muscular, physical body. Indeed, alternate resources established in China in the early Republic recognized and addressed the need for physical toughness, and non-Confucian groups like the Boy Scouts, Youth League, Young Pioneers, and the Children’s League used physical training and indoctrination to assist in creating citizens molded to respond to patriotic and nationalistic cues.23 Under Chiang’s leadership, however, Confucianism itself became both a reason and resource for physical culture, the building and nurturing of strong capable bodies. The effete, physically weak “scholar’s body” of the Confucian literatus was now considered a national liability. The new mandate and the new component of Confucianism was to create the robust, muscular citizen who could be mobilized as a disciplined soldier, productive worker, or fertile mother.24

The New Life Movement (NLM), a “social movement with political consequences,” was the most comprehensive and far-reaching effort to use Confucianism as a primary resource of body culture and cultivation. Launched in February 1934 by Chiang Kai-shek and the Nationalist government, the NLM worked to mobilize, modernize, and discipline Chinese subjects into robust and moral Chinese citizens. The NLM was most widely promoted in the three years before the Second World War, but NLM events, literature, and gatherings continued into the late 1940s. As president of the ROC, Chiang placed himself as the leader and source of the movement, casting himself in a novel role: the Confucian soldier-scholar. Generalissimo Chiang, as he preferred to be called, was the consummate military man as well as a traditionalist devoted to Confucianism, modeling himself on General Zeng Guofan 曾國藩 of the late Qing. Zeng was instrumental in putting down the Taiping Rebellion and was dedicated to Confucian principles. Chiang’s role went well beyond Zeng’s: he was not merely a dutiful Confucian minister who was a soldier but saw himself as the self-cultivated ruler who led the people by both moral cultivation and military principles. From the beginning Chiang described the NLM as a means to militarize and discipline the people in order to endure adversity and hardship and even sacrifice their lives for the nation, and to do so in the context of a regenerated traditional morality.25

The NLM was based on four Confucian principles: li 禮, yi 義, lian 廉, and chi 恥—propriety, righteousness, discrimination, and shame.26 These principles were “brought up to date” to provide core resources for all needs of the Chinese people. Li, often described as rituals that guided familial and social interactions, were given “updated” NLM meanings of “natural law” ding lu 定律, “discipline” guilu 規律 in social affairs, and “laws and regulations” jilu 紀律 with respect to the nation. Yi 義, usually translated as “righteousness,” came to mean “proper action in accord with li”; lian was the ability to distinguish between what was li and yi and what was not; chi was understood as the sense of shame or disgust at the failure to do so.27

These “ancient” values were deemed both universal and timeless, providing structure for the basic needs of modern life. They would transform Chinese society through militarization junshihua 軍事化, productivization shengchanhua 生產化, and aestheticization yishuhua 藝術化. The NLM’s goal was to ensure traditional Confucian values reached into all aspects of every person’s life, and through Confucian values to create patriotic citizens bound together in physically and morally disciplined lives who were willing to sacrifice their lives for the nation.28

The NLM and Chiang’s presidency were a modern iteration of state Confucianism, emphasizing obligations and obedience to the state, state Confucianism reworked with an additional emphasis on producing patriotic and healthy bodies for the nation.29 Physical strength was essential to Chiang’s plans for a fascist structure to undergird China’s power. Chiang’s attraction to fascism is well documented, and to him, state Confucianism was seamless with his authoritarian intentions.30 Like many of the New Confucians, Chiang emphasized the teachings of Wang Yangming, but for him, Wang’s teachings were not limited to spiritual self-cultivation. Chiang’s understanding of Confucian “learning of the body and mind” emphasized physical formation as well as the traditional moral cultivation, and in the NLM, “Confucian” principles were applied to information about diet, sanitation, physical training, and health issues. These were connected directly to militarization and tempered bodies of the state, not merely for self-cultivation and familial harmony. Titles of NLM Association pamphlets show the breadth of the intended impact of the movement. Pamphlets were published on topical issues ranging from “New Life and Chinese Ethics,” “New Life and Fine Arts,” to “New Life and Hygienic Life,” “New Life and the Chinese Race-Lineage’s (minzu 民族) Health,” and “NLM and Citizens’ Physical Training.”31

Hygienic modernity was a critical component of the NLM’s focus.32 The NLM’s 96 Rules served as the basic NLM program for the average person, and was divided into two categories, “orderliness” zhengqi 整齊 and “cleanliness” qingjie 清潔. These rules were basic, homey admonitions such as “put waste into the garbage,” “exterminate mosquitoes,” “early to bed and early to rise.”33 In NLM literature the rules were directly connected to the development of moral modernity, personal well-being, strong armies, and a strong nation. Many New Life activities tapped into scientific and scientistic resources and vaccination, sanitation, public works, and public health were all vigorously promoted.34 Thus the materialism of the NLM extended to claims that the NLM was a modern Confucianism validated by scientific principle. In the later years Chiang’s melding of science with Confucian principles was complete when he claimed in his 1943 book China’s Destiny that the “investigation of things” from the Great Learning was the original human expression of scientific inquiry.35

Combining Confucianism, physical culture, ethics, and mobilization had significant outcomes for women’s lives in the later decades of the Republican era. New Culture and May Fourth Movements had critiqued Confucianism as unacceptably oppressive for women. They presented instead the ideal of the liberated woman, freed from the Confucian values of “great happiness, long life, many sons.”36 By contrast, in the 1930s female bodies were specifically targeted for dual protocols of morality and physical cultivation so that they would be good consumers of domestic products, loyal citizens to the nation, and able to bear and raise healthy children.37 Values of modesty, purity, obedience, and filiality were expressed in arenas of popular culture like cinema and women’s magazines, as were objections to this return to Confucian conservatism.38 Avoiding spiritual pollution was a means to bolster physical well-being, and women’s lives were circumscribed on many fronts. After a flourishing of Western fashions in the 1920s, women in the 1930s were banned from wearing revealing or “strange and outlandish women’s clothing.” Non-compliance invited official penalties and worse. A newspaper reported the death of a woman detained by police for questioning after wearing short pajama trousers while sleeping outside. Other reports told of women who dressed “inappropriately” being doused with acid by vigilante groups tacitly supported by the NLM.39 Traditional wifely duties and motherhood were “scientized” and pressed into service for the good of the nation via NLM local inspection corps and frequent propaganda.

Certainly the roots of this “muscular Confucianism” emerged from ideas originating in the late imperial age, not only hygienic modernity but also in movements surrounding the construction of race and eugenics. The “muscular Confucianism” of the 1930s was shaped in part by ideas of race-lineage (minzu 民族) that had developed in the context of fears surrounding Social Darwinism and the viability of the Chinese state. The notion of minzu melded aspects of ancient Chinese myth and cosmology to new categories of race, and the mythic Yellow Emperor was regarded as both ancient racial ancestor and national cultural symbol. Filial piety and ancestor worship were thus further embodied as they were integrated into ideas of racial cohesion, and loyalty to race was articulated as an extension to loyalty to one’s clan or lineage.40

Strength of the minzu was directly connected to fundamental Confucian values. Up to his death in 1925, Sun Yat-sen called for reactivating “minzu spirit,” in part by reactivating China’s traditional learning and traditional morality to ensure the survival of the minzu and thus the nation. In the 1930s, nationalists like Shao Yuanchong advocated unifying the minzu and thereby the nation, cultivating a national culture he saw founded on “the traditional Confucian values of benevolence (ren), knowledge (zhi), courage (yong), and loyalty (zhong).” The physical well-being and bloodline of any race must be solidified by national culture and education.41

Throughout the Republican period, discussions of race were closely connected to the emerging “science” of eugenics. Programs of eugenics were embraced as concerned Chinese looked at evidence of centuries of “cultural decadence and racial degeneration,” evident in a degraded past of footbinding and a lack of attention to modern hygienic practice, all of which had led to a weak stock of stunted Chinese with shortened lifespans. Kang Youwei, Liang Qichao, and other reformers had worked to address social ills that compromised physical vitality and also promoted programs of sterilization of those deemed inferior and plans of racial interbreeding for strong race.

The impact of Confucianism on the vitality of the Chinese body was both lauded and derided. May Fourth intellectuals saw Confucianism as perpetuating social practices that contributed to high birthrates among “low quality” individuals—the need for eugenics was proof of the need to discard Confucian tradition. But in the late 1920s and 1930s, the most visible proponent of eugenics in China, Pan Guangdan 潘光旦, claimed that social practices derived from Confucian values were actually better adapted than practices from Western culture to effectively produce a healthy, vigorous Chinese race and nation. Like a number of reformers, Pan saw China as a “sickly youth struggling to grow into a strong mature man,” and held that national character and cultural resources were the key to Chinese eugenics.42 Pan distinguished between natural selection and “cultural” selection, and was concerned with the ways that Western ideas and culture had compromised natural selection in China. Intent on limiting procreation of “lesser” classes and increasing the birthrate of intellectuals and elite, Pan held that aspects of Chinese methods of cultural selection, methods that were deeply connected to the implementation of Confucian values, worked best. For instance, traditional families with patriarchs choosing marriage partners meant selection was likely to be wiser because it was not based on individual whim. Pan considered polygamy—decried as an evil of Confucianism not only by Western missionaries but also by leftist reformers—to be beneficial to racial viability as it was only practiced by families of means and status, and thus favored and encouraged elevated birthrates among the elite.43

Pan was concerned that by contrast, Western ideas, culture, and imperialist incursions had disrupted natural selection in China and weakened Chinese vigor. He claimed that Western medical hygiene helped the weak survive, and that Western individualism and concepts of romantic love had weakened social and communal bonds.44 Peasant life contributed to strong bodies; high birth rates and population growth were “naturally” balanced by high rate of mortality. Thus for Pan, who argued for “cultural selection” over natural selection, fundamental principles of Confucian-based culture had maintained the Chinese race over the millennia, and could still be applied to a program of modern eugenics, particularly in the preference of family over individual; the emphasis on filial piety and “wholesome procreation”; and the traditional marriage system with arranged marriages and low divorce rates. In texts advocating both eugenics and racial identities, the Analects was proof-texted to validate the claims and their lineage.45

Thus in the 1930s, thinkers and reformers continued to claim and reclaim Confucianism as a plumb line of authenticity of good or ill. The diversity of Republican Confucianism and the complexity of its applications was apparent in the era’s movements, theories, and ideologies. Whether championed and excoriated, Confucianism was consistently regarded as a resource for mores and ethics; to this was added a novel application of Confucian ideals as a resource to develop physical culture, changing and strengthening Chinese bodies to preserve culture and nation.
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Chapter 16

Confucianism in Taiwan

The 20th and 21st Centuries

Chun-chieh Huang

Introduction

In greater cultural China, Taiwan is the Chinese community par excellence. Throughout its long span of history, Taiwan can best be metaphorized as a palimpsest upon which the successive ruling authorities, be they the Dutch (1624–1662), the Ming under Koxinga’s reign (1661–1683), the Qing Manchus (1683–1895), the Japanese (1895–1945) or the Republic of China (ROC, 1945–), carry a huge eraser to wipe out the footprint left by the preceding regime. However, the history of Taiwan as the apex of the development of maritime China may also be characterized as a symphony in which modern Western values, predominantly democracy, have been negotiated and incorporated within Chinese culture and society. This particular historical background and socio-cultural ambiance have much to do with the development of Confucianism in postwar Taiwan.

Since its arrival on the island of Taiwan in the 17th century, Confucianism had some interaction with the Austronesian culture of the aboriginal people. It also served as an ideological weapon for Taiwanese intellectuals against the Japanese rulers in the colonial days (1895–1945).1 Moreover, Confucianism has been the major native system of thought within three spectrums of postwar Taiwan’s cultural scene, namely, (a) tradition versus modernity, (b) inland China versus maritime China, and (c) indigenous versus international cultures.2 As a native mode of thinking, Confucianism in Taiwan harbors traditional values, derived from mainland China, while striving to cope with challenges from Western culture.

Three Outstanding Facets of Confucianism in Postwar Taiwan

Three salient features of Confucianism in postwar Taiwan can be readily observed. In the first place, after the retrocession of Taiwan to the Chinese administration of the ROC in 1945 until the lifting of martial law in July 1987, Confucianism was used and abused as the orthodox political ideology of the Chinese Nationalist (Kuomintang 國民黨, KMT) government. In this particular period of political oppression under the KMT, Confucianism functioned as “state Confucianism”3 through the state-edited high school textbook of the Basic Texts of Chinese Culture (Zhongguo wenhua jiben jiaocai 中國文化基本教材, hereafter referred to as Basic Texts), which included the Analects (Lunyu 論語), Mencius (Mengzi 孟子), the Great Learning (Daxue 大學), and the Doctrine of the Mean (Zhongyong 中庸) as the primary classical texts. The 1986 edition of the textbook set, which was edited based on The Dao Runs through the Four Books (Sishu Daoguan, 四書道貫) by the KMT political figure Chen Lifu (陳立夫, 1900–2001), was the most representative case of “state Confucianism” in postwar Taiwan. Through manipulation of the content of Confucian thought and distortion of the logic of its argument, this version of the textbooks combines the sayings of both Dr. Sun Yat-sen (孫中山, 1866–1925) and Chiang Kai-shek (蔣介石, 1887–1975) with some discussion of the Confucian Classics and identifies Confucian philosophy with official KMT ideology, namely, “Three Principles of the People” (sanmin zhuyi 三民主義). In this official interpretation of Confucianism, a perennial stress upon the cultivation of one’s moral self, representative of both Confucius and Mencius, totally disappeared.4 Instead, the textbooks stressed that “advancing in our understanding of the importance of implementing the Three People’s Principles (Nationalism [min zu 民族], Democracy [min guan 民權], and the People’s Livelihood [min sheng 民生]) would be helpful in the enterprise of defending and restoring the nation.”5

In manipulating classical Confucianism to serve contemporary political purposes, the author of the Basic Texts betrayed the pristine political ideal of Confucius (551–479 BCE) and Mencius (371?–289? BCE). The arguments in the Basic Texts manifested constantly what might be called “misplaced contextuality.” In the world of thought in Confucius and Mencius, the pacification and management of the world was made possible by “self-cultivation (xiushen 修身).” However, the author of the Basic Texts urged the submission of the “self” to the then political authorities of the KMT government.

The “state Confucianism” that served as KMT political ideology in the four-decade period before 1987 when martial law was lifted exhibited strong conservatism in endorsing the status quo and political authority of that time.6 The vitality and dynamism characteristic of the Confucian tradition, particularly in Confucius and Mencius, became blurred. However, the course on the Basic Texts for Chinese Culture, officially required in high school in those days, ironically and unexpectedly laid a very solid foundation for a better understanding of traditional Chinese culture for youths in postwar Taiwan. The significance of this became especially evident when mainland China was embroiled in the Great Proletariat Cultural Revolution in the period between 1966 and 1976. In that era, Taiwan was regarded as “a laboratory of Chinese culture”7 and stood out as a beacon of Chinese culture as a whole.

The second outstanding feature of Confucianism in postwar Taiwan lies in its being re-interpreted by a group of scholars who were identified as the “contemporary New Confucians.” Among them, Tang Junyi (唐君毅, 1908–1978), Xu Fuguan (徐復觀, 1902–1982), and Mou Zongsan (牟宗三, 1909–1995) were the major proponents of Confucianism in the turbulent time after 1949 in Hong Kong and Taiwan. The “New Confucians” in Hong Kong and Taiwan were all inspired by their spiritual mentor Xiong Shili (熊十力, 1885–1968) and therefore were labeled as the “second generation” of New Confucians. From a historical perspective, they shared at least two things in varying degree. First, their scholarship on Confucianism was deeply imbued with their profound concern with the changes taking place in mainland China after 1949 when the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) took over China. They had inherited the time-honored ideal of world management in the Confucian tradition when they envisioned the future of China. Second, they shared a “cultural conservatism”8 generated by nationalism, yet their cultural nationalism was a kind of “historical ethno-symbolism.”9

Tang Junyi and Mou Zongsan were philosophers while Xu Fuguan was primarily an intellectual historian. Tang’s philosophical stance was inclined to idealism or what might be called “moral intuitionism,”10 and Mou made an effort to merge Kant’s philosophy with Song-Ming Neo-Confucianism.11 In contrast with Tang and Mou who acted as pure scholars, Xu was involved in politics before the age of 50. Among the second generation of new Confucians, Mou Zongsan and Xu Fuguan taught at Taiwan Normal University and Tunghai University respectively. All of the postwar Taiwan New Confucians were concerned, in varying degrees, with the unfolding of the moral self. The New Confucians, Mou and Xu in particular, insisted that the autonomy of one’s moral self can be attained through self-cultivation. Each and every one, the New Confucians held, had “free will.” They went further to argue that through free will, one derives one’s freedom and one’s own inborn moral awareness. Nevertheless, “this infinite nature is not defined by the existence of God, but by the organic, structurally defined wholeness of the subject (in the sense of the moral self) with all physical and metaphysical elements of being.”12

Among his numerous works on Chinese philosophy,13 Mou Zongsan’s most systematic re-exposition of Confucian philosophy are found in Substance of Mind and Substance of Nature (Xinti yu xingti 心體與性體, 1968)14 and From Lu Xiangshan to Liu Jishan (Cong Lu Xiangshan dao Liu Jishan 從陸象山到劉蕺山, 1979).15 He offered his interpretation of Chinese philosophy in Features of Chinese Philosophy (Zhongguo zhexue de tezhi 中國哲學的特質, 1963),16 which was a collection of his early lectures in Hong Kong, and Nineteen Lectures on Chinese Philosophy (Zhongguo zhexue shijiu jiang 中國哲學十九講, 1983),17 which was a collection of his lectures in Taiwan at National Taiwan University (NTU).

Mou was noted for his perceptive classification of Song-Ming Neo-Confucianism. According to Mou, the Northern Song Confucian master Cheng Yi (程頤 Yichuan 伊川, 1033–1107) began to depart from the conventional teachings of Zhou Lianxi (周濂溪, 1017–1073), Zhang Hengqu (張橫渠, 1020–1077), and Cheng Mingdao (程明道, 1032–1085); and Zhu Xi kept firmly to the new tradition initiated by Cheng Yi. Mou argued further that the school of Hu Wufeng (胡五峰, 1105–1161) and Liu Jishan (劉蕺山, 1587–1645) was a tradition directly descended from masters Zhou Lianxi, Zhang Hengqu, and Cheng Mingdao, unifying the Analects, the Mencius, the Doctrine of the Mean (Zhongyong), and the Commentaries of the Classic of Changes (Yizhuan 易傳) into an objective novelty. In contrast, the school of Lu Xiangshan (陸象山, 1139–1193) and Wang Yangming (王陽明, 1472–1529) subsumed the Yizhuan and the Zhongyong under the Analects and the Mencius in order to achieve a subjective novelty. Centered on these four classics, this was the orthodoxy of pre-Qin Confucianism and the great tradition of Song-Ming Neo-Confucianism.18

Xu Fuguan was a man of versatility. Before his 50th birthday, Xu was deeply engaged in politics in the days of turmoil during the civil war (1945–1949). As a political assistant to Chiang Kai-shek, Xu made acquaintance with leaders of the Chinese Communist Party, including Mao Zedong (毛澤東, 1893–1976), Zhou Enlai (周恩來, 1898–1976), and others. An essayist, poet, and columnist, Xu was primarily an intellectual historian who approached Confucianism from a historical perspective. His re-interpretation of Confucianism was, to a large extent, a reflection of the political fluctuation in China in the latter half of the 20th century. “Without the pressure of anti-Chinese culture in the 1950s, without the pressure of anti-Confucianism in the 1960s,” he stated, “I would not have had the key to understanding the ideas of the Greats of antiquity; never would I have been able even to initiate such a laborious attempt.”19

Among Xu’s publications, the most important works on the development of Confucianism include a volume on the theories of human nature in classical Confucianism (1969)20 and a three-volume magnum opus on the intellectual history of the Former and Later Han Dynasties (published in 1974–1979).21 Under Xu’s moving pen, Confucianism was depicted as “a cluster of ideas that seeks to bear responsibility for humanity by confronting real human life head-on.”22

Throughout his many writings about Confucianism, Xu stressed that Confucians aimed not only at interpreting the world but also changing the world. His epitomization of “concerned consciousness” (yuhuan yishi 憂患意識) in the Confucian tradition was most innovative among the ideas of his new Confucian contemporaries. In Xu Fuguan’s eyes, Confucians were not those residing in their studio contemplating abstract philosophical ideas. Rather, Confucians boldly faced the oppression of monarchy while singing the song of victory for the people.23

On the basis of the enormous scholarship articulated by the “second generation” New Confucians, Confucianism as an academic field continues to develop in 21st-century Taiwan. From the year 2000, when a team of scholars at NTU initiated the “Research Project on the Interpretation of Confucian Classics in Early Modern East Asia” (2000–2004), the number of scholars working in this field has been growing steadily. In the past two decades, this East Asian research project has developed in stages, culminating as the “Program of East Asian Confucianisms” (2011–). Meanwhile, NTU Press has published several series of books on “East Asian Confucianisms” and East Asian culture. Nearly 200 books have been published in these NTU Press series, and many have been reprinted in simplified-character editions in mainland China.

As compared to the 20th-century New Confucians who studied Confucianism on a “state-centric” basis, the 21st-century Taiwanese scholars have promoted the study of “East Asian Confucianisms” from a transnational, multilingual, transcultural perspective. To some extent, the new study of Confucianism from an East Asian perspective may be regarded as a reaction against the Western domination of Chinese scholarship in the 20th century, when many East Asian scholars of the humanities and social sciences were influenced by academic paradigms borrowed from America or Europe. These earlier scholars extrapolated ideas from humanities and social sciences theories that were based on Euro-American experiences and applied them uncritically to their East Asian studies, cutting and trimming the data to fit inappropriately imported paradigms. Because “the West” stood as the “Procrustean bed” in the back of these scholars’ minds as they engaged in their research, only East Asian phenomena that were similar to or comparable with European or American experiences were treated seriously by them. For this reason, “Thinking from East Asia” has stood out by its emphasis on the importance of studying Confucianism from an East Asian perspective.

“East Asian Confucianisms” underscores the fact that despite the rich variety of localized manifestations of “East Asian Confucianisms,” there is a distinctive regional “wholeness” of shared intellectual and ethical components that are held in common. Further, since “East Asian Confucianisms” exists in the midst of, and not over and above, the cultural exchanges and interactions among the East Asian countries, it cannot be regarded as a single, fixed, unchanging ideology that originated and was rigidly defined over 2,600 years ago on the Shandong (山東) peninsula in China. Since the year 2000, the intention underlying the study of “East Asian Confucianisms” in Taiwan academia “is not to find in Asia a ‘Reflexive Orientalism’ to counteract Western studies, much less a self-absorbed and self-assertive so-called ‘national learning’ or guoxue (國學).”24

This new study of Confucianism in 21st-century Taiwan has been very much fascinated with two developments in the history of Confucianisms in East Asia: (a) the emergence of tensions and fusions between Chinese Confucian values and the specific characteristics of other regions such as Korea, Japan, and Vietnam; and (b) the duality of cultural and political identity exhibited within East Asian Confucianisms among non-Chinese Confucians.25 The study of Confucianism in Korea, Japan, and Vietnam explores the inseparability and tension between cultural and political identity in the minds of Confucian scholars in these countries.

More recently, a number of scholars affiliated with the Foundation of Chinese Culture for Sustainable Development (中華文化永續發展基金會, Zhonghua Wenhua Yongxu Fazhan Jijinhui) in Taiwan have been striving to draft the “Wang Dao Sustainability Index (WDSI).” The so-called Wang Dao (王道, Kingly Way) in contrast with Ba Dao (霸道, hegemonic Way) is the core value of Mencius’s political philosophy. These Taiwanese scholars are making an effort to convert the Wang Dao from an abstract political ideal of Confucians into a set of quantifiable, standardized, and concrete indices so as to compare and evaluate the performance of countries throughout the world. With this WDSI, these Taiwanese scholars intend to influence the development of the world toward a more sustainable goal that entails Confucian values.

The third distinctive aspect of Confucianism in postwar Taiwan lies in the fact that Confucianism has been “lived” as a way of life in the grassroots civil society of Taiwan. Ever since the 17th century, Chinese immigrants have brought Confucian values to Taiwan. Confucianism has been a source of cultural strength for Taiwan. During the Japanese colonization of Taiwan between 1895 and 1945, indigenous intellectuals lectured on the Analects of Confucius to criticize the Japanese ruling authority. After World War II, a work ethic imbued with Confucian tradition contributed to the rapid economic development of Taiwan, which was the first and foremost among the so-called Four Small Dragons in East Asia in the latter half of the 20th century. In the early 21st century, the donations given by the everyday people of Taiwan to the August 2008 earthquake victims in Sichuan (四川) province, China,26 and to survivors of the March 2011 earthquake, tsunami, and nuclear disaster in Fukushima (福島), Japan, amounted to the highest in the world.27 All these indicate that the everyday people of Taiwan bear what Mencius (372–289 BCE) called “a heart that is sensitive to the suffering of others.”28

As Confucian values have been preserved so well and pervaded so deeply in Taiwan’s civil society, all of the major Buddhist monasteries and folk religions in Taiwan promote the reading of the Four Books. For example, the Zhong Tai Chan (Zen) Monastery (中台禪寺) in central Taiwan printed the 17th-century monk Ouyi Zhixu’s (蕅益智旭, 1599–1655) Annotations of the Four Books to promote the confluence between Confucianism and Buddhism. Another Buddhist monk, Richang (日常法師, 1929–2004), the founder of the Bliss and Wisdom Educational Park (福智教育園區) in Yunlin (雲林) County, lectured to his disciples on the Analects from 1993 to 1994 as a stepping stone to the study of Buddhism. In 2007, Master Zheng Yan (證嚴法師, 1937– ), leader of the Buddhist Tzu Chi (Ciji) (Compassion and Relief) (慈濟) Association, promoted a mass movement for Confucius’s doctrine of “subduing oneself and returning to decorum.” The Tzu Chi Association also has been disseminating Confucianism on TV and radio broadcasting networks in Taiwan and mainland China.

In sum, postwar Taiwan Confucianism was a tripod with three distinctive pillars, namely, the KMT political ideological apparatus, the New Confucian scholars and philosophers, and the Buddhist promotion of traditional Confucian texts and values. Although Confucianism as ideology was intended to strengthen the prevailing KMT ruling authority and therefore was criticized by scholars and students, it ironically laid a solid foundation of Confucianism for high school students at that time. In comparison, the New Confucians preached and developed Confucian doctrines in academia while the Buddhist groups disseminated Confucian values to grassroots society. In contrast with the official Confucianism as promoted by the KMT authorities, the Confucianism disseminated by Buddhist sects and folk religions was civil Confucianism. If we refer to the Confucianism articulated by the New Confucians as “élite Confucianism,” we are warranted in simultaneously calling civil Confucianism “popular Confucianism.”

“Confucian Democracy” as Envisioned by New Confucians in Postwar Taiwan

“Nowadays,” as Xu Fuguan powerfully announced in 1980 when he was 76 years old, “true Confucians must make a definite contribution to the construction of democracy.”29 Indeed, the central concern of New Confucians in postwar Taiwan was the possibility of “Confucian democracy.” Mou Zongsan and Xu Fuguan were the two major architects who constructed the theories of “Confucian democracy.” Mou’s and Xu’s articulations of “Confucian democracy” may best be discussed on the basis of the keywords employed by each.

The most innovative term used by Mou Zongsan in his theory of “Confucian democracy” is the “self-negation of moral consciousness” (liangzhi zhi ziwo kanxian 良知之自我坎陷).30 According to Mou, moral consciousness or “innate knowledge” (liangzhi) cannot transform itself into outer knowledge of the social and physical world directly. This transformation requires “self-negation” of “innate knowledge” so as to allow it to become inclusive of outer knowledge. In accordance with the logic of this thinking, Mou argued further that the “synthetically rational spirit” in Confucianism and Chinese culture must negate itself so as to transform itself into the “analytically rational spirit” necessary for democracy and science.31 According to Mou, Confucianism and Chinese culture subscribed to what he called “functional/intentional presentation of reason” while Western culture emphasized the “constructive/extensional presentation of reason.”32 As Ming-huei Lee aptly explained, “The functional expression of reason is for Mou a type of intellectual intuition, where the relationship between the subject and the object is expressed as one of subordination. The structural expression of reason then is a conceptual form of thought, where the relationship between subject and object is expressed as one of coordination.”33Therefore, Mou asserted that the development of democracy from Confucianism required a dialectical process of the “self-negation of moral consciousness” to transform the “functional/intentional presentation of reason” into the “constructive/extensional presentation of reason.”34

Xu Fuguan’s reflections on the possibility of “Confucian democracy” centered upon a key concept, which he termed as “contradiction of the dual subjectivities (erzhong zhutixing de maodun 二重主體性的矛盾).” According to Xu, the subject of politics in Confucian philosophy was “the people.” Confucian political philosophy is people-centered and aims at bringing peace to the people and the world. However, in the political reality of imperial China, the power center was the emperor who was the only subject considered of real importance within politics. Xu Fuguan called this particular phenomenon the “contradiction of the dual subjectivities” in Chinese history.

Xu insisted that Confucian political philosophy shared much common grounds with the basic principles of democracy. Xu indicated that the relationship between the emperor and the people in Confucian political philosophy was a sort of contractual relationship established on the basis of the people’s consent. Therefore, Confucianism recognized people’s “right to revolt.” The Son of Heaven (tianzi 天子) was obliged to provide for his people, to love them and to feed them. In the Confucian world of political thought, so-called “righteousness” meant the respect for people’s rights. Therefore, all the political activities were for the people’s interest vis-à-vis the ruler’s interest. Moreover, Confucians advocated moral governance, which meant the rulers had to behave appropriately and become exemplary models. Confucianism insisted that “All under Heaven” was not the emperor’s private property. The final goal of governance was to love and nurture the people.35 The above picture of Confucian political philosophy as reconstructed by Xu Fuguan is similar with what George Lakoff (1941– ) has called the “nurturant parent model.”36

Xu Fuguan boldly announced that Confucianism needed some transformation before “Confucian democracy” could be developed. Xu said:


First of all, individual political independence must be achieved, which may lead to promoting a community of interest that surpasses the individual. By establishing the concept of individual rights, further refinement will subsequently be possible through rites. Finally, it is necessary to begin with the governed instead of beginning with the governors, and thus introduce a stage of individual self-awareness that has not yet existed in Chinese history. The Confucian spirit thus renewed will consolidate the foundation of politics. In turn, the establishment of democratic politics will confer on Confucian thought an objective form.37



In his articulation of “Confucian democracy,” Xu Fuguan stressed that the social foundation of “Confucian democracy” was the “owner-cultivator” class of the farming society. This was Xu’s insight, and it was deeply imbued with his interpretation of traditional Chinese culture. The picture of Chinese culture as depicted by Xu Fuguan was a tripod that comprised three outstanding elements, namely, its autocracy, its rural society, and its Confucianist philosophy of world management.38 In contrast with Mou Zongsan who considered “Confucian democracy” as a kind of purely theoretical reasoning, Xu Fuguan noticed the importance of the social foundation of “Confucian democracy.” This contrast characterizes not only the difference between Mou as a philosopher and Xu as an intellectual historian, but also the contrast between Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) as interpreted by Mou and Karl Marx (1818–1883) who was an inspiration to Xu. The contrast between Mou and Xu can also be taken as the contrast between metaphysics and political economy. All of this reveals the actual diversity beneath the seeming unity of New Confucians in postwar Taiwan.

From a historical perspective, Mou’s and Xu’s visions of “Confucian democracy,” insightful as they were, had blind spots and invite further reflection. Among many considerations, the most important questions that New Confucians must consider seriously include (1) how to protect the rights of individual citizens in “Confucian democracy,” which was baptized in the spirit of strong communitarianism; (2) the role of the middle class in the development of “Confucian democracy”; and (3) how to keep in check those who control power. All these issues need to be addressed before a so-called “Confucian democracy” can be fully developed.

Conclusion

The leitmotif running through the history of Confucianisms in East Asia has been the idea of world management (jingshi 經世) based on what Xu Fuguan termed “concerned consciousness.” Confucianism in Taiwan is not an exception. All of the three currents of thought in Confucianism in postwar Taiwan, namely, Confucianism as political ideology, as academic discourse, and as a way of life, aimed at not only interpreting but also changing the world. From this point, I would like to make two concluding remarks.

First, Confucianism is anything but an “intellectual pastime” to be played by hermits in isolation from the world. Confucianism is a powerful spiritual source that consoles the frustrated souls of everyday folk. Confucianism was used by Taiwanese intellectuals as a weapon to fight against the Japanese colonizers. After the retrocession of Taiwan in 1945, Confucianism was a fountainhead for the strong work ethic driving Taiwan’s economic development. The vitality and dynamism of Confucianism exhibited itself in the New Confucian scholars under the oppressive rule of the KMT regime before Taiwan’s democratization. In the 21st-century age of globalization, Confucianism in Taiwan academia has gained new momentum in the study of “East Asian Confucianisms” and the drafting of the “Wang Dao Sustainability Index.”

Second, in sync with the resurgence of China in the 21st century, Confucianism has become more and more important. In the grassroots society of mainland China, the sprouts of Confucianism have been growing to become a towering tree. Although some Taiwanese politicians have been striving for “de-sinicization” in the cultural arena in recent years, Taiwan’s civil society has been profoundly infused with Confucian values. As I have argued elsewhere, “for Confucianism, humanness entails inalienable dignity, inherent sociality, and ecological mutuality, with each facet entailing the other two.”39 It may not be too far-fetched to expect that Confucianism may serve as a common ground of communication and exchange among the people on both sides of the Taiwan Strait. One can even envision that Confucianism may render humanness, dignity, and ecological mutuality for Greater China as a whole in the 21st century and beyond.

Notes

1.Chao-ying Chen, “Development of Confucianism in Taiwan: From the Seventeenth to the Twentieth Century,” Contemporary Chinese Thought 41, no. 1 (Fall 2009): 10–27.

2.Stevan Harrell and Chun-chieh Huang, “Introduction: Change and Contention in Taiwan’s Cultural Scene,” in Stevan Harrell and Chun-chieh Huang, eds., Cultural Change in Postwar Taiwan (Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press, 1994), 1–18.

3.Ambrose Y. C. King, “State Confucianism and Its Transformation: The Restructuring of the State-Society Relation in Taiwan,” in Wei-ming Tu, ed., Confucian Traditions in East Asian Modernity: Moral Education and Economic Culture in Japan and the Four Mini-Dragons (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1996), 228–243.

4.Chun-chieh Huang, “Confucian Thought in Postwar Taiwanese Culture: Form, Content, and Function,” Contemporary Chinese Thought 41, no. 1 (Fall 2009): 28–48.

5.Chen Lifu, ed., Zhongguo wenhua jiben jiaocai 中國文化基本教材 [Basic Textbooks of Chinese Culture] (Taipei: National Institute for Compilation and Translation, 1983), vol. 6, 94–95.

6.Chun-chieh Huang, “The Conservative Trend of Confucianism in Taiwan after World War II,” Contemporary Chinese Thought 41, no. 1 (Fall 2009): 49–69.

7.Chen Shao-Hsing 陳紹馨, “Taiwan as a Laboratory for the Study of Chinese Society and Culture,” in Zhongyang Yanjiuyuan Minzuxue Yanjiuso Jikan 中央研究院民族學研究所集刊 Bulletin of the Institute of Ethnology Academia Sinica, no. 22 (Autumn 1966): 1–14.

8.Benjamin I. Schwartz, “Notes on Conservatism in General and in China in Particular,” in Charlotte Furth, ed., The Limits of Change: Essays on Conservative Alternatives in Republican China (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1976), 20.

9.Anthony D. Smith, Nationalism: Theory, Ideology, History (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2010), 60–63.

10.Thomas Fröhlich, Tang Junyi: Confucian Philosophy and the Challenge of Modernity (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 2017), 138–143.

11.Ming-huei Lee, Confucianism: Its Roots and Global Significance (Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 2017), chap. 1, 13–25.

12.Jana Rošker, The Rebirth of the Moral Self: The Second Generation of Modern Confucians and their Modernization Discourses (Hong Kong: The Chinese University of Hong Kong Press, 2016), 211.

13.Mou Zongsan, Mou Zongsan xiansheng chuanji 牟宗三先生全集[Complete Works of Mr. Mou Zongsan] (Taipei: Linking Publishing, 2020), 33 vols.

14.Mou Zongsan, Xinti yu xingti 心體與性體 [The Substance of Mind and the Substance of Nature] in Mou Zongsan xiansheng chuanji, vol. 5–7. First edition published by Zhengzhong shuju in 1968..

15.Mou Zongsan, Cong Lu Xiangshan dao Liu Jishan 從陸象山到劉蕺山 [From Lu Xiangshan to Liu Jishan] in Mou Zongsan xiansheng chuanji, vol. 8. First edition published by Taiwan xuesheng shuju in 1979..

16.Mou Zongsan, Zhongguo zhexue de tezhi 中國哲學的特質 [Features of Chinese Philosophy] in Mou Zongsan xiansheng chuanji, vol. 28. First edition published by Taiwan xuesheng shuju in 1963..

17.Mou Zongsan, Zhongguo zhexue shijiu jiang 中國哲學十九講 [Nineteen Lectures on Chinese Philosophy in Mou Zongsan xiansheng chuanji, vol. 29. First edition published by Taiwan xuesheng shuju in 1983..

18.Mou, Xinti yu xingti, in Mou Zongsan xiansheng chuanji, vol. 5, 52–53. Cf. my Taiwan in Transformation: Retrospect and Prosepct (New Brunswick and London: Transaction Publishers, 2014), 79.

19.Xu Fuguan, Liang Han sixiangshi 兩漢思想史 [Intellectual History of the Two Han Dynasty] (Taipei: Taiwan xuesheng shuju, 1979), vol. 3, 3–4.

20.Xu Fuguan, Zhongguo renxinglun shi: Xian Qin pian 中國人性論史：先秦篇 [A Historical Essay on Chinese Human Nature: The Pre-Qin Period] (Taipei: Taiwan Commercial Press, 1969).

21.Xu Fuguan, Liang Han sixiangshi, vol. 1 (Taipei: Taiwan xuesheng shuju, 1974); Liang Han sixiangshi, vol. 2 (Taipei: Taiwan xuesheng shuju, 1976); Liang Han sixiangshi Vol. 3 (Taipei: Taiwan xuesheng shuju, 1979).

22.Xu Fuguan, Rujia zhengzhi sixiang yu minzhu ziyou renquan 儒家政治思想與民主自由人權 [Confucian Political Thought and Democracy, Liberty and Human Rights], ed. Hsiao Hsin-i蕭欣義 (Taipei: Bashi niandai chubanshe, 1979), 39–40.

23.Chun-chieh Huang, Xu Fuguan in the Context of East Asian Confucianisms, trans. Diana Arghirescu (Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 2019).

24.Chun-chieh Huang, East Asian Confucianisms: Texts in Contexts (Göttingen and Taipei: V&R Unipress and NTU Press, 2015), 19.

25.Huang, East Asian Confucianisms, 16 and 19.

26.According to the report of Xinhua News Agency 新華社 on April, 29, 2009, the donation to mainland China from Taiwan was about 6.7 billion CNY.

27.According to Asahi Shimbun朝日新聞 (April 4, 2013), the donation to Japan from Taiwan was about 29.2 billion Japanese yen.

28.D. C. Lau, trans., Mencius (Hong Kong: Chinese University Press, [1979] 1984), vol. 1, 2A6, 67–69.

29.Xu Fuguan, “Rujia jingshen zhi jiben xingge ji qi xianding yu xinsheng (The Fundamental Nature of Confucian Spirit, Its Limits and Its New Life),” in Rujia zhengzhi sixiang yu minzhu ziyou renquan, 66.

30.Mou Zongsan, Cong Lu Xiangshan dao Liu Jishan 從陸象山到劉蕺山 [From Lu Xiangshan to Liu Jishan] in Mou Zongsan xiansheng chuanji, vol. 8, 201–208, esp. 206–207.

31.Mou Zongsan, Lishi Zhexue歷史哲學 [Philosophy of History] in Mou Zongsan xiansheng chuanji, vol. 9, 195–203.

32.Mou Zongsan, Zhengdao yu Zhidao 政道與治道 [Principle of Legitimation and Principle of Governance] in Mou Zongsan xiansheng chuanji, vol. 10, 58, 155.

33.Ming-heui Lee, “Wang Yang-ming’s Philosophy and Modern Theories of Democracy: A Reconstructive Interpretation,” in his Confucianism: Its Roots and Global Significance, chapter 5, 85.

34.Cf. Ming-huei Lee, “Building Democracy: the Theory and Practice of Contemporary New Confucianism,” trans. Tze-ki Hon, in Tze-ki Hon and Kristin Stapleton ed., Confucianism for the Contemporary World (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2017), 81–90.

35.Xu Fuguan, “Xunzi zhengzhi sixiang de jiexi (The Analysis of Xunzi’s Political Thought),” in Xueshu yu zhengzhi zhi jian 學術與政治之間 [Between Scholarship and Politics] (Taipei: Taiwan xuesheng shuju, 1980), 199–220.

36.George Lakoff, Moral Politics: How Liberals and Conservatives Think (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996), 35.

37.Xu Fuguan, Xueshu yu zhengzhi zhi jian, 59–60.

38.Huang, Xu Fuguan in the Context of East Asian Confucianisms, Chap. 2, 32–79.

39.Chun-chieh Huang, Taiwan in Transformation: Retrospect and Prospect (New Brunswick and London: Transaction Publishers, 2014), 88.

Selected Bibliography

Chen, Chao-ying. “Development of Confucianism in Taiwan: From the Seventeenth to the Twentieth Century.” Contemporary Chinese Thought 41, no. 1 (Fall 2009): 10–27.

Chen Lifu, ed. Zhongguo wenhua jiben jiaocai 中國文化基本教材 [Basic Textbooks of Chinese Culture]. Taipei: National Institute for Compilation and Translation, 1983.

Elstein, David. Democracy in Cotemporary Confucian Philosophy. New York and London: Routledge, 2015.

Fröhlich, Thomas. Tang Junyi: Confucian Philosophy and the Challenge of Modernity. Leiden: E. J. Brill, 2017.

Huang, Chun-chieh. Xu Fuguan in the Context of East Asian Confucianisms. Translated by Diana Arghirescu. Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 2019.

Huang, Chun-chieh. East Asian Confucianisms: Texts in Contexts. Göttingen and Taipei: V&R Unipress and NTU Press, 2015.

Huang, Chun-chieh. Taiwan in Transformation: Retrospect and Prospect. New Brunswick and London: Transaction Publishers, 2014.

Huang, Chun-chieh. “Confucian Thought in Postwar Taiwanese Culture: Form, Content, and Function.” Contemporary Chinese Thought 41, no. 1 (Fall 2009): 28–48.

Huang, Chun-chieh. “The Conservative Trend of Confucianism in Taiwan after World War II.” Contemporary Chinese Thought 41, no. 1 (Fall 2009): 49–69.

King, Ambrose Y. C. “State Confucianism and Its Transformation: The Restructuring of the State-Society Relation in Taiwan.” In Wei-ming Tu ed., Confucian Traditions in East Asian Modernity: Moral Education and Economic Culture in Japan and the Four Mini-Dragons. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1996, 228–243.

Lee, Ming-huei. “Building Democracy: the Theory and Practice of Contemporary New Confucianism.” Translated by Tze-ki Hon. In Tze-ki Hon and Kristin Stapleton, eds., Confucianism for the Contemporary World. Albany: State University of New York Press, 2017, 81–90.

Lee, Ming-huei. Confucianism: Its Roots and Global Significance. Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 2017.

Lee, Ming-huei, ed. Dangdai xin rujia renwu lun當代新儒家人物論 [Essays about Outstanding Personalities of New Contemporary Confucianism]. Taipei: Wenjin chubanshe, 1994.

Mou, Zongsan. Lishi Zhexue 歷史哲學 [Philosophy of History] in Mou Zongsan xiansheng chuanji, vol. 9. Taipei: Linking Publishing, 2020.

Mou, Zongsan. Mou Zongsan xiansheng chuanji 牟宗三先生全集 [Complete Works of Mr. Mou Zongsan], 33 vols. Taipei: Linking Publishing, 2020.

Mou, Zongsan. Zhengdao yu Zhidao 政道與治道 [Principle of Legitimation and Principle of Governance] in Mou Zongsan xiansheng chuanji, vol. 10. Taipei: Linking Publishing, 2020.

Mou, Zongsan. Zhongguo zhexue shijiu jiang 中國哲學十九講 [Nineteen Lectures on Chinese Philosophy] in Mou Zongsan xiansheng chuanji, vol. 29. Taipei: Linking Publishing, 2020.

Mou, Zongsan. Cong Lu Xiangshan dao Liu Jishan 從陸象山到劉蕺山 [From Lu Xiangshan to Liu Jishan] in Mou Zongsan xiansheng chuanji, vol. 8. Taipei: Linking Publishing, 2020.

Mou, Zongsan. Xinti yu xingti 心體與性體 [The Substance of Mind and the Substance of Nature] in Mou Zongsan xiansheng chuanji, vol. 5–7. Taipei: Linking Publishing, 2020.

Mou, Zongsan. Zhongguo zhexue de tezhi 中國哲學的特質 [Features of Chinese Philosophy] in Mou Zongsan xiansheng chuanji, vol. 28. Taipei: Linking Publishing, 2020.

Rošker, Jana. The Rebirth of the Moral Self: The Second Generation of Modern Confucians and Their Modernization Discourses. Hong Kong: The Chinese University of Hong Kong Press, 2016.

Xu, Fuguan. Xueshu yu zhengzhi zhi jian 學術與政治之間 [Between Research and Politics]. Taipei: Taiwan xuesheng shuju, 1980.

Xu, Fuguan. Liang Han sixiangshi 兩漢思想史 [Intellectual History of the Two Han Dynasties]. Taipei: Taiwan xuesheng shuju, 1979. First published as 3 vols., Taipei: Taiwan xuesheng shuju, 1974, 1976, and 1979.

Xu, Fuguan. Rujia zhengzhi sixiang yu minzhu ziyou renquan儒家政治思想與民主自由人權 [Confucian Political Thought and Democracy, Liberty and Human Rights]. Taipei: Bashi niandai chubanshe, 1979.

Xu, Fuguan. Zhongguo renxinglun shi: Xian Qin pian 中國人性論史:先秦篇 [A Historical Essay on Chinese Human Nature: The Pre-Qin Period]. Taipei: Taiwan Commercial Press, 1969.


CHAPTER 17

Confucianism in Mainland China

Tongdong Bai

Groundwork: The Republican Era

Through much of traditional Chinese history, Chinese considered themselves the center of the human civilization. There were occasional military defeats, usually by horse-riding nomads from the hinterlands, but to rule China, apparently, the conquerors had to adopt the Chinese way of politics and life. Confucianism, as the official ideology of the state for much of imperial China, was considered to contain “universal values,” values any civilized people would adopt. But this perception changed after defeats in the nineteenth century by Western powers and then the Japanese: this time, the conquerors seemed to prevail on account of better technologies, better political institutions, and even better culture. Confucianism was blamed as a root cause of a weak China, and to radicals, China needed to “smash down Confucianism” (打倒孔家店) in order to embrace democracy and science based on a new culture.

The Chinese Nationalist Party (KMT/Kuomintang or GMD/Guomindang) that controlled China in the first half of the twentieth century was an anti-traditionalist and Leninist party. But in order to distinguish itself from the even more radical Chinese Communist Party (CCP), the KMT would sometimes present itself as the legitimate heir and a protector of the tradition, and Confucian institutions and values on the grassroots level were not intentionally attacked by the KMT. But many elites did attack the tradition. For example, though apparently a scholar of traditional subjects, Hu Shih 胡适 turned a living tradition into dead, museum objects with the slogan, “sorting out the old things of the [Chinese] nation” (整理国故).1 This partly explains an apparently paradoxical phenomenon in the greater China: many experts on Chinese traditions are themselves often staunch anti-traditionalists.

Fu Sinian 傅斯年, a follower of Hu, was openly hostile to a philosophical approach to Confucianism. It is partly due to his legacy that Academia Sinica (moved to Taiwan after 1949) did not have an Institute of Philosophy until the late 1980s. The contemporary scholar Zheng Jiadong郑家栋 argues that Fu was once interested in philosophy, and he changed his attitude because of his disgust toward the kind of philosophy he encountered, German philosophy.2 Those who embraced the philosophical approach to Confucianism, interestingly, often shared Fu’s misplaced identity between (Western) philosophy and German philosophy. This legacy from the Republican era would shape the approach to Confucianism in the People’s Republic.

The Cultural Desert: The First Thirty Years in the People’s Republic

In 1949 the CCP took over China, and Confucianism was openly rejected as the “dross of feudal despotism” (封建专制的糟粕). Confucian institutions and values were thoroughly attacked at every level, culminating in the Cultural Revolution. Any attempt to approach Confucianism as a live and viable tradition was completely suppressed because only Marxism could be approached as such.3 Liang Shuming梁漱溟 was a rare exception who fared better than other Confucians due to his close ties with Mao before the Communist takeover, and the fact that his idea of “village construction” (乡村建设) resonated somewhat with CCP’s agenda. But even he soon fell out of favor due to the personal and ideological conflicts with Mao and Maoist projects. Fung Yu-lan 冯友兰 (spelled as “Feng Youlan” in pinyin), an important Confucian philosopher in the twentieth century, had been invited to stay in the United States during a visit but rejected the offer because he felt that Confucianism was regarded as a curiosity item in a museum.4 But soon after he returned in 1947, he could only study Confucianism through the “Marxist” lens as described by the Soviet and then Chinese authorities, that is, only as a dead object in the new “Marxist/Communist museum.” Even worse, this dead object was completely destroyed during the Cultural Revolution, and Fung himself was involved in the destruction projects, such as the notorious liang xiao梁效 group.

Generally speaking, in the first thirty years of the People’s Republic of China (PRC), any study of Chinese philosophy had to use the “two pairs of opposites” method introduced by the Soviet ideologue Andrei Alexandrovich Zhdanov, and as a result, the history of Chinese philosophy was analyzed and reconstructed as battles between materialism and idealism, and between dialectics and metaphysics.5 The linguistic, classical, and historical studies of Confucianism fared a little better, because most of them already took Confucianism as a dead (and bad) object in a museum from a previous age, and these studies became a not-so-green oasis in an otherwise cultural desert. The philosophically minded could retreat to the study of German idealism, one of the few areas of philosophy the authority deemed important because of its close connection to Marxism. As mentioned earlier, “Western philosophy” was already identified with German philosophy, and this move reinforced that idea, laying ground of a biased philosophical approach to Chinese philosophy that has lasted beyond Mao.

The Return of Old Scholars and Old Traditions: The 1980s and 1990s

“I have had few achievements in my life; the only one is that I have survived.” These words were spoken by Zhang Dainian 张岱年, a relative of Fung Yu-lan and an important scholar of Chinese philosophy, in a conference celebrating his scholarly achievements.6 The humor, the sadness, and the repressed anger is palpable, and this dry understatement vividly reflects the fate of Confucian scholarship during the Mao era.7

After Mao’s death, universities were reopened after being almost completely shut down during the Cultural Revolution. Older scholars such as Zhang could teach the next generation of Confucian scholars and intellectuals. Many works from the Republican era were republished, such as Zhang’s An Outline of Chinese Philosophy中国哲学大纲; some new works were written to redress what they were forced to say during the Mao era, such as Fung’s volume 7 of The New History of Chinese Philosophy中国哲学史新编. Other scholars, such as Jin Jingfang金景芳, Pang Pu庞朴, and Li Zehou李泽厚, criticized how Confucianism was treated and “studied” in the Mao era, and suggested new methods of studies.8

However, the dominant mood among intellectuals in the 1980s was “re-Enlightenment,” which meant re-Westernization or re-modernization and another round of attacks on Chinese traditions.9 The latter were and still are vilified as the root cause of the Cultural Revolution, the consummation of anti-traditional movements in China, as well as other ills of contemporary China, despite the fact that these traditions have been vehemently attacked for the past 150 years!

There was, however, a dramatic shift, a highly visible revival of Confucianism in the 1990s. The Westernization movement was suppressed by the state after 1989, and many Chinese pro-Western “liberals” became disillusioned.10 The latter once had a rosy image of a benevolent West that has no national interests and only wants to promote democracy for those suffering in authoritarian or despotic regimes, and they were shocked to see that, for example, instead of helping the ordinary Russians who were suffering, the Western nations apparently took advantage of the collapse of the Soviet Union, regarding only their own national interests. With Maoism challenged in the 1980s, and Western values suppressed or questioned in the 1990s, China faced a spiritual and political vacuum. At the same time, China’s economy was rising fast, and this rise, together with the economic rise of East Asia, challenged the Weberian thesis that Protestantism was crucial for capitalism and economic development, while Confucianism was an obstacle. The democratization of Taiwan and South Korea—two societies that have better preserved Confucian values than mainland China—challenged the Huntingtonian “clash of civilizations” thesis. These developments removed the stigma placed on Confucianism, and gave a new-found confidence in Chinese traditions.

A variety of events during the 1980s and 1990s also contributed to the Confucian revival, including governmental and quasi-governmental organized conferences promoting Confucianism. For example, Tang Yijie 汤一介 and others established centers sponsoring conferences and public events, and published journals that some point to as the beginning of the guo xue 国学 (national/traditional learnings) wave.11

To those who believe that the Western way is the only way and thus any suggestion of an alternative must have a nefarious agenda, this revival is the result of governmental manipulation of a credulous public by promoting a thinly disguised nationalism after the collapse of Maoism. But this suspicion is one-sided because there are also innate factors that lead people to embrace Confucianism, as I have argued. Even in terms of manipulation, a tug of war is still going on, and the manipulators can eventually become the manipulated if governmental promotion helps scholars to present and people to embrace a kind of Confucianism that the government finds inconvenient but has to accept due to its popularity.

Introduction of Overseas New Confucianism

In the Confucian revival, one group of scholars were instructed or inspired by the works of scholars from the previous generation such as Fung Yu-lan, Zhang Dainian, Jin Yuelin 金岳霖, and He Lin 贺麟. Scholars in this group include Tang Yijie 汤一介, Feng Qi 冯契, Zhang Liwen 张立文, Meng Peiyuan 蒙培元, Yu Dunkang 余敦康, Feng Dawen 冯达文, and Wang Shuren 王树人.12 Because of the disruption of higher education during the Cultural Revolution, these scholars were part of a very small group of doctoral advisers in the 1990s, producing the majority of scholars for more than a decade. Their exposure to and engagement with wider philosophical conversations, particularly with the West, is often limited, and as a result, to anyone trained in philosophy from the West their works can appear incomprehensible or simplistic—for example, claiming that environmental issues can be solved by the Confucian idea of the unity between Heaven and the human.13

Another group of scholars continued the earlier generations’ work in intellectual history, which was somewhat permitted in the Mao era. A leading scholar in this group is Chen Lai 陈来, whose works on the intellectual history of Confucianism, especially Neo-Confucianism, have been considered authoritative. While these works clearly contribute to the Confucian revival, they are more an intellectual history than philosophy.14

But Confucianism is a challenging topic, particularly when it is approached as a live and still viable tradition, and isolation from the global academic community under Mao only intensified this problem. For this reason Overseas New Confucianism (hai wai or gang tai xin ru jia 海外/港台新儒家) has played a significant role in the Confucian revival in the mainland: it was not suppressed by the Hong Kong and Taiwanese governments, and it is concerned with the issue of the relevance of Confucianism to today’s world.

The seed for the influence of Overseas New Confucianism in the PRC was planted in the 1980s. Tu Weiming 杜维明, an important Overseas New Confucian, visited China, including Peking University.15 Around the same time, Fang Keli 方克立, an orthodox Marxist in the PRC, and some of his students and colleagues focused on criticizing Overseas New Confucianism.16 Though often hostile to Confucianism in its contemporary iterations,17 their works, ironically, have contributed to the Confucian revival in mainland China through their introduction and discussion of Overseas New Confucianism. Some scholars from Fang’s camp have even “converted” and become defenders of Confucian values.

During the Confucian revival in the 1990s, Overseas New Confucianism became dominant among mainland scholars of Confucianism, and it has remained influential to today. Mainland scholars such as Guo Qiyong 郭齐勇, Yan Bingang 颜秉罡, and Jing Haifeng 景海峰 have played important roles in promoting Overseas New Confucianism in the mainland. But as was stated earlier, the model of philosophy for most thinkers in the Republican era was German philosophy, and Overseas New Confucianism has preserved this biased view of philosophy. Mou Zongsan’s 牟宗三 school of Confucianism draws heavily on Kant, and Lee Ming-hue 李明辉, an important Confucian philosopher from Mou’s school, has noted that the philosophical resources and inspirations for Overseas New Confucianism are continental philosophy, especially German idealism, with little attention paid to the Anglo-American tradition.18 The importance of German idealism as an intellectual refuge under Mao facilitated the embrace of Overseas New Confucianism by mainland scholars.

Similar to May Fourth radicals, most Overseas New Confucians and their mainland followers are committed to the universal values of democracy and science. They differ in thinking that Confucianism, as a spiritual doctrine or a moral metaphysics, is not in conflict with democracy and science. Their criticisms of Western societies are limited to Western ethics and its social and cultural applications, not at fundamental political institutions. They reject traditional Chinese political regimes as feudalistic, authoritarian, and even despotic, and they link the political dimension of Confucianism to the defense of bad politics and rulers of traditional China.19 Following this assessment it would be little more than perverse curiosity to take seriously the political aspect of Confucianism. Overseas New Confucians and their mainland followers thus look at Confucianism primarily from a moral-metaphysical perspective, and this focus on metaphysics is reinforced by the influence of German idealism. It limits and biases their understanding and reconstruction of Confucian traditions, and it also needs to justify itself against the anti-metaphysical and pluralistic challenges raised by many philosophers in the analytic tradition.

Rise of Mainland New Confucianism

A new form of Confucianism, Mainland New Confucianism or political Confucianism, has been a fast-growing minority among mainland Confucian sympathizers since the turn of the millennium.20 The term could refer to the ideas of any mainland scholar sympathetic to Confucianism;21 in this essay the term is used in contrast to Overseas New Confucianism, especially in the former’s focus on the political aspect of Confucianism rather than moral metaphysics. Thus, Mainland New Confucians are also called “political Confucians.” Overseas New Confucians also pay attention to the political implication of Confucianism, but they consider the latter to be derivative from their moral metaphysics. But Mainland New Confucians consider the political aspects of Confucianism equally fundamental, and some of them even argue that the moral metaphysics is secondary to the political, or even dispensable.

Mainland New Confucians also reject the conviction that traditional Chinese regimes are simply authoritarian and defend the merits of these regimes. This stance is intertwined with a critical attitude toward Western institutions. They illustrate and develop Confucian political elements to address the failings of Western democracy and the present world order, suggesting the application of Confucian political ideas even globally.

According to Zeng Hailong, the term “Mainland New Confucianism” was introduced by Fang Keli. According to Fang, an article by Jiang Qing 蒋庆, published, ironically, in the key Overseas New Confucian journal, E Hu鹅湖, in Taiwan, entitled “The Practical Implications of Reviving Confucianism in Mainland China and the Problems It Faces” (中国大陆复兴儒学的现实意义及其面临的问题) (1989), should be considered a Mainland New Confucian manifesto, comparable to the far more famous 1958 Overseas New Confucian one, “A Manifesto to All People in the World on Behalf of Chinese Culture” (为中国文化敬告世界人士宣言). He also noticed the important role of Yuan Dao原道 for this newly emerging group.22 At first, Fang didn’t distinguish between the Overseas and Mainland New Confucians: to him, both groups are culturally conservative, of which he, an “old-guard” Marxist, is highly critical.23

In 2004, a Confucian-style symposium (hui jiang会讲) with four main speakers took place at a Confucian-style academy, Yang Ming Jing She 阳明精舍 in Guizhou province, an academy founded by Jiang Qing. Now Fang noted the difference between Mainland and Overseas New Confucians: the shift from xin-xing心性 (moral-metaphysical) Confucianism to political Confucianism, and from the revival of Confucianism as a teaching (ru xue 儒学) to the revival of Confucianism as a religion (ru jiao 儒教).24 This observation is incisive, but Fang still fails to make it explicit that rather than focusing on merely private moral cultivation, Mainland New Confucianism is centered on the importance of Confucianism in the public sphere.

Many Mainland New Confucians have been inspired or influenced by Jiang Qing. Jiang used a lot of the Gongyang Commentaries (春秋公羊传) in his version of Confucianism, and identified with “New Text Confucianism” (jin wen jing xue 今文经学).25 In this he followed Kang Youwei 康有为, a late Qing and early Republican Confucian who used the same resources. For this reason, some Mainland New Confucians are referred to as members of the New Kang Youwei School (新康有为主义者) or more jokingly, as Kang Party members (康党).

There has been a conflation of Jiang’s group with Mainland New Confucians in general. Even within the “Kang Party,” there are intellectuals with different and even mutually incompatible agendas (Kang Youwei himself had incoherent and often changing agendas). Younger scholars such as Zeng Yi 曾亦 and Chen Bisheng 陈壁生 focus more on Kang Youwei’s so-called jing xue经学 approach—a particular and controversial kind of hermeneutic approach—to Confucian canons. Like Jiang, Zeng focuses more on its institutional implications; Chen centers on the scholarly studies of this approach to Confucianism. Gan Chunsong 干春松, a former student of Fang Keli’s, engages in the institutional and political implications of Confucianism, particularly Kang Youwei’s thought, but is far more liberal than Jiang. Together with Tang Wenming 唐文明 and Chen Ming, Gan also focuses on the issue of Confucian religion, kong jiao 孔教, another issue introduced by Kang Youwei. Gan and Chen take jiao more as jiao hua 教化 (transformation through moral and civil teachings), or “civil religion” (gong ming zong jiao 公民宗教), whereas Tang uses the term jiao more in line with religions such as Christianity.

Other political Confucians have little to do with either Kang or Jiang. Chen Ming, one of the four speakers in the 2004 Confucian symposium and a member of the New Kang Youwei School, had his original point of contact with political Confucianism not via Jiang; he was a student of the aforementioned scholar Yu Dunkang. Two others from the 2004 symposium are even less connected with Jiang. With a background in statistics, Kang Xiaoguang 康晓光 has done works in polling and social analysis, and he has been involved with charity organizations. He brings Confucian concerns to this work and is more an activist than a theorist.

Sheng Hong 盛洪was trained as a Hayekian economist, and the executive director of the Unirule Institute of Economics, a pro-free-market think-tank that had been recently disbanded by the government. He has argued that Confucianism is in line with Hayekian free-market economy, and Confucian ideas and practices make economic sense. Pro-market Chinese intellectuals are usually critical of traditional Chinese society, and thus Sheng is quite unusual. Another important Mainland New Confucian, Yao Zhongqiu 姚中秋, also known as Qiu Feng秋风, was likewise a member of the Unirule Institute and a translator of Friedrich Hayek’s works, although he has recently become a vocal defender of the Chinese state. A student of Hayek’s who fled to Taiwan after the communist takeover, Zhou Dewei 周德伟, was also highly sympathetic to Confucianism. The Hayekian connection with Confucianism and the economic perspective on Confucianism that is brought by Sheng Hong and others is refreshing, further broadening the “Way” of Confucianism.

A minority group within Mainland New Confucianism is the “Qian Party” (钱党), a label half-jokingly coined by me in a conference that was seen as the official debut of the New Kang Youwei School. Several at the conference were not influenced by Jiang or Kang, but admired the works of the Chinese historian Qian Mu 钱穆, thus the coining of this term. In this group, Ren Feng 任锋is an expert on the Zhe Dong浙东 School of Confucianism and other more politically and socially oriented Confucians in later imperial China. My own scholarship came to align with political Confucianism partly through my appreciation of John Rawl’s defense of pluralism, a conviction of the limit and even futility of any attempt to reconstruct moral metaphysics that is meant to have a broader appeal, and my early ideas about Confucian political institutions were inspired by the work of Daniel Bell. In spite of the different foci, both Ren and I (as well as other members of the Qian Party) found connections between our works and Qian’s analysis of and charitable attitude toward traditional Chinese political regimes.

Many Mainland New Confucians from the “Kang Party” are ultra-conservative, comparable to the religious ultra-conservatives in the West, while “Qian Party” members tend to be more liberal and less anti-Western. For example, when news spread to China that Justice Kennedy had quoted Confucius in the U.S. Supreme Court majority opinion that legalized same-sex marriages, many Kang Party members were furious, calling homosexuality an “abomination.”26 Some are also strongly nationalistic and anti-Western, and their anti-Western attitude and claims are often a mirror image of the claims of anti-traditional radicals, whom they condemn, in that they claim that “West is bad, and China is good” as frivolously as the radicals claim “China is bad, and West is good.” Some Mainland New Confucians are hostile to a philosophical approach to Confucianism. As indicated above, the “philosophy” to which they object has been heavily influenced by German idealism. It is likely that the Mainland New Confucians are, unwittingly, merely objecting to this biased version of philosophy.27

Two more thinkers important to the Confucian revival in mainland China are difficult to categorize in the framework presented here. Li Zehou’s 1980 article, mentioned earlier, calling for a reevaluation of Confucius was quite influential at the time; he is also a very vocal critic of Overseas New Confucians’ neglect of the political dimension of Confucianism. However, his constructive works on Confucianism have drawn on intellectual resources such as Marxism and more recent developments in moral psychology and evolutionary ethics. Zhang Xianglong 张祥龙 was trained in the U.S. with a focus on Heidegger. He is not a follower of Overseas New Confucianism, but he is not as a vocal critic of it as Li. Drawing on Heidegger and continental philosophy, Zhang offers Confucianism-inspired philosophical evaluations of Chinese history and other social and political issues, and makes his own practical proposals. His sympathy to traditional Chinese culture and institutions, his critical attitude toward the West, and his effort at offering practical proposals would align him with Mainland New Confucians except for his reliance on Heideggerian metaphysics.28

In addition to political Confucians and Confucians who are influenced by Overseas New Confucians, other Confucian sympathizers have also promoted Confucianism in society among the common people (min jian ru xue 民间儒学).29 The difference, if any, is that for the former, this work is important because the social is part of the political and the institutional, while for the latter, this work is important because the political situations can only be improved if we improve the morals of the individuals in a society.

In spite of the aforementioned problems it would seem that Mainland New Confucianism, including works by Li Zehou and Zhang Xianglong, is more promising than Overseas New Confucianism and its mainland followers’ ideas. The latter appears to be “cheerleading” Western political, scientific, and technological institutions, and only defending Confucianism on the moral-metaphysical ground, which is doomed to be merely one of many comprehensive doctrines in a pluralistic society. When liberal democracy and pluralism become a social reality, this version of New Confucianism has little left to address, which is perhaps why Overseas New Confucianism has little influence in already democratized and pluralistic Taiwan. In contrast, Mainland New Confucians, whatever their deficiencies, work to engage the West in the political, economic, and social fields, making it more likely to offer “universalizable” answers to globally shared issues.
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1.Here I borrow the metaphor of the sinologist Joseph Levenson, who claimed that Confucianism has undergone a “museumization” in the past hundred or more years; Joseph R. Levenson, Confucian China and Its Modern Fate (Berkeley: University of California Press,1968), 160.

2.Zheng, Jiadong 郑家栋, “Writing ‘History of Chinese Philosophy’ and the Modern Dilemma of Traditional Chinese Thought” ‘中国哲学史’写作与中国思想传统的现代困境, Renmin University Journal, no. 3 (2004), 4. Many of the works I refer to in this article are in Chinese, and I won’t list them in the Bibliography. They can be found by searching for the scholars who are mentioned in this chapter or in one of the following review articles: Cunshan Li 李存山, “Forty Years of the Studies of Chinese Philosophy” 中国哲学研究四十年, in Chinese Philosophical Almanac 中国哲学年鉴 (Beijing: China Social Science Press, 2018), 22–29; and Qiyong Guo 郭齐勇 and Xiaowei Liao 廖晓炜, “Confucian Studies in the Forty Years of China’s Reform and Opening-Up” 改革开放四十年儒学研究, Confucian Academy: Chinese Thought and Culture Review 孔学堂·中国思想文化评论5 (3 September 2018), 5–14 [Chinese] and 6–15 [English].

3.See also Li, “Forty Years.”

4.Youlan Feng, The Complete Collections of San Song Tang三松堂全集 (2nd ed.) (Zhengzhou: Henan Renmin 2001), vol. 1, 108.

5.Li, “Forty Years.”

6.Zhang was a professor at Peking University when I studied there, and this line was reported to us by a teacher whose class I was taking. It was also mentioned in Ding Yin殷鼎, Fung Yu-lan 冯友兰 (Taipei: Dong Da Press 东大图书公司, 1991), 5. Yin said that it was a claim made in a conference dedicated to the sixty-year anniversary of Zhang’s teaching. According to Chen Lai陈来, Zhang started teaching in 1933 (https://phil.pku.edu.cn/xwgg/xzxw/xzdt/491194.htm), and the sixty-year anniversary would take place in the year of 1993, two years after the publication of Yin’s book. It is likely that Yin made a mistake here.

7.There are two excellent reviews (in Chinese) of the fate of Confucianism in the last forty years in China: Li, “Forty Years” and Guo and Liao, “Confucian Studies.” Many of their observations resonate with mine, and they (especially Guo and Liao) contain a large number of references, including earlier reviews of similar nature (over shorter periods), in Chinese. The journal that publishes Guo and Liao includes English translations of all the articles in the same issue, so readers who don’t read Chinese can read the English version of this article. In this chapter, I use the page numbers of the Chinese version of this article. In spite of the agreements, this chapter is more critical of the role of German philosophy in the field of Chinese philosophy, Confucianism included, and of Overseas New Confucianism. I also give more space to the discussion of the so-called Mainland New Confucianism, with more charity than Guo and Liao (Li mostly ignores this trend).

8.See Li, “Forty Years” and Guo and Liao, “Confucian Studies” for more details. Guo and Liao stated that Li Zehou’s article “Reevaluating Confucius” was the most influential in this group of articles (ibid., 6).

9.Guo and Liao, “Confucian Studies” has a similar observation (6–7).

10.I put “liberals” in quotation marks because they are not liberals in the American sense, but are simply pro-democracy and pro-Western.

11.Guo and Liao, “Confucian Studies,” 6–8.

12.Interested readers can either search for their names, or see Li, “Forty Years” and Guo and Liao, “Confucian Studies” for works done by these scholars.

13.For a criticism of this alleged solution, see Tongdong Bai, “Will the Idea of the Unity between Heaven and Man Solve Environmental Problems? A Chinese Philosophical Reflection on Climate Change” 天人合一能够解决环境问题么？--气候变化的政治模式反思, Exploration and Free Views 探索与争鸣, no. 12 (2015), 59–62.

14.In 2014, Chen Lai published a book, Ren Xue Ben Ti Lun仁学本体论, which marked his attempt to construct a Confucianism-based philosophical system.

15.See also Guo and Liao, “Confucian Studies,” 7.

16.Ibid.

17.Some people in his camp are hostile to Confucianism not necessarily from a Marxist perspective, but from a general pro-Western and anti-traditional “liberal” perspective.

18.Ming-huei Lee, Political Thoughts through Confucian Lens 儒家视野下的政治思想 (Taipei: National Taiwan University’s Publication Center 国立台湾大学出版中心, 2005), vii and 35.

19.See Liu Shuxian刘述先’s criticism of the “politicized Confucians” in, for example, Shuxian Liu, On the Three Epochs of Confucian Philosophy 论儒家哲学的三大时代 (Guiyang: Guizhou People’s Press 2009), 3 and 50.

20.There have been more and more discussions of Mainland New Confucianism in Chinese, but many, if not most, of them are very biased or downright hostile (see, for example, Guo and Liao, “Confucian Studies,” 10–12). For a relatively balanced and detailed review, see Hailong Zeng 曾海龙, “From Modern Confucianism to Mainland New Confucianism—with a Focus on the New Kang Youwei School” 从现代新儒家到大陆新儒家—以“新康有为主义”为中心的考察, Guo Ji Ru Xue Lun Cong 国际儒学论丛, no. 2 (2017), 19–39 (also available on https://www.rujiazg.com/article/13066). It is, however, focused on the “New Kang Youwei School” of Mainland New Confucianism and doesn’t offer a more comprehensive picture of this new trend.

21.This is how, for example, Guo Qiyong defines this term. See Guo, “An Overview of Contemporary New Confucian Trends” 当代新儒学思潮概览, People’s Daily (11 September 2016).

22.This is a journal founded in 1994 by Chen Ming 陈明, who would be later labeled as a Mainland New Confucian.

23.This discussion can be found in Zeng, “From Modern Confucianism,” 23.

24.Zeng, “From Modern Confucianism,” 22–23. More discussion of “ru jiao” will be found later in this section.

25.For an overview of Jiang’s work on Confucian constitutionalism and some critical reviews (including my own), see Daniel Bell and Fan Ruiping (eds.), A Confucian Constitutional Order (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2012).

26.For some references and a Confucian endorsement of the same-sex marriage, see Tongdong Bai, “Confucianism and Same-Sex Marriage,” Politics and Religion 14, no. 1 (March 2021), 132–158, https://doi.org/10.1017/S1755048320000139.

27.For a detailed analysis of the contrast between the “Kang Party” and the “Qian Party,” the criticisms of the approach of the former, and a defense of the (political) philosophical approach, see Tongdong Bai, “Jing Xue or Zi Xue—Reflections on How to Revive Political Confucianism” 经学还是子学—对政治儒学复兴之路的一些思考 (rev. and enl.), Philosophical Review哲学评论 22 (2019), 1–32.

28.There are some other mainland Confucian intellectuals I fail to cover in this short chapter. For example, Huang Yushun 黄玉顺 was also inspired by Heidegger and has developed his own version of Confucianism, “life Confucianism” 生活儒学.

29.Guo Qiyong is an example of the latter. See Guo and Liao, “Confucian Studies,” 8.
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CHAPTER 18

Images of Confucius Through the Ages

Deborah Sommer

Envision Confucius in your mind’s eye. Most likely, you see an elderly, bearded gentleman dressed in long robes in an ancient style. Perhaps he bears a sword; perhaps he stands; or perhaps he sits on a throne. You most likely imagine him as a solitary figure, but you probably do not envision him as a young man or as a man in the company of other people. And it might not occur to you that no one has any idea what Confucius actually looked like, and that what you have envisioned is based on no historical evidence whatsoever.

That lack of evidence was noted, however, by the twentieth-century social critic Lu Xun (魯迅, 1881–1936). Describing Confucius in his 1935 essay “Confucius in Modern China,” Lu Xun dryly observes that “most people in China don’t have the slightest inkling of how Confucius looked. … Confucius never left us any photographs, so we naturally can’t tell what he truly looked like. There are some written descriptions of him here and there, but they are probably nonsense.”1 Lu understands Confucius as an authoritarian figure who has no sympathy for the people, and even though Lu says we cannot tell what Confucius truly looked like, he nonetheless offers his own dismal vision.


This gentleman is a very thin old man wrapped in a long wide-sleeved gown, and he has a sword stuck in his belt or has a cane wedged under his armpit; he looks like he has never smiled and is chillingly severe. Anyone sitting next to him would have to hold their spine as upright as a writing brush, and in a few minutes their bones and joints would ache painfully. Your average person probably couldn’t help but make a quick escape.2



This rigid figure of Confucius is still recognizable today to many modern students in Asia who fear the statues of Confucius armed with swords that stand in their schoolyards. But Lu’s vision of a bone-chilling Confucius is itself nonsense, for all depictions of Confucius are imaginary constructions. This essay surveys some of the more unusual of these imaginary constructions that have been created—and destroyed—over the centuries. For the body of Confucius is ultimately an imaginary body: he actually has many different bodies, each one a corpus of signs that embodies a complex range of ethical, political, religious, and cultural meanings.

Confucius’s appearance in the Analects. No painted or sculpted depictions of Confucius (551–479 BCE) are currently known to exist from before the Han era, but some early texts offer brief, incidental accounts of his appearance and demeanor. The Analects, for example, says nothing of Confucius’s physical features, but a few passages describe his se 色, a term that can be understood as looks, facial expression (Analects 16.6), or surface appearances. In the Analects, looks can express positive virtues such as rectitude (8.4), thoughtful deliberation (12.20), and warmth (16.10), but looks can also be manipulated or contrived (1.3, 5.25, 11.21, and 17.17). People are warned against becoming ensnared by looks (9.18, 15.13, 16.7).

Confucius’s own looks, or se, are mentioned in Book 10 of the Analects, an unusual chapter that is most likely a guidebook of court protocol that actually has nothing to do with Confucius, whose name appears only once there, in 10.1. But since Book 10 is traditionally considered a description of Confucius’s conduct, we will consider it here. In this chapter, the term se means facial expression or bodily expression, but it does not refer to specific physical features. Without mentioning Confucius by name, Analects 10.3, 10.4, 10.5, and 10.25 mention someone whose “looks” are described variously as attentive, responsive, relaxed, contented, or composed during the performance of court protocols. Expressions, actions, and gestures are described in almost cinematic detail and are styled as if they were recorded by someone who personally witnessed them. Details are so precise—the manner of breathing, the style of walking—that one suspects the narrator could easily have told us what Confucius looked like had they so desired. Was he tall, short, handsome, or ugly by the standards of his time? The Analects does not say. We may reasonably conclude that such features were not relevant to the mission of becoming a junzi 君子, or noble person, a mission that is the primary focus of the Analects. The values of noble people are embodied in their conduct (xing 行), not in their physical features.

Confucius’s appearance in early texts. The Analects does not tell us what Confucius looked like, but within centuries of his death, fragments of his physical features slowly emerged, scattered unsystematically across pre-Qin texts such as the Xunzi and Zhuangzi. Confucius’s appearance was a malleable cipher employed to make rhetorical points about the relationship between moral values and surface appearances. In the Xunzi, the chapter “Against Physiognomers” (Fei xiang 非相) critiques people who claimed to be able to ascertain a person’s inner character by observing their surface features. These physiognomers imagined Confucius as someone with a grotesque, hairy mask of a face. Xunzi did not himself visualize Confucius in such a manner: his intent in this chapter was to critique the physiognomers for their misplaced emphasis on surface appearances and outward form (xing 形). For Xunzi, outward appearances are not important: what is significant is the inner quality of the heart-mind (xin 心). Xunzi’s diatribe against physiognomy was sometimes later (mis)interpreted as evidence for Confucius’s purported ugliness. Confucius becomes the object of the physiognomer’s gaze in other early texts, and he himself becomes noted for his visual perspicacity from Han times onward.

Confucius’s physical appearance is also mentioned in the Zhuangzi, a text that contains about fifty anecdotes about Confucius and is perhaps as important for later understandings of him as the Analects itself. In the chapter “External Things” (Wai wu 外物), in an encounter with Lao Laizi, or Old Master Wildweed, Confucius is described as a hunchback who is tall on top but short on the bottom; his ears are positioned oddly on his head, and he bears the expression of a condescending know-it-all. For the Zhuangzi, then, Confucius’s outward appearance is a sign of inner twisted rectitude; his disproportioned frame embodies a misshapen kind of integrity.

Han written and visual sources. Textual descriptions of Confucius’s appearance become more detailed in the Han. Sima Qian’s (ca. 145–ca. 86 BCE) Shiji 史記, or Records of the Historian, contains a “biography” of Confucius that includes details of his appearance. This biography is a pastiche of pious lore of uncertain provenance, but it became extremely important for later understandings of Confucius. Sima Qian, plaintively writing of how he longed to actually “see” (jian 見) Confucius, claimed that Confucius was born with an unusual formation on his head and was unusually tall. Sima relates how physiognomers once observed that Confucius’s forehead, neck, and shoulders resembled those of various culture heroes of the past.3 Sima thus imagines Confucius’s body as a composite of parts that resonate with fragments of virtuous bodies from the past. For Sima Qian, Confucius’s body was a living sign that ancient virtues could become embodied in the historical present.

Sculpted and painted visual images of Confucius exist from no later than the Han. Sculpted images of Confucius and his followers are depicted in stone bas reliefs in mortuary structures, but their bodies and faces have few if any identifying features, and they are constructed following generic templates. Confucius is usually identifiable only by cartouches that bear his name or by the visual context in which he is situated. In Han bas reliefs, Confucius is usually depicted in conversation with Laozi and a small boy called Xiang Tuo (項託, with many variants). Xiang Tuo appears in several Warring States texts as a child prodigy who was purportedly Confucius’s teacher by the time the boy was only seven. In Han reliefs, Laozi is identifiable by a cane, which signifies his advanced age; Xiang Tuo holds a small wheeled pull-toy. As a pupil of the much older Laozi and the much younger Xiang Tuo, Confucius is thus depicted as a middle-aged figure.

The imaginary encounter between Confucius and Xiang Tuo developed into a long narrative legend by no later than the Song. Many manuscript copies of the legend were found at Dunhuang and bear titles such as The Debate between Confucius and Xiang Tuo (Kongzi Xiang Tuo xiang wen shu 孔子項託相問書). They exist in both Chinese and Tibetan versions and were found in far greater numbers than copies of the Analects found at Dunhuang. In many versions of this tale, Confucius and the child engage in a contest of riddles and conundrums, and the child invariably wins. A darker version of the tale ends with a jealous Confucius murdering the child in a cold-blooded knife attack. The encounter between Confucius and Xiang Tuo is still recorded in New Year’s almanacs published throughout Chinese-speaking regions to this day: an illustrated folk tale called The Tale of the Little Boy (Xiao er lun 小兒論) depicts Confucius in a chariot encountering some small boys who are building a castle in the middle of the road. Xiang Tuo is not murdered in this modern version but is instead a role model for children who aspire to be more learned than their teachers.

A body of signs in early medieval apocrypha. Confucius’s body leaves the realm of historical time and enters a broader cosmic plane in the Han and early medieval corpus of mantic literature known as apocryphal texts (chenwei shu 讖緯書). Confucius becomes a simulacrum of an immense cosmological system, and his body enters a symbolic dimension where the operations of the universe are revealed through visual signs such as diagrams (tu 圖), talismans (fu 符), and documents (shu 書). His body becomes a divinatory corpus: he has “tiger palms” (hu zhang 虎掌) that display his magnificence; his hands are marked with unusual signs; he has a “tortoise spine” (gui ji 龜脊) that recalls the tortoise shells used for divination in antiquity; and he bears a talismanic fu inscription on his chest. The inscription cryptically reads, “One who formulates the talismanic evolutions that fix the ages” (zhi zuo ding shi fu yun 制作定世符運).4 His upper body is marked with stars and oceans that associate him with celestial, terrestrial, and aqueous phenomena. This cosmic Confucius can himself interpret the signs of the universe, perform divination and prognostication, and locate other talismans and treasures.

The figure of Confucius described in the apocrypha lived on in later narrative images that depicted events in Confucius’s life. Collections of images with titles such as Illustrated Traces of the Sage (Sheng ji tu 聖跡圖, with many variants) were published in great numbers as woodblock illustrations in the Ming. They depicted events in the life of Confucius from birth to grave, and they were inspired by a vast range of textual and folkloric sources. Taking their text verbatim from the apocrypha, illustrations of Confucius’s birth often depict a large baby born with the inscription “one who formulates the talismanic evolutions that fix the ages” on his chest.

Depictions of Confucius in Himalayan Bon. The apocrypha’s vision of Confucius is remarkably similar to the figure of Confucius in the Bon and Tibetan Buddhist traditions of the Himalayas, where he is understood as a master of divination, esoteric ritual, and mantic arts. Scholars of Tibetan Buddhist and Bon studies have sometimes been perplexed at this vision of Confucius. Eventually, in China, Confucius became understood primarily as a sage, philosopher, and educator, but in his earlier incarnations, he wore many other hats. Mantic arts were precisely the skills associated with Confucius in the apocrypha, so perhaps those texts informed understandings of him in Bon and Tibetan Buddhism. Connections between Chinese and Tibetan culture are not far to seek in the early medieval period: significant sections of China northwest of Chang’an were under Tibetan control in the Tang. And as we have noted above, both Tibetan and Chinese versions of the Confucius and Xiang Tuo tale were found at Dunhuang.

Xiang Tuo’s identity eventually becomes enmeshed with that of the Bon deity Tonpa Shenrab in Bon legend. Tonpa Shenrab is the most important divine being in Bon legend, and Tonpa Shenrab’s father-in-law was, of all people, Confucius. The main events in the life of Tonpa Shenrab are sometimes depicted in a series of narrative paintings. These sets are usually twelve in number, and the ninth image depicts Tonpa Shenrab’s encounters with Confucius. One depiction of this encounter exists in the Musée Guimet in Paris: a hanging thangka painted in color on silk. One may also notice additional parallels between the Confucius in the thangka and the Confucius of Chinese apocryphal literature and Dunhuang legend: in the Guimet thangka, Confucius is seated next to a golden tiger, moving his hands to form mudras—a scene that recalls the “tiger palms” of the Goumingjue apocrypha. Another scene depicts him engaged with a figure who appears to be Xiang Tuo. Some visual details from the Guimet thangka also closely resemble motifs from the Chinese Illustrations of the Traces of the Sage genre. In Bon images, Confucius is unrecognizable to modern viewers: he is usually dressed in white robes and wears a rounded white turban. He does not have a beard and appears to be middle aged or younger.

Confucius as Manjushri. In Tibetan Buddhism, Confucius was imagined as master of divination and ritual and was also understood as a manifestation of the Buddhist deity Manjushri. In the 1950s, Ferdinand Lessing located a Tibetan ritual text used for offerings to Confucius in the Yonghegong 雍和宮 in Beijing. In his 1957 “Bodhisattva Confucius,” Lessing translates the liturgy and describes how Confucius is to be envisioned during the ritual: “he has one face and two hands in which he holds certain symbols and makes the symbolic gestures of giving protection”; he is seated “with his left leg in the usual position of a buddha’s and the right knee raised, on the well-known ‘cosmic tortoise’ in its angry aspect.”5 We may recall that in the apocrypha, Confucius’s body was also symbolically associated with tortoises, and his hands were marked with symbolic signs. Lessing did not mention seeing a painting of this vision of Confucius at the temple, but a thankga with a figure of this description exists in the Yonghegong. Andrey Terentyev has identified the figure in this diagram as Confucius.6 The thangka depicts a man seated on a tortoise; he holds ritual instruments and forms mudras with his hands, and he is surrounded with images of Chinese trigrams and Tibetan symbols of divination. In publications by the Yonghegong, the thangka is identified as the “Diagram of the Nine Palaces and Eight Trigrams” (Jiu gong ba gua tu 九宮八卦圖).7

Song-era sculptures at Dazu. What are perhaps the oldest extant in-situ three-dimensional images of Confucius are located in the Shijuanshan 石篆山 and Miaogaoshan 妙高山 cliff grottoes near the city of Dazu 大足 in Chongqing Municipality. They date to the late eleventh century. At Shijuanshan, Confucius is seated and is flanked by standing statues of his main disciples. Almost life-sized, he wears informal robes and a cloth cap; he is beardless and appears to be in his thirties or forties. Visually, he resembles the Confucius of the narrative thangkas in the Guimet described earlier, which were collected by French explorers in the nineteenth century in Sichuan. At Miaogaoshan, Confucius is depicted as a thin, young man. He wears court robes and elaborate headgear crowned with strings of diadems that indicate imperial status.8 Neither the Shijuanshan nor Miaogaoshan image is recognizable to the modern viewer as Confucius.

Later carvings and sculptures. The Song-era Shijuanshan statue sits in its original location and can be dated by accompanying inscriptions. But the dating of most other premodern images of Confucius is extremely problematic. Various depictions of Confucius have been transmitted as ink rubbings taken from images incised in shallow relief on stone slabs. In these images, Confucius is depicted variously as a full-length or chest-length figure, in a seated or standing position, as a solitary figure, or as a teacher accompanied by followers. The provenance and dating of these stones and rubbings are always uncertain: they can be moved, recarved, or reproduced at will. One example of this genre is located in the temple to Confucius at Hangzhou, which houses a set of horizontal, incised stone carvings depicting Confucius and his followers that purports to date to the 1150s. The figures at Dazu were both young; the Hangzhou Confucius, however, is an elderly bearded gentleman. He is seated on a square raised platform; in his left hand, he holds a long scepter.9 He gestures with his right hand in a manner resembling the vitarka mudra, or teaching mudra, common in Buddhist iconography. In fact, the iconography of Confucius at Hangzhou is almost identical to that of the Buddhist layman Vimalakirti, who is often depicted as an elderly bearded gentleman seated on a square raised platform.

Ming and Qing iconoclasm. By the early Ming, some scholars were concerned that artisans might conjure up representations of Confucius out of thin air. Of special concern were images used in ritual offerings in official temples that commemorated his memory. Such images had actually been employed since the Tang, and Tang ritual texts documented controversies surrounding their use. Debates about the appropriate use of ritual images heightened in the early Ming, some of them xenophobic and anti-Buddhist, most of them philosophical and theological. Ming scholars such as Song Lian 宋濂 (1310–1381), Song Na 宋訥 (1310–1390), and Qiu Jun 邱濬 (1421–1495) questioned the very validity of using anthropomorphic representations of Confucius in rituals. They asserted that using anthropomorphic images was an imported Buddhist practice not appropriate to rites for Chinese sages. No sculpted or painted images were used in commemorative offerings in antiquity, they claimed, when spirit tablets or personators were purportedly used instead. Ideally, they argued, ritual praxis should return to this imagined aniconic tradition.

Qiu Jun suggested going so far as to destroy the clay sculptures of Confucius and other literati that stood on the altars of the Imperial Academy (Guozijian 國子監) in Beijing. He recommended that the images be dissolved in water and replaced with spirit tablets inscribed with the scholars’ names. Qiu’s arguments were based in part on the significance of verisimilitude: if an image did not accurately resemble its human prototype, then it was invalid. His views on this matter were inspired by Song scholars such as Cheng Yi 程頤 (1033–1107), who had once commented on the validity of ancestral portraits. If a portrait was so much as a hair off, Cheng Yi asserted, then it did not resemble its subject and hence was not a valid representation of that person. Qiu Jun applied this criteria of resemblance to the sculptures at the Imperial Academy. Such images, he wrote, were simply contrived by artisans who had no idea what Confucius looked like; hence, the images were completely invalid and should be replaced by tablets. Qiu Jun believed that Confucius’s legacy was associated with ethical values, not surface appearances. Hence, Qiu’s views about the insignificance of surface appearances constituted a return to values found in the Analects.

Qiu Jun’s iconoclastic reforms were not carried out in his own day, but they inspired a more thoroughgoing cleansing of the altars a generation later in the Jiajing 嘉靖 era (1507–1567), when an imperial decree ordered that images of Confucius be replaced with tablets in certain temples. An exception to the iconoclasm of the Jiajing reforms was the Kong family temples in Qufu, where statues of Confucius remained. These images could be construed as ancestral images, and the familial connection between the Kong-family sacrificers and the recipient of their offerings—Confucius—fell into a different religious category than rites conducted at public temples, which were performed by officials who had no familial connection to the recipient of their offerings.

Interestingly, decrees to destroy images, even imperial decrees, could be ignored or circumvented in creative ways. Not everyone subscribed to iconoclasm, and many people wanted their images. Gu Yanwu 顧炎武 (1613–1682) records how people found ingenious ways to ignore the Jiajing iconoclastic reforms: they built false walls in front of their altars and hid the images behind them. Generally, however, the Jiajing reforms significantly influenced later usages in many public or state-sponsored temples to Confucius, and this influence continues to the present day in most official temples to Confucius.

In the late Qing, perceptions of the figure of Confucius changed as traditional Chinese values were transformed by internal socio-political movements and by forces external to China. One particularly iconoclastic force was the kingdom of the Taipings, which governed much of southern China in the mid-nineteenth century. Their leader, Hong Xiuquan 洪秀全 (1814–1864), was a rabid iconoclast who particularly despised Confucius. Hong Xiuquan claimed to be the brother of Jesus Christ, and he was inspired by missionary Christian teachings and biblical admonitions against graven images. Pronouncements advocating iconoclasm appear throughout Taiping documents, and the Taipings destroyed not only statues but spirit tablets.

Twentieth-century images. The Taipings were defeated by Qing forces in the 1860s, and when Qing sovereignty itself ended in 1911, sacrifices to Confucius were one of the few rites that survived the collapse of the imperial ritual system. Temples to Confucius in his hometown of Qufu in Shandong had grown over the centuries to rival the Forbidden City in Beijing in size and splendor. For many people, Confucius had become a sign of imperial power and rancid, archaic values that hindered China’s progress. This was, for example, Lu Xun’s vision of Confucius.

Iconoclasm of all kinds, both literal and figurative, became associated with progress. Mao Zedong’s 1927 “Report on an Investigation of the Peasant Movement in Hunan” encouraged the populace to destroy images of folk deities and ancestral figures. Doing so would liberate the people, Mao claimed, from clan authority, superstition, and patriarchy. A few decades later, violent attacks on both the image and body of Confucius launched the Cultural Revolution in the fall of 1966, when the statue of Confucius in the main temple at Qufu was disemboweled, defaced, paraded in a dunce cap, and burned under a bridge. Confucius’s grave was opened and its contents were scattered to the four winds.

Even more virulent attacks on “Confucius” occurred during the “Criticize Lin Biao and Confucius” (Pi Lin pi Kong 批林批孔) movement of 1974. “Confucius” signified “the enemy”—an amorphous enemy whose identity could change with the political winds of the times. Paradoxically, this phenomenally iconoclastic movement produced an astounding array of visual depictions of “Confucius,” who is demonized in mass media in every way imaginable. Illustrated books, journals, children’s literature, posters, and handmade images of all kinds were manufactured in massive numbers. Anti-Confucius illustrated pocket-novels, or lianhuanhua 連環畫, were produced in print runs of millions of copies.

Confucius as Russian Patriarch. The visual culture of this movement produced bizarre cultural hybrids. Hong Xiuquan was resurrected as a model iconoclast—although his Christian biblical inspirations were entirely erased in the process. Fictional characters from the Zhuangzi were resurrected as historical figures—with Russian characteristics. Robber Footsole (Dao Zhi 盜跖) of the Zhuangzi was re-imagined as Liuxia Zhi 柳下跖, or Underwillow Footsole, who became a model critic of Confucius. In Chinese images from 1974, Liuxia Zhi is a large, handsome young man dressed in a red cape; he is always depicted angrily waving his arms as he berates a grey, wizened figure of Confucius, who cowers beneath him. The visual interaction between the handsome Footsole and the diminutive Confucius is remarkably similar to the composition of an 1860 Russian painting titled “The Patriarch Hermogenes Refusing to Bless the Poles” by the Russian artist Pavel Chistyakov (1832–1919). Chistyakov’s historical painting depicts a large, red-caped Polish soldier who waves his arms as he berates the Russian Orthodox Patriarch Hermogenes (ca. 1530–1612). Hermogenes is an aged, bearded figure who lies beneath the soldier. The Chinese interpretation of the Russian painting inverts its content. In Chistyakov’s painting, Hermogenes is a heroic captive; the red-cloaked soldier, a bullying tyrant. But in 1974 China, the red-cloaked Footsole becomes the hero; the elderly Confucius, the fallen tyrant.

Confucius as a sign of world-class genius. In recent decades, however, Confucius’s visual fate has reversed course yet again. He has been rehabilitated as a sign of an ancient Chinese genius that can stand shoulder-to-shoulder with the genius of other cultures on the world stage. Portrait busts of Confucius appear in sets of public portrait sculptures, for example, that depict such famous figures as Socrates, Copernicus, Kant, and Beethoven. Even Ming woodblock prints of the Illustrated Traces of the Sage genre have been internationalized: they are translated into many foreign languages, even Esperanto, and republished for a world audience.

Confucius as “art.” To modern audiences, images are often understood as “art” that is displayed in museums. The term “art” does not have exact parallels in the visual culture of premodern China, where images signified other meanings in the public spaces of shrines and temples and in the private spaces of domestic architecture. Yet museum culture has spread internationally, and images of Confucius are featured in international exhibitions around the world: the 2010 exhibit Confucius: His Life and Legacy in Art at the China Institute in New York, for example, or the more recent 2017 exhibit Teacher Exemplar for a Myriad Generations: Confucius in Painting, Calligraphy, and Print Through the Ages at the National Palace Museum in Taipei. In Paris, the Musée Guimet’s 2003 Confucius: A l’aube de l’humanisme chinois explored Chinese literati visual culture in a broader sense. In this exhibit, and in Western popular culture more generally, an image of Confucius often signifies “traditional Chinese culture” writ large.

A sign of patriotic spirit. Domestically, within China, contemporary images of Confucius are sometimes interpreted as signs of cultural patriotism. A large 1999 national exhibition in Beijing commemorated the 2,550th birthday of Confucius, and it comprised contemporary paintings inspired by Confucius. The English-language preface to the exhibit’s catalog claims that these works represent “the very soul of the Chinese nation” and are imbued with “valuable patriotic spirit.”10 This Confucius bears no resemblance to the fallen tyrant of Cultural Revolution days.

Summary. Over the centuries, the body and face of Confucius have been conceptualized in a remarkable variety of ways. The Analects tells us how Confucius acted, but it does not tell us what he looked like. His “looks” were created for him over the centuries by people who were inspired by such unlikely sources as the Buddhist Vimalakirti and the Russian Orthodox Patriarch Hermogenes. Thanks to the Jiajing iconoclastic reforms of the sixteenth century, only Confucius’s spirit tablet remains at the temple in the Imperial Academy in Beijing. Yet just across the street at the Yonghegong Buddhist temple, Confucius appears as a resplendent manifestation of the deity Manjushri. Modern-day visitors to those temples can scarcely be blamed for not recognizing him at either place. How Confucius is depicted—or not depicted—in the future will continue to change with the cultural, social, and political trends of the times.
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Part III

Confucianism Beyond China


CHAPTER 19

Confucianism in Japan

Kiri Paramore

Premodern Japan: Confucianism as Power

The beginnings of Confucianism in Japan were closely intertwined with the beginnings of a Japanese state. The formation of a single dominant state in central Japan occurred through the fifth to seventh centuries, concurrently with a new wave of importation and institutionalization of political and religious culture from mainland Asia—notably Korea. The impact of most importantly Buddhism, but also Confucianism, and other religious ideas associated with Daoism, accelerated dramatically during the seventh century. These religious, cultural, educational and administrative paradigms provided many of the sociological tools necessary for the construction of a more complex centralized state capable of projecting and holding power over a large area.1 The formulation of Confucianism in Japan and the formation of the Japanese state were thereby concurrent and symbiotic processes.

Confucian influence in early Japanese statecraft manifested itself in two opposing directions. On the one hand, Confucian ideas were used to provide frameworks for mediation and consensus building in Japanese society, and between Japanese and foreign peoples. On the other hand, Confucian ideas were used to assist in recognizing a hierarchy between different societies, which justified Japanese state violence against so-called “barbarians.”

Scholars in Japan have repeatedly cited Shotoku’s Seventeen Article Constitution (also called the Seventeen Injunctions) as a strong example of Confucianism’s message of shared human values and respect for the other.2 Shōtoku’s Seventeen Article Constitution is a list of principles of governance that tradition claims was written in 604 by the imperial regent, Prince Shotoku.3 His “Constitution” has been one of the most heavily referenced treatises in Japanese political history, right into the twenty-first century.4 This is partly because of its flexible nature: hortatory rather than regulatory, consensus driven, religiously pluralist. Shotoku’s Seventeen Article Constitution is correctly cited both as representative of the Buddhist nature of the early Japanese state, and also as one of the most clearly Confucian-influenced texts in early Japanese history. This is indicative of the intellectually and religiously pluralist nature of this text, but also more generally of Japanese political culture at this time.

The very first sentence of the first of the seventeen injunctions of this text is a line from the Confucian classic the Record of Rites that also appears in the Analects, “Harmony is to be valued, and contentiousness avoided.”5 The injunction continues, “When those above are harmonious and those below are conciliatory and there is concord in the discussion of all matters, the disposition of affairs comes about naturally.”6 This injunction is quintessentially Confucian in the sense that it advises for a form of rule in which the use of force is unnecessary. This preference for rites as the primary method of governance is also emphasized in the fourth injunction, which first quotes from the Confucian Classic of Filial Piety, “rites must be the basis of rule,” and concludes that, “if the common people have rites, then the state will govern itself.”7

Other injunctions also emphasize the centrality of the cultivation of mediating relationships. Injunction Nine opens with a quote from the Analects, “Trust is the basis of justice,” and concludes, “if there is trust between sovereign and vassal then nothing cannot be achieved, if there is no trust then all will be destroyed.”8 A similar emphasis on conciliatory human relations is presented in Injunction Sixteen, which opens with the quotation from the Confucian Analects, “the common people should be employed according to the season.” This reference to the seasons is a warning to rulers not to demand corvée labor from the peasants in times of agricultural labor intensity such as harvest, because this would interfere with the peasants’ livelihood.9 These injunctions share a characteristic of warning members of the ruling elite to emphasize conciliation and harmony in their relationships with others, including being aware of others’ needs—even the needs of peasants.

For the rulers this implied that they should moderate their use of coercion and force in their exercise of power. All of these injunctions clearly take Confucian textual sources as their bases and make points that could indeed be characterized as representing basic Confucian approaches to social governance.10 Confucian influence thereby, on the one hand, emphasized conciliation and cooperation and militated against the use of force and violence in governance. This conciliatory character had a relatively egalitarian nature in that even the interests of the peasantry were considered worth taking into account.

This Confucian universalism, however, had another side. The rather moderating and civilizing aspect of Confucian influence narrated above went hand in hand with a Confucian world view that demarcated different human societies into a clear hierarchy. By establishing a single universalist cultural idea of “civilization” upon which human societies could be comparatively judged, Confucianism recognized the possibility to grade human societies in a hierarchy with a central civilized state at the top and barbaric peripheries at the bottom. This allowed the Confucian idea of “civilization” to be deployed in justifying the conquest of peripheral “barbarian” peoples and states. Such justifications of conquest can be found throughout the classic Confucian texts. In the context of the Japanese archipelago, the Yamato state of Prince Shotoku saw itself as the civilizing center. Its wars of conquest against other peoples in the archipelago, and indeed the taking and trading of these peoples as slaves, was justified using the same paradigms and language as found in the Confucian Classics. Non-Japanese, at this time meaning any peoples on the archipelago not willing to submit to the authority of the Yamato sovereign, were referred to in the Nihon Shoki as “barbarians” using the same phrasing employed in the Record of Rites.11 Early Japanese state documents also mimic Confucian tradition in narrating the world in terms of a unipolar imperial order of civilization. They narrate the conduct of state ceremonies involving subjugated “barbarian” peoples and surrounding states along the lines of this logic.12 In this sense, Confucian universalism was used in Japan to justify ideas of cultural superiority and military domination.

Confucianism, at least in its early Japanese manifestation, thereby contained a dichotomy between conciliation and domination. One reason why this dichotomy remained unresolved in early Japan was that the Japanese Confucianism of this period, in comparison with Confucianism in most other periods in Japan or China, was particularly instrumentalist and elitist, while at the same time being comparatively unreligious and unintellectual. This changed dramatically in the medieval period, when the fall of the Japanese imperial state and rise of the first shogunate government ushered in a completely new social context for the practice and propagation of Confucianism in Japan.

Medieval Japan: Confucianism as Buddhism

Whereas Confucianism in early Japan manifested itself primarily through bureaucratic educational activities of the state academy, Confucianism in medieval Japan (twelfth–sixteenth century) manifested itself in a vibrant literary culture associated with Zen (Ch. Chan) monasticism. Five Mountains Zen Culture, or Gozan Zen culture, is the name given to a wide-ranging movement associated with the rise of Zen Buddhist monasticism and practice in medieval Japan. Important traditional Japanese art, literature, and poetry are associated with this movement, which was based in, but not limited to, the new Zen monasteries that were established and patronized by the new Japanese samurai-led shogunal states between the thirteenth and fifteenth centuries.13 Medieval Japanese Confucianism’s positioning in the new vibrant cultural milieu of Five Mountains Zen culture gave it a comparatively more socially integrated, creative, and transnational character as the Five Mountains Zen culture represented a new force of continental cultural influence and individual Buddhist practice in Japan.

In Song-dynasty China—the source of the Zen tradition imported into Japan—art, literature, religion, and culture in general were particularly prized not only in the state sphere, but also in the growing commercial world. Religiously, the Song was a particularly creative and competitive society. In Song China, Chan (Zen) Buddhists had to compete with, among others, a rising new movement of popular Confucianism, now often called Neo-Confucianism, which harshly criticized Zen while integrating Zen elements into its own world view. Zen Buddhists often reacted by similarly integrating elements of this Confucian culture into their own schematics. Zen Buddhists during this period thereby often responded to attacks by other sects or religions by emphasizing the doctrine of “The Combination of the Three Religions,” suggesting that Zen represented a perfected synthesis of Buddhist, Daoist, and Confucian teachings. This Zen reaction sought to appropriate and integrate other religious teachings.14

The Confucianism of Zen priests in the medieval period was thus directly influenced by the newest Confucian theories originated in the Song dynasty. This form of Confucianism, called “Song Confucianism,” “Zhu Xi Learning,” or most commonly in English “Neo-Confucianism,” is still the dominant interpretation of Confucianism today. Developed by a number of thinkers before and during the early Song, and systematized by Zhu Xi (1120–1200) in the twelfth century, this form of Confucianism developed a metaphysics that systematically linked Confucian ethics and political thought to an explanation of the natural world influenced by Chan Buddhist and Daoist yinyang theory. By being based in this very modern (by thirteenth-century standards) Confucian discourse, Japanese medieval Confucianism already had a significantly more complex and theoretical base to develop upon than its earlier predecessor.15

A regular flow of Zen monks moving between Japan and China through the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, and active trade with China under the Kamakura shogunate (1185–1333), and particularly under the Muromachi shogunate (1336–1573), meant continuous Chinese contact and influence in Japan. New Confucian commentaries and treatises arrived in Japan from China throughout the medieval period, representing a continuous influence on Japanese Confucianism. The increasing institutionalization of Neo-Confucianism as the basis of state examinations in China from the Yuan dynasty (1271–1368) and thereafter meant that the development of Chinese Confucian discourse continued along a path that could be paralleled in Japan. Neo-Confucianism represented a stable interpretative base, institutionalized on the continent and peninsula through the examinations system. This created the capacity for Japanese Confucianism to have a more transnational character, in the sense that it could stay linked to the development of Confucian discourse in China and Korea, a development that was occurring within the same systematized discourse pattern of Neo-Confucian theory across all three countries. The medieval period did not see Neo-Confucianism popularized in Japan, nor even clearly systematized, but it was the period in which Neo-Confucian conceptions began to make their way into Japanese thinking.

Japanese reacted to the systematized and theoretical discourse of Neo-Confucianism even in the medieval period by printing the commentaries of Zhu Xi and others and, crucially, through writing their own commentaries on classic Confucian texts. The fact that Confucian study occurred primarily in a context of literary study, literary production, and religious practice in the Zen monasteries contributed to its more creative character and the willingness of practitioners to write their own interpretations. The fact that Confucian study occurred in this kind of creative environment—integrated into Buddhist monastic life, which in turn was itself often integrated into other social structures, like village life or samurai household life—meant that Confucianism was also more socially integrated. The medieval period thus began the process of a much larger scale engagement of Confucianism by large sections of Japanese society. This new engagement, for instance through institutions like the Ashikaga Academy, would eventually usher in the golden age of Confucianism under Japan’s Tokugawa shogunate (1603–1868).16

The multifaceted flourishing of Confucianism in the Tokugawa is addressed in a separate essay in this volume; most scholars agree that the influence of Confucianism continued to grow through the course of the early modern period, peaking just before the fall of the Tokugawa shogunate in 1868.17 Most English-language histories of Japanese Confucianism, however, have not looked beyond the Meiji Restoration of 1868, seeing Confucianism as something only relevant to premodern Japan. But as we will see, Confucianism continued to influence the development of Japan in the modern period, often acting on similar areas of politics and culture, and navigating the same tensions between ideas of social harmony on the one hand and political hierarchy on the other.

Modern Japan: Confucianism as Ideology

Attacks portraying Confucianism as a traditionalist, religious force, ossifying society and holding back development, originated in the Western imperialist thought used to justify the semi-colonization of China.18 China’s alleged ossified, timeless “despotism” was (from a Protestant European perspective) a function of the Catholic-like anti-progressive teachings of Confucianism. Japan’s Meiji state leaders, advancing a political agenda of Westernization, also followed and propagated this Western imperialist depiction of Confucianism as both the antithesis of Western modernity and the root of Chinese political weakness. This led to a sharp decline in the influence of Confucianism in the Japanese state and state education systems of the late nineteenth century.

Ironically, however, it was exactly this same representation of Confucianism as the antithesis of Western modernity that heralded the beginnings of its resuscitation in Japan at the very beginning of the twentieth century. Many late nineteenth century thinkers across the globe agreed that one of the major challenges posed by modernity, or global capitalism, was the maintenance of morality and/or ethics. Even for liberals like J. S. Mill, ethics was a necessary element in successful social organization—which needed to be rooted in the nuclear family and informed by Christian morality.19 Japanese liberals like Fukuzawa Yukichi also emphasized the role of the nuclear family in providing an ethical core for the new society, while at the same time rather unsuccessfully trying to relativize the Christian origins of this ethics.20 Most thinkers and government officials, however, looked to emulate more culturally embedded models of national morality from places like Germany.

From the late 1880s German-educated figures like Inoue Tetsujirō (1856–1944) argued that Japan should use Confucianism to replace the role played by Christian values in underpinning European systems of national morality. Inoue sought to make Confucianism comprehensible within the modern constellation of academic categorization by denying that Confucianism was a religion, and arguing that it was instead a philosophy. He used this definition to position Confucianism not only outside the politically problematic realm of religion, but also against the traditional religious symbol of Western culture: Christianity. Confucianism as philosophy, according to Inoue, offered an ethical system adaptable to a program of modern “national morality,” while simultaneously not in any way undermining the “scientific” basis of modern secular education. In this respect, Confucianism, according to Inoue and the Western scientist writers he quoted, was superior to Christianity because it did not undermine science and rationalism in the way which Christianity did. In this way, Confucianism could both replace the role of Christianity as the basis of national morality, and in fact do an even better job being both secular and scientific, and at the same time representing Eastern cultural values.


It is good if we have something like Confucianism [in education] because the aim of Confucianism is pure morality in its broadest sense. Moreover, there is no impediment to teaching Confucianism in schools because [unlike Buddhism and Christianity] it does not contradict the natural sciences.21



This quotation comes from a speech Inoue gave at the Japanese Society for Philosophy in 1906, a speech attended not only by influential Japanese but also several key Chinese thinkers, including Liang Qichao (1873–1929).

In this repositioning of Confucianism Inoue expertly deployed a range of recent developments in European academia—using Western secularism and scientism to entrench Confucianism as representative of a national secular morality. For instance, he pointed out the similarity between elements of Japanese Confucianism and aspects of Neo-Kantian philosophy, and he deployed Herbert Spencer’s social organism theory and so-called “social Darwinism” to argue for the rationalism of the hierarchical structures of Confucian ethics.

Inoue Tetsujirō thereby reinvented Confucianism in Japan through masterfully influencing developments in three separate fields: academia, the state, and public discourse. He influenced a new academic imagination of Confucianism through his role as Professor of Eastern Philosophy at the University of Tokyo. He engineered a new place for Confucianism in the official ideology and discourse of the state through his advisory role in the creation and official interpretation of the Imperial Rescript on Education. And he launched a new popular conception of Confucianism through his role as an influential political commentator in major public debates of the 1890s.

Through the early twentieth century this newly invented modern Japanese Confucianism—a rational, anti-religious, modernist, nationalist philosophy of Confucianism —led to a gradual revival. Civil society groups advocating Confucianism began to form and grow, feted by rich capitalist patrons and cultivated by influential political and military leaders. New clubs and associations organized around an interest in Confucianism included the Shibun gakkai (founded 1880), Nippon Kōdōkai (1884), Kenkei kai (1899), and Tōa gakujutsu kenkyūkai (1909). Although founded at the end of the nineteenth century, it was later in the twentieth century, particularly after 1918, that these organizations began to be influential in conservative politics and civil society activity.

Shibusawa Eiichi, one of the major figures in the rise of Japan’s most influential Confucian organization, the Shibunkai, which had emerged out of the aforementioned “Shibun Gakkai” of 1880, led a relaunch of the organization in 1918 that substantially increased its membership and influence. In 1919 Shibusawa, a major banker and industrialist often referred to as “the father of Japanese capitalism,” launched the “Conciliation Association,” Kyōchōkai, an organization with the express purpose of uniting influential capitalists and government figures to prevent labor conflict. The membership overlapped to a significant extent with membership of the Shibunkai, and the Conciliation Association’s approach to labor relations was overtly Confucian—the key concept being the Wang dao, or Confucian Kingly Way. According to Shibusawa Eiichi, “If Capital deals with Labor according to the wang dao and vice versa, believing that their interests are common to each other, there will be no strife.”22 This was an organization designed to undermine labor unions, very similar to Catholic Action industrial organizations formed in Europe, South America, and Australia around the same time.

By the end of the 1920s, Confucianism had therefore been repositioned in Japan much closer to the interests of the state, but with an active and popular public association promoting it. The state and Confucian associations, notably the Shibunkai, were linked in multiple ways. For instance, the state made available Yushima Seidō, the Confucian shrine of the old shogunal academy, and therefore traditionally the Confucian shrine of the Japanese central state since the late 1700s, as a site for a major revived Confucian calendar of rituals. These rituals were then attended by cabinet ministers including the prime minister, imperial princes, and senior members of the general staff. Under state pressure like that of Mizuno, the nature of the rituals was changed to intersect with imperial Shinto ritual. In this way, the Confucian ritual scheme was reestablished as an official ritual of the Japanese state, but was also affected by that state’s politico-religious predilections. This state dominance, and in some respects control (for instance in relation to ritual practice), made this new Confucianism particularly susceptible to being caught up in the ideological confusion and systematic structural failure that was about to befall the Japanese state in the 1930s and ’40s.

The transformation of modern twentieth-century Japanese Confucianism from an albeit conservative movement to one with explicit fascist tones occurred in this context, and can be clearly marked off by the formation of the Japanese Confucianism Mission Association, Nihon jukyō senyō kai, in 1934. The founding congress of this organization, attended by dignitaries from the prime minister down, was addressed by politician and head of the State Academy of Oriental Culture, Katō Masanosuke (1854–1941) who made a speech that well illustrates the new radical tendencies of Confucianism represented within this organization.


Capitalists exploiting the flesh and blood of laborers while laborers band together and strike in opposition. Landlords and tenants each wishing their own share to be large, so tenant disputes arising constantly. Politicians taking advantage of their positions and yearning for unfair profits. … Communist influence at Kyoto University … these are the poisons of following material culture.23



Katō’s position as head of a state institution of oriental studies is indicative of the synergy that came to arise between the expansionist war aims of the military on the (predominantly Chinese) mainland, the colonialist orientalism of the Japanese empire’s Area Studies scholars (predominantly Sinologists), and the new expansive missionary zeal of the Confucian associations, who came to see their project, just like that of Japan, no longer as only one of national redemption, but of civilizational and perhaps even global redemption in an imperial context.24 For example, at the same event where Katō made the speech just quoted, the Japanese Minister for Education Hatoyama Ichirō, seemed to predict a Japanese Confucian cultural takeover of the world, stating as follows.


Considering the achievements of our long national history, the fate of the world some centuries from now may well be to see our nation assimilate and refine even Western culture. I firmly believe this is our nation’s great aspiration and indeed its manifest destiny.25



This is a good example of the almost millenarian tendencies that began to emerge in Japanese Confucianism’s drift into fascism. Ironically, Confucianism’s long historical relationship with Christian mission had come full circle. From Confucianism’s definition in Jesuit texts of the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries as an object of Christian mission in China, Confucianism had now transformed into an almost perfect copy of the imperialistic Christian missionary movement of the nineteenth century, and with the same primary geographic target of mission and colonization: China.

Confucian associations and leaders were coopted into the project of imperialism and colonialism in Japan just like other religions. It is important to note here that the transformation of Confucian groups into “missionary” societies followed the same model the state dictated for all the other competing Buddhist, Shinto, and even Japanese Christian groups. Religion in all these guises was deployed in the empire. This then also shows that despite the rhetoric of the likes of Inoue Tetsujirō, by the 1930s Confucianism was again ultimately being treated by the state as a religion alongside other religions.

Intriguingly, but also rather understandably, Japanese Confucianism in its export version in the empire was quite different from the increasingly radical and fascistic manifestation in Japan proper. The radical message, in particular the anti-capitalist rhetoric, was gone. After all, the capitalists in Manchuria were predominantly Japanese, many with close institutional links to the military. The message of Japanese-delivered Confucianism in Japanese-occupied greater Asia was predominantly culturally conservative, resting firmly on the idea of the Kingly Way, the central plank of the post-1918 conservative political message of Japanese Confucianism.

This was innately related to the primary utility Confucianism had for the Japanese in their East Asian empire. Confucianism was used by Japan in occupied East Asia to claim the Asian credentials of modern Japan, particularly in contrast to their only two even remotely competent Asian political rivals: the Chinese Republicans (the KMT and their Republic of China), and the Chinese communists (the CCP and their various territorial manifestations in occupied North China). By holding up Confucianism as the identifier of Asian culture, Japanese authorities sought to portray themselves as the real stewards of Asian tradition in comparison to the republicans and communists, because both of these groups initially rejected Confucianism as an antithesis to their imagination of a strong, modern China. In other words, Japanese utilization of Confucianism in occupied East Asia played on a strategic weakness of Chinese republican and communist ideologies: their rejection of major elements of their own cultural heritage, a rejection that inhibited their ability to construct a form of nationalism that followed standard models.26

Conversely, Japan’s ideological deployment of Confucianism sought to represent the Japanese nation itself, along with its state, its capital, and its war, as the champion of the Orient in its conflict with the Occident.27 Confucianism was thus a central prop in the ideology that allowed Japanese militarists to claim the war against China as, in the words of General Doihara Kenji, “a war for the renaissance of Oriental culture … to lose this war will mean the eternal defeat and subjugation of the Orient to Western civilization.”28

The use of Confucianism to justify such assertions, however, invited the Chinese state to identify with Confucianism and coopt Confucian conservatism into the nationalist program as the Japanese were doing. In the course of constructing a rebuttal, the ideologues of the Chinese Republic began to accept and employ this instrumental link between the Confucian tradition and modern nationalism, similar to that established by the Japanese. This in turn influenced a new appropriation of Confucianism by authoritarian ultra-nationalists in the Chinese states.29 Chiang Kai-shek’s regime, starting as a lurch to conservatism in 1927, became, at least in ideological terms, increasingly fascistic through the 1930s and ’40s. Japanese rightist utilizations of Confucianism thereby provided a kind of example to this later authoritarian Chinese Republic’s similar engagement with the tradition, an example that some might say has also been informing recent ideology construction in the Peoples’ Republic. Of course, how Japanese military and civil officials utilized Confucianism varied considerably between the different occupied territories.

Manchuria

Manchuria, the Japanese puppet state established in northeast China in 1931, undoubtedly exemplifies the most overt use of Confucianism by the Japanese government in its East Asian empire. Manchuria was set up officially as a Confucian state, as the founding and defining ideological document of the state, its establishing proclamation, made clear:


Statecraft should be founded upon the principle of the Way and the Way founded upon Heaven. The principle on which this new state is based is to follow Heaven that the people may have peace and security. [The state will] … promote and popularize education, respect the teachings of Confucianism, and apply the principle of the Kingly Way, and practice its teachings. These, we believe, will enlighten the people to maintain the honor of perpetuating the peace of the Far East and thus set an example of model government to the world.30



This was not simply a Japanese invention, but was also enthusiastically advanced by the Qing loyalist Confucian scholars who formed the backbone of the puppet regime’s cabinet, notably the first prime minister, Zheng Xiaoxu (1860–1938). As a Japanese-supported puppet state, and the inheritor of the Qing mantle that the Chinese Republic had overthrown, Manchuria had no problem buying into the conceit of Japan as the savior of both Confucianism and Asian culture.

Occupied China

The use of Confucianism in Manchuria was thus perceived as a good ideological model to emulate after Japan invaded the remaining northern provinces of China in 1937. The so-called “Provisional Government of the Republic of China” (PGROC) was set up by the Japanese four months after the full-scale invasion in 1937. It was very similar to the Manchurian administration in that it was “led” by a former Qing bureaucrat, in this case, Wang Kemin (1879–1945). He was backed up by other Chinese figures who found the nationalist and revolutionary ideology of the Republic of China offensive, and instead emphasized an anti-nationalist universalist and corporatist message. They established civil associations and organizations to promote their approach to a revival of Confucian statecraft and morality under Japanese leadership in China. One of the members of one such organization, the Xinminhui, explained their position in a speech to primary school teachers:


Western methods of progress are not natural, as are oriental. The West uses scientific methods to correct and control natural development. This is the method of conflict. The Kuomintang adopted this and destroyed the old family and the old religion. The Japanese are shedding their blood in order to help restore Chinese civilization which was dying because the revolution destroyed Confucianism.31



Here we see a message very similar to the conservatism of post-1918 Japanese Confucianism, but then with the artifice of the West linked to the program of the KMT. The activities of these organizations can thus be seen to have fulfilled the primary ideological objective of associating Japan with a modern, effective manifestation of East Asian tradition, and the Chinese republicans with the disorderly and inherently antisocial aspects of Western modernity.

Unfortunately for the Japanese and their Chinese collaborators, however, this ideological concoction and organization failed to stem the tide of Chinese resistance in North China, especially that emanating from the rural villages and fueled by CCP activism. Smith has provided an interesting analysis of the failure of Confucian conservatism to take hold in northern China at this time. For him the location of the old gentry elite in the cities meant that there were no collaborators on the ground in the countryside to advance the case for conservatism. Those who might have actually been open to an argument attacking Western modernity and capitalism from a traditionalist perspective, the landed gentry, were themselves located in the modernizing cities, while those still in the conservative rural areas were the peasants for whom the land-reform message of the CCP was eminently more appealing.32

By the end of 1938 this puppet regime and its anti-KMT rhetoric had been replaced by a new one led by former KMT stalwart Wang Jingwei (1883–1844). Rather than rejecting the nationalist and republican ideological rhetoric of the Chinese Republic, Wang appropriated it wholesale. Wang’s regime was thus formulated to be not only an alternative Chinese government, but an alternative KMT. This new puppet government was therefore not interested in trying to appeal to the population through an alternate ideology of Confucian universalism. They were happy just to try and use the same republican ideology of the KMT, but with the offer of peace with the Japanese and a possible end to the violence as an added motivator. The message of Japanese Confucianism as the epitome of a universal Asian resistance to Western modernity therefore failed to work in China, mainly, if we accept Smith’s analysis, because of the nature of the social and political situation on the ground.

Colonial Korea

Confucianism was much more effective for the Japanese in Korea. Korea was fertile ground for the deployment of Confucianism, if only because it was the only country in East Asia where the modern Japanese regime took over directly from another regime that employed Confucianism centrally.33 Confucianism was not only the ideology of the Choson state (1392–1910), it also underlay the institutions of state, religion, and education.34 The central place of Confucian institutions and their utility was recognized by the early colonial government. For instance, although attempting to implement a Western-learning-based academic system of schools as in Japan, the colonial administration retained traditional local Confucian schools (sŏdang) in places where Western/Japanese schools could not be established. It then used these schools’ connections with the local traditional gentry to gain influence in the countryside.35 They appropriated wholesale the institutions of state Confucianism, notably the state academy of the Chosŏn dynasty, the Sungkyunkwan, which was renamed the Keigakuin, but otherwise in many respects continued on much unchanged—for instance with many of the same staff, and holding Confucian state ceremonies for the colonial regime. Major Korean Confucian figures, notably the leaders of the official academies and shrines, were rather successfully courted by Japanese-state-aligned Confucians, particularly by the Shibunkai, which hosted visits to Japan by groups of major Korean Confucians of the academy in Seoul, men who often also held high position in the colonial government.36

Japanese-state-supported Confucian institutions and their rituals attracted considerable support and participation in Korea. In 1928 there were reportedly nearly a quarter million Korean members of the state-aligned Korean Confucian organizations. There were still an estimated 100,000 participants at state shrine rituals even in 1937 after the Japanese administration had taken a brutal turn for the worse. This indicates that Confucianism may have had some effective force in motivating Korean people to participate in the ideologies and institutions of the Japanese colonial state. However, Confucianism was only able to function effectively for the Japanese government in Korea, as in Manchuria, so long as it continued to represent conservative values, symbolizing an alternative to the radical rupture of the Westernizing modern.

Ironically, Confucian’s utility for colonial rule in Korea was undermined primarily by the Japanese colonial administration itself through its failure to hold to the basic conservative values it claimed to represent. The Japanese administration identified itself with Confucianism primarily by claiming to uphold the key universal Confucian virtues of loyalty and filial piety. But in 1937 the Japanese government decided to force all Koreans to change their family names—to abandon the Korean house name of their ancestors and take up an artificial Japanized name. Naturally, many Koreans perceived this as a request to reject their family lineages. This then set the Japanese administration directly at loggerheads with one of the central ethical tenets of Confucianism: filial piety. By making Koreans reject their family heritage by changing their surnames, the identifier of their ancestral lineage, the Japanese government was forcing Koreans to be un-filial, while at the same time requesting their loyalty.

The 1937 Japanese state attacks on this vestige of Korean cultural identity, therefore, symbolize Japan’s inability in the fascist turn to accept imperial multiculturalism, even in one of the few non-Japanese parts of the Japanese empire where their rule was secure. This represented not only the beginnings of the end for Japanese rule in Korea, but also an end to any real utility of Confucianism in bolstering the imperial project in any form other than cynical propaganda. The incompatibility of the cultural homogenization policy of the state from 1937, and the promise of Confucian universalism, perhaps ultimately represented an inherent mismatch between fascism and Confucianism at a deeper level. But this mismatch also seems reminiscent of the dichotomy between Confucian ideas of political harmony and hierarchy revealed in premodern imperial history.

Trans-War Asia

Despite their internal contradictions, however, aspects of the Japanese empire’s employment of Confucianism actually endured through the trans-war period—particularly in post-colonial Asia.37

Taiwan under the authoritarian rule of Chiang Kai-Shek after 1945, and thereafter right up into the 1980s, would see Confucianism used as part of a state ideology that shared many features with fascism. In Korea, just as the Confucian academy of the pre-Japanese-occupation Choson state had continued serving the state under the Japanese, so too the Confucian institutions went on to stay close to the authoritarian US-backed South Korean state after “liberation,” and to use Confucianism in a similarly conservative culturalist way. As in the Choson-to-Japanese transition, so too in the Japanese-to-US/South Korean transition: there was plenty of continuity of Confucian personnel. Yu Ŏk-kyŏm, for instance, appointed head of the department of education under the United States’ military government in South Korea between 1945 and 1947, had been a Confucian rhetorician for the Japanese, even making anti-US speeches. His brother, Yu Man-gyŏn, another Confucian academy figure, was a provincial governor under the Japanese. As Michael Seth has outlined, Yu Ŏk-kyŏm collaborated as well with the Americans as he had with the Japanese, serving their interests loyally.38

In China and Korea the Japanese utilization of Confucianism during the occupation had been mainly conservative rather than fascist. Nonetheless, the brutal authoritarianism that flourished in these countries post-1945, often supported by US forces in the Cold War context, created regimes in South Korea and the ROC on Taiwan that through the ’50s, ’60s and ’70s most definitely carried on fascistic ideological elements that, if not inherited from the Japanese occupation, then were at the very least reminiscent of Japanese imperial practices during the war. From the perspective of the increasingly secure, economically comfortable, and democratic Japanese of these same post-war decades, however, the fascistic vision from across the sea was discomforting to say the least. The disturbing knowledge that the origins of these authoritarian monsters just over the water may have had something to do with “we Japanese” only served to bring back the uncomfortable memories of recent history. Unlike the rest of East Asia, Japan itself had made a clean break with fascism and most of its causes—or at least, that was the new ideological narrative. In Japan, Confucianism, like everything else associated with the fascist past, was best forgotten.
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Chapter 20

Confucianism in Japan

The Tokugawa Era

John A. Tucker

Introduction

Japanese Confucianism in the Tokugawa 徳川 period (1600–1868) had its beginnings as a continuation of late-medieval Confucianism, especially in its initially strong ties to Zen 禅 Buddhism and monastic forms of religio-philosophical syncretism combining Shintō 神道, Buddhism, and Confucianism into a unified teaching. From the mid-seventeenth through the mid-nineteenth centuries, however, Tokugawa Confucianism came into its own as an increasingly prominent, early-modern intellectual force informing virtually every level of public discourse, but most especially those of the social, political, spiritual, ethical, national, and economic arenas. In the Tokugawa, these multifaceted expressions of Confucian thinking emerged not from Buddhist temples but instead from virtually all estates of the socio-political order, and most especially schools and academies focused primarily if not exclusively on Confucian learning. Following the Tokugawa, Confucian discourse attained a strong afterlife in the Meiji 明治 period (1868–1912) and beyond as its notions were frequently reconceptualized to provide newly emerging expressions of Japanese modernity. Time and again, key concepts from the Confucian lexicon were refashioned semantically for the sake of serving integral, intermediary roles in defining contemporary Japanese academic and intellectual discourse.

In the early twentieth century, for example, the varied developments of Tokugawa Confucianism were cast as the earliest and most indigenous expressions of “Japanese philosophy” (Nihon no tetsugaku 日本の哲学). Inoue Tetsujirō 井上哲次郎 (1855–1944), professor of philosophy at Tokyo Imperial University, led the way in analyzing Tokugawa Confucianism as Japan’s first systematic expression of “philosophy” (tetsugaku), thereby claiming for late-Meiji and early-twentieth-century Japan an extensive, clearly identifiable, textually based philosophical tradition grounded in East Asian writings, thus establishing, despite Western claims to the contrary, that Japan was a highly civilized, philosophically sophisticated nation. However, Inoue also incorporated Confucian teachings into his more nationalistic, militaristic, and imperialistic ideological works.1 As with Buddhism and Shintō, the integrity of Confucianism was impaired by its association with the resulting militarist ideologies of the 1930s and 1940s that Inoue had a major role in formulating. Nevertheless, the abiding Confucian legacy, readily evident in contemporary lexicons of ethical, cultural, literary, academic, political, and scientific discourse, remains an inextricable dimension of educated Japanese modernity and postmodernity.

Commenting on the presence of Confucianism in Japanese history and culture, Inoue noted early on that while, in the wake of the Meiji Restoration, Confucianism seemed “almost extinguished,” it was “only apparently so.” He added that “the teaching of the great Chinese sage is so widely diffused and deeply rooted in Japan that it must be considered to be part and parcel of Japanese culture itself.” Inoue further observed that “we must not forget that the Japanese spirit began from earlier times to assimilate Confucianism to itself, that is to say, to Japanize it. As a consequence of that process, Confucianism was, during the Tokugawa age, almost entirely Japanized, and in that way it was made more vigorous and efficacious than in China and elsewhere.” Inoue even ventured that “to understand well Confucianism of the Tokugawa age is, therefore, at the same time to understand partly Japanese culture itself.”2 Other scholars including E. O. Reischauer (1910–1990), Wm. Theodore de Bary (1919–2017), and Watanabe Hiroshi 渡辺浩 (1946– ) have affirmed the integral, meaningful presence of Confucian teachings, especially as developed in the Tokugawa period and beyond, in the social, political, economic, and ethical lives of modern and contemporary Japanese. Echoing Inoue, Reischauer well described the ironic presence of Confucianism in contemporary Japan with his quip, “almost no one considers himself a Confucianist today, but in a sense almost all Japanese are.”3

Education and Literacy

Institutionally, Japanese Confucianism in the Tokugawa period contributed to the educational foundations of modern Japan, especially insofar as it promoted a strong ethic of education and educational attainment for the sake of the person, the family, and the polity, one that continues to inform Japanese attitudes toward learning today.4 While some Tokugawa Confucian proponents of learning and literacy advocated education for their specific estates rather than the entire range of the hereditary hierarchy defining Tokugawa socio-economic relations, other Confucians were surprisingly universalistic in envisioning a well-coordinated educational system for all, and, at least within the classroom, a modicum of equality for all in learning. Tokugawa Confucians thus anticipated, in their discussions of educational ideals, the rise of universal education that, as a practical reality, was realized in the late-nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

Much has been made of the private academies of Tokugawa Japan, the so-called “temple schools” (terakoya 寺子屋), or centers of instruction and learning located on the grounds of Buddhist temples.5 No doubt temples provided the infrastructure wherein education was often cultivated. However, the teachers who coordinated educational efforts promoting literacy, learning, and a book-based culture were not typically Buddhist monks but instead local Confucian scholars who took seriously Confucius’s reported injunctions that words, language, and the cultural expressions they harbored, be taken seriously as the bases for self-cultivation, personal improvement, and ultimately, right order and good government within the realm. In the Tokugawa period, then, Confucian instructors emerged as pioneers of a new and increasingly widespread profession, one providing educational opportunities not just for a slender, resource-rich elite, but for a progressively broad swathe of the social order, reaching from the villages of peasant agrarian life to the castle towns of samurai rulers and the burgeoning, quasi-bourgeois merchant and artisan estates therein.

Responding to the Buddhist claim that devotees might attain, in this very life, Buddhahood, some Confucians affirmed an alternative ideal, declaring that becoming a “sage” (seijin 聖人) was a real possibility for all humanity, one achieved through learning and education. The vision of Buddhahood, grounded in non-attachment to this-worldly, secular things such as books, literacy, and everyday learning, was, by comparison, less concerned with the basics of reading and writing. Some Buddhists even elevated if not extolled exemplars who reportedly could neither read nor write, yet nevertheless attained, through meta-literate mind-to-mind transmissions, perfect enlightenment. Confucian traditions, though affirming learning for all, high and low alike, featured no such illiterate sages extolled as exemplars of understanding and enlightenment.

Along admittedly quotidian lines, Confucians saw daily instruction in the basics of reading and writing as their primary responsibility, and so they emerged as ringleaders even at academies otherwise operated out of spare spaces in Buddhist temples. Buddhism had prevailed in Japan for nearly a millennium by the beginning of the Tokugawa but had not, during that extended span of dominance, realized significant, major achievements in popular literacy. On the other hand, Tokugawa Confucian culture, between the beginning of the seventeenth and the middle of the nineteenth centuries, did much to advance literacy, learning, and commonly shared educational values widely among the population at large.

The Tokugawa Confucian legacy in education made it all the easier for Japan to face, in the middle of the nineteenth century, the challenges of Western learning and modernization. Largely due to Confucian efforts and their impact on the emerging secular world of early modern Japan, the population was, by the end of the Tokugawa, already well established in the habit of learning. Also, Tokugawa Japanese well recognized and respected the power and authority of words, writing, book-knowledge, and education. All that would be required in the Meiji and beyond was mastery of a new curriculum of study, primarily that of Western science and technology, along with the subtleties of Western political thought. Given the levels of education that already existed in the late Tokugawa, such mastery was achieved with impressive ease and even, on the part of many Confucian-educated scholars, intellectual eagerness.

Confucian Universalism, Patriarchy, and Misogyny

Confucian teachings regarding humanity have often been cast in universalistic terms, referring, for example, to “people” (hito 人 / tami 民), in comprehensive, non-exclusive terms, without any indication that Confucianism was specific to a single social class or gender. However, practically speaking, those pursuing Confucian learning in the Tokugawa period were predominantly male. Despite the universality evident at the surface level of written discourse, Confucian teachings most characteristically—in China, Korea, and Japan—expressed a philosophical vision that was conspicuously patriarchal, emphasizing masculinity within the larger cosmos, as well as at the micro-level, within the family and the polity. Cosmologically, Confucians almost invariably recognized heaven above as the father and earth, below, as the mother of all creation. Heaven’s paternity established a cosmic patriarchal norm of male superiority and dominance, one echoed in amplifications of Confucian metaphysics when, as with many later Confucian thinkers, the “Great Ultimate” (taikyoku 太極) was posited as an additional ontological layer informing the structure and function of the universe. Although not assigned gender identity, the Great Ultimate, when considered in relation to its opposite, the “Ultimate of Non-being” (mukyoku 無極) and interpreted along correlative lines, appeared as another masculine expression of Confucian metaphysics.

Yet equally significant is that heaven and earth, as well as the Great Ultimate and the Ultimate of Non-being, are invariably interpreted as inseparable dualities, complementary in their work within the creative transformations of things. And while different, and in certain respects embodying dominant and subordinate roles, these dualities are also integral components of a cosmic dialectic of reversals whereby polarities usher in their opposites in an ongoing process of metaphysical give and take, activity and rest. Ultimately both have integrally related roles and ontologically interdependent prominence within cosmic processes. Thus, while Tokugawa Confucianism provided for male dominance, theoretically as well as, at the practical level, socially, politically and economically, it also integrated the female within it, recognizing the complementary nature of things and impossibility of one without the other. Amplifying this, the ontological modalities of yin 陰 and yang 陽, which were a regular dualistic component of Tokugawa Confucian discourse, affirmed the inescapable alternating dominance of all complementary forces—including male and female—within cosmic change.

While Tokugawa education remained a largely gender-exclusive activity dominated by men, from the patriarchal teachings of Confucianism there emerged a number of early writings on women’s education that, while still seemingly misogynistic from the perspective of contemporary standards, advanced an innovative discourse affirming the importance of female education in some form. This set the stage for subsequent discussions in modern times calling for more egalitarian, gender-inclusive curricula recognizing the need for both male and female to achieve, through learning, their greatest potential.

It should be added that Confucian misogyny in the Tokugawa period was not unique: it was an unfortunate characteristic shared with other teachings on the early modern and indeed modern horizon, including those of Buddhism and to an extent Shintō wherein male dominance and arguably gender oppression prevailed. In the case of Buddhism, the priority given to patriarchy was more egregious. Certain Buddhist temples, for example, refused to allow women on their grounds due to their supposed pollution. According to the Lotus Sutra, one of the most revered texts in the Buddhist tradition, women were said to be fit for enlightenment and nirvana only after having been reborn as men. Relatively speaking, then, Confucianism, in allowing significant roles for the female rather than relegating women to the margins as foul and polluted, offered a somewhat more progressive vision of gender relations, though admittedly nothing akin to contemporary understandings of gender equality.

Religion and Spirituality

Considered in relation to religion and spirituality, Tokugawa Confucianism promoted more naturalistic, substantial, and this-worldly understandings of the spiritual. It also played major roles in defining new frontiers of interpretive understandings of nativist beliefs, often referred to as Shintō. Despite its early subordination within Buddhist syncretism and strong medieval ties to Buddhist monastic orders, Confucianism emerged in the Tokugawa period as one of the most consistent critics of Buddhism in all Japanese history, sometimes denouncing the more pervasively established spiritual teaching as fundamentally mistaken in its otherworldly thinking about the meaning of human existence, the nature of the self, and the ontological emptiness of the family, the polity, and the world of everyday reality. Instead, Tokugawa Confucians invariably affirmed, along basically common-sensical lines, the fundamental reality of existence, the self, society, and the cosmos, essentially rejecting all appeals to otherworldly spirituality. This is not to say, however, that Tokugawa Confucianism was neither spiritual nor religious: it was both, but it situated its expressions of spirituality and religiosity within the world of everyday reality without positing an alternative world of greater reality, ultimate significance, or spiritual desirability.

Even more vehement than its critiques of Buddhism, however, were the critical attacks launched by various Tokugawa Confucians against Christianity. Although the Tokugawa world is often described as relatively isolated if not somewhat closed, for nearly four decades at the beginning of the Tokugawa period, its religio-philosophical sphere remained one wherein Christianity continued to have a perhaps uneasy presence and, at times, even a threatening appeal to diverse elements within the indigenous population. However, following the Tokugawa shogunate’s brutal suppression of the Christian-inspired Shimabara Uprising of 1637–1638, prominent Confucian scholars authored successive treatises denouncing Christianity as a foreign heresy preying on people’s confusion and ignorance. Confucianism in Tokugawa Japan thus continued its ongoing East Asian struggle with Christianity, often denouncing the foreign religion and its allegedly far-fetched otherworldly appeals, in tandem with its own affirmations of a more secular, naturalistic, and humanistic understanding of things. Far more than with Buddhism, opposition to Christian teachings was shared virtually without exception by Tokugawa Confucian scholars.

On the other hand, Shintō was regarded more favorably by many though not all Tokugawa Confucians. Continuing the tendency toward syncretism that carried over from medieval times, Confucian scholars found fewer problems with affirming the relative validity of Shintō teachings in relation to Confucian teachings in large part because Shintō, far from denying the reality of the world, affirmed it, and in particular the Japanese islands, as a sacred space. Moreover, humanity and the natural world were similarly viewed as the locus of spirituality. Just as Confucianism rejected otherworldly spirituality, Shintō, for the most part, did the same. Also, as with Confucianism, Shintō viewed life, creation, procreation, and human feelings as integral and fundamentally natural aspects of reality, provided proper expression. For these reasons, expressions of Confucian-Shintō syncretism wherein Confucian ethical and cosmological notions were paired with Shintō deities and icons resulted in an even greater willingness on the part of many Tokugawa Japanese to accept Confucian teachings. Confucian-Shintō syncretism also resulted in new layers of Shintō teachings readily integrating Confucian ethical and metaphysical discourse into their own narratives.

Political Roles and Civil Society

Tokugawa Confucianism has been cast politically as a set of teachings that effectively legitimized the hierarchical power and feudal authority of the Tokugawa shogunate.6 It cannot be denied that many shogunal leaders as well as members of the ruling samurai elite at all levels of the Tokugawa political system found in Confucian teachings, especially those regarding loyalty, filial piety, respect, and reverence, much that was conducive to imploring the ruled to be submissive and obedient in relation to those ruling from on high.

However, it should be noted that some Tokugawa Confucians also affirmed, in no uncertain terms, the profoundly conditional nature of political legitimacy. In effect they affirmed a potentially revolutionary narrative about the absolute importance of a ruler’s concern for the welfare and integrity of the people. If a ruler disregarded the latter, then fate, in the form of the cosmic forces of heaven and earth expressed immediately and concretely through the feelings of the people, would bring an arrogant and abusive ruler down and supplant him with another who distinguished himself on the basis of his authentic concern for those ruled. In the end, the readiness of at least some Tokugawa Confucians to act and theorize as revolutionary agents of social and political change was due in no small part to the confrontational Confucian legacy on behalf of righteousness and justice for humanity, coupled with an abiding readiness to remind rulers that when righteousness, justice, and virtue were abandoned, their days were numbered.

Thus, not only did Tokugawa Confucianism provide teachings that lent themselves to legitimizing the authoritarian political hierarchy of the Tokugawa shogunal regime, it also advanced teachings that provided philosophical leverage for affirming that the same regime, if egregiously neglectful of humanity, might effectively delegitimize itself and be in need of replacement in accordance with the directives and functioning of the cosmic, creative order of heaven, earth, and humanity. Tokugawa Confucians also claimed that it was the duty of ministers and vassals to remonstrate with rulers when the latter embarked upon mistaken, ill-advised courses. In effect, Confucian scholars and those educated by them understood their responsibility to speak truth to power, objecting to wrongheaded rule so as to keep rulers from bringing down upon themselves the worst possible consequences of misrule.

The Tokugawa polity was one founded socio-economically on hereditary succession to positions of consequence, from the shogunal level down to peasant farmers, including clergy and often enough, Confucian scholars as well. However, not a few Confucian thinkers openly challenged hereditary privilege by calling instead for the elevation of men of talent and ability. Men of talent and ability were often understood to be those with not only intelligence, but intelligence refined and shaped by ethical education in Confucian teachings. While admittedly self-serving in that regard, the call to elevate the worthy was made by Confucian thinkers who fully realized that mere hereditary right did not necessarily produce the best candidates for positions of importance, and affirmed instead, along strikingly modern lines, promotion based on ability.

It should be noted as well that Tokugawa Confucian scholars and their followers emerged not only from the ranks of the Buddhist and Shintō faithful and the samurai estate, but also from townspeople, the aristocracy, the merchant estate, artisans, and the peasantry. Confucians came, then, from exceptionally diverse social ranks, ranging the scale of the nascent hereditary system. In part, this was because the field of Confucian studies, considered professionally, was itself open to talents and offered enhanced status as scholar-teachers to those who pursued it successfully.

Along lines corresponding to a teacher’s primary social standing, students often gathered, either informally or formally, in school settings for instruction in Confucian teachings. Confucian teachers were invariably attached to words and the profound reality and significance of their true meanings. As a result, they not only taught their ideas orally in lectures and discussions with their followers, but also as published writings in woodblock editions so that their teachings might be more widely read, studied, and transmitted to others. The availability of Confucian thought in published form thus facilitated its dispersal throughout social time and space in the Tokugawa realm. Gatherings of like-minded students also affirmed, in effect, the integrity of private spaces for study and learning, and so often anticipated expressions of what today is called “civil society.” Private study groups, typically lacking any grand or even identifiable structures housing them, became occasions not only for Confucian education, but also sites of socio-political empowerment, at least intellectually.

Metaphysics and Ethics

Tokugawa Confucians were a diverse group, but most shared a common-sense metaphysics recognizing the reality of the world. In many cases, this meant affirming an underlying substantial reality pervading all existence, being and becoming. Most typically, this substantial reality—variously translated as “material force” or “generative force”—was known in Japanese as ki 気. This core ontological substance was understood to take various forms including those of gross matter, liquids, and airy, gaseous substances. In positing such a metaphysics Tokugawa Confucians offered an alternative analysis of the world of experience that countered Buddhist appraisals of reality as being at the ultimate level “empty,” that is, lacking in self-substantial reality. Instead, Confucians affirmed that the world of ordinary existence was the one and only world of reality, as fully real and true as any could possibly be. If this world was not perfect, then it was the responsibility of humanity to work toward realizing progress and even perfection through education, understanding, and action. By working with the forces of nature, heaven and earth, and on behalf of humanity, Confucians believed positive change could be achieved. The world of everyday reality was thus their ultimate concern.

Tokugawa Confucians affirmed not only the reality of the world, but moreover the fundamental kinship and oneness of humanity with it. Expressions of this vision varied from one Confucian to the next, but most often took the form of recognizing heaven above as the paternal dimension of the cosmos, and earth below as the maternal dimension, and their procreative interaction as responsible for the myriad things of everyday reality. In some cases, Tokugawa Confucians reiterated Chinese expressions of this metaphysics in their proclamation of heaven as their father and earth as their mother, and the myriad things as their brothers and sisters. Others even affirmed their oneness with all creation in their shared substance, ki, as provided for creatively through the mating of heaven and earth. Reverence for heaven above and earth below was often cast in terms of filial piety, alongside that accorded one’s father and mother at the human level. Thus, Tokugawa Confucians affirmed two family networks, one human, and the other universal and cosmic, relevant to each and every person as well as every aspect of existence.

At another level, the world of reality was the world of ethics and morality. Tokugawa Confucians viewed heaven and earth as the generative agents of this world providing for its bounty and goodness, affirming and rewarding individual goodness through their creative processes, and conversely, denouncing evil in all forms with warnings and punishments. Tokugawa Confucians, to one degree or another, thus typically affirmed a principled, ethical universe, often captured in the notion “the principles of heaven” (tenri 天理). Within principles (ri 理)—sometimes referred to as “patterns”—Tokugawa Confucians saw not only the ethical but also the orderly, rational structures of things, beginning with heaven and earth, yet informing every particular aspect of existence, making them what they are as individual parts of an intelligible, knowable reality. Epistemologically, these principles made human knowledge of the real world possible, even as they infused it with ethical nuances operative at every turn.

At the human level, Tokugawa Confucians often—though not always—affirmed that human nature consisted of the principles of heaven, thus empowering each individual with a cognitive resonance vis-à-vis the myriad things. Even more importantly, people were imparted with an ethical sensibility that matched that of the cosmos, affirming goodness and rejecting evil. In this respect, all people were thought to have at birth a human nature linking them intrinsically with the ethical nature of the universe and thus reinforcing the ontological kinship perhaps felt most immediately through their shared substantial reality. In the latter, as well as in the principles of heaven, humanity shared universal dimensions linking them integrally with all things. The Confucian vision of cosmic commonality therefore provided for a tightly knit universe wherein heaven, humanity, and the myriad things on earth below were linked in substantial, rational, and ethical ways, echoing one another in transformative action and, ideally at least, ethical creativity.

National Identity and National Security

At a more mundane level, Tokugawa Confucians contributed to the beginnings of a national consciousness in Japan. Prior to the Tokugawa period from 1467–1600, the country had endured a century and a half of seemingly incessant warfare. During that time, known as the Warring States period, Japan’s standing as a unified country had been eclipsed by the rise of regional entities effectively governed by generalissimos known as warring states daimyō (sengoku daimyō). With Tokugawa political reunification and the rise of Confucianism as an increasingly assertive set of secular teachings came new affirmations of cultural, quasi-national identity, in the form of explicit references to “Japan” (Nihon 日本) or “Our Country” (wagakuni 我が国), reviving a sense, earlier known by a relatively small segment of the population, that the island realm had an identity as a culturally informed political unit worthy of note and defense.

One prompt for the development of this quasi-national identity came from the encounter with Westerners from Portugal, Spain, and Britain and the foreign religion they introduced. As early-modern Japanese saw in Christianity and Western traders threats to Japan’s integrity as a cultural and political entity, the grounds for assertions of something akin to national identity were laid. In this, Confucian scholars played key roles, especially in the seventeenth century. However, throughout the period one often unspoken principle informing Confucian thinking was that of opposition to the Western religion and the threat of Western domination. In tandem with that opposition, and present at a more explicit level, were references to Japan as a unified realm, including often exalted expressions of its sacred standing in relation to the world at large.

The writings of one early Tokugawa Confucian exemplify these developments. In his Ethics (Irinshō 彝倫抄), Kyoto-based Confucian scholar Matsunaga Sekigo 松永尺五 (1592–1657) expressed this new, proto-national sensibility by way of his own version of syncretism, pairing Confucianism, Shintō, and Buddhism with one another, but in pointed opposition to the heretical, foreign teachings of Christianity. In Sekigo’s view, Christianity threatened the integrity of the Japanese people. While his syncretic thought privileged Confucianism far more than any other teaching, and certainly more than Buddhism, Sekigo allowed limited validity for the latter. Yet clearly Shintō—as he referred to it—had a special place in his teaching. In a way uncharacteristic of most Tokugawa Confucians, Sekigo openly affirmed in his Ethics an ancient formulation regarding the standing of the Japanese realm, stating, “Japan is a sacred country” (Nihon wa shinkoku 日本は神国).7 Written shortly after the Tokugawa suppression of the Christian-inspired Shimabara Uprising of 1637–1638, Sekigo’s text not only sought to promote Confucian teachings, but also to combat Christianity via words rather than the sword, even while reviving and advancing an ancient expression of national identity for the reunified realm. Perception of foreign threats thus prompted many thoughtful Japanese to an affirmation of longstanding spiritual claims about their identity as a cultural, geographic, and political realm, and thereby, the beginnings of new levels of nascent national consciousness.

Similarly, another Confucian scholar, Yamaga Sokō 山鹿素行 (1622–1685), helped to indigenize Confucian teachings by arguing in his True Reality of the Central Empire (Chūchō jijitsu 中朝事実), that Japan rather than China was the most authentic exemplar of the ideal of “the central empire” (chūchō 中朝), a title long claimed by Chinese for China. According to Sokō, Japan’s (supposedly) unbroken imperial line reflected the utter and complete loyalty shown by the Japanese people to their emperors, distinguishing them as superior to China which had, time and again, overthrown imperial lines and replaced them with newly proclaimed ones led by men who had betrayed past dynasties to found new ones. In 1644, just decades before Sokō wrote his treatise arguing for Japan’s superiority as an imperial realm, Ming 明-dynasty China had been overthrown by internal rebels, and then replaced by an invading force from Manchuria that took advantage of China’s domestic turmoil to establish itself as the Qing 清 dynasty (1644–1912). This recent example of Chinese dynastic upheaval, as opposed to the Tokugawa shogunate’s willingness to recognize, at least nominally, the Japanese imperial line, made Sokō’s assertions regarding Japan’s standing as an unparalleled imperial realm even more convincing. In the process, another iteration of Japan’s standing as a people sharing a culture, history, language, and territory, this time as an imperial nation, had been persuasively articulated.

Another Confucian scholar, Kumazawa Banzan 熊沢蕃山 (1619–1691), called for opposition to Christianity as a foreign teaching that threatened the integrity of Japan as a cultural realm, and moreover advocated, repeatedly, the need for the Tokugawa shogunate to organize the social, economic, and military resources of the county in preparation for its defense against the threat of invasion by a group referred to as “northern barbarians.” As with Sokō, Banzan was writing just decades after the Manchu conquest of China and its assumption of power as the Qing dynasty. From the perspective of traditional Chinese sensibilities, the Manchus, a people from northeast of the Great Wall, were barbarians, that is, non-Chinese considered inferior in virtually every respect. Internationally informed Japanese, aware of Chinese sensibilities, viewed the Manchu regime similarly, and so broke off tribute relations with Qing China.

Although in the end the Manchus never invaded Japan, Banzan and others were evidently alarmed over the possibility. Repeatedly, Banzan emphasized the need to prepare “Japan” (Nihon) for possible invasion. One strategy advocated was returning samurai, who then resided in castle towns, to the countryside to live and work among the agrarian population. Banzan imagined that such a life would strengthen samurai physically since they would be obliged to engage in farm work. Also, they would be distanced from the debilitating vices of urban life in castle towns. Unspoken, but clearly a consequence of this move, would have been the militarization of the countryside and a practical reversal of the earlier separation of the peasantry from the samurai estate. Banzan’s calls for national defense against the barbarian threat from the north—which recalled in the minds of many the earlier Mongol invasions of Japan in the thirteenth century—were dismissed by the Tokugawa shogunate as alarmist calls issuing from a rōnin scholar who had no business advising the shogunate on matters of government. As a result, Banzan was imprisoned in Koga Castle, in the custody of a shogunal retainer, for the remainder of his life.

However, by the mid-nineteenth century, Banzan’s calls for national defense seemed prescient as Western powers appeared once more, this time in the form of the United States demanding treaty relations and an “opening” of the country. Once again, Confucian scholars responded with calls for the defense of the realm and preservation of national identity, beginning with Yoshida Shōin 吉田松陰 (1830–1859), a hereditary teacher of Yamaga Sokō’s ideas, and Aizawa Seishisai 会沢正志斎 (1782–1863), author of an important treatise, New Theses (Shinron 新論), calling for defense of the country. Shōin and Seishisai vehemently opposed submission to foreign domination and in doing so, exalted their country and its supposedly sacred nature. The foreign threat clearly helped crystalize in their minds a heightened sense of nascent national identity in tandem with the need for national defense.

Although Japan’s emergence as a modern nation-state did not fully occur until the Meiji period, the beginnings of a more widely recognized sense of national identity, evident in references to the country as “Japan” (Nihon) along with accompanying discussions of the country’s “national essence” (kokutai 国体) and its need for mobilized defense, were increasingly apparent in the Tokugawa period as distinctively Confucian responses were offered by Confucian scholars to perceived threats to Japan’s identity as a cultural, political, linguistic, and geographic unit, that is, as a nation. Even in the Meiji, when there was a turn away from Confucian teachings in favor of Western learning, those advocating the latter did so via slogans such as “enrich the country and strengthen it militarily” (fukoku kyōhei 富國強兵) with deep roots in ancient Confucian writings. In many respects, even the project of nation-building in the Meiji was therefore arguably grounded, intellectually and conceptually, in the legacy of Confucian discourse from the Tokugawa period.

Confucianism and Capitalism

In the early twentieth century, Shibusawa Eiichi 渋沢栄一 (1840–1931), the leading entrepreneur of Meiji and early-Taishō (1912–1926) Japan and so-called father of capitalism in Japan, authored a brief work entitled The Analects and the Abacus (Rongo to soroban 論語と算盤, 1916), arguing that the successful practice of capitalism required a moral basis of the sort found in the teachings of Confucius as recorded in his Analects (C: Lunyu/J: Rongo 論語). Although Shibusawa achieved fame as an entrepreneur in the Meiji, he was very much the product of, intellectually, the Confucian education he received in the late Tokugawa period, making his advocacy of Confucius’s thought a conspicuous continuation of the legacy of Tokugawa Confucianism well into the modern period, and one arguably relevant still in contemporary Japan and East Asia wherein The Analects and the Abacus remains a widely read and studied text.

In his voluminous writings, Shibusawa frequently discussed Confucian thinking, often criticizing later developments of Confucian thought and their tendency to theorize abstractly in ways that had little bearing on engaged action in the world. Rather than being a defender of Confucianism generally, Shibusawa extolled the thought and example of Confucius himself, much as had earlier Tokugawa Confucians such as Yamaga Sokō and Itō Jinsai 伊藤仁斎 (1627–1705). Moreover, Shibusawa’s thought, affirming the compatibility of ethics and the pursuit of profit, was well precedented in Tokugawa writings by Confucian-inspired thinkers such as Ishida Baigan 石田梅岩 (1685–1744) who two centuries earlier had affirmed that the merchant’s way was consistent with the teachings of Confucius. Also, the economic thought of Kaiho Seiryō 海保青陵 (1755–1814), which linked commercial transactions to the principles of heaven and earth, was another forerunner of Shibusawa’s interpretations of Confucius and capitalism. In this respect, an additional legacy of Tokugawa Confucianism is found in the sanctions it provided for modern Japan’s embrace of entrepreneurial activities.
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CHAPTER 21

Confucianism in Korea

Michael J. Pettid

Introduction

The presence of Confucianism in Korea is still palpable in almost every aspect of society ranging from social interactions to language and gender relations. It is also visible in the many social problems of the contemporary period that are said to be the result of the lingering influence of Confucianism, although this is certainly a highly debatable claim. What seems obvious is the lasting power of this ideology and how it has helped shape modern Korea. This essay will examine the long and winding road of Confucianism in Korea and how Confucianism continues to hold sway over many aspects of life in Korea today.

The Advent of Confucianism on the Korean Peninsula

In ancient Korea and the early Three Kingdoms period (trad. first century BCE–seventh century CE), there was a continual flow of cultural influences between the Korean peninsula, China, and beyond that resulted in various innovations in terms of both technology and social systems. These mixed with extant traditions and customs; in terms of worldview it was animistic and folk beliefs, often referred to as shamanism, that held sway over the lives of the people. Life for the elite was based largely on birthright, although in the earliest times this was less prominent as ability carried more import. The lives of the people were governed by age-old rhythms of agrarian activities and the passing of the seasons. Unusual events and illnesses were explained by the presence of either deities or malevolent spirits. In this matrilineal society women were highly valued for their contributions to both the welfare of the community and their roles as mothers. However, with the introduction of iron culture and the Chinese writing system, there came a significant change in the culture of the elites.

Worldviews introduced from China included both Buddhism and Confucianism. While there is no way of ascertaining exactly when Confucianism entered the peninsula, we do know that by 372 CE the Koguryŏ Kingdom 高句麗 (37 BCE–668 CE) established a Confucian academy (T’aehak 太學) for the sons of the elite. However, the initial effect of Confucianism was largely on administrative and political structures of the state. Influence on the lower status groups that composed the vast majority of the population tended to emphasize concepts such as loyalty to the monarchy and to inculcate a strict hierarchy among all people.1 It is likely that the elites of all of the Three Kingdoms saw the value of propagating such ideals as a means to solidify their rule.

One tangible development that coincided with the advent of Confucian thought in this early period was the growth of both literary writings and the compilation of histories. This was heavily influenced by educational institutions such as the aforementioned T’aehak that emphasized the reading of Confucian works. Thus in Koguryŏ, Paekche 百濟 (trad. 18 BCE–660 CE), and Silla 新羅 (trad. 57 BCE–935 CE) the writing of histories was undertaken, and while these are no longer extant, it is thought that they served as the basis for later compilations such as the Samguk sagi 三國史記 (History of the Three Kingdoms, 1146). Literary writings also became prominent, particularly after Silla defeated its rivals in the mid-seventh century and began to send students to study in Tang China.

Another indicator of the spread of Confucian notions in these early societies is found in the Silla Kingdom and the precepts created for the youth group, the hwarang (flower youth 花郞). This youth group served various functions with Silla—including military functions—and is thought to have grown from early communal groups that fostered solidarity in the formative period of this polity.2 We can trace the influence of Confucianism in Silla in the Five Secular Injunctions (Sesok ogye 世俗五戒) that formed the pillar for the ethos of the hwarang. Created by the Buddhist monk Wŏn’gwang 圓光 (fl. sixth century CE), the first three of these injunctions are clearly reflective of Confucian ideals and include serving the king with loyalty, practicing filial piety in relations with parents, and fidelity in friendship.3 Despite Buddhism and Confucianism being competing ideologies at this time, the desire of ruling elites to solidify support for the monarch and ruling hierarchy is clearly seen in the spread of such Confucian values.

A final aspect that demonstrates the growing influence of Confucianism is found in the establishment of the Royal Confucian College (Kukhak 國學) in Silla in 682 and the subsequent creation of a civil service examination system in 788. The examination was known as the Reading of Texts in Three Gradations (Toksŏ samp’umkwa 讀書三品科) and based on the reading of Confucian texts including the Classic of Filial Piety (Xiaojing), Analects (Lunyu) and the Record of Rites (Liji) among others.4 This formalized educational system was the beginning of the Confucianism-based government service examinations that would remain in place until the very end of the nineteenth century and would help to ensure that Confucianism became the focus of study for elites from this point forward.

The influence of Confucianism before the tenth century was, however, limited to the upper echelons of society, and even there it had only a minimal amount of sway over extant indigenous folk practices and social systems. The ruling elites greatly valued notions such as loyalty, but this was not seen a replacement for the caste system that dictated almost every aspect of life in Silla. Moreover, Buddhist ideas such as karmic destiny that supported the caste system did not weaken either. Rather, Confucianism was an administrative tool that was of use in managing the state and in creating a class of bureaucrats to staff the governmental apparatuses.

Confucianism in the Koryŏ Dynasty

The change from Silla to Koryŏ 高麗 (918–1392) was marked by an uneasy balance between those who had helped to establish the new dynasty militarily and those who sought to change the form of government to a more Confucian model. Initially, the founder of Koryŏ, Wang Kŏn 王建 (King T’aejo, r. 918–943), sought to consolidate his power through marriage with powerful families, rewarding those who had supported him with land grants and investitures of titles and ranks. However, after his death there ensued a bloody struggle for the throne that was finally broken with the ascension of Kwangjong 光宗 (r. 949–975). At this time a push for reorganization of the government was put in place; other measures—such as the freeing of some slaves—had the effect of weakening the power of the aristocratic families and simultaneously strengthening the government.

While Buddhism remained a crucial aspect of Koryŏ and a guiding ideology in this time, the influence of Confucianism—particularly in the administration of the state—became increasingly prominent. A civil service examination was instituted in 958 under Kwangjong and in 992 the Royal Academy (Kukchagam 國子監) was established in the capital to teach Confucian Classics, mathematics, and other subjects. The exams were open to the sons of aristocratic families and petty officials in the provinces, and by the end of the dynasty, over six thousand men had passed the composition examination (chesul ŏp 製述業) and staffed the governmental bureaucracy. Supplementing the governmental education institution were private academies designed to educate and prepare young aristocrats for the civil service examination. The first of these was established in 1055 by the Confucian scholar Ch’oe Ch’ung 崔沖 (984–1068) and was soon followed by eleven other academies headed by retired government officials. Known as the Twelve Academies (Sibi kongdo 十二公徒), these schools were considered very prestigious, and their students had a high rate of success in passing the civil service examination.5

Although the aristocratic families that had long been powerful remained so, the social structure of Koryŏ was markedly different than what had been in place in Silla. One key aspect of this change was a broadening of those who were able to participate in the government bureaucracy. Notably, petty officials could now use the governmental examinations as a means to join the aristocratic class.6 Also, the implementation of Confucian lectures at the royal palace by 1132 further increased the reach of Confucian ideology among the elites of this time. Thus there grew a zeal for education in this period, and as a natural consequence the study of Confucianism grew in many ways.

One result was the burgeoning of writings in literary Chinese. As students were spending considerable time reading and even memorizing Chinese Confucian texts including the Record of Rites, Classic of Poetry (Shijing), Classic of Changes (Yijing), and the like, literary activities among these men expanded greatly.7 Accompanying this was also a change in the approach to problems of statecraft as a Confucian orthodoxy was implemented by which both the family and the state were governed; further, Confucian morality was also understood as being vital to becoming both a good person and leader of the state.8 By the mid-eleventh century, while Buddhism continued to play a great part in the intellectual milieu of the day, Confucianism had moved from an intellectual curiosity to a functioning element of the lives of the upper status elites of Koryŏ.

Early in the eleventh century the Hallim-wŏn (Academy of Letters 翰林院) was established to further a Confucian system of government. Based on the Hanlin-yuan founded in 725 in Tang China, this government organ was charged with two crucial tasks in creating a Confucian government: the creation of documents written in appropriate forms of etiquette, and the compilation of historical records.9 The scholars of the Academy undertook the study and interpretation of Confucian Classics as a means to help with the governance of the state by reflecting on the lessons gained from these works. Among the many members were Kim Pusik 金富軾 (1074–1151), who is perhaps best known for the compilation of the aforementioned Samguk sagi. The oldest extant history of Korea, this work is an orthodox-Confucian-style annalistic history that presents past events as lessons to help steer future actions. Nonetheless, there were limits to the influence of Confucianism even among the elites during this time: Korean custom still held great sway over the lives of the elites and their understanding of the world, and these conflicts were particularly notable in areas such as marriage, funerary, and state rituals. For example, Koryŏ was very much a matrilineal society where women enjoyed quite substantial rights versus what would come to pass after Confucianism became dominant throughout society. Likewise, funerary practices seem to have largely followed either indigenous or Buddhist practices rather than the detailed Confucian rites that would come into practice by mid-Chosŏn.10 Also, there were constant political clashes between those who adhered to Confucian ideas versus the Buddhist factions in both diplomatic and military policies.11

The most significant event in the course of Koryŏ was arguably the Mongol invasions of the thirteenth century. The devastation of the country was thorough and followed by a period of both political and economic interference by the Mongol dynasty. Despite this hardship, Confucianism continued to receive the support of the government. Moreover, the close relations of some Koryŏ scholars with their Yuan counterparts helped spur the development of Confucianism in Koryŏ. Simultaneously, there arose significant distrust and anger at both the corruption of Buddhism within the government and the Mongol presence that had helped many gain power with alliances based beyond the borders of Koryŏ.

At the same time, there was change coming in a new form of Confucianism that was to have major repercussions in Koryŏ and in the relationship between Confucianism and other belief systems. Now known as Neo-Confucianism, these teachings developed in the late Northern Song (960–1127) and Southern Song (1127–1279) dynasties and were brought to a finalized form by the Confucian philosopher Zhu Xi (1130–1200).12 As this new form of Confucianism is discussed elsewhere in this volume, it will suffice here to state that there was a greatly increased political ethic that stressed the mutual relationship between the ruler and subject, and further was quick to reject other doctrines as being heterodoxy. Starting with men such as An Hyang 安珦 (1243–1306) and Paek Ijŏng 白頤正 (1275–1325), the spread of this ideology in Koryŏ was rapid among the literati and to have a momentous influence on the Chosŏn dynasty.

Confucianism in the Chosŏn Dynasty

Continuing the trends of late Koryŏ, the elites of early Chosŏn continued to advance Confucianism to better govern the country. However, this should not be understood as a hegemonic or all-encompassing push to establish a Confucian state, as there were many different understandings of the value of Confucianism and differences in how deeply it permeated daily lives. For instance, the royal family and others continued Buddhist funerary customs for much of the first century of the new dynasty. There has in fact perhaps been too much emphasis on the “Confucianization” of Chosŏn society in some twentieth-century scholarship. While it is obvious that Confucianism did have great influence on Chosŏn—especially by the seventeenth century forward—it is more appropriate to also acknowledge the innerworkings and confluence of Confucianism with other worldviews such as folk practices and Buddhism. Keeping this in mind, then, the following will highlight some of the more notable Confucian elements of Chosŏn society.

The founder of the Chosŏn dynasty, Yi Sŏnggye 李成桂 (T’aejo; r. 1392–1398), was a military man who needed the support of the literati in order to occupy the throne. Hence there was a push to establish a Confucian structure underlying the state and its legal codes. As the fifteenth century progressed, the focus came to be more aligned with creating a governmental structure that emphasized “a governing process directed by civil and military bureaucrats enforcing prescribed procedures”13 than one dominated by aristocrats making decisions at the highest level. As such a stronger system for recruiting bureaucrats was needed and this led to an expanded government examination system—based on Confucian texts—becoming the most important conduit for entering either the civil or military bureaucracy.

The men who staffed the bureaucracy were the so-called yangban (兩班), the civil and military orders of officialdom. Of the two, it was the civil examination passers that had the most prestige and occupied the highest ranks of the government. While the examination system was in theory open to all free-born men, in practice it was the yangban elites who were able to provide the resources for their descendants to complete the years of study necessary to successfully sit for the examination. Given the privileges that yangban enjoyed, the focus of the elite families was to see this continue generationally, and thus a focus on Confucian academic training became all-important for these families.

There were two main pillars to the creation of this system of government. First were the legal codes that dictated who could sit for examinations. With the promulgation of the Kyŏngguk taejŏn (Royal Code 經國大典) in the late fifteenth century, the first set of parameters for entry into yangban status were established. Thus, secondary sons (i.e., those sons not of the primary wife) and descendants of women who had remarried or had otherwise been decreed as lewd were barred from sitting for the exams. Moreover, there was regional discrimination: most of those from the northern provinces were excluded from taking the examinations. These limitations served as a “self-selection process at work within yangban society”14 and, at least in the early years of the dynasty, helped to protect yangban privilege and limit the numbers of the group.

Coupled with legal codes was an extensive educational system. The extant educational system of Koryŏ was greatly expanded and served as the gateway to success for elite males. At the zenith of the educational system was the Sŏnggyun’gwan (Royal Confucian Academy 成均館), a government-operated institution. The chief focus of education here was the Confucian Classics along with various writing styles, proposals for governance, and poetic forms. Below the Sŏnggyun’gwan were other lower government-operated educational institutions such as the Sahak (Four Schools 四學) and the hyanggyo (rural Confucian schools 鄕校) that trained students, along with numerous private institutions. The highest state examination, the Erudite Examination (munkwa 文科), was held at least every three years and typically had thirty-three successful candidates who were then assigned government posts based on their examination rank.

Along with the Erudite Examination were other examinations that were more specialized. The Military Examination (mugwa 武科) ranked a distant second in importance to the Erudite Examination and was an alternate route for yangban families to secure an all-important position in the government bureaucracy. Along with testing items such as archery and equestrian skills, the Confucian Classics were a pillar of this examination. Finally, there were the Miscellaneous Examinations (chapkwa 雜科) that supplied the technocrats who filled positions such as physicians, translators, astronomers, and lawyers. These occupations were below the yangban elites and were staffed by the so-called “middle people” (chung’in 中人) who used these professions as a means to secure better livelihoods.

Given the emphasis on Confucian education, it is little surprise that this ideology quickly became the most outwardly prominent way of life among the elites. However, Buddhism and folk beliefs continued to have great importance among elites at certain times, especially when confronted with illness or death. There are copious records of upper status families and even the royal court employing shamans for purification rites during funerary processes.15 If this is the case for upper status families, then it is all the more true for those of lower social status where even the appearance of Confucian behaviors would have been less important. The influence of Confucianism in Chosŏn society was profound, but we should keep in mind that it was a part of the peoples’ lives, not all encompassing.

Buddhism did have to contend with Confucian attacks on its institutions. As in China, Buddhism was criticized for four main faults: its institutions undermined the state; monastic life was unproductive; China—and Confucianism—was superior to the culture from which Buddhism originated; and Buddhism challenged Confucian values such as filial piety, thereby spreading “moral corruption”.16 While the severity of Confucian criticisms of Buddhism varied over the course of the dynasty, there were some very concrete consequences early on, including the state seizure of Buddhist lands and slaves, elimination of monastic examinations, the abolition of monasteries within the walls of the capital, and the status of Buddhist monks being reduced to the level of other lowborn groups such as butchers, slaves, and female entertainers.

Similarly, those who practiced folk or shamanic beliefs also suffered from Confucian persecution. There were taxes levied on mudang (무당), the largely female shamans, and restrictions on where they could live; for instance, they were banned from living within the walls of the capital. Yet despite the restraints on shamans, they were still summoned to the royal palace to conduct rites, continued to perform rain rituals,17and of course remained very prominent in the daily lives of the people at all levels of society in areas far beyond the reach of Confucianism.

Change also came to the lives of women by the mid- to late-Chosŏn period. As the ruling elites sought to promote policies that mimicked those of China (so-chunghwa 小中華), there was legislation that sought to eliminate elements that ran contrary to Chinese custom. Moreover, educational works from the fifteenth century forward increasingly put forth a Confucian model that upper status women were expected to follow. For women this was highly consequential, and Chosŏn moved from a society that had many matrilineal features in its early period to a rigid patriarchy by its close. Initially, women had rights to inheritance and remarriage, the ability to be householders, and could carry out ancestor rites in some situations. However, by the late Chosŏn, such rights were greatly compromised or had disappeared outright.18

By the mid-Chosŏn, upper status women were held to the Confucian codes of conduct espoused in various guidebooks for elite families. It has even been argued that the “sphere of activities available to Korean elite women was more restricted than their Chinese contemporaries.”19 Yet such a view tends to dismiss the agency that women displayed despite the seeming limitations on their lives. If one were to examine the actions of and writings by women in the mid- to late-Chosŏn period, it becomes evident that many upper status women saw Confucianism as a guide for how to conform their lives to the most important ideology in Chosŏn and through their exemplary lives gain recognition for themselves and families.20 Yet, records also clearly demonstrate that upper status women continued to conduct folk practices in times of hardships or to ensure the health and success of their family. If this was so for elite women, we can also understand this being true for those of lower social statuses who had very different responsibilities in their lives and who fully participated in agrarian, marine, and merchant activities.21

Confucianism in Twentieth-Century Korea

Confucianism has a complicated legacy in modern Korea, compounded by an unfortunate series of events on the Korean peninsula. From the period of colonial rule under Japan, to the Korean War and Cold War politics, Confucianism has been both heavily criticized as a feudal ideology that stunted Korea’s modernization and praised as the fuel that propelled the so-called Miracle on the Han that witnessed South Korea’s remarkable economic growth. Of course, there are a wide range of understandings of Confucianism that oftentimes misrepresent either the ideology itself or how it functioned in premodern times. Here we will examine some of these views.

Colonial Period

With the crumbling of the Chosŏn dynasty and the ensuing colonization by the Japanese empire, Confucianism came to be seen in a negative light and was roundly criticized as a significant factor in both events. As aptly demonstrated by John Duncan, Confucianism became the scapegoat for the plight of the country and the evils that caused Korea to fall to Japan.22 For some, such as the early twentieth-century historian Sin Ch’aeho 申采浩 (1880–1936), the very ruin of Korea could be traced to the acceptance of Confucian ideology—an act of betraying the nationalistic spirit—by Kim Pusik in the twelfth century.23 Popular writings, particularly the “new novel,” often focused on vices of Chosŏn society that led to the downfall of the country. Writers of the period tied many past practices of Chosŏn such as early marriages, restraints on women’s lives, the hierarchical class system, and a perceived infatuation with China, to the baleful influences of Confucianism. In other popular writings of the early twentieth century, Confucianism is villainized and those who cling to this outmoded way of thinking are portrayed as either causes for the loss of independence or as hindrances to modernization. While such images are highly stereotyped, the popularity of this fiction no doubt helped perpetuate negativity regarding Confucianism and its adherents.

Other ideologies, including socialism, Marxism, and capitalism, became prominent among Korean intellectuals. These were championed as solutions to both liberation from colonial rule and the means to end past corruption resulting from Confucianism. The advance of Christianity in Korea also challenged the Confucian system as important rituals, especially those for ancestors, were condemned as violations of Christian belief. Despite this heavy criticism, there were still those such as Pak Ŭnsik 朴殷植 (1859–1925) who advocated for Confucianism as a way out of the imperial grip of Japan. These calls fell largely on deaf ears: the roar of the anti-Confucian polemic was deafening.24

For the colonial rulers of Korea, Confucianism presented both an obstacle and an aid to legitimizing to their rule. One obstacle was of course that the usurpation of the Chosŏn dynasty was a breach of Confucian norms of loyalty and decorum. The colonial education system sought to overcome this breach by emphasizing the Japanese version of Korea’s history—that is, that the stagnation of Chosŏn was a result of corruption, an intellectual group preoccupied with the literary achievement, and the passivity of Confucianism—which also contributed to negative understanding of the past Confucian social order.

On the other hand, the colonial government could clearly see the value of using Confucianism at times to create support for their rule in Korea. This support in colonial Korea meant that key rites were continued, such as the “memorial rites for the royal ancestors, the rites for Confucius and his principle disciples, and special ceremonies that indirectly supported Japanese rule.”25 However, these rites were simply window dressing designed to make colonial rule more palatable for the Korean subjects.

Post-Liberation

After liberation, the postwar government of South Korea had little use for Confucianism as a formal part of the political landscape. Nevertheless, the first presidents were quick to adopt the persona of a Confucian monarch to establish their dictatorships. Syngman Rhee (Yi Sŭngman, 1875–1965), the first president of South Korea, has been said to “have shared with all Korean kings a conception of sovereignty as something more properly invested in a head of state than in a popular electorate or its representatives.”26 Yet Rhee was far from a Confucian monarch. He was an authoritarian dictator who rarely hesitated to use brutality against both his political opponents and the populace as a whole when threatened. Subsequently, South Korea fell under the rule of another dictator, Park Chung Hee (Pak Chŏnghŭi, 1917–1979), who on one hand attacked Confucianism as a deciding factor in Korea’s present plight while on the other sought to enforce values such as loyalty and filial piety to solidify his rule. This sort of paradigm would become common in politics of the late twentieth century: aspects of Confucianism were emphasized when convenient and dismissed when inconvenient. However, others have argued that a Confucian sense of human rights allowed anti-government protesters in South Korea to achieve remarkable success.27 The same argument has been applied to the frequent student demonstrations of this same turbulent period, as the students were continuing the tradition of the Chosŏn dynasty when Confucian students would petition the throne for various causes.

By the late twentieth century Confucianism was both condemned as the root for evils that plagued South Korea and praised as a catalyst from the past that was responsible for Korean successes. These sorts of claims are based largely on the angle from which one chose to view the situation. The student protests against an unjust government may have been described using a Confucian rationale, but it is also the case that students around the world have made protests against unjust governments without any reference or even knowledge of Confucianism. There are certainly ongoing debates on whether Confucianism was a hinderance or help to democratizing Korea and other East Asian cultures. Finally, Confucianism’s emphasis on education is often credited for the zeal for education in South Korea, but this too often ignores other factors such as economics and the desire for upward social mobility.

Confucianism in Contemporary South Korea

What, then, is the role of Confucianism in today’s South Korea? Is it an obstacle to overcoming problems such as gender discrimination and hierarchy, or is it an integral part of Korean identity that is essential to maintaining traditional Korean values in the onslaught of globalization? One would suspect that the answer lies somewhere in the middle of these two extremes.

Gender discrimination—often attributed to Confucianism—is a major issue in South Korea and remains so despite various legislative initiatives. Nevertheless, it is far too simplistic to state that in premodern Korea women were oppressed and subordinate. As Patricia Ebrey and others have demonstrated, women had much agency in premodern East Asia: they held significant political power, they influenced the fate of the country, shaped affairs of the home and beyond, and played major roles in determining matters far past the domestic sphere.28 A more accurate rendering will point to the multiplicity in the lives of women and their interaction with Confucianism and other belief systems found in Chosŏn society, not be limited to a simplistic narrative of one-sided oppression. Can we emphatically state that the gender problem is a continuation of one that existed before the twentieth century? I would argue to the contrary and note that new values instituted in the twentieth century are also to blame, including the militaristic society of South Korea in the latter half of the twentieth century, the heavy emphasis on sacrifice for economic growth, and patriarchal structures introduced to Korea through countries such as the United States. Gender discrimination in South Korea is the product of many things—such as Christian patriarchal norms—not simply Confucianism.

The same can be argued for issues concerning social hierarchy. The bureaucratic nature of government, educational establishments, and business organizations is often said to be a continuation of Chosŏn-period Confucian structures. While there is certainly merit in this argument, one can also cite decidedly non-Confucian aspects of premodern Korea that reach much further back. Many aspects of Korean social hierarchy, such as slavery, cannot be attributed to Confucian values. The modern period’s rigid militaristic culture also played a large role in shaping bureaucratic structures. Hierarchy in South Korean is not simply a continuation of Confucian values.

Clear manifestations of contemporary Confucianism are found in the Confucian-style ancestor rites and the continued emphasis on the extended family. While the shape of rites has certainly transformed from the premodern period, many families still conduct these rites on major holidays and on the anniversaries of deaths. Modifications vary by family; participation by women is now common as is the truncating of offerings to spare both expense and time. Similarly, the importance of one’s extended family remains highly visible as holidays are still marked by visits to the home of the main family line or at the least to the parents’ home. Again, this practice has altered in recent years as some families choose to travel abroad during the holidays or mark important occasions in new and different ways.

Confucianism can be construed in contrasting ways depending on which aspects one wishes to stress. If one were to cite the universality of sagehood found in some Confucian texts, Confucianism could reach across gender and economic boundaries to be an all-encompassing ideology for all people. Conversely, if one were to stress the traditional four classes of Confucianism, one could easily argue that this ideology is anti-capitalist and will not function in the modern world. Confucianism continues to have multiple applications in today’s Korea just as it did in premodern Korea: today, emphasizing the importance of education in Confucian teachings explains the pursuit of education in contemporary South Korea; if criticizing gender inequality and hierarchy that plague South Korea today Confucianism is a convenient and not entirely inaccurate scapegoat. What is clear is that the great tradition of Confucianism will continue to evolve and influence Korea today and into the future.
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Chapter 22

Confucianism in Korea

Chosŏn Dynasty

Youngmin Kim and Youngyeon Kim

Introduction

Confucianism flourished under the Chosŏn (1392–1897) dynasty; studies of Confucianism in this era have been severely limited. Accordingly, this essay will cover an overview and critique of scholarship of the Chosŏn as well as indicate new directions and possibilities in the field. The essay first offers an outline of narratives of Chosŏn Confucianism that form the core of textbook and popular understandings of Korean Confucianism. The essay then reviews in selective fashion Japanese, Korean, and Anglophone scholarship on Chosŏn Confucianism with a series of thematic foci. Finally, we introduce several new directions in the field to encourage debate and inspire further investigations.

The Conventional View

It has long been the scholarly convention in Confucian studies to describe Korea as one of the most Confucian, if not the most Confucian, societies in the world. Indeed, as Cheng-Zhu Neo-Confucianism became rooted in the Chosŏn, Korean society underwent significant changes that affected all levels of the social order, not simply the elite. In this well-rehearsed narrative, Cheng-Zhu Neo-Confucianism was introduced by late Koryŏ scholar-officials such as An Hyang 安珦 (1243–1306) and Paek I-jŏng 白頤正 (1275–1325). When Yi Sŏnggye 李成桂 (1335–1408) began the Chŏson dynasty, the founding elite (sinhŭng sadaebu), who were purportedly medium and small landowners, wished to abandon Buddhism and accept Neo-Confucianism as the new state orthodoxy. They launched an all-out attack on the supposed passive nihilism of Buddhism, insisting on the administrative strengthening and reorganization of the government in accordance with the vision of the Confucian Classics. Thus began the Confucian transformation of Korea. The reform altered many fundamental relationships within society and between society and the state. Indeed, by around 1471, when the Great Code of Administration (kyŏngguktaejŏn 經國大典), the Chosŏn dynasty’s first complete administrative code, was promulgated, the founding elite and their successors had succeeded in reconstituting Korean society.

As the established bureaucrats (hun’gup’a) had been dedicated to the preservation of the status quo since the late fifteenth century, the court had become increasingly rigid, unimaginative, and unsuccessful. After King Yŏnsan’s 燕山君 (1476–1506) disastrous reign (1494–1506), during which Confucianism had receded from the court, Cheng-Zhu Neo-Confucianism was revived with the support of King Chungjong 中宗 (1506–1544). Under King Chungjong, there emerged a group of reform-minded literati, who have been dubbed the sarimp’a (the rusticated literati). Representing medium and small landowners in local areas, they saw themselves as standing in opposition to the prevailing composition of the court, which was dominated by the metropolitan elite. Cho Kwang-jo 趙光祖 (1482–1519), the leader of the rusticated literati and arguably the most uncompromising moralist of his times, demanded ideological purity and proposed a radical version of Confucianism as a blueprint for reformative political action. Cho and his followers stressed the importance of personal morality in governance, the vigilant practice of kingly self-restraint, among many aspects of Cheng-Zhu Confucianism. Through their discursive practices, personal morality became ever more important both as part of the elite’s self-image and as the means to maintain social order. His radical vision polarized the Chosŏn court politically, dividing the upper echelons of the state bureaucracy into broad reform and anti-reform coalitions.

As factional politics dominated the court, by the sixteenth century Cheng-Zhu Neo-Confucianism became virtually the only acceptable form of learning. Chosŏn literati developed an in-depth knowledge of Cheng-Zhu Neo-Confucianism, neglecting alternative forms of Confucian learning.1 The two greatest Neo-Confucian theorists in Chosŏn Korea, Yi Hwang 李滉 (T’oegye 退溪, 1501–1570) and Yi I 李珥 (Yulgok 栗谷, 1536–1584), emerged in this period. Controversy over Zhu Xi’s 朱熹 (1130–1200) view on the nature of humans and things and the Four–Seven debate are indicative of the theoretical sophistication characterizing Chosŏn Confucianism.2 Throughout the later Chosŏn, Confucian literati discussed textual ambiguities, philosophical questions, and the implications for sagehood. Historians of Korean philosophy hold that the philosophical discourses on these controversies represent the greatest achievement of Chosŏn literati.

Cheng-Zhu Neo-Confucianism remained the hegemonic discourse until it was challenged in the eighteenth century by scholars of Practical Learning (Sirhak 實學). The scholars of Practical Learning often characterized their learning as ever more practical because it offered practical knowledge about an overhaul on the state and economy by reinterpreting ancient classics and institutional histories. After the Imjin War in 1592 and the two Manchu invasions of 1627 and 1637, the existing social order was reduced to ruins. Adherents of Practical Learning turned their attention away from earlier concerns with speculative philosophy to statecraft. They proposed a wide variety of changes in the social status quo and offered plans to effect these changes. Although there were considerable differences of opinion concerning the kind of reform that was needed among the scholars of Practical Learning, they all worked at remaking the world in accordance with Confucianism. Simultaneously, Practical Learning is seen as a harbinger of modernity, providing new blood and dynamism to regenerate the Chosŏn polity while pointing to the different path Korean society previously had taken. Whatever the potential for change from these reforms, the impact of Western and Japanese invasions thwarted the possibility of significant transformation.

This has been the master narrative promulgated by nationalist scholars that has dominated Korean academia for most of the twentieth century. Even today, this nationalist interpretation forms the core of popular understanding of Chosŏn Confucianism. This view was not created ex nihilo: Korean nationalist scholarship can be understood as a critical response to Japanese scholarship on the Chosŏn dynasty; and Anglophone scholarship, in turn, as a critical response to its Korean nationalist counterpart. What follows traces the context of shifting paradigms in Korean history.

Japanese Scholarship

Like so many other scholarly disciplines in Korean academia, the foundations of modern studies of Korean Confucianism were laid down in large part by Japanese historians during the colonial period in the early twentieth century. Influenced by Hegelian models, these historians interpreted Korean tradition applying stages of historical development and assessing Korea in relation to “modernity.” As one might expect, Korean culture was regarded negatively: Chosŏn Korea was deemed “stagnant” until Western imperialist powers encroached upon it; Japanese colonial rule was deemed necessary for Korean modernization because Chosŏn Confucianism lacked the necessary dynamism to modernize. Thus it is hardly surprising that in an early study Takahashi Toru 高橋亨 (1878–1967) held that Chosŏn Confucianism was a carbon copy of its Chinese counterpart, and thus lacked creative development. Takahashi claimed that Korean Confucianism was more dogmatic, unimaginative, and rigid than that in China or Japan, especially given that alternative forms of Confucianism such as Lu-Wang Neo-Confucianism were suppressed in the Chosŏn. He also asserted that Chosŏn scholar-officials used Cheng-Zhu Neo-Confucianism as a justification for unproductive factional conflict at court. Thus Chosŏn Confucianism was a primary reason for Korea’s failure to modernize.3

Today, there are few if any scholars are so simplistic as to see Chosŏn Confucianism as unchanging or unproductive.4 However, Takahashi’s typological approach to Chosŏn’s long history, which divides it into the philosophy of principle (li 理) and the philosophy of vital energy (qi 氣) has continued to be influential. Scholars take the conceptual relation of li and qi as one of the primary substantive issues in Korean Confucianism, and search for what are apparently similar ideas across several periods and gathering them together under the label of li or qi school. This approach limited Confucian studies to searching for the philosophical content of different eras while devoting little attention to the impact of Confucianism on Chosŏn’s sociopolitical reality.

Korean Nationalist Scholarship

After the liberation of Korea from Japanese colonial rule in 1945, the pendulum of academic inquiry into Korean Confucianism swung in the opposite direction. Many historians shifted to a nationalist reading of Korean history, depicting modern Korea as the heir of late Chosŏn Korea. This approach, dubbed “internal development theory” (naejaejŏk palchŏn non), has been one, if not the, dominant model in Korean academia since 1945. Proponents of internal development theory have been eager to demonstrate that Korean history underwent stages of development that led to modernity; Chosŏn Confucianism is positioned within this evolutionary narrative. Primary examples of this discourse can be seen in the nationalist interpretation of the rusticated literati and Practical Learning.

First, scholars such as Yi U-sŏng and Yi T’ae-jin argue that the sinhŭng sadaebu and the rusticated literati adopted Cheng-Zhu Confucianism in order to shift Korean society by applying principles to develop their socioeconomic interests as medium and small landowners.5 Although their research focuses on different periods within the Chosŏn, they agree about the tension between the conservative metropolitan elite who wanted to maintain the status quo and the reform-minded local elite who mustered the political will to implement a radical Confucian vision. Second, in an attempt to locate the seeds of modernity in late Chosŏn culture, these historians of Korean Confucianism point to Practical Learning.6 Contrary to the Japanese historian-apologists who viewed Chosŏn Confucianism as inhibiting Korean development, they tried to show that the statecraft components of Practical Learning are still in evidence in Korean government and politics today. Thus we can see how the nationalist interpretation of Korean Confucianism was a reaction to Japanese apologists highly critical of Korean culture. This school of thought was understandably popular among Korean academics but has drawn severe criticism from Anglophone scholars.

Anglophone Scholarship

To many Anglophone scholars, the primary flaw of internal development theory is its teleology. As they are influenced by modernization theory, Korean scholars of internal development theory trace how Korean past processes led up to modernity. Religious ideas, political actions, and social phenomena are judged by whether they contributed to the path to modernity. Many Anglophone Korean historians repudiated the interpretations of Korean history offered by historians who adopted internal development theory. For example, Edward Wagner interpreted the confrontation between the rusticated literati and the metropolitan elite as a conflict to establish the limits of legitimate remonstrance in the state bureaucracy, not as a matter of social differentiation, James Palais added to this critique by pointing to a lack of historical evidence for some of the claims, and John Duncan challenged the claim that the founding elite of Chosŏn comprised newly emergent medium and small landowners.7 According to Duncan, since this group consisted of the descendants of Koryŏ aristocrats, the founding elite neither implemented sweeping reform, nor destroyed existing social arrangements, but merely enhanced administrative efficiency. Duncan rejected the idea that Cheng-Zhu Neo-Confucianism was the class ideology of the founding elite; instead, various elements, such as Cheng-Zhu Neo-Confucianism, Tang belletrism, and Northern Song Ancient-Style learning, coexisted during the early Chosŏn period. In addition, he argued that what the Chosŏn state promoted through the examination system was not Cheng-Zhu Neo-Confucianism, but belletrism or a combination of the two.8 Since only those brought up in aristocratic families with family traditions of scholarship were likely to master the linguistic rules of belletrism, state-sponsored learning during the Chosŏn dynasty can be considered more conducive to protecting the common interests of yangban aristocrats than to large-scale social change.9

Palais viewed the persistence of a strong aristocratic tradition in Korea as partly resulting from the conservative nature of Chosŏn Confucianism, but also pointed to underdeveloped commerce and few incursions from outside powers. He maintained that Chosŏn Confucianism did not function as a driving force of social transformation, but contributed to the equilibrium and longevity of the polity, which gave yangban aristocrats privileges such as exemption from corvée labor, military service, or taxation.10 He also mounted a radical critique of the dynamic thesis of Practical Learning.11 The nationalist interpretation of Practical Learning, which claimed Practical Learning was a modern spirit of enquiry among Confucian scholars, he asserted, is “the product of an anachronistic misreading of the essence of Confucian statecraft in terms of modern Western categories of positivistic science.”12 He instead argued that Confucian rationality and empiricism are not rigorous enough to be called “modern” in terms of epistemology. That is, the Confucian holistic worldview, which fuses moral truth and empirical knowledge, is not compatible with modern ways of thinking that separate the two.13

Another critique of nationalist scholarship comes from Martina Deuchler, who asserted that Cheng-Zhu Neo-Confucianism played a decisive role in transforming Korea from the beginning of the Chosŏn dynasty. Using Cheng-Zhu Neo-Confucian moral principles, Deuchler claimed, the founding elite transformed Korean society from a more horizontally inclusive Koryŏ society to a more vertically patriarchal Chosŏn society where a more prominent position for the eldest son was secured at the expense of secondary sons and women.14 Rather than transformation in the Chosŏn, Deuchler saw continuity from as early as the Silla (57 BCE–935 CE) all the way to the end of the Chosŏn period, continuity based on a system where elite membership was ascribed by birth rather than acquired by achievement, despite the existence of the civil service examination.15 Unlike Confucianism in China, Chosŏn Confucianism helped preserve the hereditary aristocracy in Korea by controlling access to political power through the narrow definition of elite status in line with a patriarchal vision. According to Deuchler, the idea of agnatic principle (chongppŏp 宗法) was unearthed by Zhu Xi and Cheng Yi 程頤 (1033–1107) from China’s classical literature, most notably the Record of Rites (Liji 禮記) and the Comprehensive Discussions in the White Tiger Hall (Baihu tong 白虎通). In this line of thought, only the eldest son by the primary wife could succeed his father.16 In these examples, we see that Anglophone scholarship offers an assessment of the impact of Confucianism on the Chosŏn that is directly opposed to that of Korean nationalist scholarship: rather than transforming the existing aristocratic sociopolitical order, Cheng-Zhu Confucianism secured and improved the position of the elite.

New Directions

Methodological Considerations

Historians of Korean philosophy have been focused on repudiating Takahashi’s claim that Chosŏn Confucians were copying Chinese Neo-Confucianism without cultural innovation. They have succeeded in showing a unique Korean voice in the philosophical discourse in the Four–Seven debate and the controversy over Zhu Xi’s view on the nature of human beings and things; they have been less successful in finding innovation within the philosophical contentions of the Chosŏn Confucian literati. But since the late twentieth century, a new trend in methodology of the Korean academy has provided new insights into the role and impact of Confucianism during the period: intellectual history—or the history of meaning, in Bouwsma’s parlance.17 Rather than answering abiding philosophical questions, this method attempts to make sense of the ways in which individuals have constructed meaning in a variety of historical situations.

New generations of Korean intellectual historians shifted their focus from famous philosophers as Yi Hwang and Yi I to the broader social and intellectual matrix out of which Chosŏn Confucian thought arose. They have also resisted the temptation to understand early Chosŏn Confucian thinkers’ views as an imperfect anticipation of full-fledged late Chosŏn Confucianism. To them, intellectual history, rather than history of philosophy, may offer a more adequate basis for appreciating the distinctive nature of Chosŏn Confucianism. No matter how similar or different the contents of Chosŏn Confucianism are to those of Chinese Confucianism, the distinctiveness of Chosŏn Confucianism can be found in the ways in which Chosŏn literati consumed it and responded to their own problems and concerns. In other words, younger generations of Korean intellectual historians want to articulate Confucian ideas in embedded sociopolitical contexts, while older generations were long on philosophy but short on historical or political context.

The Degree of Confucian Transformation

Recent researchers have increasingly noted that many different ways of learning and religions coexisted in the Chosŏn dynasty. For example, Su Shi’s 蘇軾 (1037–1101) vision, a strong rival of Cheng-Zhu Neo-Confucianism, was embraced by early Chosŏn literati.18 Unlike Cheng-Zhu Neo-Confucianism, Su Shi’s learning did not regard literature as a mere vehicle for moral value, but advocated literature for its own sake. Scholars note that Confucian moral norms were not in widespread practice in the early Chosŏn period: significant numbers of the Korean population at that time did not know of the existence of the norm of filial piety (xiao 孝).19 Even given the social and political hegemony of Confucianism in the late Chosŏn, other religions such as Buddhism did not disappear from the cultural landscape but rather adapted to the new environment and even thrived. Statistics are limited, but we know that there was no decrease in the number of Buddhist temples during the mid- to late Chosŏn period. According to a new edition of the Comprehensive View of Administrative Geography of Eastern Country 新增東國輿地勝覽 (1530), there were 1,658 monasteries in Chosŏn Korea. The Chart of the Realm 輿地圖書 (1765), which lacked the numbers of Buddhist temples in the Seoul magistracy and half of Kyŏngsang province, reports 1,524 monasteries.20 Even allowing for imprecision and exaggeration, the numbers are significant. Buddhist publications increased significantly in number around the sixteenth century, the time when King Chungjong actively supported Confucianism.21 The robust numbers of Buddhist temples and canons throughout the Chosŏn dynasty suggests that the “Confucian transformation of Korea” was more complex and more limited than often suggested.

Historiography of Chosŏn Confucianism

This complexity is seen in competing historiographies of Korean Confucianism. The received narrative claims that the founding of the Chosŏn dynasty was a turning point that left an enduring legacy for modern Korea, emphasizing the sharp dichotomy between the Buddhist Koryŏ and the breakdown of the “Buddhist state” and Confucian Chosŏn.22

For a new generation of Korean historians, this is too simplistic. Confucian literati continued to practice Buddhist rituals even after the founding of the Chosŏn dynasty.23 The founding elite of the Chosŏn dynasty never undertook a sweeping reorganization of the country, although partial reform may have contributed to guaranteeing popular livelihoods and a comfortable position for themselves and their families. Since the 1990s conventional historiography has undergone a major transformation that points to groundwork laid for the spread of Confucianism in the late Koryŏ period, but also points to the role of Buddhism, which remained an indispensable element of the sociopolitical order until or even after the end of the Chosŏn dynasty. In other words, the dynastic cycle does not serve as an adequate historiographical framework for assessing Korean Confucianism.

Underlying the new problematic lies a revised understanding of Korea’s state identity. In the past decade, Choi Chong-sŏk, among others, has forcefully argued that the rise of Yuan China (1271–1368) was the catalyst for a profound change in Korea’s state identity.24 As the Mongols conquered much of Eurasia, Koryŏ ceased to be an independent state, becoming instead a part of Mongol Yuan. Koryŏ kings were considered “local high officials” in the Mongol state bureaucracy and entertained a very different relationship with Yuan China. From this point onward Koryŏ elite once more began to interpret Korean state identity in relation to Sinocentric civilization. The newly established Chosŏn state followed in the footsteps of the Koryŏ, seeking to be a vassal state of Ming China (1368–1644). This has radically revised the assessment of Mongol domination of Korean affairs from seeming “to have left but a light imprint,”25 to opening a new chapter in Korean Confucianism, with Korean focus on things Chinese as had been the case of the Three Kingdoms adopting the Tang model centuries earlier. Thus the Chosŏn founding elite enthusiastically embraced Neo-Confucianism in their efforts to enter the orbit of Yuan China, following the precedents set among Koryŏ elite who adopted Confucianism in order to prepare for the Yuan civil service examination. The early Chosŏn intellectuals’ acceptance of Neo-Confucianism was one part of a larger re-Sinicization effort that began in the previous dynasty, not a fresh break in Korean cultural history.

If there was truly a turning point in the unfolding of Chosŏn Confucianism, it is not the beginning of the Chosŏn dynasty in the fourteenth century but the Manchu conquest of China in the seventeenth. To the vast majority of late Chosŏn intellectuals, who had been steeped in cultural and political alliances to the Ming, a “barbarian” tribe had conquered what they took to be the very center of the civilized world. This had profound repercussions in Chosŏn state identity. They believed that with the fall of the Ming it was Chosŏn Korea, not Qing China, that embodied authentic Chineseness. To preserve their authenticity, Chosŏn elite adopted standardized Confucian rites and symbols, the so-called “little China” (sojunghwa 小中華) ideology.26 It was during this era that Chosŏn Korea became more Confucianized than ever before.

Confucianism and Social Engineering

A persistent question in the study of Chosŏn Confucianism is the depth of the impact of Confucianism on Korean society. Scholars who see the persistence of elite culture in the Chosŏn often characterize the Confucian “transformation” as top-down social engineering.27 Certainly the early Chosŏn state elite initiated legislative campaigns, established government-sponsored schools, and published Confucian morality books. However, there are plenty of examples of Confucian transformation instigated by subordinate and non-elite societal agents, including courtesans, peasants, and wives of yangban aristocrats. Each addressed concerns and circumstances by using elite rhetoric for their own particular strategic practices. Thus commoners who wished to adopt Confucian-style ancestor worship and practice rigorous moral codes in order to exhibit traits of the elite did so in the face of the accusation that they did not lead morally exemplary lives; they validated their actions using the Neo-Confucian doctrine of universal sagehood. As a consequence, the yangban or aristocratic class now extended from central government officials and their families to encompass a larger population whose remote ancestors had once held high office. Other initiatives on the surface suggest governmental influence over the whole country, but a closer examination shows that the central government had insufficient administrative machinery to extend such a widespread influence. Consider the example of the dissemination of morality books. Scholars often take the publication of a premodern Korean moral primer, the Samgang haengsil-to 三綱行實圖, or Illustrated Guide to the Confucian Three Relationships, as a leading example that demonstrates the significant energy and resources the Chosŏn government devoted to transforming people through Confucian moral instruction. It appears, however, that the primary concern with this morality book was its ritualistic function at the court rather than a didactic function of morally transforming commoners.28 Indeed, very little effort was made to distribute actual copies of the text to commoners, and the government’s power could not have disseminated these books to the whole country. Thus Confucian transformation took place without the state’s strong initiative and depended on the agency of social actors at various levels of Chosŏn society, hardly a change imposed from above.

The Question of Agency: Whose Confucianism?

In light of this, scholars have begun to examine how the Confucian transformation was perceived by various social actors themselves and to appreciate what Confucianism meant to specific populations in Chosŏn society. The cases of Im Yunjidang 任允摯堂 (1721–1793) and Kang Chŏngildang 姜靜一堂 (1772–1832), two female Confucian philosophers, are revealing: what is extraordinary about them is the fact that “they were willing to fulfill the roles of women as defined in Confucian family rituals, but also that they took it a step or two further, studying theories of Confucianism and writing philosophical essays and commentaries on the Confucian Classics.”29 They effectively utilized the Cheng-Zhu Neo-Confucian notion of universal sagehood in order to legitimize their quest for philosophy without limiting their roles to supporting their husbands—but only by appropriating the dominant male culture could they make their voices heard. Their cases can be understood as a negotiation between women’s desire for self-fulfillment and Cheng-Zhu Neo-Confucianism, and the women themselves not as merely passive victims of the Confucian transformation of Korea, but active agents in the process of negotiation.

Similar arguments can be made of other subordinate or marginal populations in the late Chosŏn period.30 The story of Ch’unhyang describes how a daughter of a government-licensed courtesan constantly renegotiated her relative positions in a highly hierarchical society such as Chosŏn. She finally succeeded in joining an aristocratic family as a lawful wife by proving her personal morality. Her story symbolically shows that the lower echelons of the Chosŏn population may have employed Confucianism, which was believed to support such a hierarchical system, in order to climb the social ladders to the position of aristocratic family or to resist the hierarchical system itself. Thus Confucianism could be seen—at least in some cases—as a free-floating resource that larger populations, including certain women, commoners, and slaves, could appropriate for their own purposes and interests. These examples show that there are resources in Chosŏn Confucianism both to support and thwart the interests of non-elite populations in Chosŏn. Scholars must approach the nuanced, multiple layers of Confucianism with care, and appreciate its various meanings to different populations in Chosŏn society.

The Concept of Confucianism Contested

Last but not least, it is worth saying something about “Confucianism,” the core organizing concept of this chapter, in the context of Korean history and culture. In analyzing salient features of contemporary Korean society, social scientists often employ Confucianism as one of the critical independent variables. The “Asian values” debate of the early 1990s is a case in point. In the debate, social scientists argued that Confucianism must have played a significant role in South Korea’s rapid economic development in the late twentieth century as it contributed to the creation of industrial harmony, the work ethic, an educated workforce, and the like. After the 1997–1998 Asian financial crisis the Asian values debate gradually receded from social science literature, and political scientists and theorists began to propose a more nuanced relationship between Confucianism and contemporary Korean political culture. Different as they are, all these social scientific studies are similar in at least one respect: Confucianism’s important presence in contemporary Korean society was linked to the Confucian polity of the Chosŏn dynasty. In other words Confucianism provided an element of continuity between the Chosŏn dynasty and modern Korea.

To highlight the continuity, social scientists characteristically use a highly stylized account of Confucianism. Alternatively, Confucianism is so broadly conceived that it includes almost all traditional culture except for Buddhism, Daoism, and Shamanism. In other words, Confucianism often serves as a conceptual placeholder for some as-yet-unspecified whole host of cultural traits. Since the study of Chosŏn Confucianism necessarily involves the selection of a wide range of historical data from the fourteenth century to the nineteenth century, the chances are that scholars will find what they want to find under the rubric of Confucianism or Confucian culture, and the resulting selection bias is unlikely to be checked.

As a corrective, scholars have begun to call into question the viability of the umbrella concept of Confucianism in Korean history. Confucianism is a dynamic, broad tradition with a range of applications through history; many definitions will be too limited. What unites Confucians throughout Korean history is not the content of their ideas but the collective identity they themselves construct. It is each set of individual actions that confers an intelligible identity on Confucianism, which might otherwise be considered to be random mutations. Whether future generations will continue to craft their identity in the name of Confucianism remains to be seen.
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CHAPTER 23

Confucianism in Singapore, Malaysia, and Indonesia

Eddie C. Y. Kuo and Qingjuan Sun

Introduction: Early Immigrants and Settlement

The establishment of a free trading port in Singapore in 1819 and its rapid development led to a sharp influx of Chinese immigrants, mainly from the southern provinces of Fujian and Guangdong where living conditions were harsh.1 Most of the early immigrants from China were impoverished farmers, fishermen, or petty traders who came to Singapore to seek a fortune with the intention of returning to their homeland once they had saved enough and could retire. Many of them served as indentured laborers and took on back-breaking tasks in almost every sector of work, including construction, agriculture, shipping, mining, and rickshaw pulling. To overcome hardship and protect themselves, the Chinese immigrants formed clan organizations and provincial associations.2 By 1827, the Chinese had become the largest ethnic group in Singapore.

These early Chinese immigrants were mostly illiterate and uneducated. Nonetheless, they were born into and brought up in a traditional society dominated by Confucian culture. Confucianism had exerted a subtle and unconscious influence on their character and their “habits of the heart,” and they were therefore typically Confucian in their ideals and lives.3 Thus early Chinese immigrants brought and instilled into colonial Singapore values, habits, and customs that were recognizably Confucian, emphasizing filial piety, respect for elders, ancestor worship, and so on. They taught the younger generation these customs and traditions and, whenever possible, opened private classes and charitable schools to impart Confucian doctrines to their children. The first Chinese educational organization, Chong Wen Ge 崇文阁, was set up in 1849, as the first instance of formal teaching with Confucian elements in Singapore.

Meanwhile, at the informal level, and probably more effectively, Confucian values were transmitted on a daily basis via “little traditions” of folklore and folk religious practices.4 One characteristic of the early dissemination of Confucianism in Singapore is that it was combined with elements of other religions. Confucian indoctrination included veneration of Confucian statues and burning incense and candles. For instance, the Tian Fu Gong 天福宫 temple, founded in 1840, was dedicated to worship of Ma Zu 妈祖, a goddess of the sea. Yet its left-wing chamber, Hua Yi Xuan 画一轩, was used as the altar of Confucius and received worship and offerings, especially from those praying for success in examinations.

Flourishing of the Confucian Movement: Climax at the Turn of the 20th Century

In the late 19th century, the Qing government began to pay attention to the Chinese in Nanyang 南洋—“South Seas,” a sinocentric Chinese term referring to Southeast Asia—and appeal to their loyalty to China, to encourage them to contribute wealth in the service of the motherland. In 1877, the Chinese government set up its first consulate in Singapore. One of its major tasks was to arouse literary interest in Chinese classics and poetry, hoping to unite overseas Chinese and to strengthen their loyalty toward the Qing government. With traditional Confucian education as a background, the imperial government organized and promoted cultural activities, most of which were Confucian in nature. For instance, the first Consul, Zuo Binglong 左秉隆 (1850–1924), initiated the Hui Xian She 会贤社 literary society in 1882, the first of its kind in the region.5 Hui Xian She held yue ke 月课 (monthly lessons), centered on Confucian thought, in the form of essay and poetry competitions at the beginning of every month.

In the 1890s, spurred by the Confucian revival movement in China and the appeal made by Kang Youwei 康有為 to make Confucianism the state religion, overseas Chinese in Singapore and Malaya launched a revival movement of Confucianism among overseas Chinese communities. The movement strove to revive and strengthen Confucian values and brand Confucianism as a religion by worshiping Confucius’s portrait, establishing Confucian temples, using the Confucian calendar, and so on. The key leaders of this revival movement were Khoo Seok Wan 丘菽园 (1874–1941) and Lim Boon Keng 林文庆 (1869–1957).

Khoo Seok Wan was born in Fujian, China, and moved to Singapore as a child of seven. Growing up with roots in Chinese culture and a strong foundation in traditional Confucian education, Khoo was a firm supporter of Kang Youwei’s reformist movement. In 1898, Khoo, together with Lim Boon Keng, founded the journal Tien Nan Shin Pao 天南新报 as a propagandist tool to advocate reform and the worship of Confucius.

Lim Boon Keng, a second-generation Straits-born Chinese, was one of the most influential figures in Singapore and Malaya at the turn of the 20th century. Unlike Khoo, Lim was educated in Great Britain. After completing his schooling in Singapore, Lim studied medicine in Edinburgh on scholarship. Returning to Singapore in 1893, he began to advance his interest in traditional Chinese culture and reformist ideals. For Lim, Confucianism was a “source of democratic political impetus and thus as a challenge to the autocratic, elitist nature of the British system of colonial rule.”6 He launched The Straits Chinese Magazine 海峡华人杂志 in 1897 to promote Confucianism among English-educated Chinese.

Led by these two respected Chinese community leaders, the Confucian movement received support from both like-minded reformists in China and local elites in Singapore and Malaya. However, the movement also encountered resistance: first, a commonly seen apathy shared by many Chinese toward any social or political movement; second, a fracturing of the Chinese community along lines of dialect identity; and third, a fear of being identified with the reformist exiles Kang Youwei and Liang Qichao 梁启超 (1873–1929), who were by then wanted by the Qing government.7 As such, the movement’s success was erratic. This changed with the downfall of the Qing dynasty and the founding of the Republic of China in 1912. The fate of Confucianism in Southeast Asia entered a new era.

Waning of Confucianism: 1910s–1970s

Confucianism in this region was weak from the 1910s into the 1970s. In China, Confucianism was attacked after the Revolution of 1911 in the New Culture Movement, which began in 1915 and stood against Confucianism as well as the use of classical Chinese and promoted western values such as democracy, liberal individualism, science, and technology. The New Culture Movement reached its peak and turned into a political movement during the May Fourth Movement in 1919.

The New Culture Movement had a profound impact on the Chinese community in Singapore and Malaya. In the 1920s, newspapers became the primary forums for the New Culture Movement in Singapore. Traditions were questioned and challenged, and Confucianism in Singapore suffered a severe blow. Meanwhile, World War II broke out, and Singapore underwent a brutal Japanese occupation from 1942 to 1945, a dark period of violence and disorder. The years after the war were rife with social problems such as high unemployment, slow economic growth, and social unrest. Anticolonial and nationalist sentiments were aroused, resulting in the independence movement, which was won in 1965. The Singapore government, led by the People’s Action Party (PAP), adopted a policy of industrialization modeled closely on the western model of infrastructure building and economic development. As such, traditional Chinese culture was inactive at the formal level throughout this period. However, its basic values were still manifested in daily lives of ordinary Chinese and implicit in textbooks of schools that used Chinese as the medium of instruction.

Promotion of Confucian Ethics as a Cultural Revitalization Movement in the 1980s

By the late 1970s, after almost two decades of nation building under the PAP government, Singapore had sustained an impressive record of political stability and economic prosperity.8 When most of the basic needs of the population had been met, there came the time for soul-searching and reflection on the non-material dimensions of nation building. Alarmed by increased crime, delinquency, drug abuse, abortion, and divorce, a collective sense of moral crisis emerged, which resulted in a call for social action.

In tracing the “causes” of the perceived moral crisis, public discourse took a somewhat simplistic view that “the West” was the culprit; thus “Westernization” became a convenient label for all the evils that had eroded the foundation of a sound, non-corrupt Asian society. What needed to be done, it was argued, was to retain and revive traditional Asian values, to build up confidence in one’s native culture, and to strengthen a sense of identity. It was against this background that comprehensive reviews of the education policies were conducted in the late 1970s, leading to the 1979 release of the New Education Report and the Report on Moral Education. The result was the implementation of the compulsory Religious Knowledge (RK) program. In 1982, Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of Education Goh Keng Swee 吴庆瑞 announced the introduction of RK courses as a compulsory subject under the moral education program for upper secondary school students. Included in RK courses were Christianity, Buddhism, Islam, Hinduism, and World Religions generally, as well as Confucian ethics—“to give young Singaporeans a culture ballast against the less desirable aspects of Western culture.”9 In order to develop the curriculum for RK’s Confucian ethics, the Ministry of Education invited eight overseas Confucian scholars10 in the summer of 1982 to help create a conceptual framework for Confucian doctrines relevant to modern Singapore. These scholars gave public lectures, conducted seminars, met with cabinet members and MPs, and appeared on television forums in an attempt to publicize Confucianism and to persuade unconvinced Singaporeans of its relevance. Newspapers, especially Chinese-language newspapers, duly and fully covered their activities, lectures, and speeches, followed by editorials and commentaries. Given the frequency and intensity of Confucian-related public events throughout the year, 1982 could be called the Year of Confucianism in Singapore.

New organizations were set up to provide institutional support for curriculum development, teachers’ training, and the teaching of Confucian ethics in general. Within the Ministry of Education’s Curriculum Development Institute of Singapore (CDIS), a new Confucian Ethics Project Team was put together to take charge of curriculum development. In 1985, the Association of Confucian Studies was formed, which published the journal Confucian Studies and organized seminars on Confucianism. Especially significant was the establishment of the Institute of East Asian Philosophies (IEAP), which, in spite of its name, was dedicated solely to the study of Confucianism. Singapore thus became a center for Confucian studies, seminars, conferences, and publications.

By this time it was obvious that Confucianism had been extended beyond education to society at large and was being promoted as a revitalization movement. There were several sociological factors that facilitated the movement’s progress in Singapore. First, and most importantly, in a society dominated by a Chinese population Confucianism continued to be identified as a core component of Chinese tradition. Second, the secular and this-worldly aspect of Confucianism was emphasized and Confucianism was presented as religiously neutral and not exclusive. Third, the success of the economic “miracle” of several East Asian economies in the late 1970s and early 1980s was attributed at least in part to a shared pro-development cultural ethos, Confucian in nature. Finally, Confucianism was determined to be compatible with the dominant political culture and developmental goals of Singapore.

However, the promotion of Confucian ethics also faced some constraints. Many Chinese-educated Singaporeans had been strongly influenced by the anti-Confucian sentiments of the May Fourth Movement and regarded Confucianism as feudalistic and corrupt. English-educated Chinese were often influenced by the modern educational values of liberalism, scientism, and rationalism. They tended to see Confucianism as oppressive, authoritarian, and anti-democratic, and as having lost its meaning and relevance for modern times. Malay and Indian Singaporeans form a quarter of the population of Singapore, and many saw the Confucian movement as a government-sponsored program (or even conspiracy) to boost Chinese culture and identity and to reinforce Chinese dominance in Singapore. They felt threatened and concerned that such a movement might lead to heightened Chinese chauvinism.

Meanwhile, reviews of the RK program, including Confucian Ethics, led to reversals in educational policies. It was found that only 17.8 percent of students at the third-year secondary level chose Confucian Ethics as their RK option in 1989, hardly justifying the enormous resources and effort put into the course and the campaign. This suggested that students and parents had not been persuaded to choose Confucian Ethics for coursework. Routine campaign activities continued at the societal level, but so did criticisms of pressing Confucianism on Singaporeans. Simultaneously, and probably more significantly, RK subjects were found to aggravate fervent religious revivalism among different religions. People were choosing and defending their own religions against those of others. As a result, instead of imparting religious values as part of moral education, various religious courses had led to strong religious fervor at the cost of “other” religions. After months of review and deliberation, the government decided to phase out the mandatory teaching of RK and make it optional starting from 1990. Confucian Ethics would no longer be taught as a part of the required RK course. As a clear indication of policy reversal, in 1989 IEAP phased out most Confucian studies projects and was renamed the Institute of East Asian Political Economy (IEAPE), with a new focus: contemporary economic and political issues in China.11

Confucianism in Singapore Today

Although the experiment to generate a Confucian revitalization movement in Singapore ended in the 1980s, Confucian values were not totally abandoned. In October 1988, First Deputy Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong 吴作栋 urged the development of “National Ideology.” After more than two years of government-initiated deliberation, the “White Paper for Shared Values” was announced in January 1990. It contained the following five components: (1) nation before community and society before self; (2) family as the basic unit of society; (3) community support and respect for the individual; (4) consensus, not conflict; and (5) racial and religious harmony.

Although the government stated that these “Shared Values” were not a subterfuge for imposing Chinese values on non-Chinese Singaporeans, scholars have noted a striking similarity to Confucian ideals, particularly in the importance of society, community, family, consensus, and harmony.12 Elements that praise “the Confucian concept of government by honorable men ‘君子’ (junzi), who have a duty to do right for the people, and who have the trust and respect of the population” revealed a strong underlying spirit of Confucianism within the “Shared Values” framework.13 Nonetheless, Confucianism had lost its official endorsement and had to rely on civil organizations and institutions of higher learning to promote itself.

In the 21st century, several civil society groups have continued to engage in activities related to Confucianism. The Nanyang Confucian Association (NCA) 新加坡南洋孔教会 stands out as the most active. The history of NCA can be traced back to 1914 when its predecessor, the Straits Confucian Association 实得力孔教会, was formed to support Kang Youwei’s campaign to make Confucianism a state religion in China. The association was renamed Nanyang Confucian Association in 1949, but had maintained a low profile even during the state-initiated revitalization movement. It was only after 2000 that NCA underwent a major reform and became an active promoter of Confucianism in Singapore. Currently, the NCA celebrates the birthday of Confucius with elaborate rituals every year and runs regular workshops and classes to teach the Confucian Classics. While NCA makes a commendable effort to promote Confucianism, its viability is uncertain in the face of an increasingly westernized social environment.

At the university level, a number of scholars from the two leading universities, National University of Singapore and Nanyang Technological University, continue to hold seminars and conferences, and to publish works in Confucian studies. These efforts are crucial to retaining international connections to Confucian studies for scholars in Singapore.

Confucianism in Malaysia and Indonesia

Besides its imprint on Singapore, Confucianism has also made a foothold over the years in other Southeast Asian countries, including Vietnam, Malaysia, and Indonesia. The case of Vietnam, which has a distinctive history of Confucianism of its own, is detailed in another chapter in this volume. This section presents situations in Malaysia and Indonesia, respectively.

Malaysia

The Chinese communities in British Malaya, comprising present-day Singapore and West Malaysia, were inseparable in their early history. Hence, almost all the experiences involving the ups and downs of Confucianism in Singapore described earlier also occurred in Malaya, including the earliest local efforts to promote Confucianism and later Reformist activities on the mainland. Similarly, this pro-Confucianism period was followed by strong anti-Confucian sentiments well into the Japanese occupation during WWII.

The trajectory of Confucianism in this region changed in 1965 when Singapore separated from the Federation of Malaysia and became independent. In subsequent decades, the Chinese community in Malaysia struggled to retain Chinese language and culture by sustaining the Chinese school system within the constraint of a national educational policy that favored Malay language and culture. The development of Chinese schools was highly restricted. To safeguard the mother tongue and maintain Chinese culture in Malaysia, the United Chinese School Teachers’ Association of Malaysia (UCSTA) and the United Chinese School Committees’ Association of Malaysia (UCSCA) waged a protracted struggle with the government.

Chinese community leaders and educators in Malaysia believed that schools were the fortresses of culture. Therefore, preservation of Chinese schools was considered crucial to the continuity of Chinese culture and Chinese identity. They eventually succeeded in sustaining the fairly full-fledged Chinese education system that exists today, which they claim is the “most comprehensive Chinese-language system of education” in Southeast Asia. However, the preservation of Chinese schools and establishment of Chinese colleges in Malaysia was only marginally conducive to passing on the legacy of Confucianism. Notably, an emphasis on Confucianism was not considered critical to the effort to promote Chinese culture, and some Chinese educators were explicitly anti-Confucianism in their works.14

More recent interest in Confucianism in Malaysia has been tied to initiatives of specific political leaders and has been limited to their individual efforts. In 1994, Deputy Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim was key to a wave of interest in Confucian studies beginning in Malaysia. He promoted the “Dialogue between Islamic and Confucian Civilizations,” leading to an eponymous international symposium at the University of Malaya the following year. Under the call of the government, a Department of East Asian Studies and a Centre for Civilization Dialogue were established at the university in 1996 and 1997. However, this fervor for Confucianism subsided in 1997 when Anwar was removed from office.

Renewed interest in Confucianism emerged in 2004 when Ong Ka Ting 黄家定, president of the Malaysian Chinese Association (MCA), announced an Analects reading movement among Malaysian and Chinese leaders. This time, the movement not only received overwhelming support among political leaders all over the country but was also the motivation for considerable nongovernmental activities centering on Confucianism. As a result, the International Conference on Confucianism was held in August 2004 in Kuala Lumpur. This enthusiasm for Confucianism lasted four years and ended with the resignation of Ong. It can be seen that the rise and fall of Confucianism in Malaysia has corresponded with the ups and downs of the political careers of individual politicians, suggesting the lack of grassroots support for Confucianism in multiethnic Malaysia.15

Indonesia

Following a similar pattern, Confucianism in Indonesia was also brought in by early Chinese immigrants, who had a much longer history of immigration than those settling down in British Malaya. When the Chinese first arrived at Nusantara archipelago, many of them married indigenous women, usually non-Muslim or nominally Muslim. With the passage of time, these immigrants, their local wives, and their descendants formed a relatively stable community known as the Peranakan Chinese community. As in the cases of other Chinese immigrant communities in other parts of the region, Confucian ethics were practiced in generalized beliefs, practices, and codes of conduct within the family and the community. Those who could afford hired private Chinese tutors to teach their male children Chinese and Confucian Classics. The record shows that the first traditional Chinese school based on Confucian Classics was established in Batavia in 1690. The number of such traditional Chinese schools grew over the years within the territory. By 1899, it was recorded that there were 217 traditional Chinese schools in Java and 152 in the Outer Islands.16

In 1900, the first modern Chinese association, Tiong Hoa Hwee Koan 中华会馆 (THHK; Chinese Association) was established in Batavia, as the first public and official institution promoting Confucianism in the Dutch Indies. The THHK defined Confucianism as a religious order and identified it as a crucial part of overseas Chinese culture. It also set up the basic religious doctrines of Confucianism, such as the praying to “Tian” 天 (heaven or sky), and perhaps in mirroring the language of the Muslim majority, referred to Confucius as a prophet. The THHK mission included improving the customs of the Chinese, “insofar as possible in keeping with those principles of the Prophet Confucius so necessary to civilized conduct, and to broaden the knowledge of the Chinese in language and literature.”17 By 1911, there were already 93 similar societies and 38 branches of THHK.18

It should be noted the development of Confucian institutions during this period coincided with the pro-Confucian movement led by Kang Youwei and was likely also influenced by Confucian scholars such as Lim Boon Keng and Khoo Seok Wan in Singapore and Malaya. The newly awakened Chinese nationalism, evident since mid-19th century, was another factor that accounted for such expansion in Chinese education and Confucian activities.

To promote Confucianism, the THHK opened Chinese schools. In 1901, THHK established Tiong Hoa Hak Tong 中华学堂, the first modern private school in the Dutch East Indies; by 1919 more than 250 Chinese schools had been established throughout Indonesia. The THHK thus gradually developed into an educational association that shifted away from its original core objective to promote Confucian teachings and practice Confucian religion. In response, a new organization, Khong Kauw Hwee 孔教会 (The Confucian Religion Society) was formed in 1918. It regarded Confucianism as a religion with Confucius as the prophet and the Chinese Classics as the “Bible,” and promulgated institutionalized practices and rituals. Many Confucian Classics were translated into Malay, among which the Book of Filial Piety was most influential at that time. In 1934, Sam Kauw Hwee 三教会 (Three Religions Organization) was founded. It promoted the religious traditions of Confucianism, Buddhism, and Daoism and sought the establishment of a “Chinese Religion” for ethnic Chinese in Indonesia. Another federation of Khong Kauw Hwee, namely, the Perserikatan Khung Chiao Hui Indonesia 印尼孔教联合会 (PKCHI; Federation of Confucian Religion Societies in Indonesia), was established in 1955, playing a similar role as its predecessor, THHK, and in 1961, it similarly declared that Confucianism was a religion and Confucius its prophet.

By 1965, Soekarno, the first president of Indonesia, issued a presidential decree and confirmed Confucianism as one of the six state-recognized religions of Indonesia. The decree precipitated ongoing debates about state recognition (or non-recognition) of the various religions of Indonesia, and the fate of Confucian religion in Indonesia fluctuated with the alternations of government policy. In 1967, Soeharto became president of Indonesia. Soeharto promoted an actively anti-Chinese policy, banning “all things Chinese-affiliated,” and Confucianism was not spared. “Confucianism” was not accepted as a religious identity in the field specifying “Religion” when applying for a Residential Identification Card; Confucianism was removed from religious courses in the educational system; marriages solemnized by Confucian ceremonial proceedings were not recognized. Government policy severely limited Confucian-oriented initiatives for the ensuing two decades.19

After the fall of Soeharto in 1998, anti-Chinese and anti-Confucianism policies were reversed. After much effort, in 2006 Confucianism was again a state-recognized religion and has continued to experience a new era of growth.20 In October 2017 Majelis Tinggi Agama Khonghucu Indonesia 印尼孔教最高理事会 (MATAKIN, Supreme Council of Indonesia Confucian Religion, a reformulation of PKCHI after 1967) hosted the Congress of Confucian Religion with the theme “Building Harmony and Golden Mean to Create Welfare and World”21 in Jakarta. Eight recommendations, all of which centered on Confucian ideals, emerged from the conference.22 In addition to MATAKIN, Confucian Society Indonesia 印度尼西亚儒学会 was set up in 2002, focusing on Confucian studies. Different from MATAKIN, it is not religious and its members are largely Chinese-educated. The fact that it attracted more than 200 members in less than six months right after its establishment shows its popularity among Chinese Indonesians.23

Closing Remarks

Confucianism was transplanted to Singapore, Malaysia, and Indonesia by early Chinese immigrants. During the early period, Confucian ethics were practiced in the daily lives of ordinary Chinese, forming part of their belief system, consisting largely of a set of values and codes of conduct that shaped and guided their lives. During colonial times, the revival and development of Confucianism followed a similar pattern, often in response to the political movements in China. Confucian movements and activities in Singapore, Malaysia, and Southeast Asia in general were typically closely interrelated. It is only after WWII and the independence of these early colonies that differences emerged reflecting each country’s particular social and political situations.

In Singapore, Confucianism was promoted by the government as a cultural revitalization movement. And for a short period of time, in the 1980s, it turned Singapore into a center for Confucian studies. By contrast, in Malaysia, Chinese language and culture were marginalized after independence, and Chinese educators struggled to preserve their schools, culture, and language. Their successes, however, had little impact on the status of Confucianism: the limited success of Confucianism has fluctuated as it has depended to a great extent on the personal support and endorsement of political leaders. A different profile emerged in Indonesia where Confucianism was reformulated into a well-developed religion. Confucius is regarded as a prophet, and Confucianism has a clearly stated orthodoxy and canon, a complete organizational structure, and a system of rituals and ceremonies. As such, Confucianism in Indonesia is distinctive and plays a special role for the Indonesian Chinese community, which comprises only 3 percent of the population.

Each of these three cases presents a different model. All are rooted in the early migration of Chinese peoples to Southeast Asia; each has evolved in unique social and political conditions. The bond between Confucianism and overseas Chinese provided the impetus for many of the developments that have established and shaped Confucianism in the region over the centuries. Over generations, however, this bond has diminished, especially given the rich and complex mix of diverse traditions, cultures, and religions in the region and in the wider world. Confucianism’s future in Southeast Asia will doubtless continue to be shaped by ancient traditions, evolving identity, changing political orders, and creative cultural adaptation.
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CHAPTER 24

Confucianism in Vietnam

John K. Whitmore

Elements of Confucianism (Chinese Ru; Vietnamese Nho) have existed in Vietnam for two millennia.1 Yet Vietnamese society was not Confucian until recent centuries. What we see is the accumulation of its elements (among numerous other cultural aspects), passing through stages, each encompassing the prior ones. For most of this time, Confucianism here (Nho) has involved practical applications rather than philosophical discussion. This included the mastery of skill sets put forward by Nho practitioners concerning both supernatural and natural phenomena. Nho were not always philosophers, engaged in texts and metaphysics. They were technicians, performing ritual and applying their writings to practical matters of life and statecraft as masters engaging in rites and texts.2 The advance of this Sinic belief system was strongly tied to ideas of social organization and gender roles. Regrettably, we know little of this. As Liam Kelley points out, Nho history has been a non-field.3

Private Confucianism

Through the first millennium CE, the extent of Confucian influence is not clear. Anecdotes tell of its presence. Initially, Confucian belief was practiced by families who maintained their own traditions of ritual and scholarly practice, mainly Han-Viet, local but of Chinese origin. Other families were indigenous, badly shaken in their defeat by the Han dynasty (206 BCE–220 CE) during the 40s CE. This new belief system and ritual practice gave them and their ancestors a more structured role in the new society. In the later Han dynasty (25–220 CE), the Ru emphasis on correct and strictly performed rites meant the need for mastery of the techniques for the needed sacrifices. This included the period of mourning after death. Thus, for Han-Viet clans as well as local families, Nho became important for the maintenance of private family rites.4

Linguistic studies show us that, in these centuries, local society absorbed certain Ru words and their concepts, specifically Nho (Ru), Confucian; lễ (li), rites/propriety; nhân (ren), benevolence; and nghĩa (yi), righteousness. These terms indicate a way of life (Nho) in which the individual acted properly (with correct ritual and sacrifices), with benevolence and integrity, all as part of the newly defined familial setting.5 Overall, local Chinese families retained Ru ancestral ritual and traditions in the Vietnamese territory, joined by indigenous families, from the first into the seventh centuries CE.

Public Confucianism

Where the earlier period involved familial Confucian experience, the new Tang era (618–907) shifted the focus from private to public, to authority and obedience to the empire. Even as private family ritual and scholarly traditions continued, the performance of public ritual meant that local society became exposed to expressions of Ru belief and that classical scholarship led to service for the government.

Under the Tang dynasty, the local territory, now the “Pacified South” (An Nan), formed part of the great cosmopolitan empire, with imperial rites as public functions across its countryside. This empire emphasized state Confucianism and its rites into the village. Local officials, most often Ru, performed official ceremonies, including Confucian sacrifices, along with their daily duties. In this manner, what had been private and familial became public and imperial. Besides Tang-Viet clans of Chinese descent, indigenous families participated in the classical education necessary for public life. These Nho became technicians both of ritual (public and private) and of utilizing classical texts to resolve problems. Though such individuals knew the Classics, there is little indication of any philosophical bent in these centuries. Applied practice both spiritually and in public office was the Nho aim.6

As the performance of public rites and duties flourished during these Tang centuries, linguistic analysis shows that another term/concept entered the local vocabulary, trí (zhi 智) or knowledge, emphasizing the intellectual side of Nho life, beyond the ritual and the behavioral. Understanding and textual study reinforced participation in public service and rites.7 This situation lasted into the period of independence in the tenth and eleventh centuries. Now acting autonomously, the local situation continued much from the Chinese domination.

Certain “bookish” families carried on their Nho tradition in rites, education, and service. They now served royal courts (Ngô, Đinh, Lê, Lý) steeped in local traditions and Buddhism. Their kings were aware of Nho abilities and employed them as scribes and technicians. One aspect of this service was the Lý (1009–1225) adoption of a dynastic style, patrilineal royal succession (father to son), unlike elsewhere in Southeast Asia. Through the first three reigns of adult males (to 1072), Nho served at the royal command, offering advice and dealing with the Song court to the north. Only with a child king on the throne of Đại Việt (1072) did Nho achieve positions of influence. The crisis of succession at a time of growing tensions with the Song brought Nho to the fore—with their strong concept of loyalty, they showcased the Duke of Zhou, famed figure of classical antiquity, in support of the child king. Operating for a quarter century, these Nho performed sacrifices at their new shrine primarily to the Duke, but also to Confucius and his 76 followers, held examinations for more Nho, and established the Royal and Han Lâm Academies, encouraging study of the Classics and Histories. They negotiated with the Song, acted to strengthen central government control, including over Buddhist temples and estates, and composed the royal narrative. In 1096, Nho influence ended as their ruler, now thirty years old, turned Đại Việt in a Buddhist direction.8

A Confucian Community

There then occurred the twelfth-century influx of migrants from the southeast coast of China. A change in Song maritime policy allowed private Chinese shipping and travel into the underpopulated lower delta of the Red River. This flow continued through the thirteenth century and into the mid-fourteenth, including Song refugees from the Mongol invasions. They brought with them their Buddhist and classical beliefs and knowledge. Overabundant Ru in the Chinese coastal region led some to move south and teach in the coastal Sino-Vietnamese community. Almost immediately, in the mid-twelfth century, inscriptions turned from Buddhist compositions to classical ones, including references to the Duke of Zhou, with the royal court engaging the Song more closely and performing Sinic mourning rites on its king’s death.9

This Chinese migration into Đại Việt led to the Trần (C. Chen) clan gaining power, first in their coastal region, then in Đại Việt (1225–1400), displacing the Lý. The new dynasty brought an appreciation of Nho skills, holding examinations and employing Nho in both capital and countryside. Those who passed the examinations came primarily from the coastal zone. The Trần set up their Royal Academy and compiled the first Nho Chronicle of Đại Việt, chiding the non-Nho culture of the Lý. They offered sacrifices to the Duke of Zhou, Confucius, and the latter’s followers. The first classical school appeared on a Trần prince’s estate. While through the thirteenth century Buddhist Trần princes ruled the land and defeated the Mongol invaders, the Nho community steadily grew. By the end of the century and into the fourteenth, Nho officials became important in governing Đại Việt. Along with private belief and public service, these men brought classical thought into wider prominence.10

The Buddhist Trần rulers sought to use their belief system to integrate the dynasty’s control of the realm. This effort lasted through the first third of the fourteenth century. In the 1330s, the king, Minh-tông (r. 1314–1357), instead called into the capital a prominent Nho named Chu Văn An, a local teacher with many followers. Following the Tang dynasty Ru Han Yu and his call to embody Antiquity (fugu), first the tradition of China and then the tradition of the (newly created) Đại Việt (Văn Lang), Nho attacked the Buddhist establishment, called for schools, and acted to bring order to the realm. The Trần rulers certified this thought in 1370 with the posthumous induction of Chu Văn An into their Confucian temple, just as the Song dynasty had brought Zhu Xi into theirs in 1241.11

Internal problems continued, followed by devastating attacks from Champa to the south. This led to the rise of the minister Lê Quý Ly in the 1380s and 1390s. Bringing to culmination Nho Han Yu thought and establishing schools, Quý Ly portrayed himself as the Duke of Zhou, protecting an infant Trần king. With his essay, Minh Đạo (Lighting the Way), he constructed a shrine to the Duke, with Confucius, the foremost teacher, and Confucius’ followers serving him. Quý Ly, focusing on Han Yu, dismissed Zhu Xi and the Daoxue school. Seizing the throne of Đại Việt in 1400 and changing its name to Đại Ngu (C. Da Yu, another classical reference), he took the surname Hồ (C. Hu), linked to antiquity and the image of Shun, the classical emperor.12

Yet, as it turned out, the new Yongle emperor (r. 1402–1424) of the recently established Ming dynasty (1368–1644) simultaneously seized his throne and made identical claims to a mystical sagehood. So, when the Ming conquered Đại Việt in 1407, returning it to provincial status, Yongle ordered Nho texts burned and banned their thought. Instead his regime brought schools and the Daoxue orthodoxy of 1415 into their new province of Jiaozhi (1407–1427). Thus the Ming pushed aside the Han Yu thought of Chu Văn An and established their form of Zhu Xi’s thought throughout the new province.13

State Confucianism

With the growth of the Nho community through the fourteenth century from the coastal region inland (as seen in the examination graduates), their belief, practice, and thought spread in Vietnamese society. The Ming continued this trend. We see this in three generations of Nho through the fifteenth century. The first generation, particularly Nguyễn Trãi, was educated in late Trần and Hồ times and functioned through the first third of the century; the second, probably educated during the Ming years, operated through the middle third of the century; the third, educated in Vietnamese schools, served over the final third of the century and into the sixteenth.14

The new Lê dynasty (1428–1527) from their mountain valleys established Đại Việt anew. Aided by the first generation of Nho, the new rulers utilized its skills as they instituted their own parochial ideology. A debate arose between the older generation and their younger compatriots over ritual and its performance. The first generation wanted to continue that of the Vietnamese past, the second generation to institute modern Ming forms, including the sacrifice to Heaven. The latter won, at least momentarily. For three decades, from the 1430s to the 1460s, friction continued between the ruling group, supported by older Nho, and younger Nho. This second generation tutored the four young princes and went on embassies to the Ming court. Finally, in the 1460s, they joined the new young king (youngest of the four princes), Lê Thánh-tông (r. 1460–1497), to transform the government of Đại Việt. They established the sacrifice to Heaven (Nam Giao), instituted triennial Ming style examinations, and re-organized administration in the Ming bureaucratic pattern, staffing it with new graduates.15

In this new state of Đại Việt, classical belief, performance, and thought became the public ideology. Proper ritual lay at its core, and the Nho skill set was fundamental to this. Schools in the lowlands educated Nho as several thousand from the villages took the examinations, covering the Five Classics and the Four Books, standard Daoxue fare. The second generation initially administered the examinations, rejecting Chu Văn An’s thought emphasizing Han Yu and the Duke of Zhou. Confucius stood firmly at the center. Nevertheless, these Nho did not focus on Zhu Xi and Daoxue’s Four Books but on the Five Classics. The third generation, much more confident, examined numerous Chinese texts. Yet they too preferred the Classics and Tang scholarship (including Han Yu) over that of the Song. The Mencius was important, not as one of the Four Books, but for its connection to Confucius. Lê Thánh-tông declared his realm to be Thiên Nam (the Celestial South), part of the Sinic order emphasizing filiality, patrilineality, and primogeniture. Yet the feeling continued among Nho of only partially achieving their belief, practice, and thought in Vietnamese society.16

Lê Thánh-tông’s system shattered upon his son’s death in 1504. For a quarter of a century aristocratic and civil wars raged, with failed attempts at restoring this system. Only in 1528 did the new Mạc dynasty (1528–1592, of Chinese descent) resurrect this Nho system, with filiality, patrilineality, and primogeniture. Yet the Lê (1592–1788) regained their throne, condemning the Mạc and their records. Dominated by the military Trịnh clan, the Restored Lê dynasty had little use for Nho, except in diplomacy with the Ming.17

Through the chaos of the century and a half from the early sixteenth century to the mid-seventeenth, Nho retreated to their home villages. There they maintained their beliefs, practices, and writing, while participating in their communities, teaching school, tutoring students, and composing documents. These Nho interacted with local Buddhists, and, while emphasizing being Nho, sought to maintain village harmony and composed inscriptions for local temples. In these, the Nho noted what the two belief systems shared: filial piety and benevolence. Performing their ritual in the village communal house (đình), local Nho gathered in their Literary Associations (Hội Tư Văn) to socialize and maintain their learning and traditions. Here they recognized achievement and performed their rituals, celebrating Confucius and his followers.18

The Lê were backed by the Trịnh and Nguyễn clans who then split, the Trịnh controlling Đại Việt as the Nguyễn moved to the southern border and pushed farther south. The first half of the seventeenth century saw conflict between the two. The Nho had little to do until mid-century. At that point, the Trịnh, having failed to defeat the Nguyễn, turned again to the Nho and their skills. First was the erection of inscriptions for a hundred years of examinations, then restarting the sacrifice to Heaven, the examinations themselves, and bureaucratic administration. The Nho applied their skills and the Trịnh/Lê state continued its particular Nho form for over a century, into the 1780s. Meanwhile, the Nguyễn in the south were Buddhist during most of this time, turning to Nho patterns only in the mid-eighteenth century.19

Confucian Philosophy

Until the eighteenth century, the Nho were involved in political activism and the establishment of their beliefs in Đại Việt rather than philosophical questioning.20 Against the Daoxue background, there was the Nho predilection for using the Classics. The East Asian book trade and its scholarly community brought numerous titles into Đại Việt from southeast China. These imported books divided equally among history, religion, natural science, and literature, with little philosophy and the Classics. The Nho in the mid-eighteenth century, as demonstrated by their chief figure Lê Quý Đôn (1726–1784), had a range of philosophical interests. Influenced by late Ming writers of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, not the contemporary Qing, they avoided the Daoxue “abstract and hollow theories and rigid attitudes.”21 They chose to examine society, government, and everyday life—agriculture, style, food, artefacts, local products, and so on, including Western science.22

This approach fit the times in Đại Việt. Socio-economic pressures followed by political upheavals led Nho thinkers to study these times and to engage in philosophical ponderings. Literary clans like the Ngô Thì and the Phan Huy (who intermarried) were active through the eighteenth century and into the nineteenth, taking part in both the activities of the day and the writings on their ever more difficult situation as revolts, invasion, and dynastic changes occurred. The first clan, Ngô Thì, argued for the continuity of Nho culture and practice and the strong link between government and village. Conventional and conservative, they desired the proper application of the fifteenth-century Nho model and the achievement of social discipline and hierarchy. Citing the Classics, for them the village held the proper values required by the capital. Increasingly both clans came to call on the Rites of Zhou (Zhouli) in their efforts.23 Their work culminated in their third generation, Phan Huy Chú’s Institutions of the Successive Dynasties (Lịch Triều Hiến Chương Loại Chí) of the early nineteenth century. It summed up Nho concerns of the prior four centuries (and of his two clans).24

Lê Quý Đôn, standout Nho of this age, was noted for his breadth of detail and vision. Accepting the Ngô Thì critique of society, he used a wider variety of texts and took a more recent (late Ming) approach to affairs. He looked to existing local patterns and the active potential of popular culture from below. As Woodside has pointed out, while like the Daoxue Lê Quý Đôn focused on gaining knowledge, his emphasis was on concrete information, not the generalized moral kind. Utilizing the Classics and Zhu Xi’s historical writing, Lê Quý Đôn started by composing a history of Đại Việt before turning to philosophy as the first Nho to compose a commentary on the Classic of Documents. Lê Quý Đôn combed through Chinese texts and chose what applied to his arguments, relying primarily on direct access to the Classics.25

Why did the Nho emphasize the Classics and play down later interpretations? And why did the eighteenth century generate the first Vietnamese philosophical discussion? Dutton describes a culmination of Nho concern for the increasing crisis and their belief in improving the situation by Nho doctrine. These Nho applied their Classics to Vietnamese society, focusing on family, proper behavior, and educating the young.26

After the Tây Sơn revolt (1773–1802) (in which members of both Ngô Thì and Phan Huy clans served both sides), a new force arose from the far south. This was the Nguyễn dynasty (1802–1945), founder of the new realm on the southern border where they had direct maritime links to the thriving southeast coast of Qing China. Initially Buddhist, the Nguyễn lords turned to the Nho pattern in the mid-eighteenth century. A Nho school formed in the far south from descendants of Chinese immigrants in their urban/commercial context (as opposed to the rural/agricultural setting of the northern Nho). This school had contact with Ru of the Qing dynasty. Using their skill set, they aided their Nguyễn rulers who moved the Vietnamese capital from the north (now Hà Nội) to the center at Huế. This displaced the northern Nho as the favored, more parochial southern Nho gained access in the new regime.27

The fate of Phan Huy Chú’s grand work presented to the new Minh Mạng emperor in 1821 reflects this. The emperor, a Nho himself, brushed the work aside, preferring contact with Qing Ru to that of the northern Nho. Nho thought under the Nguyễn seems more aligned with the Qing version of the Daoxue, engaging with the Zhu Xi commentaries and especially the Four Books, though they did reach back to the Han-dynasty scholar Dong Zhongshu (179–104 BCE) for the notion that Heaven stood behind Nguyễn rule. There seems to have been no clear-cut Nho school of thought nor any major Nho scholar in these years.28 Nineteenth-century texts existing today indicate works by eighteenth-century northern Nho (undoubtedly in the north itself) and the continued strong bent toward the Classics. Of 122 Nho works, almost half (56) focused on one or more of the Five Classics, a third (40) on aspects of both the Five Classics and the Four Books, and less than a quarter (26) on one or more of the Four Books. The Classic of Changes with 19 texts on it alone, stood first.29

Confucian Modernity

The French took the south in the 1860s, leading the Tự Đức emperor (r. 1848–1883) in his triennial examinations during the 1860s and 1870s to pose questions to candidates on how to proceed. At first the emperor followed classical tradition and sought answers in the Classics and the Histories. In time, realizing the uniqueness of the modern situation, Tự Đức wished to know how and why it had occurred. Once the French took control in the 1880s, later emperors and their Nho officials sought to integrate classical knowledge with modernity and its technology. Increasingly looking to China and Japan, the Nho asked how the dao and texts of the Sinic past, especially of the Daoxue, could help them progress as the West had. The weakness of the Nho in the face of the European powers seemed established.30

Yet, even as gloom pervaded Nho in the colonial era, their effort to bring the modern into the dao led to a new episode in Nho philosophy. Taking refuge in classical studies, particularly in the Classic of Changes, they separated themselves from the French. Lê Văn Ngữ’s (1858–1930?) work of the 1910s and 1920s focused on proper social relations, even approaching the young Bảo Đại emperor (r. 1926–1945). Quite idiosyncratic, his interpretations differed from standard Ru thought considerably. He rejected its orthodoxy, writing strictly on his own terms, while also disputing Western ideas. For him, the Classics had answers not found in post-classical writing.31

By the 1920s, after the Great War, an idealized image of Nho culture appeared. Writing in the newly adopted romanized script (Quốc Ngữ), Neo-Nho, who like the Nguyễn looked to China rather than their own past, employed this image as a way to create a cultural and political space. Phạm Quỳnh (1892–1946) and Trần Trọng Kim (1883–1953) worked for elite like themselves to lead Vietnamese society. Emphasizing family (in the Nho sense) and the spirit of the people (with Nho belief and practices at its core), they advocated their position. Little past Nho scholarship appeared in their works, while they upheld the Vietnamese as truly Confucian, stressing lễ, ritual/propriety, in modern form. Like Lê Văn Ngữ, they called for harmony, social hierarchy, and discipline and advocated being Nho in a modern philosophic manner. In Jamieson’s words, they “modified, redefined, and reorganized” Nho belief. This Neo-Nho influence lasted for a half century, through the war years to the end of the Republic (1955–1975). Their writings, especially Trần Trọng Kim’s history, retain interest in Vietnam today.32

On the revolutionary side, Hồ Chí Minh rose out of the practical Nho community. Leaving Vietnam in 1911, he traveled and operated around the globe for thirty years, becoming a major Communist figure. Yet, after his return to Vietnam in 1941 and founding the Việt Minh, he demonstrated his Nho abilities in composing Tang-dynasty poetry in Chinese characters.33 Others in the movement came from similar backgrounds, and the question remains how and how much Nho culture influenced Vietnamese Communist doctrine and practice. Through the war years of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (1945–1976) and for a decade thereafter, Nho meant feudal and was repressed. Yet, over the past 30 years of the Changing to the New (Đổi Mới) movement, Nho culture again appeared. This may be seen in the twenty-first century through the writings of Vietnamese scholars in the collection Confucianism in Vietnam of 2002. They point to the benefits of Nho values, such as social order, particularly noting that Vietnam resembles South Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Singapore, and thus establish a firm foundation for economic development. Vietnamese society once more reaffirms Nho as part of its culture.34

The two millennia of Nho existence in Vietnam has seen the growth of many elements through varied stages in its society and polity. In their adoption of Nho beliefs, culture, and practice, the Vietnamese have shown themselves to be independent, practical, political, and concerned with humanity rather than the cosmic. The Nho, in Baldanza’s words, “had their own epistemic agency to assess, contest, and produce knowledge.”35 Going directly to the Five Classics generally appealed to the Nho more than plumbing Daoxue commentaries, in Woodside’s apt phrase, a “non-metaphysical primordial” approach.36 More pragmatic and less philosophical than the rest of East Asia, the Vietnamese approach represents a “fourth stream” of this civilization.37 Nho belief and practice today directs ancestral ritual, is applied to contemporary matters, forms a broad cultural element within Vietnamese society, is involved in state affairs, and brings modernity into its existence.

Notes

1.For a full history of Vietnam, see K. W. Taylor, A History of the Vietnamese (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013) and G. E. Dutton, J. S. Werner, and J. K. Whitmore, eds., Sources of Vietnamese Tradition (New York: Columbia University Press, 2012).

2.R. Eno, The Confucian Concept of Heaven, Philosophy and the Defense of Ritual Mastery (Albany: SUNY Press, 1990), 30–41; O. W. Wolters as quoted in J. K. Whitmore, “From Classical Scholarship to Confucian Belief in Vietnam,” The Vietnam Forum 9 (1987): 49–50.

3.L. Kelley, “‘Confucianism’ in Vietnam: A State of the Field Essay,” Journal of Vietnamese Studies 1, no. 1–2 (2006): 314–370.

4.K. W. Taylor, The Birth of Vietnam (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1983), chs. 3–4; Dutton, Werner, and Whitmore, Sources, 17.

5.K. W. Taylor, “Vietnamese Confucian Narratives,” in Rethinking Confucianism, Past and Present in China, Japan, Korea, and Vietnam, edited by B. A. Elman, J. B. Duncan, and H. Ooms. (Los Angeles: UCLA Asian Pacific Monograph Series, 2002), 339–341.

6.Taylor, Birth, ch. 6; K. W. Taylor, “The Literati Revival in Seventeenth Century Vietnam,” Journal of Southeast Asian Studies 18, no. 1 (1987): 8; D. L. McMullen, “Bureaucrats and Cosmology: The Ritual Code of T’ang China,” in Rituals of Royalty, Power and Ceremonial in Traditional Societies, edited by D. Cannadine and S. Price (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 181–236.

7.Taylor, “Vietnamese Confucian Narratives,” 338–339, 341–342.
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CHAPTER 25

“Boston Confucianism”

Robert Cummings Neville

Introduction

“Boston Confucianism” is an ideal, defined relative to the real situation in the world. The real situation is that the world’s many cultures are interacting on countless levels. This interaction is guided by the many forms of thought for prioritizing and appreciating things. It is also guided by the even more numerous way each culture betrays its philosophies. Even more complicated, each culture in this mix does not have one philosophy as its guide, but many, often in competition. Beyond this, each tradition within a culture has a history that is changing and has interacted at different periods with other traditions within the culture in different ways. Perhaps the best way to say this is that philosophical traditions are not static things but instead are changes: changes within changes within changes: increasing and decreasing in dominance and influence, causing each other to innovate in response. In opposition to Samuel Huntington, who viewed the world’s traditions as great globs of civilized cultures in competition, we can see the real-world situation as a contemporary cauldron of changes in ideas and the ways ideas guide life.1

“Cauldron” might be too volatile a word to describe our situation, suggesting that some source of heat outside of philosophy causes the traditions to interact and change together. I admit that the term is perhaps overly dramatic. Nevertheless, the frictions of world affairs do indeed provide heat that causes the philosophical ideas to bubble against one another. This is so often disguised from us, however, by our ignorance of most of the traditions. We work within academic institutions framed by Anglo-European ideals, for the most part. Except perhaps for readers of this volume, Confucianism is likely not to play much of a role in academic philosophical thinking. It rather comes up in Western religious studies. But I am a philosopher, including religious studies within philosophy of religion, and so this point is important. For most of us with an explicit interest in Confucianism, we will know about Western philosophical traditions in a kind of defensive way and probably will have little knowledge of South Asian, Islamic, African, and pre-Columbian American philosophies. The overarching intent of this chapter is that Confucianism become a global philosophy, among others, that is open to understanding and practice by philosophers in any place. This is not really a thesis—it is a statement of desire. The specific thesis of this paper is that Boston Confucianism is an intermediate step toward the goal of global philosophy.2

Because I write as a philosopher, the history of Confucianism in the West, mainly by Westerners and mainly about Western and other non–East Asian cultural conditions, is fairly thin. The first generation of Chinese Confucians to flee the Communist revolution wrote mainly about China and the usefulness of Western philosophy to understand China. The second generation of Chinese Confucians in diaspora studied at Western institutions and wrote about Western as well as Chinese cultural situations, using Western as well as Chinese perspectives; this generation includes Cheng Chungying, Liu Hsushien, Tu Weiming, and Wu Kuangming. A third generation of Confucian philosophers in the West, including Steven C. Angle, John H. Berthrong, Philip J. Ivanhoe, Bryan Van Norden, and many others all advocate some aspects of Confucianism for the West. Most of them are mainly oriented to advancing Confucian philosophy in the current situation, including specifically the West. These are the Boston Confucians.

For the rest of this chapter I shall discuss themes in Confucianism that I believe should be brought into the global philosophical conversation. I shall discuss five Boston Confucian contributions: the non-purposive spontaneity of ontological existence of the cosmos; the continuity of nature, society, and persons; the importance of a special sense of ritual; the formation of the individual within social contexts; and the imperative of the scholar-official.

Ontology of Spontaneity

Among contemporary Confucian scholars, including Boston Confucians, has been a controversy about whether Confucianism is a religion. Those who say no do so because their definition of a religion is theistic: they believe that a religion needs followers who believe in a deity or deities who are personal in some sense. Those who say yes do so because their definition of religion is broader than that. They say that religion is the possession of beliefs about what is ultimate, convictions about what to do to relate existentially to what is ultimate, and practices that are shaped by how they understand ultimacy. I find that Chinese culture including the history of Confucianism has much to say concerning beliefs about ultimacy, existential determination by ultimate matters, and practices shaped by ultimacy, and so falls within the yes camp.3

The differences between the first and second definitions have to do mainly with theism versus ultimacy. I hold that religion really is about ultimacy and that those who mean theism in some personal sense are too limited. Personal theism falls under ultimacy but is not the only form of ultimacy and is not the Chinese. The Confucians dealt with the questions of ultimacy in naturalistic ways, not in ways of personal theism. Of course, the Chinese believe in many gods on many levels, but the Confucians among them relate the gods to ultimacy.

Why is there a world at all? Why is there something rather than nothing? In most respects this is an extremely abstract question that has almost no bearing on the various issues of living and living well. Most people never think of it explicitly. Nevertheless, wonder about the world as such has a literature in every philosophical and religious culture that runs to systematic thinking. Moreover, one’s attitude toward existence itself pervades everything, even if not as an explicit object of thought. Everything we do is pervaded by how we feel about the very fact of existence, irrespective of the content of our lives. Therefore, this is an extremely important question for those willing to ask it, including Boston Confucians.

The facticity of the world is a total wonder, when we think about it. It has no reason because all reasons are part of the factual world, however that is imagined or known scientifically. No matter how the world is conceived, by whatever beliefs and theories, in whatever respects it is interpreted and misinterpreted, the added dimension of its existence is also present in our experience. We can say, speaking in a particularly metaphysical language, that the world exists as the terminus of an ontological creative act that simply makes it be. The act is not anything determinate itself, but the existence of whatever is determinate. The world has many continuous and discontinuous changes, and within time things come to exist that did not exist before. But that whole array of changes within time is an arbitrary, mysterious existence. Because the ontological creative act has no nature of its own, it cannot be modeled in any accurate way. Nevertheless, it can be referred to, as I have been doing here.4

The Western philosophical and religious traditions have usually developed metaphors of the human person as creator of the cosmos, running endless variations on the creator theme. They emphasize the intentional, deliberate, rational, and emotional nature of human agency, variously purifying these notions so as to achieve sometimes a special notion of a pure, simple, indeterminate creator, as in the Neo-Platonic theories of the One and the Thomistic theories of God. Although the better theologians know that the creator cannot itself be determinate, they carry across all sorts of agential associations with the creator. This gives rise to inquiries into the rationality of God and to the intentions and purposes God has for individuals and people. People in these traditions are sometimes passionate to know the mind of God, even when they know explicitly that God can have no mind in any meaningful sense.

The South Asian traditions generally have taken the human person as the source of their metaphors for the ontological creative act and nevertheless have rejected the agential, intentional, rational, and desirous elements as the very human traits that lead to the problems of liberation. Instead they purify notions of consciousness, pure consciousness, and the emptiness or pure receptiveness of consciousness, as models of the ontological act. Within this general move to consciousness as basic, the South Asian traditions do contradictory things. The Hindu traditions in various ways say that there is a basic pure consciousness that is more real than our diversities, some notion of Brahman or Shiva/Shakti. The Buddhist traditions say there is no underlying reality but only the contents of consciousness.

The East Asian traditions generally reject all models of persons for referring to the ontological creative act and instead lift up instances of pure spontaneity. Confucianism in various ways says that the Great Ultimate, taiji, gives rise to the movements of yang and yin that make for the changing world. But the Great Ultimate itself has no inner foundation and simply is the result of what Wing-tsit Chan calls the Ultimate of Non-Being, wuji.5 Many lines of interpretation have developed this notion, some separating Non-Being from the Great Ultimate, others combining them in various ways. But they all have the very great power of recognizing that only Nothing has nothing to be explained. They all recognize that determinate existence, however interpreted, can only be explained as coming (in some sense of “coming”) from what has no determinate existence except the power actually exercised to make determinate things.

I believe myself that the East Asian, especially Confucian, voice needs to be heard in the global conversations about why there is something rather than nothing. If the world is just contingently spontaneous, those looking to know the mind of God for the purpose in life will be disappointed. But then, perhaps there is no overall purpose for our existence. All purposes are to be found within existence, relative to the things that could be achieved or remedied.

Confucianism has an important contribution to make in this regard. Specifically, it offers a cosmology or ontology within which only that which itself is without features is the ultimate explanation. For instance, consider Zhou Dunyi’s claim that:


The Ultimate of Non-being and also the Great Ultimate! The Great Ultimate through movement generates yang. When its activity reaches its limit, it becomes tranquil. Through tranquillity the Great Ultimate generates yin. When tranquillity reaches its limit, activity begins again. So movement and tranquillity alternate and become the root of each other, giving rise to the distinction of yin and yang, and the two modes are thus established.6



The movement of yin and yang is not what contemporary physics teaches. But it is close enough that we can adopt it as a starting point for ontology. I take it that the first sentence makes the point that only when the Great Ultimate is actually doing something do we have the phenomenon of creation. But that once this is there, we see that the creation is from the Ultimate of Non-Being, which would not be apparent without the Great Ultimate. This point about the creation taking place once the creation is in order, and that it comes from absolutely nothing in itself, is very important for the Confucian tradition and a great contribution today.

Confucianism is a religion because it has from very early onward had concepts and symbols about what is ultimate, existential demands that determine who individuals are in ultimate perspective, and practices of life, albeit various, for living relative to ultimacy.7 But Confucianism has rarely been organized according to Protestant models of religion, namely congregational life. (Most religions have had many forms of organization, although many tend these days to institutionalize themselves on the congregational model.) Confucianism was taught in families and academies, not churches, and it was practiced through the roles of scholar-officials in the institutions and adventures of life. Some people have thought that Confucianism beyond Asia needs to be organized like a church, with congregations. Perhaps that is appropriate for some situations. But not for all. Nowadays, for most Boston Confucians, congregations are not so likely to be the places of Confucian education, but rather families, schools, and colleges.

Continuity

From ancient times, Chinese thought has understood the cosmos to be all of one stuff, variously ordered by a single source of order. The cosmos extends from the farthest stars to each inmost human heart. Some of it is ordered as brute physical nature, some as social relations, some as subtle thought, and some as personal individuation. Nevertheless there are only gradations among these realms, with myriad kinds of causation that move from one to the other. Social groups are constituted by geography and the sharing of microbes as much as by conventions and authority structures. An individual’s heart is moved by the cosmic gasses as well as by the attractiveness or repulsiveness of another person. The cosmos is conceived as a vast, hugely complex harmony of harmonies, with many kinds of harmonies made possible by other kinds of harmonies.8

Furthermore, the harmonies are mainly changes, with some changing so slowly that they seem relatively unchanging. The traditional Chinese way of putting this is that every harmony is come collocation of changes to more or less yin and to more or less yang, more or less balancing each other out in regions of relative stability but often overwhelming and transforming relatively stable harmonies. The yin-yang symbol of traditional Chinese cosmology suggests a coordination of more or less yin and yang, maintaining stability. This is particularly important in Chinese medicine where individual balance is sought. Nevertheless, nothing in the Chinese cosmology suggests that yin and yang will automatically be in balance. In fact, nature is not very well scaled to the steadiness required for human habitation. Daoists and Confucians have emphasized different strategies to deal with this.9

The Daoists have recommended bending and hiding. They want simple settlements that can easily be rebuilt. They recommend cultivation of medicines and skills that allow a person to escape some of the horrors of nature, aiming at an existence beyond the non-humanly-scaled forces of nature. James Miller has written a contemporary Daoist analysis of this.10

The Confucians advocated organizing societies so as to build dykes against the floods and granaries against the drought; fund militias and standing armies against the invading barbarians and internal disruptors of the peace; organize communities from the family to the empire so as to have authority structures to keep mending the unruly forces of nature. Although some forces of nature are simply destructive of human habitats, no matter what is done, many of those forces can be tamed and dealt with by a highly organized society with specially prepared leaders. John H. Berthrong has written a contemporary Confucian analysis of this.11

Chinese images of the cosmos, social organizations, and individual lives have changed greatly over the last three millennia. Contemporary Confucian philosophy needs to deal with the world as we now understand it. Confucians need to rearticulate the theme of cosmic continuity in terms of what we know from modern science and the lessons of recent history. Our contemporary images of the cosmos are actually older and broader than most of the Confucian traditions have thought, and we understand the microscopic far better.

Nevertheless, contemporary Confucians outside as well as inside China need to understand the contemporary science that has developed mainly with cosmologies of discontinuity, not continuity. Early modern materialists could not understand how the mind of the scientists could be harmonious versions of the same stuff of mountains and balls dropped from the Leaning Tower of Pisa. Contemporary scientists are better at this, but still carry a legacy of fundamental discontinuity for which Confucians must correct in the current discussion.

Another aspect of Confucian continuity is that the patterns that order the yin-yang changes, or matter/anti-matter exchanges, yield value in the harmonies they organize. This has two faces, articulated with many different Confucian theories. One face is that everything in the cosmos has value in its harmony of changes. Thus human beings need to be cultivated so as to appreciate this value. The other face, already mentioned, is that the values of things in the human habitat are generally under threat of dissolution, or are unjust and in need of rectification. So there is a constant need for moral action with regard to the natural and social environments for life. Because of the causal connections of harmonies within harmonies, from the standpoint of human beings the “moral orientation” to the cosmos is indeed cosmic in scope.

These Confucian points of aesthetic and moral continuities are greatly needed in the contemporary global philosophical discussions. Modern science has thought itself to be value-free, looking simply at the structures and changes of things. Despite the fact that this runs contrary to the familiar value-ladenness of experience in nearly every culture of the world, it needs to be brought to the fore in the global philosophic discussions.

Ritual

Almost at the opposite end of the abstraction spectrum from the ontological question is the Confucian preoccupation with ritual (li) or ritual propriety. All philosophical cultures recognize ritual, or at least ceremony, in religion, statecraft, and social management. Nevertheless, for the Confucians ritual is at the center of their understanding of human life in ways that are important to have recognized in the larger contemporary conversation.

Confucianism approaches rituals from many angles and the one I focus on here is that stemming from Xunzi.12 He pointed out that Heaven and Earth give us our capacities for action, emotion, and mental control, as well as development. By themselves, however, we do not know what to like or dislike, how to discern things, and how to lead our own lives; for these things we need humanity, which means mainly ritual. Ritual is semiotically charged behavior that we can learn almost from birth, cultured ways of making sounds, standing, walking, and making eye contact.13 Cultures do these things with different rituals. Speaking language is a ritual, and many languages exist. Human relations in families, neighborhoods, and larger communities are based on people playing ritual roles. Rituals are not only human interactions but also interactions with the Earth, as in farming rituals, and with the environments within which we live. Rituals are learned in various ways but become so habitual that we largely are unconscious of them unless we come in contact with people who have different rituals from our own. Rituals are what make possible the organized life of individuals in society in all the ways they interact with the world. On the other hand rituals, while accomplishing something, might also be in need of amendment. Family rituals that keep house and raise children also might be oppressive to women or dysfunctional by scapegoating individuals.14

Therefore, Boston Confucianism around the world needs to emphasize the importance of identifying ritual behaviors and articulating how they nest together to make up our complex societies. Two and a half millennia of ritual analysis makes Confucianism good at this sort of thing. Nevertheless, today we have many other tools for identifying habitualized ritual behaviors that both make civilized life possible and that need to be amended. Confucianism can help organize the social sciences to be sensitive to the ritualized construction of social entities.

Moreover, both our social achievements and social ills are resident in the rituals employed. American society and many others are racist: but where does the racism lie? Not so much in opinions about racial groups—that kind of racism is out of fashion in much of the world. But racism lies in the ways grocery stories advertise fat foods for African Americans, the ways their check-out people speak to people of different races, and the ways people dress for shopping. Confucians can help identify ritual practices such as these that might be amended to alleviate racism in that context. Confucians know that morality is not only a matter of human interactions but also is a function of the rituals defining the ways in which we interact, and in how certain rituals support or inhibit others. Whatever the merits of virtue ethics, the main moral contribution of Confucianism is the identification, analysis, and correction of social rituals. Boston Confucianism aims at the rituals that obtain in Western cultures.

Self-Cultivation

My previous point is somewhat counter to how the world thinks of Confucianism, and even how many Confucians think of themselves. Most people identify Confucianism with the cultivation of a self so as to embody humanity, righteousness, wisdom, and ritual propriety. Good Confucians are supposed to progress in mastering the “three bonds:” relations among leaders and followers in politics, husband and wife in household management, and children and parents in intergenerational continuity. There are also bonds among siblings and among friends. Confucians in different times and places have parsed the issues of self-cultivation differently. Fundamentally, two approaches to self-cultivation exist, one coming from Mencius and the other from Xunzi. Mencius uses the botanical image of “sprouts” of natural virtue needing to be cultivated from childhood on. Xunzi uses the aesthetic image of good human relations as prompting aesthetic perception and habitualizing aesthetic responsiveness.

The Mencian approach alone has prompted many Western analytically oriented philosophers to assume that Confucian ethics is like Aristotelian virtue ethics, with very rich discussions. This is good for inserting Confucianism into a global conversation. But it misses the Confucian emphasis on training the sage to be discerning, identifying the harmonies and disharmonies among the institutions and things that happen. It also misses the importance of ritual, which Roger T. Ames has laid out in this context with his conception of Confucian role ethics.15 Xunzi’s emphasis on the need for individuals to have rituals in order to be human calls attention to two things. The first is the need to construct a human being with the ritual capacities to recognize aesthetically what is good and bad. The second is the need to develop the education actually to discern and rectify the good and bad. Both approaches together fill out the ancient Confucian conception of the heart-mind, a capacity at the center of a cultivated human being to discern what things are in their relations and values and automatically to respond to them in appropriate ways.

Employing Western categories of the inner subject and outer actions, it is possible to think of the cultivated Confucian self as having an inside plus outer behavior; self-cultivation on this view mainly works with the inside. Nevertheless, the inner-outer model is inimical to Confucianism, hence to Boston Confucianism. Rather, Confucians conceive an individual to be in a kind of polar relation with all the things of the world. An individual’s heart is the heart-mind, but the content includes the body and its natural environments, all the rituals that the individual plays in a dense matrix of relations, and the events that bear upon the person’s life. All these are “internal” to the person and need to be integrated in complex interactions. Therefore, it is important for people to learn how to be virtuous in the playing of that matrix of rituals. Little children treat their parents in learned, stylized ways. Adolescents learn their unique ways of playing the rituals. Mature people are individuated in large part by the extremely concrete relations they have with the natural, social, and personal environments within which they engage in ritual play.

This Confucian sense of what self-cultivation means is an important alternative within the contemporary global discussion, because it works with an unusual sense of the self. You and I “are one body” in that we all speak and read English. We are one body because we approach the institutions of publishing from different angles while still interacting. We are one body because we have different physical bodies while still engaging the world together from different positions. Our human physical bodies share many traits but are also relatably different in structure as well as material. We probably all share some of the microbes within our bodies and on our skins, but also differ in other microbes because of our different places and times. The continuities of the world mean that we share one body. But the differences in perspectives that you and I bring to the affairs within which we interact mean that we are different beings. This is radically different from the Western vision within which our differences in being mean differences in the material across which we interact, your material versus my material. For the Confucian, there is no part of my inner body, or thinking, or feeling, or mind that is alien to others. An ocular physician knows my eyes better than I do myself. A psychiatrist knows my feelings better than I do. Those doctors, however, have a different perspective on my inner workings than I do. All this is possible to acknowledge because everything is always relational, even my eyes and my inner feelings. Boston Confucians understand this point well: the self is a relation of many things, from the innermost eye to things distantly seen, and from the innermost feelings to the distant objects felt. Whereas most Western philosophers would see a substantial difference between people, Boston Confucians see different perspectives on shared relational material.

Scholar-Officials

I want to recommend one more theme from Confucianism that can be a global contribution, namely the important role of being a scholar-official (shizi). This role combines the Confucian scholar’s cultivated knowledge and accomplishments with responsibilities toward ministering to the institutions of life. Although it was an explicit role from the Han Dynasty to the end of the Qing in 1912, it took many different forms. Sometimes the scholar-officials were important in the imperial governments, at other times not so. Boston Confucianism has its own vastly broader modes of this.

My concern here is with the fact that, for Boston Confucians, being a scholar-official is an ideal for just about every Confucian person. To be sure, many people are too young and can only look forward to a properly mature state of life. Also, many people are too old and hopefully can look back on earlier careers as scholar-officials; those who missed out can only be sorry. Many different ways of self-cultivation have existed, and many different “offices” exist to serve on countless levels of social organization. In the days of the Chinese empire, most of the scholar-officials were assumed to be men, well-born and highly educated. Now that is far less true, both in China and in Western societies. Probably what is most important in Western societies is the breadth of officialdom; Boston Confucians need to look at many more jobs within the intimacies of neighborhood and family life to find ways of being scholar-officials.

The point of the scholar-official ideal is that every person has a responsibility to serve in what the West would call “public life.” Civilizations have so many interlocking institutions needing administration in some sense or other that it is impossible now to mark out particular role-models of scholar-officials. Some are governmental or religious, and hence somehow obvious. But superintendence or ministry is needed for businesses large and small, sports, entertainment, schools and educational institutions, and economic activities from artificial intelligence and computer science to farming and cleaning beaches. Some scholar-officials are very good at their work, others not so good, and most people are good at some things and bad at others. A Confucian’s “official” role does not have to be publically important or honorific. Heading up the garbage detail in a military camp or household might not seem important, but it is, even when the official is the only one on the job.

The main delineations of human environments are through the complex webs and matrices of ritual life involving nature, institutions, and personal interactions. Much of the work of people as scholar-officials has to do with maintaining, correcting, and improving the complex harmonies of rituals, especially as these are identified in institutions. Ritual-maintenance is an important part of Confucian ethics. Life within ritual matrices is not merely involved with playing the rituals, but rather doing things with ritual forms. The rituals of language do not determine everything that we should say. The rituals of family life do not handle the actual situations of living in detail. The rituals of individuals framing careers with economic consequences across a lifetime do not determine everything about how to make a living. The rituals of government do not determine all of policy. Creativity is needed on a great many fronts when playing roles as scholar-officials. This includes creativity in the improvement of ritual institutions and also in doing unique and good things.

The importance of “official” involvement in social life for Confucians is another reason for taking self-cultivation to mean cultivation of skills of the self as a public actor. Life has many dimensions of public life, not only those in government and high office. Ministering to one’s family or personal career also has a public side. In fact, many Confucians have spoken out against the integrity of privacy, of residing only in the “inner life.” To be a person is already to be involved ritually and in unique ways with personal, social, and natural environments. To be a Boston Confucian is to be obligated to be good in these involvements at whatever level or in whatever area.

To be a scholar-official requires education, not just in personal virtues but also in knowing how one’s environment works. Conceived on a global scale, Confucianism calls for education for everyone, focusing on learning what one might do in a properly interpreted nest of environments. Although education for everyone is becoming accepted in nearly every society today, the Boston Confucian ideal of the scholar-official gives education a new dimension, namely relevance for making things better. This is usually, but not always, compatible with education for the sake of learning what one enjoys, making a good living, and so forth. It is education for making the environments better as environments for life, not just for oneself or even one’s personal virtue. No matter what one’s status in social life, or placement within the shifting of civilizations, one can always become a little bit better at the work of being a scholar-official.

Recall the Confucian emphasis on continuities and changes. Not only is nearly everything related to everything else, but nearly everything is changing. Hence the relations among the harmonies of the world are constantly changing. We like to think that we are shoring up institutions under threat or building new institutions in an otherwise stable environment. But in fact we are always only dealing with changes that differ in relative speeds and at various levels of shifting hierarchies of interactions. Confucians track these continuities and changes by first attending to their ritual organization. This is far more complex than viewing rituals as ceremonies. This is particularly true for Boston Confucians.

Confucians beyond Asia

I began these reflections with stories of the rise of Boston Confucianism as a form of Confucian life not set in the cultural context of China and the East Asian countries it has deeply influenced. “Boston Confucianism” is only a metaphor, based on a particular history, for Confucianism beyond Asia. Actual Confucianism in Boston would have quite different forms from Western Confucianism in Bozeman, Montana; Benares, India; Birmingham, England; Berlin, Germany; or any of the societies of northern Asia, Africa, South America, and elsewhere. Nevertheless, Confucianism in its long history from before the imperial age in China has lost its Chinese cultural forms in China in the twentieth century. Therefore, Confucianism beyond Asia needs to be reinterpreted because Confucianism is being re-invented and re-institutionalized anywhere on the globe. Although many old Confucian habits remain in China, Korea, Japan, and elsewhere in Asia, new forms are needed too and these include Boston Confucianism. There is no one way for Confucians to live, except insofar as they find ways of embodying the themes I have enunciated here as well as many others.

I write as a Boston Confucian philosopher (among other philosophical labels) to advocate the interpretation of Confucianism as having much to contribute to the global philosophical conversations taking place and needing to take place. This story of what Confucianism might become is only one such story that can be told. But I believe it gives a fresh and sharp vision of what Confucianism might be beyond Asia.

Notes

1.See Huntington, The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order.

2.Notice the shift in this approach from the usual one of tracing the great philosophical and religious traditions from their founders forward to today. I say, instead, that we should look to our current situation and trace back the many roots through their interactions to the founders. As we do this, we modify what “Confucianism,” “Western philosophy,” “Islamic philosophy,” “Buddhism,” “Hinduism,” “African,” “pre-Columbian nativist philosophies,” and others have to contribute to good philosophy now. Historically, we can trace those roots backward through their intertwinings as far as we might want to go. This is a more general point that what holds for the discussion of Confucianism, affecting  how we might think about philosophy as such. I have explored this at length in Religion: Philosophical Theology, Volume Three, chapter 3.

3.See my Defining Religion: Essays in Philosophy of Religion, especially chapters 1–4.

4.This claim about ontology is very large and extremely controversial. See Tyler Tritten’s The Contingency of Necessity for a contemporary statement. My language for making the point here is developed at length in my Ultimates, especially parts 3 and 4.

5.See Chan’s A Source Book of Chinese Philosophy, p. 463. This is in his translation of the first line of Chou Tun-I (Zhou Dunyi), “An Explanation of the Diagram of the Great Ultimate.”

6.Wing-tsit Chan’s translation of Zhou Dunyi’s “An Explanation of the Diagram of the Great Ultimate,” the beginning.

7.For this definition of religion, see my Ultimates.

8.Such continuities could be enumerated endlessly. For a fascinating discussion of microbes and the human situation, see Wesley J. Wildman’s Science and Religious Anthropology, chapter 8. For a powerful discussion of contemporary Daoism’s approach to continuity, which has many parallels with Confucianism, see James Miller’s China’s Green Religion. For my own metaphysics of continuity and harmony, see my Metaphysics of Goodness, part 1.

9.See my discussion of the imbalances of yin and yang in The Good Is One, Its Manifestations Many, especially chapter 15.

10.See Miller, China’s Green Religion.

11.See John H. Berthrong, Expanding Process, especially chapter 5.

12.On this point in Xunzi, see chapter 6 of Chan, Source Book.

13.On this crucial point, see Edward Machle’s Nature and Heaven in the Xunzi.

14.For my more extensive approach to Confucian ritual theory in a Western context, see my Ritual and Deference and The Good Is One, Its Manifestations Many.

15.See Ames, Confucian Role Ethics.
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Part IV

Topical Studies of Confucianism


CHAPTER 26

Confucianism and Education

Linda Walton

Education lies at the very core of Confucianism. One modern commentator has even suggested that “the gist of the thought of Confucius is a philosophy of education.”1 The centrality of education to Confucianism has led to modern debates about the role of Confucian values in explaining the experiences of East Asian nations that shared a common Confucian culture as they confronted the powerful influences of Westernization and sought their own paths to “modernization.”2 Historically, Japan, Korea, and Vietnam, to varying degrees and in diverse ways, adapted modes of Confucian education to meet their own needs, and this experience continues to shape the contours of their societies and cultures today.3 In recent times Confucian educational ideals have also been promoted to a global audience by some as a means to reinvigorate and globalize traditions of both humanism and “moral education.”4

Education in the Confucian tradition can be understood through two correlative concepts: learning (xue 學) and teaching (jiao 教). Learning is the path to achieving ultimate humanity (ren 仁), and teaching is a sacred vocation, dedicated to guiding students on that path. There is no clearer expression of the importance of teaching—and of education—in the Confucian tradition than the appellation of “First Teacher” for Confucius 孔子 (551–479 BCE) himself. In both the Analects (Lunyu 論語）and the Mencius (Mengzi 孟子) learning is key to becoming human. For Confucius, learning is what distinguishes the “exemplary person” (junzi 君子) from others and enables him to be both a model for society and a mentor to rulers. One of the foundational statements in the Confucian tradition is “The Master said: Human beings are similar in their natural tendencies, but vary greatly by virtue of their habits 子曰： 性相近也，習相遠也” (Analects 17.2).5 This has been understood to refer both to the innate qualities shared by all human beings and to the influence of practice (translated here as “habits”) in determining whether or not individuals are able to realize those qualities and become fully human. We can further interpret “habits” here as what has been learned, thus emphasizing the essential importance of education to the full realization of humanity.

The teachings of Confucius’s successor Mencius (ca. fourth century BCE) articulate more fully the idea that human nature is innately good. Mencius stressed the role of government in providing for the material welfare of people so that the essential goodness of human nature could be fulfilled. Creating the conditions for human nature to flourish is the responsibility of the ruler, who should employ sages as teachers (like Mencius himself) to provide guidance to himself and to the people. Education was the necessary nurturing of human nature to realize its innate goodness.

Along with guidance provided by the “exemplary person,” there are two key components of education with regard to content: sacred texts and ritual. The texts contain the teachings of the sage rulers of antiquity, and ritual embodies through performance the ideal social order that reflects cosmic order (dao 道). What became known as the Five Classics (Wujing 五經) include the Classic of Changes (Yijing 易經), Classic of Poetry (Shijing 詩經), Classic of Documents (Shujing 書經), Record of Rites (Liji 禮記), and the Spring and Autumn Classic (Chunqiu 春秋).6 Despite the varied content of these works, as well as their uncertain origin and dating, their assumed relationship to Confucius and his immediate followers gave these texts canonical status. They were formally adopted as the Five Classics in 136 BCE during the Western Han (206 BCE–8 CE).7

The incorporation of a ritual text as one of the Five Classics signals the centrality of ritual to the Han imperial order and its corresponding importance in education. The adoption of Confucianism as the ideological foundation of Han rule meant both the selective appropriation of texts, values, and ideas to be defined as “Confucian-ism” and its institutionalization as orthodox learning to be taught to officials, as well as to the people they ruled. Ritual was far more than ceremonial etiquette used at court. It involved everything from the rites associated with all aspects of the life cycle—birth, adulthood, marriage, death—to extrafamilial relationships between rulers and ministers, friends, and so on. Ritual was regarded as the external expression of internalized values, such as filial piety. When sons showed deference to parents, for example, they demonstrated their understanding of appropriate filial behavior. While the family was the primary site of education, and the learning of ritual behavior began here, by the Han formal educational institutions were created to train government officials. The institutionalization of education moved teaching and learning beyond the realm of both the family and the personal teacher-student relationship idealized in the Analects to an impersonal bureaucratic state.

Along with the canonization of the Five Classics in the Western Han, and shortly thereafter the establishment of the Imperial University (Taixue 太學) in 124 BCE, scholars were appointed as “Erudites” (boshi 博士) for each of the Five Classics. A chapter in one text of the canonical ritual corpus, the Record of Rites, entitled “Xueji 學記,” was likely compiled during the Han (possibly the Western Han under Han Wudi, r.141–87 BCE, who founded the Imperial University). A translation of this work adopts the title “On Teaching and Learning,” but it could equally well be translated as “Record of the [Imperial] University.”8 It has been called “the earliest Chinese text on pedagogy,” containing guidance to both teachers and students.9 The “Xueji” also describes a school system purported to have been in place in the earliest dynasties, but it surely refers to the Imperial University of the Han, providing precise details for examinations geared to each level of students, rituals for the commencement of teaching, and so on. Another text that gained popularity beginning in the Han and was greatly influential in promoting the family as the primary site of education is the Classic of Filial Piety (Xiaojing 孝經). Although not one of the core texts of the Five Classics, the Classic of Filial Piety acquired canonical status as having emerged from the school of Confucius’s disciple Zengzi. It has a clear didactic purpose as a dialogue between Confucius and Zengzi that articulates the importance of filial behavior.

The Han Imperial University was the idealized training ground for government officials, recruited and selected through recommendations solicited from officials and prominent men throughout the empire. This process of recommendation of qualified men to become students at the Imperial University and then government officials has often been regarded as the origin of the civil service examinations. Excluded from the official realm, women were the intended audience for educational tracts designed to inculcate Confucian ideals of female behavior. As mothers, they were responsible for primary education of their sons (and often daughters), so it was important for women to be literate in classical learning of the time. Liu Xiang’s 劉向(79–8 BCE) Biographies of Notable Women (Lienü zhuan 烈女傳) provided models for women to follow. By the Eastern Han (25–220 CE) Ban Zhao 班昭 (ca. 49–ca. 120 CE), daughter of a famous scholarly family, compiled her own version of Confucian ideals for women as mothers and wives in her Precepts for Women (Nüjie 女誡).10

Confucianism dominated state-sponsored education beginning in the Han, and it was the foundation of official learning throughout the history of imperial China. Private education continued to be an essential counterpart of state institutions. Although there are relatively few extant records before the Tang (618–907 CE), local community and clan schools taught basic literacy and the foundations of classical learning. The master-student relationship also persisted as a key mode of education, documented in numerous references to individuals having “received learning from” (shou xue yu 受學於) a certain scholar. By the late Tang there are substantial records of private schools, and in the tenth century academies (shuyuan 書院) where students gathered to learn from famous teachers began to flourish.

The institutionalization of the civil service examinations began during the Sui (589–617 CE) and evolved further in the Tang. Sui and Tang rulers made use of the examinations both as a means of recruiting government officials and as a mechanism of control over aristocratic clans whose claims to status were otherwise independent of the court. Throughout the history of the civil service examinations as a Confucian-inspired recruitment method, tension persisted between the meritocratic ideal it represented and the political realities of imperial rule that made it a useful tool for court control. After its compilation under imperial auspices in 640, the Correct Interpretations of the Five Classics (Wujing zhengyi 五經正義) was adopted as the standard textbook for instruction in the Imperial University and allied colleges in the Tang capital, Chang’an. Because these schools were training institutions for government officials, their curriculum reflected Confucian emphasis on humanistic education. Knowledge of classics, philosophy, and literature was regarded as the proper background for government officials to carry out their administrative duties and manage the people under their jurisdiction.

In addition to the commentarial tradition interpreting the Five Classics as Confucian canonical works used in higher education, Confucian values were also promulgated through texts designed to teach basic literacy. Primers used to instruct students in reading and writing used easily memorized short, often rhyming, phrases to introduce characters and to instill Confucian moral principles. Such primers could be used in a variety of settings, including Buddhist monasteries. A Tang–era primer, What the Youth Seeks (Mengqiu 蒙求), for example, has been found among the Dunhuang documents, indicating that this kind of text was in use not only in the central parts of the Tang empire but also at its margins in a Buddhist environment.11 Multiple copies of the Thousand-Character Classic (Qianzi wen 千字文), a pre-Tang primer that teaches characters through Confucian parables, have also been discovered at Dunhuang.12

The Song (960–1279) era ushered in a major transformation of the Confucian tradition that profoundly altered the content, form, and purpose of education.13 The textual basis of Confucian learning persisted and the canon itself was expanded, while an extensive commentarial tradition became increasingly important in the interpretation of canonical texts.14 By the end of the Tang, the Five—or Six, if the lost Music Classic (Yuejing 樂經) is included—Classics had been expanded to Nine (adding two commentaries to the Spring and Autumn Classic and two more ritual texts), and ultimately to Twelve (adding the Analects, Classic of Filial Piety, and the Erya 爾雅 dictionary). During the Song references continued to be made to both Nine and Twelve Classics, and with the addition of the Mencius, it became Thirteen Classics.15 By far the greatest innovation of the Song in canon creation, however, was the raising to canonical status of the Four Books—Analects, Mencius, Great Learning (Daxue 大學), Doctrine of the Mean (Zhongyong 中庸)—by Zhu Xi 朱熹(1130–1200).

Zhu Xi’s elevation of the Four Books to canonical status was closely related to the transformation of the aim of learning. Students were to study the Four Books, in a particular order of accessibility (Great Learning, Analects, Mencius, Doctrine of the Mean), to seek “learning for themselves”: wei ji zhi xue 為己之學.16 This was not, as it may literally seem, learning for individual benefit, but rather the antithesis of learning for public recognition, power, and success defined by social status and economic rewards. Somewhat ironically, given that his interpretations of the Four Books eventually became the orthodox interpretations used for the examinations, Zhu Xi’s educational ideals were a critique of the examination-oriented education of his own time, which he saw as learning merely for the purpose of advancing one’s career. “Learning for one’s self” meant seeking moral betterment, with the ultimate (if unattainable) goal of achieving Confucian sagehood. For Zhu Xi, knowledge of “principle” (li 理) and “matter/energy” (qi 氣) was attained through the “investigation of things” (gewu 格物), which could be sought in texts as well as in study of the natural and human worlds.

Zhu Xi’s ideals of learning were realized institutionally in the Southern Song (1127–1279) academy movement, spearheaded by Zhu Xi and his followers in opposition to the examination curriculum of government schools.17 Academies where Zhu Xi and other scholars of the School of the Way (Daoxue 道學) taught were centers of “learning for the self.” The master-student relationship had been central to Confucian education beginning with the Analects, and it remained at the core of education in the academies. The collection and printing of texts was also one of the main functions of the academy (as the name “shuyuan” literally means “book hall”), and with the rapid development of printing technology in the Song, many academies became active sites of printing from woodblocks held by their libraries. The transmission of the Way, as suggested by the name used for Zhu Xi and his followers (School of the Way), was the fundamental mission of these scholars, who believed that the Way had been lost after Mencius and restored beginning with Han Yu in the late Tang and followed by the Northern Song teachers, Zhou Dunyi and the Cheng brothers, Cheng Yi and Cheng Hao. Printing the works of these scholars, writing commentaries on the Four Books, engaging in discussions with colleagues, and attending lectures were all activities associated with the academies and at the heart of the Neo-Confucian mission to transmit the Way.

During the early thirteenth century both the Four Books and Zhu Xi’s commentaries on them were adopted as the orthodox interpretation of the Confucian tradition. In 1315, with the restoration of the civil service examinations under the Yuan (1271–1367), Zhu Xi’s interpretations of the Four Books were officially promoted by the Mongol government as the basis for the examinations. Zhu Xi’s redefinition of Confucian learning was codified during the Yuan in Cheng Duanli’s (1271–1345) Daily Schedule of Learning in the Cheng Family School (Chengshi jiashu dushu fennian richeng 程氏家塾讀書分年日程).18 This curriculum was based on Zhu Xi’s approach to reading texts, but it was also geared toward practical preparation for the civil service examinations after they were restored in 1315.19 Thus, in tandem with the adoption of Zhu Xi’s interpretations of the Four Books as the orthodox versions used in the examinations, his pedagogical principles were promoted through the model curriculum proposed by Cheng Duanli.

Although Zhu Xi had not been inattentive to women’s education, the synthesis of his learning program by Cheng Duanli and Neo-Confucian educational ideals transmitted by Zhu Xi’s followers were clearly focused on male students, potential candidates for the examinations. The role of women as wives and mothers in an idealized Confucian society demanded that they be educated sufficiently to be good household managers and mentors to young children, so they needed sufficient education to fulfill these roles. Zhu Xi’s writings on women include both prescriptive essays that are normative in nature and descriptive ones recording the lives of actual women.20 Women in upper class households had opportunities to be educated along with their male relatives, and women also shared with men the same fundamental principle of moral cultivation: filial piety. This was for both the core value that shaped their lives within the family and formed the basis for learning their roles in society. Relatively little evidence of the writings of women themselves remains from Zhu Xi’s own time, but by the Ming (1368–1643) and Qing (1644–1910) eras there is far more written testimony to the literacy of women and their participation in a cultural world beyond the household.21

A dramatic shift in the focus of Neo-Confucianism that greatly influenced ideas about education for both women and men took place in the Ming. This was the turn to the concept of “innate knowing” (liangzhi 良知), most closely identified with the philosopher Wang Yangming 王陽明 (1472–1529). Often linked to the ideas of Zhu Xi’s philosophical adversary Lu Jiuyuan 陸九淵 (1139–1193), Wang’s focus on the innate nature of knowledge resonated with Lu’s emphasis on “mind-heart” learning (Xinxue 心學) as the key to the realization of the inner capacity of all men (and women?) to become sages. In contrast to Zhu Xi’s careful attention to a highly curated series of texts, to be read with deep reverence and focus in a particular order, the kind of learning advocated by Wang Yangming and his followers in the Ming made a very different kind of demand on the student. The student had to trust in the existence of his own innate knowledge in order to access it, by whatever means necessary (including, but not limited to, reading texts). Wang took his vision a step further by arguing that knowledge and action are integrally connected: “knowledge is the beginning of action, and action is the completion of knowledge.” The end goal of learning was still to become a sage, but the means to achieve it differed greatly from before. Some of Wang Yangming’s most radical followers in the late Ming took the reliance on “innate knowing” to extremes that made the individual the central focus of Confucian learning. Personal self-cultivation became a goal in itself, without necessarily linking it to broader social or political purposes, let alone the examination system. These radical thinkers spawned movements that broadened the scope of learning to a much wider audience, well beyond the confines of the educated elite, and also positively engaged Confucian ideas about learning with Buddhism and Daoism.

The social activism of late Ming Neo-Confucianism extended educational efforts to new audiences, including women. Lü Kun 呂坤(1536–1618), for example, was inspired to write works for women (as well as for merchants and others outside the realm of the literati) because of his belief that Confucian teachings should be accessible to all, especially to those in the “inner quarters” who were responsible for the early stages of children’s education and the moral environment of the home.22 In contrast to the notion popularized in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries that “a woman is virtuous only if she is untalented,” increasing numbers of women gained higher levels of literacy and became participants in literary culture as well as both recipients and instructors of moral education.23 Gu Ruopu 顧若璞 (1582–ca.1681) as a young widow determined to devote herself to her sons’ education, and in doing so discovered that she loved Confucian learning and avidly read the Four Books along with histories and other works.24 In line with the moral cultivation that was supposed to form the content of women’s education, by the seventeenth century a women’s “Four Books” circulated, including Ban Zhao’s Precepts for Women along with three other didactic works by women from the Tang through the Ming that modeled ideal female behavior.25

The seventeenth century also witnessed a reaction to the highly speculative philosophy of the late Ming, which had emphasized the “heart-mind” and the inner workings of human nature through a focus on the metaphysical dimensions of Neo-Confucian thought. This reaction was precipitated by the political crisis of the fall of the Ming and the Manchu conquest of China in the mid-seventeenth century. Thinkers such as Gu Yanwu 顧炎武 (1613–1682) were driven by the unsettled circumstances of their time to question their predecessors’ focus on “innate knowing” and to turn their attention to more “practical studies.” In one sense, Gu and others like him simply carried forward Zhu Xi’s admonition to “investigate things,” seeing wide learning as the only true way to understand the nature of human beings and the world, the path to the ultimate truth of the Way and the comprehension of both “principle” and “mind-heart.”

By the eighteenth century, and continuing on into the nineteenth, the school of evidential research became central to the development of Confucianism, with far-reaching consequences for education. Evidential research was a means to recover the true meaning of the Classics by intensive philological, archaeological, and historical study of the ancient texts to gain a more authentic understanding. This resulted in a tendency for Qing scholars to rely on Han-era texts that had not been subjected to the accretions of Song philosophers who lived long after their Han counterparts and consequently at a much greater remove from the original texts. Even though Song-era “Learning of the Way” interpretations remained in place for the examination sections dealing with quotations from the Four Books and the Five Classics, historical learning had gained greater significance as a basis for answering policy questions. Both of these trends—the emphasis on ancient texts and greater reliance on historical knowledge—were direct results of the turn toward evidential learning in the Qing.26 The latter part of the eighteenth century also witnessed a reassertion of the role of poetry in the examinations, which had been in abeyance under the dominance of Song-era “Learning of the Way” emphasis on the Four Books and rejection of belles-lettres as a standard for evaluating the qualifications of those destined to be governing officials.27

The intrusion of Western imperialism in the mid-nineteenth century challenged the fundamental values of Confucianism as the foundation of both state and society, and undermined the entire basis of classical learning as preparation for the examinations and for careers in government. Yet the restoration of imperial power and authority after the defeat of the Taipings and the end of the Opium Wars in the 1860s meant that, although Confucian values had been challenged and to some degree eroded, they were still alive in the intellectual world of Chinese officials like Zeng Guofan 曾國藩 (1811–1872). Zeng was a highly successful statesman, instrumental in the defeat of the Taipings, but he was also a Confucian son, husband, father, and brother who devoted himself to securing the education of his family members according to Confucian values.28 Concerned with both moral education and training for the civil service examinations, Zeng’s approach to Confucian education was eclectic, including classics, history, poetry, and the writings of Zhu Xi.

As reflected in the educational ideals of Zeng Guofan, the renewal of Confucian scholarship in the aftermath of mid-nineteenth-century challenges to imperial power took place in tandem with the renovation of Confucian educational institutions. Like many other developments of the post-Taiping, post–Opium Wars era, the revival and expansion of academies and other schools was largely in the hands of regional officials and local elites who sought to restore the foundations of civil society after the military disruptions of the mid-nineteenth century. Classical academies of this era taught a Confucian curriculum designed to educate young men for success in the examinations, to become officials and local gentry leaders who would promote Confucian values in society.29 When global events and national political changes impinged on their world at the turn of the century, many of these academies became modern schools. By 1901 educational reforms adopted to address the crises created by the (first) Sino-Japanese War (1894–1895) and the Boxer Movement (1899–1901) transformed most academies into public schools, beginning with county-level academies becoming elementary schools, prefectural level, middle and high schools, and provincial level, colleges or other institutions of higher learning. These schools largely (although not entirely) eschewed Confucian classical curriculum for Western science and mathematics. The most dramatic change that took place during the reforms of the first decade of the twentieth century was the abolition of the imperial civil service examinations in 1905. This severed the symbiotic relationship between the literati and the state, effectively ending elite dependence on state confirmation of its status along with the requisite education in Confucian Classics.

The anti-Confucian campaigns of the New Culture (1915) and May Fourth (1919) Movement era further eroded the position of Confucianism in education, although Confucian materials still appeared in Westernized modern school curricula up until 1949 and even represented a significant proportion of what was taught.30 Particularly during the New Life Movement under the Nationalists in the 1930s and 1940s, there were efforts to restore Confucianism in education as a means to reclaim Chinese cultural identity in the face of Westernization and to promote morality among the people. The traditional concept of “transformation through education” (jiaohua 教化) provided ideological support for projects such as modern academies founded by Zhang Junmai 張君勱 (1886–1969) and other new Confucians who sought a philosophical renewal of Confucianism for their own time.31 Zhang saw his National Culture Academy (minzu wenhua shuyuan 民族文化書院), established in 1938 in Dali, Yunnan, as an institutional means to promote a cultural renaissance that would incorporate both classical Confucian learning and Western knowledge to create modern citizens.32 The education of citizens through promoting Confucian values also played a key role in the rural reconstruction projects carried out by Liang Shuming 梁漱溟 (1893–1988) in Guangdong, Henan, and Shandong provinces between 1931 and the Japanese invasion of 1937.33

Following the establishment of the People’s Republic of China in 1949, Confucianism was officially consigned to opprobrium as the ideological foundation of the oppressive, “feudal” society of imperial China, although it never completely disappeared.34 Its revival began with the “opening up” in the 1980s and 1990s, but the active promotion of Confucian education to mass audiences throughout society came only after 2000. Institutions of higher education took the lead, with People’s University in Beijing being the first to erect a statue of Confucius on its campus in 2001.35 This was followed by the establishment of a Confucius Research Institute (Kongzi yanjiuyuan 孔子研究院).36 Other universities followed, and the trend of academic studies of Confucianism spread in tandem with the intensification of “national studies” (guoxue 國學). Again, People’s University was the first to establish a National Studies Institute (guoxueyuan 國學院) in 2007, an effort to restore a holistic approach to traditional Chinese culture in reaction to its disciplinary fragmentation under the influence of the Western organization of knowledge.37 The grassroots revival of Confucianism and its renewed pedagogical influence for a popular audience also took place during the first decade of the twenty-first century.38 Schools (often called “academies”) for young children to learn the classics through chanting and memorization (dujing 讀經) have proliferated, along with Confucian educational programs and schools for working professionals and other adults.39 Confucian educational initiatives are often private and independent, but they exist within a realm of semi-official recognition and approval. To the extent that such schools and programs promote moral education and a “harmonious society” (hexie shehui 和諧社會), they are regarded positively by the government, which also participates in this revival by funding “national studies” projects that identify Confucianism with Chinese civilization and therefore support patriotic education for the nation. Nonetheless, tension persists in the balancing of state interests with private ones, as ambitious and energetic educational entrepreneurs seek to capitalize on contemporary obsession with the Confucian Classics.
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32.Sébastien Billioud and Joel Thoraval, The Sage and the People: The Confucian Revival in China (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2015), 24–25.

33.Billioud and Thoraval, The Sage and the People, 28; Guy Alitto, The Last Confucian: Liang Shu-Ming and the Chinese Dilemma of Modernity, University of California. Center for Chinese Studies (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1979).

34.Kam Louie, “Salvaging Confucian Education (1949–1983),” Comparative Education 20, no. 1 (1984).

35.Billioud and Thoraval, The Sage and the People, 36.

36.Billioud and Thoraval, The Sage and the People.

37.Billioud and Thoraval, The Sage and the People, 37.

38.Yong Chen, “Renewing Confucianism as a Living Tradition in 21st Century China: Reciting Classics, Reviving Academies, and Restoring Rituals,” in Mapping Religion and Spirituality in a Postsecular World, ed. Giuseppe Giordan and Enzo Pace (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 63.

39.Billioud and Thoraval, The Sage and the People, Chapter 2.

 
Selected Bibliography

Bai, Limin. Shaping the Ideal Child: Children and Their Primers in Late Imperial China. Hong Kong: The Chinese University Press, 2005.
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CHAPTER 27

Confucianism and the Family

Robert L. Moore

Overview: Confucianism and Family in East Asia

The philosophy of Confucius is not sharply distinguishable from kindred values and cultural norms that shape Chinese society. The Great Sage lived during the sixth and fifth centuries BCE, but the ideals associated with him can, in some sense, be said to predate him, since they are partly based on previously compiled texts that he revered, and some of which he may have edited. Given that Confucianism, in some sense, predated Confucius himself, it is no wonder that Confucianism occupies a hazy though indisputably prominent place in Chinese society. It has endured as the preeminent philosophical framework for government and family throughout Chinese history and remains fundamental to Chinese thinking today. Other philosophical and religious traditions, particularly Daoism and Buddhism, have also played significant roles in China and East Asia, but where governance and the organization of the family are concerned, Confucianism has been unrivaled.

Confucianism is embedded in Chinese culture in such a way that in popular thinking customs and precepts that are ancient are often automatically attributed to Confucius. Chinese sometimes use metaphors like “the air we breathe” to express their understanding of the place of Confucianism in their daily lives.1 The association of Confucianism with Han Chinese culture is facilitated by the lack of a clear understanding about where specifically Confucian ideology ends and generally accepted patterns of traditional Chinese culture as a whole begin. Two Chinese cultural values that underlie the family system and that are specifically attributable to Confucian texts are benevolence or ren (仁)and the importance of proper ritual or li (禮, simplified礼). A third value that is inherent in the Confucian family—though it is not brought forward and specifically highlighted with a linguistic label—is hierarchism. Hierarchical relationships within the family are taken for granted as virtual attributes of nature; men, in traditional China, were regarded as superior to women and elders as superior to those individuals who were junior to them in age. These three values—benevolence, ritual, and hierarchism—are discernable in the fundamental rituals, teachings, and attitudes that shape governance and the family to the present day.

In traditional China, that is, prior to the fall of the Qing dynasty in 1911, the lives of both commoners and elites were imbued with Confucian ideals which were reinforced through rituals and references to classic texts. Chinese scholars eventually identified several texts as the foundational works of Confucianism. These originally comprised the Five Classics, namely the Classic of Changes, the Classic of Documents, the Classic of Poetry, the Record of Rites, and the Spring and Autumn Classic. Several other works, such as The Classic of Filial Piety (Xiaojing 孝經, 孝经), were compiled at various times throughout Chinese history and came to be accepted as supplemental to the Five Classics. In the fourteenth century, the Four Books—The Doctrine of the Mean (Zhongyong 中庸), Mencius (Mengzi 孟子), the Analects (Lunyu 論語, 论语), and the Great Learning (Daxue 大學, 大学)—were accepted as the basis for the empire’s educational and governmental systems. It is to these Classics and subsequent texts that scholars have traditionally turned for instruction on appropriate ideals and behavior.2 Other East Asian societies, particularly Korea, Vietnam and Japan, have also accepted, at different points in their histories, the foundational texts and certain cultural features that reflect the influence of Confucian traditions.

In the case of China, family rituals not only served to organize key moments in the lives of participating individuals, but also were regarded as markers of ethnicity, a way of distinguishing Chinese from non-Chinese. According to Ebrey, “Every time a family hired a sedan chair for a wedding or paraded to the grave in mourning garments, it was acting out allegiance to both Han Chinese identity and the Confucian moral order.”3 Ebrey’s reference to the sedan chair of Chinese weddings and the custom of parading to the grave in mourning garments specifies two Confucian ritual contexts that were central to traditional Chinese family structure and, to some extent, continue to reflect basic beliefs about appropriate family forms.

China in the twentieth century experienced a great degree of turmoil including the overthrow of the Qing dynasty in 1911, the subsequent establishment of the Republic of China (ROC), the Japanese invasion (1937–1945), and the civil war between the Nationalist Republic of China and the Communists under Chairman Mao. The civil war ended with a communist victory in 1949 at which point the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) established the People’s Republic of China (PRC) on the mainland, while the defeated Nationalists retreated to the island province of Taiwan where they remain today. The Nationalist government of Taiwan is considered a continuation of the Republic of China that was originally established following the fall of the Qing dynasty.

This turmoil had dramatic effects on the Chinese family both because it entailed repeated attacks on the ideals of Confucianism and because it occurred in the context of new ideologies introduced from the west that modified Chinese ways of thinking. The most intense anti-Confucian movements occurred under the Communists, particularly during Chairman Mao’s Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution (1966-1976), but even during the pre-Communist Nationalist era, critiques of Confucianism had significant effects. Despite these attacks, neither Confucianism nor the Confucian image of the family have entirely disappeared in China or, for that matter, in the other East Asian Confucian societies.4 Even in Mainland China, where the anti-Confucian attacks have been particularly thorough, a revival of the teachings of the Great Sage has restored much of Confucianism’s original luster.5

Though many Confucian ideals are upheld today as valued elements from China’s historical tradition, it is not the case that Confucianism descended unchanged through the centuries up through the last dynasty. Its revived form includes values that were not part of the dominant Qing-dynasty versions of Confucianism, the last versions that might be labeled “traditional.” The superior status of males over females, for example, is no longer absolute and taken for granted in many contemporary Chinese families, nor in many of the families of Korean, Vietnamese, and Japanese societies. Despite the various changes in Confucian precepts throughout history, numerous values from the classic texts continued to be reflected in Chinese family and governmental systems up to the end of the Qing dynasty. Today, the Confucian revival of late twentieth- and early twenty-first-century China encompasses some, but not all, of these late dynastic features.

Historically, Confucianism benefited from its connection to scholarship. Elite families made it a point to guide their behavior and organize their rituals with an eye to Confucian texts, and other families of lesser status followed suit. The two institutions on which Confucianism focused most of its attention were the government and the family. The prominence of these institutions was indicated by the emphasis placed on Confucianism’s five key relationships: ruler-subject, parent-child, husband-wife, elder sibling-younger sibling, and friend-friend. In fact, Confucianism sees government and family as analogous to each other: a good ruler has the same characteristics as a strong, morally upright, and benevolent father.

Harmony and morality were traditionally prized and continue to be promoted as worthy ideals. The essential requirements of a harmonious and moral society are individuals who behave appropriately. Behavior understood to be appropriate is considered so with reference to one’s social position: the obligations of husbands are not the same as those of wives, for example. The prominence of hierarchical thinking is evident in that four of the five relationships are explicitly hierarchical, while only one, the friend-friend relationship, is best viewed as subtly hierarchical in structure. Age cohorts in schools or groups of friends will find the oldest member and give that person the honorific lao (老) or “old” as a mark of respect. In each hierarchy, the person in the superior position is expected to provide instruction, guidance, and protection to his inferiors, while those in inferior positions are expected to be obedient and supportive to their superiors. When people behave in a morally appropriate manner according to their stations in life, harmony should prevail. This is true both at the level of the state, which calls for a morally compelling ruler, and within the family, where husbands, wives, and children are all expected to act in accordance with their familial roles.

Gender and Family

In China and other Confucian societies, the family has long been organized as a patriarchal and patrilineal institution. The patriarchal aspect—that which empowers males—is specified in Confucian texts and reflects an understanding of gender differences that regards females as less educable and in need of authoritative guidance. The Han-dynasty Confucian scholar Dong Zhongshu (董仲舒179–104 BCE) designated three guiding principles for women—namely, obligatory obedience to fathers, brothers, and husbands.6 Another commonly cited Confucian ideal refers to a woman’s “three obediences” as referencing her father, husband, and son. In any case, females were traditionally regarded as inferior to males where questions of wisdom, authority, and dignity were concerned. Patriarchy and the gender bias in favor of males that underlies it have been challenged by global influences, both liberal and Marxist. But the patriarchal ideal prevailed in Confucian societies for millennia and cannot be said to be entirely gone in contemporary China and East Asia, though it has certainly been significantly diminished.

Male authority over females was embodied both by law and in popular lore and was further reinforced by the patrilineal reckoning of descent. The principle of patrilineality, that is, descent through males, is not prominently highlighted in Confucian texts, perhaps because patrilineal succession was so basic a feature of the family in traditional China that mention of it seemed hardly necessary. The notion that children belong to their father’s clan or lineage was taken as a matter of course, and didn’t require moralistic encouragement. One early reference to patrilineality can be found in the Classic of Poetry (Shijing 詩經, 诗 経) in lines that describe ritual offerings to the ancestors:


“The Spirits,” they say, “enjoyed their drink and food

And will give our lord a long life.

He will be favoured and blessed,

And because nothing was left undone,

By son’s sons and grandson’s grandsons

Shall his line for ever be continued.”7



In a typical, traditional Chinese family, the children born to the parents were given the same surname as their father and learned to pay respects to their father’s—but not their mother’s—ancestors. Their father’s ancestors, in other words, were their ancestors, and his lineage was their lineage. Patrilineal descent meant that one’s father’s brothers’ children were considered close kin in a way that mother’s siblings’ children were not, nor were father’s sister’s children. One implication of this pattern was that one’s father’s brother’s children were understood to belong to one’s family in a way that distinguished them from all other cousins. A father’s brother’s daughter was, in some respects, a virtual sister, which meant, for example, she was not an eligible candidate for marriage.

Descent through males was symbolized by the inheriting of one’s father’s family name. A result of the patrilineal inheritance of surnames was that for any given individual, all father’s brothers’ children shared a surname, as did one’s father’s father’s brothers’ sons’ sons, and so on. The sharing of a surname with patrilineal or agnatic kin was one of the features that made patrilineal cousins, even second and more remote cousins, “sibling-like.” The idea that an individual shared membership in a single family or “lineage” with all patrilineal kin no matter how distantly related meant that marriage between individuals sharing a surname was prohibited. In traditional China, marriage between such individuals was taboo on the theory that they most likely shared a patrilineal ancestor and were therefore consanguineal kin—even if their common patrilineal ancestor was so distantly related that no specific links to him could be remembered or otherwise identified.

Today, on the basis of scientific genetics, these old patrilineal prohibitions are being abandoned, though some who grew up in societies that adhered more strictly to Confucian ideas of patrilineality have been hesitant to let go of the prohibition. In Korea, for example, a lively debate in the 1990s preceded the decision to declare unconstitutional Article 809 of the Civil Code, a provision restricting same-surname individuals from marriage if they came from the same region.8

The traditional patrilineal family system of Confucianism was embodied not only in the principle by which family membership was defined but also in the designation of heirs where property inheritance was concerned. In premodern China, a family’s property would be handed down from parents to sons in roughly equal proportions. Sometimes, when one son was designated as the caretaker of the parents in their old age, he would be granted a somewhat larger portion of the inheritance. Women did not inherit property from their parents, though, at the time of their marriage, some property would be made available to them as a dowry.9 This aspect of gender bias has been modified in China and elsewhere in East Asia such that today equal rights in property inheritance are the norm.

Marriage

Early in the twentieth century, author Ba Jin penned the novel, Family, which was extremely popular with the youth of the western-influenced New Culture Movement of that era. Family’s theme was explicitly anti-Confucian by virtue of its rejection of parental authority over their offspring’s marriages and especially in its attributing of gross hypocrisy and generally dissolute behaviors to prominent elders in the Confucian Morals Society.10 The extraordinary popularity of Family points to one of the main challenges faced by traditional Confucianism in the twentieth century: the growing belief in the right of young people to marry for love. This belief contradicted Confucian standards by valorizing both love and individualism and did so in a way that steadily undermined the ideal of patriarchy within the family. Both the Nationalist Party that ruled China from 1912 to 1949, and the Communists, who subsequently came to power, advocated free choice in marriage and the idea that the most appropriate basis for marriage is love. The rise of individualism and new emphasis on the validity of personal affect independent of the traditional patriarchal hierarchy have been increasingly prominent features of family life in China, and this has resulted not only in changes in marital patterns, but also in weddings themselves and the other rituals prescribed by traditional Confucianism.11

Patrilineal inheritance was not the only Confucian principle that provided males with a great deal of leverage within the family. Patrilocal marriage—that is, marriage in which a new wife moves into her husband’s family’s household—was also a source of male power. Patrilocal (also known as virilocal) marriage is embedded in Confucian Classics, particularly the Record of Rites. Marriage rituals, as described in the Record of Rites and in other later works, refer to rituals associated with bringing a virgin bride into a household to be the wife of one of the household’s sons. The Confucian “Six Rites” of marriage, specified in the classic texts, include inquiries made into a woman’s family by a go-between sent by the groom’s family, a comparison of genealogical and horoscopic data of the proposed couple, the making official of the betrothal by the initial transfer of gifts from the groom’s family to the bride’s family along with a formal letter, the bestowing of further gifts on the bride’s family by the groom’s family, the setting of the wedding date, and then the final ceremony centered on the transfer of the bride to her new husband’s home, traditionally in a sedan chair.12

The first step in a marriage was the locating and identifying by a young man’s parents an appropriate mate for their son, ordinarily with the help of a matchmaker. The prospective bride should come from a reputable family and should herself have a reputation for a willingness to work hard, be accommodating and respectful toward elders, and be extremely modest, even reclusive, in her manner. Once a potential bride had been identified, the matchmaker would negotiate between the families in order to bring the elders to agreement. Following this, a date for the ceremony was arranged and gifts were exchanged. On the day of the wedding, the groom’s family would send a sedan chair, an enclosed, box-like structure with a bench inside, on which the bride would sit. Both the sedan chair and the bride’s gown were traditionally red, a color with strong positive associations, particularly for wedding days. The sedan chair, with the new bride inside, borne by hired men and accompanied by musicians, would be delivered to the groom’s residence, whereupon the bride would be escorted out of the chair and into the bedroom where she would then meet the groom, in most cases for the first time.

Weddings have undergone several changes in China, though the bringing of the bride from her parents’ home continues to be a typical feature. Since urban newlyweds now will usually have their own residence apart from either set of parents, the transference of the bride is, for them, necessarily modified. It is still thought proper that the groom provide the living quarters for the new couple, so even though the bride is not moved into her parents-in-laws’ home, she usually moves into her husband’s residence. This means that most marriages in China, even modern urban ones, are essentially patrilocal in form. One exception to the patrilocal pattern is a new wedding style known as a no-frills wedding or a luohun (裸婚, 裸婚, or, literally, naked wedding). Low-income urbanites sometimes choose the no-frills wedding since it requires no expensive outlay for the ceremony and no requirement for the provision of a residence on the part of the groom. A popular television drama of 2011 called Luohun Shidai (Age of the Naked Wedding裸婚時代) references this recently established, and still fairly rare, urban pattern. In the countryside, residence patterns continue to be conservative, and there it is still common for marriages to be patrilocal in the traditional sense, with the new bride taking up residence in the dwelling where her husband and his family live.

Confucian texts specify that one of the most important features of the wedding ceremony is the paying of respects by the new bride to her husband’s ancestors. This ritual obeisance required that the bride kowtow to the groom’s ancestral tablets and was one of the ways in which a wife’s new identity as a member of her husband’s family was symbolized. As a child she had been accustomed to joining her parents and siblings in kowtowing to the spirit tablets of her own direct ancestors, but upon marriage her ancestry was redefined such that she and her new husband shared in ritual recognition of his ancestors, but not hers. Modern marriages in the People’s Republic of China do not necessarily include obeisance to the ancestors, particularly among urban families.

As well as being justified by embedded Confucian values, such as the stipulation that parents control their children’s marriage and that the new couple reside patrilocally, traditional arranged marriages were also embodied in laws that explicitly granted authority to parents regarding the marriages of their offspring. This pattern has been greatly modified over the past century such that most courting couples today either find each other through school, workplace, or friends, or, in some cases, allow their parents to introduce them to prospective mates but retain the right to choose whether or not to marry the individual so chosen. Today, in societies that include a strong Confucian heritage, laws prohibit parents from forcing their offspring into unwanted marriages. Parental involvement in marriages continues, nevertheless. In Chinese cities there are specified locales, often in public parks, where middle-aged parents will gather in a kind of public marriage market to exchange information with each other about their adult children in the hopes of locating a good prospective spouse for their son or daughter. Sometimes adults who are not relatives may also take on matchmaking projects, such as when a new, twenty-something employee joins an office and is quickly told by his or her older (usually female) associates about a promising prospective spouse in another department. Such spontaneous “matchmaking” by non-kin is not specified in traditional Confucianism, of course, but its pervasiveness springs from a well-entrenched mindset that says young people should be thinking about marriage, and concerned elders are there to help smooth the marital path for them.

Confucian Households

In premodern China, the obligation of a new wife to respect and obey her elders meant that she was expected to defer not only to her husband but to his parents. Household maintenance was a female domain, so a new bride interacted with her mother-in-law much more than with other elders as she learned the ways of her new home. Chinese lore is filled with stories of mother-in-law/daughter-in-law conflict, commonly referred to as popo/poxi (婆婆/婆媳) conflict. In real families, the quality of this relationship varied; it might or might not be filled with conflict, or might or might not be warm and affectionate. In cases where there is conflict, it might arise as a bride develops what Margery Wolf refers to as the Chinese “uterine family.” Based on her fieldwork in a Taiwanese village, Wolf identified this uniquely woman-centered kinship unit as a source of solace and support for married women. This “family within a family” consists of the in-marrying wife, who, when she has children, develops emotional connections with them on which she relies for support and leverage within her husband’s household. Wolf’s focus on the woman’s perspective within these patriarchal village families is a reminder that the mere existence of a dominant ideology does not preclude the existence of other contending sources of power and of a sense of belonging.13

Another possible source of tension between mother-in-law and daughter-in-law is the affection a husband might feel for his new wife, affection that could make his mother feel insecure. As the force of Confucian orthodoxy has lost ground in China, husband-wife affection became a prominent underpinning of families, first in cities, and increasingly, in rural communities. The new emphasis on love-based marriages has resulted in a shift in power from the mother-in-law’s position to that of the daughter-in-law. Of course, every family has its own dynamic and popo/poxi relations vary accordingly. A study of a north Chinese village by Yan, however, indicates that currently, even in rural areas, newlywed couples have legal and affective leverage that, to some extent, undermines the Confucian principle of hierarchism within the family.14

Janice Stockard describes a subculture of the Canton-Hong Kong region of southern China that, in the nineteenth century, exhibited a sharply anti-patriarchal spirit. This subculture emerged on the basis of the longstanding regional tradition of delayed transfer marriage, which entailed a new bride’s residing with her own parents for three years immediately following her marriage. After this period, she would rejoin her husband and stay with him and his family in the traditional manner. But, beginning in the nineteenth century, a system of marriage resistance emerged in this region that starkly conflicted with Confucian traditions. The growth of the silk industry in southern China at this time provided new employment opportunities for women, many of whom earned enough money to support themselves. Some used this economic independence to reject marriage altogether and join a collective residential group of similarly resistant women. There were also cases where a woman, already married, would move into the collective residence but keep her status as first wife of her husband, while declining to live with him. A husband abandoned in this way was free to marry one or more subsequent wives.15

Delayed transfer marriage and the rejection of marriage by some southern Chinese women represent sharp deviations from the Confucian household as recognized and adhered to by most Chinese. But these were by no means the only nonstandard marital and household systems known in traditional China. Another nonstandard form was “minor marriage,” in which a young girl is adopted by a couple in order that she become the wife of one of their sons when she comes of age. Another nonstandard form was matrilocal marriage in which the groom moved in with his wife’s family, sometimes giving up his right to claim subsequent offspring as his ritual descendants. Finally, systems of polyandry—multiple husbands for one wife—also existed. Matrilocal and polyandrous arrangements undermined the authority of the husband and father and were considered unfortunate for him and viewed as indications of his diminished status.16

In the more common or “ordinary” Confucian household, a new wife’s first duty was to produce a son. This obligation reflected a mindset that saw the continuation of the family line as a virtual manifestation of immortality. Once deceased, an individual was expected to be remembered and ritually commemorated on specified occasions by patrilineal descendants. The failure of a couple to produce at least one son meant that neither they nor their ancestors would be so remembered. Such a failure was traditionally regarded as a serious offense, a betrayal of one’s family line. Ancestral spirits in the afterlife required offerings from patrilineal descendants for their sustenance; consequently, a failure to produce sons literally precluded their immortality. Mencius, the influential third-century-BCE Confucian disciple, emphasized the importance of begetting sons, declaring, “There are three things which are unfilial, and to have no posterity is the greatest of them.”17

In contemporary East Asian societies, the obligation to have a son is not taken quite so seriously by most families. As with many features of traditional Confucian thinking, the changes taking place in the cities have been more complete and thorough than those in rural areas. Urban Chinese families typically regard the birth of a daughter as no less rewarding than that of a son. This kind of gender egalitarianism was alien to classic Confucianism.18 Rural families, however, are likely to be more traditional in their feelings on this point; many continue to regard the birth of a son as more welcome than the birth of a daughter. Part of this preference is practical, since the patrilocal marriage pattern of rural communities means that a daughter will leave her parents’ home upon marriage while a son will not. A son, therefore, will be able to care for his aging, co-resident parents, while a couple with no son has reason to be concerned about their long-term future. The Chinese government recognizes this potential concern. During the height of the one-child policy, which lasted from 1979 to 2015, rural couples were allowed to have a second child if their first child was a daughter. The preference for sons by conservative families has had unfortunate consequences. Some pregnant women determined the sex of their fetus through ultrasound and in some cases, if the fetus was female, it was aborted. This was illegal but was nonetheless done commonly enough that China’s under-forty generations have far more males than females. Another consequence was that some newborn daughters were abandoned and wound up in orphanages, many to be adopted and taken out of the country.

Family Structures and Confucian Society

One of Confucianism’s most important moral precepts is xiao (孝) or, as it is commonly known in English, filial piety. This value requires children to be deferential, obedient, and devoted to their parents. In fact, according to this ideal, offspring should guide their behavior in every regard so as to bring happiness, security, joy, and pride to their parents. Furthermore, this injunction extends to other elders in one’s family, even unto those who are no longer living, that is, the ancestors. Filial piety is promoted in several Confucian texts, some of which, including The Classic of Filial Piety (Xiaojing 孝經, 孝经) and The Twenty-four Paragons of Filial Piety (Ershisi Xiao 二十四孝), are specifically dedicated to it.

A filial child should not only respect and obey parents but should act in public in such a way as to sustain the good reputation of the family. This means that what is an essentially familial value extends outward to shape proper behavior in the society at large. Filial piety discourages defiance towards people in authority, and in this way, it functions in support of the broader values of harmony and hierarchism. A distinction between Confucian as opposed to western societies is that the former enjoin individuals to surrender a measure of individualism in order to promote greater harmony in a hierarchically ordered world.

In traditional Confucianism, annual rituals honored ancestors, motivated by the belief that ancestors were among those elders whose embarrassment and displeasure would inevitably follow from an individual’s public misbehavior or humiliation. But veneration for ancestors has been strongly discouraged by the Chinese Communist Party since it was regarded as both rooted in superstition and incompatible with CCP authority. A large, powerful lineage centered on an ancestor temple, and the rituals of commemoration for those ancestors, represents a focus of power that is outside CCP administration. Consequently, Communist Party policy was, until the Reform Era (starting around 1980), directed against ancestor veneration. Hostility to veneration of ancestors was particularly intense during the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution of 1966–1976.

One example of the changes brought about by Communist policy can be seen in changes to Qingming rituals. Traditionally, Qingming, occurring in the fourth month of the Chinese calendar, fifteen days after the vernal equinox, was an important date for ancestor veneration. At Qingming, families would make their way out into the countryside to the grave sites of their ancestors and sweep the graves, kowtow to the grave marker, and offer food and money to the ancestors. In the PRC today, as a variation on traditional Qingming rituals, the fifth of April is commemorated by taking school classes to museums of the Communist revolution where the children are taught to honor the sacrifices of the Communist heroes of the Chinese Civil War.

Some of the consequences of CCP hostility to Confucian rituals in the Maoist Era (1949–1976) are vividly illustrated in the case of Dachuan village in northwestern China.19 Dachuan village was settled and dominated by members of the Kong (孔) lineage whose members are recognized as patrilineal descendants of Confucius. For centuries, the Kongs venerated Confucius and other ancestors in a temple they constructed for that purpose. However, Communist assaults on ancestor veneration and, especially in the Cultural Revolution, against Confucius himself, resulted in the suppression of rituals and destruction of Kong family ancestor temples. It was also during the Cultural Revolution that young Red Guards made their way to Confucius’s grave in northeast China and demolished it.20 However, starting in the 1980s, Confucius was gradually rehabilitated in the PRC, and structures associated with him began to be promoted as symbols of Han Chinese nationalism. In communities all over China, Confucian rituals are now being revived as public spectacles.21 Since 2004, Qufu, the hometown of Confucius and of the Kong lineage, has been the site of the most spectacular and well-known Confucian revival rituals. Ceremonies for the birthday of Confucius (the 28th day of the eighth month in the Chinese calendar in the People’s Republic and September 28 in Taiwan) are particularly elaborate here and are a significant tourist draw for that city, though it is worth noting that birthday celebrations were not a part of traditional Confucian ritual.

Confucianism and Death Ritual

Mortuary rites are second only to wedding ceremonies as markers of family acceptance of Confucian teachings. Like weddings, mortuary rites underwent drastic changes during the Maoist era. But eventually, once Confucius’s status began to be rehabilitated, some older ritual forms that had been previously abandoned began to re-emerge. James Watson outlines the nine main features of funeral ritual in late imperial China:


1. The public notification of death by wailing and other expressions of grief.

2. Donning of white clothing, shoes, and hoods of rough cloth by mourners.

3. Ritualized bathing of the corpse.

4. The transfer of food, money, and goods from the living to the dead.

5. The preparation and installation of a soul tablet for the dead.

6. The ritualized use of money and the employment of professionals for specialized features of the funeral rites that were beyond the capability of non-specialists.

7. The use of music to accompany the corpse and settle the spirit.

8. Sealing the corpse in an airtight coffin.

9. Expulsion of the coffin from the community.22



The proper forms for these funeral rites are outlined in Confucian texts, particularly the Liji (禮記/礼记) and the Yili (儀禮, 仪礼).23 Following these prescribed rituals, the coffin would be taken to the burial site for interment. The rites surrounding the burial itself were not specified in classical texts and, consequently, these exhibited regional variation. In southern China, for example, the traditional pattern was to excavate the bones of the deceased after several years, clean them, and then rebury them in an urn, a custom not typical of other parts of China, nor of other Confucian societies.

The Communist Party attempted to eliminate ritual references to supernatural entities, including ancestors, and, until the 1980s, attempted to eliminate burials altogether, replacing these with cremations. These efforts were not entirely successful, but they did manage to bring about a general simplification of mortuary rituals and, in the face of popular resistance, have made cremation an acceptable alternative to burial, at least among urban residents. Following the revival of Confucian and other traditional cultural elements in the Reform Era, burials and the accompanying funeral processions to grave sites have again become popular. Different regions experienced different levels of religious suppression preceding the Reform Era, and partly because of this, local variation characterizes the revival of mortuary rites in post-Mao China. According to Whyte, research in rural Guangdong showed


the following stages [to be] nearly universal following a death: notification of kin, moving the dying person to a parlor or public hall, purchasing a coffin, donning mourning clothes, the eldest son’s going to “buy water,” dressing the corpse, keeping vigil and wailing through the night, encoffining, burning paper ritual offerings and lighting firecrackers, proceeding to the grave with horns and drums, graveside offerings, the burial, return for a funeral meal, later memorial rites … and then a second burial several years later.24



In the Inner Mongolian city of Huhhot, Jankowiak found that traditional mortuary rituals had re-emerged in rural areas and in the older, more tradition-bound neighborhoods of the city. Post-Mao rituals entailed such long-established elements as clothing of specific colors designating the mourners’ relationship to the deceased, ritualistic wailing by female relatives, and the burning of money and other items as offerings. Innovations included the mourning of elders for deceased members of younger generations and the prominent part played by department heads and other non-kin from the workplace in the ceremonies. These innovations reflect two aspects of Reform Era China: the growing importance of affective ties, particularly within the nuclear family, and the government’s involvement in the personal lives of individuals. Neither of these is characteristic of longstanding Confucian customs or value systems.25

Watson has emphasized the importance of mortuary and other Confucian rituals in defining proper Confucian behavior throughout China. “To be Chinese,” he maintained, “is to understand, and accept the view, that there is a correct way to perform rites associated with the life cycle, the most important being weddings and funerals.”26

This position, referred to as “orthopraxy,” as opposed to “orthodoxy,” emphasizes the proper public performance of rites as an essential element of “Chineseness.” Less crucial, according to the orthopraxy position, are acceptance of “personal beliefs and predispositions” of the participants, which Watson regards as “irrelevant.”27 According to orthopraxy, what you do in ritual contexts is more important in declaring your Han identity than are your beliefs about the significance of what you do.

Watson’s argument grows naturally out of the great emphasis placed on proper rituals in the Confucian tradition, but it remains controversial. One of the most pointed critiques of the orthopraxy position comes from Ellen Oxfeld, whose fieldwork in a Guangdong village in the 1990s revealed an intense concern by the residents for the significance, not just the public form, of funerary rituals. In fact, in response to state-sponsored criticism of traditional rituals, a number of villagers had adopted variations on traditional mortuary rituals, but their actions were judged acceptable by their neighbors inasmuch as they reflected the mourners’ concern with memorializing the deceased. Funerals were seen as expressions of moral debt, whether they drew on traditional Confucian rites or the more secular forms encouraged by the state. Oxfeld sees continuity in the underlying cultural requirement that the deceased be memorialized, and it is this affective ideal on which mortuary rituals are based, whether they be strictly traditional or modified.28

Confucian East Asia

When Korean, Vietnamese, and other non-Chinese communities adopted Confucian texts and rituals, they were not claiming to be Chinese, but were rather indicating their commitment to the idea of civilization. For millennia, the Chinese empire loomed as a dominating social, cultural, and political order that compelled the respect of neighboring ethnic groups and polities. It was through this dominating presence that three East Asian societies—Korea, Vietnam, and Japan—came to be, along with China, “Confucian” by virtue of the commitment of the elites in each of them to the texts and rituals associated with Confucius. In addition to Confucianism, these societies also adopted other cultural elements from China, including the Chinese ideographic writing system (eventually modified or abandoned by all three after centuries of use), Chinese medicine, Chinese Buddhism, Chinese Daoism, and the use of chopsticks as eating utensils.

Except for North Korea (officially, the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea), these non-Chinese Confucian societies did not experience the harsh repressions that Mainland China endured during the Maoist Era. Confucianism has proven enduring in these societies, as it has in China, though in each case local cultural forms helped shape Confucian rituals and beliefs in significant ways. In Japan, for example, Shinto rituals are at least as important as Confucian ones in wedding ceremonies, and, in recent decades, Christian elements have begun to make an appearance in weddings, even for couples who do not identify as Christians.29 In South Korea (officially, the Republic of Korea), the traditional Confucian wedding has been largely replaced by rituals heavily influenced by western forms. Traditional Korean weddings followed the rituals prescribed in Chinese Confucian texts. The first rite was the arranging of the marriage by the parents of the couple with the groom’s parents taking the initiative. Next, as in China, was a formal letter from the groom’s to the bride’s family making the betrothal official, followed by gifts to the bride’s family. Other traditional Korean rituals specified in Confucian texts were the matching of horoscopes of the couple and the setting of the date for the transfer of the bride to the groom’s home. The Korean transfer of the bride differed from the Chinese pattern in that the groom and his party arrived at the bride’s residence where the main ceremony took place in her family’s courtyard, after which she was brought back to the groom’s home. The most central ritual element in this part of the ceremony was the couple’s kowtowing to each other, that is, going down on their knees and bowing deeply, their foreheads almost touching the backs of their hands. A final ceremony entailed the couple bowing to the groom’s parents as the latter tossed dates and chestnuts to them as symbols of fertility.

In an effort to promote modernity and turn away from “elaborate and wasteful customs,” the South Korean government, in the 1960s, published a Family Ritual Code.30 This code spelled out procedures that shaped modern weddings in such a way that they came to resemble in many ways traditional church weddings common in western countries. Instead of a minister or priest, these modern weddings are usually overseen by a churye or master of ceremonies, and they take place not in family courtyards but in commercially operated wedding halls. As in church weddings, the families of bride and groom are seated in rows on either side of a central aisle, down which come first, the groom in western coat and tie, and shortly afterward, the bride wearing a white western-style gown with a veil and escorted by her father. Music accompanies the ceremony, including, typically, as the bride arrives, Mendelssohn’s wedding march. Despite the distinctively western-influenced form of these modern weddings, Confucian influences are not entirely absent. The master of ceremonies, for example, was until recently, almost invariably, a male of respected standing, and preferably one who had fathered male offspring. Furthermore, following the large public ceremony, the traditional ceremonial element where the bride and groom bow to the groom’s parents remains a part of most weddings. Dates and chestnuts are tossed to the couple who, for this part of the ceremony, have changed into traditional Korean clothing.31

South Korean, Vietnamese, and Japanese societies, by virtue of the cultural inheritance of Confucian ideals, continue to share many Chinese-inspired values today, some of which are pertinent to their family systems. But in all Confucian societies, traditional values and rituals have undergone changes, many of which came in response to interaction with western societies and other forces that can loosely be labeled as “modern,” such as individualism, industrialization, and globalization. Yet in all these societies, Confucianism continues to be popularly referenced as part of each society’s cultural foundation.

Notes

1.Robert L. Moore, “Like the Air We Breathe: Confucianism and Chinese Youth” in The Sage Returns: Confucian Revival in Contemporary China, edited by Kenneth J. Hammond and Jeffrey L. Richey (Albany: SUNY Press, 2015), 129–155.

2.Jennifer Oldstone-Moore, Confucianism: Origin, Beliefs, Practices, Holy Texts, Sacred Places (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002); James Legge, The Chinese Classics: With a Translation, Critical and Exegetical Notes, Prolegomena, and Copious Indexes, 5 volumes (London: Trubner, 1861–1872).

3.Patricia Buckley Ebrey, Confucianism and Family Rituals in Imperial China (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1991), 229.

4.Jeffrey L. Richey, Confucius in East Asia: Confucianism’s History in China, Korea, Japan, and Viet Nam (New York: Association of Asian Studies, 2013);William H. Slote and George De Vos, eds., Confucianism and the Family (Albany: SUNY Press, 1998); Kenneth J. Hammond and Jeffrey L. Richey, The Sage Returns: Confucian Revival in Contemporary China (Albany: SUNY Press, 2015); Paul Varley, Japanese Culture, 4th ed. (Studies of the Weatherhead East Asian Institute; Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 2015); Joy Hendry, Marriage in Changing Japan: Community and Society (New York: Routledge, 2010); Laurel Kendall, “Ritual Silks and Kowtow Money: The Bride as Daughter-in-Law in Korean Wedding Rituals,” Ethnology 24/4 (1985): 253–267; Shawn Frederick McHale, Print and Power: Confucianism, Communism, and Buddhism in the Making of Modern Vietnam (Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 2008); Anh Q. Tran, Gods, Heroes, and Ancestors: An Interreligious Encounter in Eighteenth-Century Vietnam (New York: Oxford University Preess, 2017).

5.Sebastien Billioud and Joel Thoraval, The Sage and the People: The Confucian Revival in China (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015); Hammond and Richey, The Sage Returns.

6.Xuan Li, “Fathers in Chinese Culture: From Stern Disciplinarians to Involved Parents” in Fathers in Cultural Context, edited by David W. Shwalb, Barbara J. Shwalb, and Michael E. Lamb (New York: Routledge, 2013), 15–41.

7.Arthur Waley, trans., The Book of Songs: The Ancient Chinese Classic of Poetry (New York: Grove Press, 1960), 211.

8.Sheryl WuDunn, “Korea’s Romeos and Juliets, Cursed by their Name,” New York Times (September 11, 1996); Chaibong Hahm, “Family vs. the Individual: The Politics of Marriage Laws in Korea” in Confucianism in the Modern World, edited by Daniel Bell and Cham Haibong (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 334–359.

9.Myron Cohen, House United, House Divided (New York: Columbia University Press, 1976).

10.Ba Jin, Family (Prospect Heights, IL: Waveland Press, 1972 [1933]), 65.

11.Yunxiang Yan, Private Life under Socialism: Love, Intimacy and Family Change in a Chinese Village, 1949–1999 (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2003); William R. Jankowiak and Robert L. Moore, Family Life in China (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2017).

12.Maurice Freedman, “Ritual Aspects of Chinese Kinship and Marriage” in Family and Kinship in Chinese Society, edited by Maurice Freedman (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1970).

13.Margery Wolf, Women and the Family in Rural Taiwan (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1972).

14.Yunxiang Yan, Private Life under Socialism; Jankowiak and Moore, Family Life in China.

15.Janice Stockard, Daughters of the Canton Delta: Marriage Patterns and Economic Strategies in South China, 1860–1930 (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1989).

16.Matthew H. Sommer, Polyandry and Wife-Selling in Qing Dynasty China: Survival Strategies and Judicial Interventions (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2015); Arthur Wolf and Chieh-shang Huang, Marriage and Adoption in China, 1845–1945 (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press).

17.James Legge, trans., Mencius (Canton, OH: Pinnacle Press, 2017 [1861]), 89

18.Vaness Fong, Only Hope: Coming of Age under China’s One-Child Policy (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2004); Jankowiak and Moore, Family Life in China.

19.Jun Jing, The Temple of Memories: History, Power, and Morality in a Chinese Village (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1996).

20.Moore, “Like the Air We Breathe.”

21.Billioud and Thoraval, The Sage and the People.

22.James L. Watson, “The Structure of Chinese Funerary Rites: Elementary Forms, Ritual Sequence, and the Primacy of Performance” in Death Ritual in Late Imperial and Modern China, edited by James L. Watson and Evelyn S. Rawski Ebrey (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988), 12–15.

23.Evelyn S. Rawski, “A Historian’s Approach to Chinese Death Ritual” in Watson and Rawski, eds., Death Ritual, 20–34.

24.Martin K. Whyte, “Death Ritual in the People’s Republic of China” in Watson and Rawski, eds., Death Ritual, 304.

25.William R. Jankowiak, Death, Sex, and Hierarchy in a Chinese City: An Anthropological Account (New York: Columbia University Press, 1993).

26.Watson, “The Structure of Chinese Funerary Rites,” 3.

27.Watson, “The Structure of Chinese Funerary Rites,” 6.

28.Ellen Oxfeld, “When You Drink the Water, Think of Its Source,” Journal of Asian Studies 63/4 (2004): 961–990.

29.Walter Edwards, Modern Japan through Its Weddings: Gender, Person, and Society in Ritual Portrayal (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1989); Hendry, Marriage in Changing Japan.

30.Laurel Kendall, Getting Married in Korea: Of Gender, Morality, and Modernity (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996).

31.Laurel Kendall, “Ritual Silks and Kowtow Money”; Kendall, Getting Married.

Selected Bibliography

Brook, Timothy. “Funerary Ritual and the Building of Lineages in Late Imperial China.” Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies 49/2 (Jan. 1, 1989): 465–499

Chu, C. Y. Cyrus and Ruoh-Rong Yu. Understanding Chinese Families: A Comparative Study of Taiwan and Southeast China. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010.

Cohen, Myron. House United, House Divided. New York: Columbia University Press, 1976.

Diamant, Neil J. Revolutionizing the Family: Politics, Love, and Divorce in Rural and Urban China, 1949–1968. Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000.

Du, Shanshan and Ya-chen Chen, eds. Women and Gender in Chinese Societies: Beyond Han Patriarchy. Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2013.

Hammond, Kenneth J. and Jeffrey L. Richey. The Sage Returns: Confucian Revival in Contemporary China. Albany: State University of New York Press, 2015.

Hendry, Joy. Marriage in Changing Japan: Community and Society. New York: Routledge, 2010.

Ikels, Charlotte, ed. Filial Piety: Practice and Discourse in Contemporary East Asia. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2004.

Jankowiak, William R. and Robert L. Moore. Family Life in China. Cambridge: Polity Press, 2017.

Kong, Peggy A. Parenting, Education, and Social Mobility in Rural China: Cultivating Dragons and Phoenixes. New York: Routledge, 2015.

Kutcher, Norman. Mourning in Late Imperial China: Filial Piety and the State. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999.

Shi, Lihong. Choosing Daughters: Family Change in Rural China. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2017.

Watson, James L. and Evelyn S. Rawski, eds. Death Ritual in Late Imperial and Modern China. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988.

Wilson, Thomas A. “The Ritual Formation of Confucian Orthodoxy and the Descendants of the Sage.” The Journal of Asian Studies 55/3 (August 1996): 559–584.

WuDunn, Sheryl. “Korea’s Romeos and Juliets, Cursed by their Name.” New York Times, September 11, 1996.

Yang, Fenggang and Joseph Tamney, eds. Confucianism and Spiritual Traditions in Modern China and Beyond. Leiden, Netherlands: E. J. Brill, 2011.


CHAPTER 28

Confucianism and Social Structure

Alan T. Wood

Introduction

The particular genius of Chinese civilization was to create, very early on, a powerful system of ethical thought—Confucianism—that over time permeated all levels of Chinese society from top to bottom. That common ethical and political ideology, focused on the fundamental problem of how to ensure just rule in an imperfect world, enabled China to develop among the most stable and successful political, economic, and social institutions in world history. One of the key principles of that Confucian worldview was—and is—that life is characterized by a profound mutuality of relationships, the health of which depends on a commitment to integrity and responsibility. Another key characteristic of Confucianism was an orientation toward practice more than theory or logical consistency. The purpose of thought was not an end in itself but a means to improve the world. It was not so much that abstract consistency was unimportant as it was that practice should inform theory, and that, in response, theory should guide practice.

The Confucian tradition is often criticized for having an overly optimistic interpretation of human nature, for stressing the importance of virtue to such an extent that it failed to take into account the human capacity for evil. There is much to be said for that criticism, and there were other early Chinese, even Confucian, thinkers, notably Xunzi, who did show a healthy respect for human frailty.1 No doubt Confucius himself, who lived during a period of intense conflict and war, was fully aware of the human propensity to do harm to others. But he chose to look elsewhere for the deeper sources of human motivation. Confucius grasped an essential truth, namely that good governance and a just society depends on good leadership, that good leadership depends on the trust and confidence of the people, and that such trust can be built only on a foundation of integrity and concern for the public welfare. His particular insight was to understand that while fear and punishment may be a necessary concession to the realities of human nature, the secret of good governance lies in appealing to the better angels of our nature. This essay on the relationship between Confucianism and Chinese social structure will be divided into sections in which each should be seen in the context of its relationship with all the other sections. The totality is an organic whole, an emergent property of social governance that was dynamic and always shifting in interactive response to changes among the various parts. The sections reflect the many ways that the Confucian worldview was institutionalized in Chinese society.

Family (Jiating 家庭)

It is often said that in the West, the individual is considered to be the basic unit of society, whereas in traditional China, the family was considered to be the basic unit of society. In the West the purpose of the family was to nurture the individual, whereas in traditional China the purpose of the individual was to nurture the family. There is something to be said for such a dichotomy, because it reflects a genuine difference in emphasis. Nevertheless, it can be taken too far, potentially obscuring the complexities of each tradition. In China, there was considerable scope for individual autonomy, revealed throughout Chinese history in the importance of moral self-cultivation, education, and creativity in all the various realms of art and technology. Likewise, in the West, the family was always taken to represent the space wherein the potential of the individual human being is nurtured and developed. Only after the Enlightenment in the late eighteenth century did individualism come to occupy the commanding heights of Western political thought.

Scholarship on family, gender, and kinship in China has greatly increased in the past few decades. In the work of scholars like Patricia Ebrey, Gail Hershatter, Wang Zheng, and Dorothy Ko, traditional stereotypes of the unchanging, patrilineal, patrilocal, and patriarchal Chinese family are giving way to more nuanced and complex approaches that reveal wide variations in the Chinese experience through time and place.2 One can never overstate the importance of the simple observation that over the long haul of history, China’s population and geographic expanse was such that great variation was inevitable. Nevertheless, some generalizations continue to be useful in the beginning stages of understanding, as long as one keeps in mind the old saying that whatever one says about China, the opposite may also be true.

The relationship between Confucianism and the family in traditional China is complicated by the tendency of Chinese intellectuals themselves at the end of the Qing and throughout much of the twentieth century to blame Confucianism for China’s weakness (see this chapter’s concluding comments on controversy). Thinkers like Hu Shi, Chen Duxiu, and writers like Lu Xun criticized traditional Confucianism for its emphasis on hierarchy (rather than equality), family (rather than the individual), and stability (rather than change), as well as practices that discriminated against women in various ways.3 Recent scholarship has called much of that prejudice into question on two grounds. First, it ignores the vast array of other social, cultural, economic, and political factors that inevitably came to bear on the practical life of the family over time, especially the commercialization of the Chinese economy that occurred in the Song dynasty and continued thereafter until modern times. Second, it does not take into account the numerous ways in which women in marriages were able to assert a significant amount of freedom and control through indirect means.4

Nevertheless, it does remain true that in the thousand years since the Song dynasty, Neo-Confucian views on gender, women, and the family have exercised a significant impact on the evolution of the institution of the family itself. The Confucian worldview emphasizing stability lay behind certain patriarchal and patrilineal perspectives. In case of a divorce or separation between a husband and wife, for example, custody of sons was almost always given to the father, not the mother. Control over property also tended to be vested in men and not women, once again on the principle that the primacy of male control was necessary to ensure the stability and endurability of the family unit.

Filial Piety (Xiao孝)

Filial piety—the respect and responsibility that Chinese children exhibit toward their parents and grandparents—represents one of the keystones of the Confucian worldview. On one level it served to reinforce a sense of responsibility to others that undergirded the entire Chinese understanding of the meaning of individual life. There is also an aspect of filial piety that is universally understandable, best illustrated by the distinction between the terms “authority” and “power.” When we are children, our parents have both authority and power over us. When we grow up, their power over us declines, but their authority over us remains. That authority is unquestioned, because it stems from the simple biological fact that our parents are the “author” of us, in a way that is unchanging over time. From this perspective, the thanks and gratitude we owe them for bringing us into this world and nurturing us to adulthood will never cease.5 In the Confucian heritage, that concern for parents was reinforced by all kinds of rituals and norms, by the texts that students read from childhood, by behavior all around them, by literature, by law and customs of all kinds. Each culture in the world may vary in the way that it manifests that relationship. In China it was particularly reinforced by the dominant Confucian ethical system.

Marriage (Hunli 婚禮)

The impact of the Confucian ethic on the institution of marriage in Chinese history was profound and long-lasting. To understand how theory translated into practice, one has to keep in mind the primacy of family over individual interests. This was manifested most clearly over the issue of monogamy and concubinage. While it is certainly true that wealthy men acquired concubines, it was also true that they were married to only one wife, who, in order to maintain order and harmony within the family, retained rights and privileges—and overall control of the internal running of the family—denied to concubines. By the same token, remarriage tended to be frowned upon among women, especially after the Song dynasty, but also among men whose children were already grown, on the principle that remarriage would likely cause confusion in terms of loyalty to the unity of the family (and to the disposition of property).6 In terms of the seclusion of women, which seems to have grown stronger after the Song, a case can be made that at least one of the relevant motivations was to protect women from being victimized by an increasingly monetized economy in which there was a market for women as concubines. In terms of the education of daughters, two views often conflicted with each other. The first saw it as important to educate them so that they would be more attractive as brides for other families, and also because they could better oversee the education of their own future children. The second saw educating a daughter as a drain on the family resources, arguing that educating a daughter—who would become part of another family—was like watering another man’s garden. Those two perspectives, of course, worked themselves out in different ways, depending on the economic circumstances and personalities of the families involved.7

Marriage practices in terms of financial arrangements also changed through time. Until the Song dynasty, marriage gifts were typically made by the groom’s family to the bride’s family, which then paid for the bride’s dowries. This arrangement meant in practice that the value of property provided by the groom’s family was much greater than that provided by the bride’s family. But by the Song, the gifts went the other way so that the value of the dowry made by the bride’s family exceeded the value of the gifts provided by the groom’s family. That change, which persisted for the next thousand years until modern times, had the interesting, and paradoxical, consequence of shifting the transfer of wealth from the exclusive domain of the male side to one that was shared with the female side. In other words, inheritance up until the Song was strictly from the patrilineal side, from the father’s side of the family to sons. But once the value of property brought into the family from the dowry began to exceed the value of the groom price, the proportion of a family’s property coming from the mother’s side that was passed on to the next generation increased proportionately.8

One of the interesting differences between Chinese and Western patterns of marriage is the great diversity of practices in the West throughout history. In China, however, there is a remarkable similarity in practices (such as dowries) over the whole of China. One of the underlying reasons for this, of course, is the role of the state in promoting similar policies throughout China. And one of the reasons that the state was able to ensure such similarity was through the examination system that was grounded in Confucian texts (and not Daoist or Buddhist texts), as well as a central administrative system that promulgated laws enforcing state-dominated priorities. It is always useful to remember that in understanding any phenomenon in Chinese history, many factors are involved, and we must resist the temptation to focus on one or only a few and lose sight of the interaction of other factors over time.

There are two perspectives related to women that are commonly held to be have been encouraged by Neo-Confucian attitudes arising in the Song dynasty: footbinding and the opposition to the remarriage of widows. The practice of footbinding, which appears to have begun some time in the Song dynasty but was not commonly followed and was originally confined to the elite class, probably arose for reasons that were more rooted in economic, social, and political changes in China (as mentioned earlier), as well as a moving away from the influence of northern tribal cultures that had prevailed during the Tang and that had given women greater freedoms in a variety of ways.9

The other area is the admonition for widows not to remarry, which does appear to have been stressed by Song Neo-Confucians. The rational that remarriage would tend to confuse family and lineage loyalties has already been mentioned. And it is certainly true that it served to constrain the freedom of a widow to make her own decisions. But it can also be seen as protecting women from being forced by their husband’s family to remarry and thereby lose the property that they had brought with them into the marriage through their dowry, as well as their children. In other words, both interpretations may have been simultaneously true even though they appear to contradict each other.10

Ancestor Worship/Veneration (Jizu 祭祖)

The centrality of family and kinship unity in the Chinese tradition is based on a perception of time that extends backward into the long past of ancestors and forward into the distant future of descendants. It is rooted in a sense of responsibility to the family writ large in time and space that predated the life of Confucius but that Confucius fully incorporated into his ethical system. The present was understood to entail a stewardship of responsibility more than an assertion of individual rights. The veneration of ancestors became the Confucian expression of that deeper sense of ethical virtue that linked past and present and future through an elaborate protocol of rites based on patrilineal surnames. It appears in the earliest texts in Chinese civilization.11 Over time Confucian thinkers emphasized its crucial role in everyday social life by encouraging daily rituals asking for their blessing and even intervention in favoring family members. Veneration of ancestors represented (and still represents) yet another manifestation of the central role that reciprocal relationships—based upon the principle of humaneness, ren 仁—play in the Confucian tradition. The individual is never alone, but always surrounded by the support and protection of family members living and dead. That support, in addition, implies and demands responsibility as well, not only to the past and the present, but to future generations not yet born. Thus ancestor veneration was taken as a means of cultivating moral virtue through ritual, especially rituals expressing filial piety, and strengthening the perception of a direct link between the everyday world and the spiritual world.

Education/Examination System (Keju 科舉)

Selecting government officials by means of a rigorous civil service examination became the chief institutional expression of the Confucian belief in the power of education to govern and even to transform society. Foremost was the system of civil service exams. Although it was instituted during the Han dynasty (206 BCE to CE 220), it fell out of use during the centuries after the fall of the Han, only to be revived again under the Sui and Tang dynasties. Until the end of the Tang dynasty (618–907), most government officials were drawn from the aristocracy, but they still had to pass a relatively rigorous process of examination in order to be considered for high office. After the aristocracy was wiped out by the conflicts that brought about the end of the Tang, the examination system was opened up to everyone. Even though in practical terms only relatively wealthy families could afford to give their children the kind of education that would enable them to pass the exam, there were many cases of successful examinees who grew up in poor families and were educated in local schools. The system of civil service examinations lasted until it was finally abolished in 1905. The content of the examinations was drawn from the Confucian Classics, which meant that all the members of the governing elite, including those who were leaders in local communities all over China, were well versed in the same educational tradition. This unifying aspect of the Confucian emphasis on education cannot be overemphasized, especially when one considers that for most of the last two thousand years China contained roughly one-quarter to one-third of the entire population of humankind. Without any modern technology of communication, this population retained a unified system of government (interspersed with a few periods of disunion), led at all levels by people chosen through highly competitive exams whose main content emphasized moral education and public service. That achievement was extraordinary, and unparalleled in human history. It would not have been possible without the unifying glue of the civil service examination system.12

Nature (Ziran 自然, Tian 天)

One of the essential characteristics of the Confucian worldview was that human ethics were aligned with the laws that govern nature itself. Such ideas appeared as early as the Han dynasty in the person of the scholar most credited with making Confucian ideology the state orthodoxy, Dong Zhongshu 董仲舒 (179–104 BCE). Dong believed the laws of nature were so embedded in human affairs that even rulers themselves were accountable to Heaven and subject to its mandate (tianming 天命). The Neo-Confucian revival of the Song dynasty continued that central core principle, culminating in the grand synthesis of the philosopher Zhu Xi 朱熹 (1130–1200) whose interpretation of the Four Books (Sishu 四書) became orthodox texts for the civil service examination system until the beginning of the twentieth century. Zhu’s ethical system was rooted in what he termed taiji (太極), or Supreme Ultimate, which was nothing less than the organizing principle of the natural universe, consisting of a complementary relationship of opposites—yin and yang 陰陽—that were constantly changing, and yet also striving for an overall balance or stability. All ethical behavior was taken to represent a manifestation of the interaction of these elements.

Controlling Social Behavior: Hierarchy, Ritual (li 禮), and Law (fa法)

A fundamental goal of Confucianism was to create an orderly society so that human beings and human community could flourish, mirroring and enhancing the cosmic order. Hierarchy and ritual were at the core of Confucian theory and practice. Several passages from the Analects and the Mencius make clear that reliance on law is evidence of a troubled state and society. In practice the Confucianism of the state and government officials created a hybrid system of law, ritual, and education that was successful for centuries.

Social structure was understood to be hierarchical, based upon the primacy of the five “relationships” (wulun 五倫), or father-son, ruler-minister, husband-wife, old-young, and friend-friend (the only relationship based on equality). Respect for authority, and for hierarchy, was also built into every aspect of Chinese society from early times down to the present. It is a natural function of the fundamentally social orientation of Confucian thinking, based on the belief that for any group of people to cooperate effectively over time, there must be hierarchical structure. Here again, nature was the model. The key insight of Confucianism was that although hierarchy is necessary for social stability, hierarchy cannot rely only on power for it to achieve its purpose. There must be a foundation of moral authority and trust, so that obedience would—paradoxically—be based on voluntary assent.

In the Confucian tradition, ritual held a special place. Its underlying purpose and function, according to the Confucian perspective, was not only to be an outward manifestation of an inward disposition toward virtue, but also a way of cultivating that very disposition through constant practice. There were, of course, many times in Chinese history when ritual itself became the end rather than a means to a higher end, emptied of its animating moral purpose. Nevertheless, the ideal persisted through the ups and downs of politics and provided inspiration to generations of leaders. In short, the Confucian worldview expressed, in daily habits of ritual, the values outlined in the various sections of this essay: reverence for ancestors, respect for hierarchy, the central importance of the family, and the profound need to cultivate a sense of responsibility for the public good.

Chinese theory and practice of law is a convergence of two streams. The first, based on a Confucian assumption that human nature is primarily good, stressed the importance of moral virtue in human behavior. The second, based on a Legalist assumption that human nature is primarily evil, stressed the importance of punishment in fostering acceptable human behavior. The Confucian view assumed, with considerable insight, that laws may prevent people from doing what is wrong, but only moral virtue will inspire people to do what is right. In practice, it did not go unnoticed that there were many people who were not motivated by moral virtue, and for them fear of punishment was necessary to prevent them from harming the public interest. So legal institutions—both civil and criminal—in Chinese history manifested a combination of both of these perspectives. Over time the Confucian perspective became more apparent in the nature of the law itself, and the implementation of law in general was along the lines of Confucian moral principles. Throughout Chinese history, attitudes toward the law were that it was a necessary concession to human frailty, but that in the long run, order was more likely to emerge out of a grounding in moral principle rather than law. Confucius himself put it this way: “Guide them by edicts, keep them in line with punishments, and the common people will stay out of trouble but will have no sense of shame. Guide them by virtue, keep them in line with the rites, and they will, besides having a sense of shame, reform themselves.”13

Confucian Voluntary Organizations

Confucianism is focused on the well-being of the community; an individual cannot flourish if the group is weak. Expressions of Confucian righteousness and consideration for the group are seen in a number of voluntary organizations. Benevolent societies (tongshanhui 同善會) and benevolent associations (shantang善堂) in China appear to have arisen in the Ming dynasty (1368–1644) and represent a further step in the evolution of Chinese civil society outside the direct involvement of the state. These societies and associations were powered by the Confucian ethical commitment to promote the public welfare and were committed to doing charitable works outside the purview of government, Buddhist monasteries, and lineage organizations.14 In that sense they represented a continuation of the example set by the involvement of Song scholar-elite/landed gentry in accepting responsibility for the welfare and moral improvement of their local communities.15 In the Ming these associations provided aid to the poor, helped build roads, start schools, store grain, distribute food, dig wells, and plant trees, among many other services, and most of their founders were Confucian scholar-officials. These local leaders were motivated by a perceived need in the community that was not being met by existing institutional structures. The founders of most of these associations saw themselves as carrying out in practical affairs the Confucian ideal expressed in the opening passages of the Classic Great Learning (Daxue 大學), which lists eight stages in how to live a responsible life of public service. Most of them have to do with cultivating one’s own moral self before trying to improve the world. The first step is to investigate things (gewu 格物), then extend one’s knowledge (zhizhi 致知), purify one’s intentions (chengyi 誠意), rectify the heart (zhengxin 正心), cultivate one’s own moral self (xiushen 修身), and then, only after the individual person has been set right, can one turn outward to regulate one’s family (qijia 齊家), govern the state (zhiguo 治國), and, finally, put the world in order (pingtianxia 平天下). There were practical reasons for this development as well. In the Song and Ming dynasties, the population in China increased significantly, but the government bureaucracy did not grow in proportion to the population increase. The result was ever greater competition for scarce openings in government service, and ever-larger numbers of highly educated people who were unable to find official positions. Instead of focusing on a bureaucratic career, they turned their energies and idealism to their local communities, creating in the process a remarkably vibrant civil society.

Another manifestation of this local focus were the charitable estates (yizhuang 義莊), which were “trust properties held in the name of a clan, endowed out of the charity of clan members, and inalienable.”16 In the form that they assumed for the next thousand years—until the twentieth century—they appeared for the first time in Chinese history in the Song dynasty. They represented another manifestation of the marriage of theory and practice, namely the duty to institutionalize the Confucian ideal of public service. The first charitable estate was founded by the Song Confucian scholar-official Fan Zhongyan 范仲淹 (989–1052), who himself represented one of the highest expressions of the Confucian scholar combining personal integrity with a commitment to social welfare. He once famously wrote that scholar-officials should be first in worrying about the world’s troubles and last in enjoying its pleasures. The charitable estate that he originated was formally registered with the government, not in the name of an individual but as an endowment held in common by the lineage, to be used for the purpose of educating members and providing help for those too poor to provide for themselves.

Community compacts (xiangyue 鄉約) constituted a form of local governance—below the level of the bureaucratic structure of the central government—that joined Confucian principles of social behavior with local customary traditions. Because China was so big both in land and population, and because communication and transportation systems in the past were slow, this institution provided the daily forms of conflict resolution and governance that could not be performed by the relatively small number of central government officials. During the Song dynasty, this form of community compact was regularized and promoted widely by Neo-Confucian scholars and continued by later scholar-officials as well. One of the most famous was articulated by the great Confucian philosopher Wang Yangming 王陽明 (1472–1529) in the Ming dynasty.

Another expression of the Confucian commitment to the public welfare was the system of charitable and public granaries (yicang 義倉 / shecang 社倉) that arose in China in the sixth or seventh centuries. The granaries were designed to store surplus grain during periods of plenty and then distribute it during periods of want, thus accomplishing two purposes: stabilizing prices by evening out supply and demand, and reducing the incidence of famine.17 They blended government and local resources, sometimes more of the former and other times more of the latter. Those sponsored by the government came to be called “ever-normal granaries” (changpingcang 常平倉). During the Song dynasty, as part of the wider movement among Neo-Confucian gentry to take responsibility at the local level for what they believed was a failure of the central government to manage local affairs effectively, charitable/community granaries were promoted and sustained by private individuals.

Chinese Society and Modernity

For most of the second half of the nineteenth century, and then well into the first half of the twentieth century, reform-minded Chinese intellectuals tended to blame the Confucian heritage for China’s weakness in the face of European colonialism. Many of them had studied and traveled in the West and came to believe that the source of Western power lay in the tradition of individual freedom that had deep roots in the Middle Ages and that had been emphatically advanced during the French Enlightenment. These intellectuals believed that the Confucian emphasis on stability, authority, obedience, and family acted to discourage change, innovation, individual creativity, and initiative.18 In China, this anti-Confucian attitude persisted well into Mao’s regime, lasting until his death in 1976.

Outside of China, the assumption that Confucianism was responsible for China’s weakness began to break down by the second half of the twentieth century, when it became apparent that the Confucian societies of Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Singapore were undergoing miraculous economic growth. Gradually, other aspects of the Confucian tradition—the emphasis on education, discipline, cooperation, and moral integrity—came to be recognized for their positive economic influences. In China itself, by the end of the twentieth century, the government began to promote Confucianism as a positive force in Chinese history and identity. In doing so, however, the government tended to cherry-pick those aspects of the Confucian heritage that fostered obedience to established political authority, and downplay those aspects—such as the belief in a moral universe that even rulers themselves were obligated to follow—that might be employed to limit the power or legitimacy of the Communist Party. Nevertheless, many Confucian values continue to penetrate deeply into everyday life in China quite apart from any effort or influence by the state.19

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, the controversy over the role of Confucianism continues, both inside and outside China. Some scholars, such as Kenneth Pomeranz in his magisterial work The Great Divergence, have tended to downplay the impact of cultural issues altogether, and look for more economic factors in explaining the weakness of China in the nineteenth century. One of the most interesting recent approaches is Professor Taisu Zhang’s revival of emphasis on culture as a significant force in shaping economic performance. Professor Zhang has written that the “economically significant institutional differences between the two countries [Great Britain and China] derived, in the end, from cultural norms of kinship and hierarchy.”20 Another focal point of debate is over the issue of whether or not Confucianism is compatible with democracy. The current regime in China argues it is not, whereas a new generation of intellectuals in Hong Kong and Taiwan, based on the ideas of thinkers like Xu Fuguan, Tang Junyi, and Mou Zongsan, argues that it is.21 So on the leading economic, social, and political issues of our day, the overall evaluation of the role of the Confucian heritage in the modern world remains a contested issue.22
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CHAPTER 29

Confucianism and the State

Sungmoon Kim

One of the greatest difficulties in studying Confucianism as a political tradition is that its conception of “the political” is significantly different from the ways in which it has been understood in the field of political theory dominated by the Western canon and historical experiences. In the Confucian tradition, the political is not understood in reference to the public space (the polis) in which free citizens, through speech and action, express their distinctive individuality in association with others who mutually participate in public discussion and decision-making. Nor is it thought to be constructed by means of a social contract among rational individuals whose uninhibited freedom in the state of nature drives them to a life-or-death struggle. Moreover, Confucianism views the political in neither contradistinction to the familial as the Greco-Roman traditions do, nor complete separation from the ethical as insisted by Machiavelli and his modern followers. At the core of Confucianism is its understanding of the political in continuum with the familial as well as with the ethical, in which the state is envisioned as an extended family called “family-state” (guojia 國家) where the ruler is like a father to the people whose primary mission is to serve their well-being. In this essay, I introduce the Confucian ideal of the family-state with special attention to its underlying paradigm of virtue politics and examine how this ideal has been compromised with the rise of “Legalistic Confucianism” after the establishment of the empire, then later reclaimed by Song-Ming Neo-Confucians. I conclude by discussing the two most dominant visions of the Confucian state in contemporary Confucian political theory—Confucian democracy and Confucian political meritocracy.

The Paradigm

Confucianism is an ethical and political tradition that originated in the thought of Confucius (Kongzi 孔子, 551–479 BCE), whose life-long self-imposed task was to revivify the (Western) Zhou civilization, which he believed had epitomized the most excellent form of human life. In order to get a clear sense of the Confucian perspective on the state, therefore, it is imperative to briefly examine the Zhou ideal of the state and politics, which will provide an important historical backdrop against which we can assess the original contribution of Confucianism to Chinese political thought.

The Zhou dynasty (1046–256 BCE) was founded by King Wu and his brother the Duke of Zhou who overthrew the previous Shang dynasty (c. 1600–1046 BCE) through a series of punitive expeditions. There are two important points that are worth mentioning about the Zhou kingdom. First, its founders justified the overthrow of the Shang dynasty and the subsequent founding of a new dynasty by appealing to the Mandate of Heaven (tianming 天命), at the heart of which is the ruler’s Heaven-bestowed mission to serve the well-being of the people. And second, the relationship between the house of Zhou, reigning over the entire Chinese domain called “all under Heaven” (tianxia 天下) as the suzerain, and its feudal subjects who were in control of the realm called guo 國 (often translated as “the state”), was to be governed by rituals (li 禮), originally intended for clans and families. In Zhou political ritualism, while the house of Zhou represented the main branch of the Zhou clan (da zong 大宗, the line of the eldest sons), feudal rulers who were the direct descendants of the Zhou clan but did not belong to the line of the eldest sons were considered as the members of the minor branches of the clan (xiao zong 小宗). Even those who had different family names were still assumed to have a quasi-familial relationship with the Zhou king. As the “Son of Heaven,” the Zhou king’s central task was to disseminate Heaven’s beneficence over all other members of his clan (i.e., aristocrats) and his people (min 民), who regarded him as a father; and it was believed that this task can be fulfilled only if the ruler is virtuous (de德) in his character and practices a government that aims to enhance the well-being of the people rather than his own private interest.

Fully committed to this Zhou political ideal, Confucius believed that the usurpation of the king’s political power by a feudal lord or the feudal lord’s position by a minister within the guo was morally illegitimate, seriously jeopardizing ritual-based order and thereby blocking the ordered flow of Heaven’s beneficence to the people. Confucius, however, parted company from Zhou political ritualism by developing what can be called the paradigm of Confucian virtue politics, which is not necessarily tied to specific forms of Zhou rituals. This paradigm consists of several propositions. First, the state exists to serve the well-being of the people. Second, the state ought to educate the people so that they can live a flourishing moral life. Third, in order for the people to become morally developed the state should only minimally resort to penal codes, punishments, and other coercive measures, and instead rely on the ruler’s virtue and rituals, which can elicit voluntary compliance from the people. And finally, fourth, political order can be achieved when there is trust between the ruler and the ruled only if each member, starting with the ruler, fulfills his or her ritually ordered social roles and obligations faithfully.1 As such, for Confucius, the state is far from a purely political arena in which interests clash, conflicts are mediated, and consensus is reached. In the most profound sense, the Confucian state is an extended family where various social roles are prescribed, moral cultivation is recommended for both the ruler and the ruled, socioeconomic conditions enabling a good life for all are pursued, and harmony is cherished. Since social and political relationships in the Confucian state are ritually coordinated and regulated, and ritual coordination and regulation is aimed at the co-growth of individuality and sociality, in principle no serious tension between the state and individual (or between the state and society) is posited in Confucian virtue politics.

In practice, however, tension between the state and individual arises when there is “no Way” (wu dao 無道) in the state, which is signaled by the collapse of ritual order or misrule by the ruler, or put more generally, when the state fails to live up to its normative ideal as the family-state. When the Way prevails in the state, says Confucius, one should participate in the government, offering one’s service, but when it does not, one should withdraw from it and hide oneself.2 In Confucius’s view, “[whereas i]t is a disgrace to remain poor and without rank when the Way prevails in the state, it is a disgrace to be wealthy and of noble rank when it does not.”3 Finally, and relatedly, Confucius says that when the Way prevails, it is better to be employed by the government, but when it does not, one should be concerned with how to avoid (unjust) punishment and execution.4 Here, Confucius’s point is that there is no immutably right way to relate oneself with the state for the state is neither a necessary evil as liberals claim nor a bulwark of public freedom as republicans envision. The state, in an empirical sense, does not possess its own moral worth, independent of the material sufficiency and moral flourishing of the people, and thus one’s proper engagement with it hangs ultimately on its ethical nature, whether or not it is in accordance with the Way.

The question then is whether or not Confucius regarded the tension between the state and individual, in the absence of the Way, as absolutely unfixable and thought that an ardent follower of the Way, including himself, ought to withdraw from the political world completely. For Confucius, it is important to note, the reason the Way does not prevail at a given historical moment was ultimately a metaphysical matter that Heaven alone has an answer for and thus goes beyond a full rational grasp. What is important for morally upright people who find themselves in such a moment is how to respond to it properly, that is, without risking their moral integrity while maintaining the hope to restore and expand the Way, thereby (re)achieving the family-state. Therefore, one should not misunderstand Confucius as advising one to withdraw from the political world altogether when the Way does not prevail, as if his sole concern was with moral purism, notwithstanding his trademark emphasis of moral self-cultivation. As Robert Eno rightly notes, Confucius’s seeming resignation to Heaven’s teleological determinism is often balanced with his unswerving commitment to the Heaven-prescribed mandate to reform the world even “without regard for empirical consequences.”5

In fact, although he never made this explicit, Confucius occasionally attempted to resolve the tension between an immoral state and a moral individual under circumstances of “no Way” by the moral individual still participating in the (corrupt) government with the hope of rectifying the ruler’s misconduct and bad public policy in the service of the well-being of the people.6 Most tellingly, when challenged by the Daoist hermits championing the complete withdrawal from the world, Confucius accentuated the critical importance of social and political reform by saying “We cannot run with the birds and beasts. Am I not one among the people of this world? If not them, with whom should I associate? If the Way prevailed in the world, I wouldn’t need to change it.”7 Zilu, one of Confucius’s key disciples, justified his teacher’s (and the general Confucian) willingness to participate even in a corrupt government in terms of yi 義 (commonly translated as righteousness), when he says, “To refuse office is to fail to do yi. If the differentiation between young and old cannot be abandoned, how could one think of abandoning yi between ruler and subject? This is to throw the most important relationships into turmoil in one’s effort to remain personally untarnished. The opportunity of the exemplary person to serve in office is the occasion to effect yi. That the Way does not prevail—this is known already.”8

In sum, for Confucius, the state was not so much the ruler’s private property but rather the critical institutional vehicle to realize the telos of Confucian virtue politics. It has its own normative standard as the family-state, and participating in the state rightly conceived and practiced is the most profound way to realize moral self-cultivation and expand one’s social self. Furthermore, though the state’s failure to live up to its moral ideal would create a significant tension between it and (moral) individuals, this should not paralyze the latter from participating in the government, though temporary retreat may be recommended for the sake of self-reflection and moral preparation,9 as long as they are firmly committed to the Way and the mode of their engagement with the state is primarily one of moral remonstration.10

The Mencian Innovation

Later Confucians such as Mencius expounded upon Confucius’s seminal ideas, but in doing so, they virtually reinvented Confucianism by rearticulating the state and the relationships between the ruler and the people and between the ruler and the ministers. Mencius is the first Confucian who conceptualized the good government suggested by Confucius in terms of “benevolent government” (ren zheng 仁政). Central to the benevolent government is the ruler’s ability to “extend” (tui 推) his innate sense of care and compassion, which is strongest toward one’s family members, to the people that he is supposed to regard as his own children.11 However, just as importantly, Mencius’s method of extension also includes the ruler’s ability to extend his private interest to the public in which both the ruler’s and the people’s material interests can be simultaneously satisfied.12 The government that results from this method of extension, which is an important method of moral self-cultivation in its own right in Mencius’s ethical system,13 is one that strives to create the condition of material sufficiency, pays more attention to need than to desert, and gives priority to the well-being of the worst-off.14

Once again, the problem arises when the state fails to live up to its own moral ideal, and the kernel of Mencius’s political theory lies in precisely how to rectify this problem during the so-called Warring States period (475–221 BCE). In the late Warring States period, the former feudal states under the authority of Zhou became de facto sovereign states vying for supremacy in endless warfare in their desire to become a universal ruler, reigning over “all under Heaven.” And thus, the challenge posed to Mencius was both practical and philosophical. It was a practical challenge in the sense of accepting the new interstate system composed of several powerful guos (literally “the states”) as a given political reality as well as finding the best political alternative to the prevailing realpolitik actively pursued by ambitious rulers of his time, one that could promise order and stability. At the same time, the challenge was fundamentally philosophical as it pressed Mencius to find a way to reconcile the paradigm of Confucian virtue politics with the reality of guo, the pure political machine of warfare and productive economy unconstrained by any ethical considerations, at least of the kind that Confucius affiliated with the ideal state or the good government.15

One of the specific philosophical problems confronting Mencius was how to realize Confucian virtue politics and benevolent government in the context of hereditary kingship. Like Confucius, Mencius believed in “the sage-king paradigm,” according to which the ruler should simultaneously be a moral paragon, namely a sage (shengren 聖人), and the throne is supposed to be handed down from one virtuous man to another, as was demonstrated by former sage-kings such as Yao, Shun, and Yu. The rise of the hereditary system fundamentally undermined this perfect congruence between virtue and political power, as it allowed one to succeed the throne by hereditary right regardless of virtue. Surely, the hereditary system had been established long ago with the creation of the first Chinese dynasty (Xia), but, in Mencius’s view, the rulers of the ancient dynasties entertained the Mandate of Heaven and thus exercised their universal rulership legitimately as the Son of Heaven. That is, their ruling legitimacy was grounded in their Heaven-given institutional authority, approximating the ideal congruence between virtue and power. The Warring States political reality signaled the complete breakdown of the political institutions of the Son of Heaven, and for Mencius, (hereditary) “kingship” now arrogated by the former feudal rulers in the domain of the guo only implied the critical moral deficit on the part of the state and the ruler. The practical challenge that this trouble gave rise to then was how to properly constrain the ruler according to Confucian moral principles and make the rulers of the guo virtuous so that true kingship and the ideal state could be reclaimed, first within the guo then ideally in the whole world, through the ruler’s world-transforming virtue.

Mencius’s strategy was no different than Confucius’s, except that his was far more adamant and systematic. Like Confucius, Mencius thought that the best way to constrain the ruler (and the state) and put him on the right track (i.e., the Way) was to give the ministers the ritually sanctioned right to remonstrate with the ruler when he goes astray from the Way. According to Mencius, there are two kinds of ministers—those who are from the royal line and those who are of other surnames—and the way that the ministers exercise their right to remonstrance should be different depending on which group they belong to: “If the ruler has great faults, [the ministers of the royal line] should remonstrate with him [and i]f, after they have done so repeatedly, he does not listen, they should depose him, [whereas the ministers of other surnames] should leave [if the ruler] does not listen [to their repeated remonstrations].”16 More generally, though, Mencius attributes the right to remonstrance to a man of great virtue or a “great man,” which anyone is capable of becoming via rigorous moral self-cultivation of their innate moral sprouts. Mencius says, “Only a great man can correct what is wrong in a ruler’s mind. … If the ruler is correct, everyone will be correct. Once the ruler has been rectified, the state will be settled.”17

What is noteworthy is the fact that Mencius decouples the right to remonstrance from political rank (and Zhou political ritualism in general) and makes it any virtuous man’s moral entitlement. The consequence is an emergence of a new form of Confucian virtue politics that elevates a Confucian scholar’s virtue-based moral authority to such an extent that it can be coeval to the ruler’s political power. One of the most telling examples of the Confucian scholar’s moral charisma is demonstrated in the case of Zisi, Confucius’s grandson, who was displeased when the ruler inquired about how he could become friends with a scholar. Mencius explains the reason for Zisi’s displeasure in the following way: “In terms of our positions, you are the ruler, and I am the subject. How could I presume to be a friend of the ruler? In terms of our virtue, you should be serving me. How could you be my friend?”18 Notice that here virtue is not elevated merely as an important source of authority along with political rank or power. Far more significant than this is that virtue is presented as an alternative source of power (the original meaning of de) as opposed to the ruler’s sheer political power. It is only through the lens of this alternative conception of virtue-as-power that we can make sense of Mencius’s striking claim that a man of great virtue cannot be summoned even by the Son of Heaven, much less by a lord of the guo, and instead, he should be served by the ruler as a teacher. In this new form of Confucian virtue politics in which the Confucian scholar’s moral virtue is far more pronounced than the ruler’s, the latter’s otherwise unchecked and arbitrary use of power, often in pursuit of his private interest, should be counterbalanced by the moral virtue of the Confucian scholars (or scholar-ministers). More specifically, Mencius submits that if the ruler wields his power autocratically by treating his ministers like “dogs and horses” or “dirt and grass,” the ministers should regard him as “a bandit and an enemy.”19

What is meant by the ministers “regarding ruler as a bandit and an enemy”? Here we should be reminded that as far as the ministers of the royal line are concerned, Mencius claimed that they have the right to depose the incumbent ruler. Two important points are in order. First, Mencius gives the ministers the power (or right) to depose the ruler in the case of tyranny, vindicating the countervailing power of the ministers’ virtue. Second, by giving this power to only selective ministers, who in his new vision of Confucian virtue politics should not only be related to the ruler by blood, but more importantly, virtuous, Mencius seems to uphold a due process in resolving what can be called the “constitutional crisis.”20 These points bring us to cast new light on the following famous statement by Mencius, often understood by many contemporary scholars as representing his proto-democratic endorsement of the right to popular rebellion:


One who offends against ren is called a brigand; one who offends against yi is called an outlaw. Someone who is a brigand and an outlaw is called a mere fellow (yi fu 一夫). I have heard of the punishment of the mere fellow Zhou [the last ruler of the Shang dynasty] but never of the slaying of a ruler.21



Thus understood, Mencius divides the subjects into two different groups—the active subjects who are entitled to participate in the important political decision-making process, especially during a constitutional crisis, and the passive subjects, mostly composed of the common people (min 民), who are the beneficiaries of the benevolent government and act as a barometer, only signaling the ruler’s misrule without proactively holding him accountable.22 Though this certainly belies the democratic interpretation of Mencius, his argument for the (ministers’) right to remonstrance, to tyrannicide, and more generally, to counterbalance the ruler’s otherwise autocratic power, reveals that for Mencius the state is not the ruler’s private possession but a public entity that ought to exist for the well-being of the people on behalf of whom the Confucian scholar-ministers enter the government and check the ruler’s arbitrary use of power by means of their virtue achieved through a rigorous process of moral self-cultivation.

The Rise of Legalistic Confucianism and Its Neo-Confucian Critique

Mencius’s new vision of Confucian virtue politics is essentially, to follow de Bary’s characterization, a liberal one, which includes an optimism toward human perfectibility and the transformation of the political world by means of virtue of the morally cultivated persons who are expected to put the ruler and the state on the right track, the Way.23 Despite his significant disagreement with Mencius regarding the original goodness/badness of human nature, Xunzi (c. 313–c. 238), too, largely shared Mencius’s liberal vision of Confucian virtue politics, although he paid much closer attention to the aspect of the state as the bulwark of order and stability and to its ritual-based institutional structures that create social divisions, prevent poverty, and bring about economic prosperity.24 The Mencian ideal of the benevolent government remained intact in Xunzi’s political thought. In fact, Xunzi occasionally employed the family analogy to describe the ideal image of the state and the ideal relationship between the ruler and the people.

The several-hundred-years-long chaos ushered in by endless warfare, regicide, and usurpation, which led to the total destruction of the previous ritual-based order throughout the Warring States period, did not end with the victory of Confucianism over other competing schools of thought. The Warring States period ended when Qin, one of the warring states located in the far western side of the original Zhou kingdom and armed with Legalism marked by harsh penal code and punishment, reunified the entire Chinese domain in 221 BCE, creating the first “empire” in Chinese history. During Qin’s reign, Confucianism was strictly banned, many Confucian scholars were buried alive, and the texts they studied were burned, mainly due to the Confucians’ vigorous criticism of Qin’s Legalistic rule from the perspective of a bygone golden age allegedly governed by the sage-kings, the paragons of (Confucian) virtues. Qin’s oppressive rule, however, endured only for fifteen years, engulfing the whole Chinese domain into a great political turmoil once again, but this time the chaos was quickly overcome by the establishment of the Han dynasty (206 BCE–220 CE), which eventually laid the foundation of the subsequent Chinese culture and political structure. Not surprisingly, with the rise of an ever-lasting empire, Confucianism underwent a remarkable transformation.

In their efforts to appease the commoners coming out of Qin’s oppressive rule and the political turmoil resulting from its sudden collapse, the rulers of the Han initially employed Huang-Lao-based statecraft, at the core of which lies the valorization of small government, less social control, and ancient feudalism. However, they finally embraced Confucianism as a state ideology. More specifically, it is during Emperor Wu’s reign (141–87 BCE) that five Confucian texts—the Classic of Documents, the Classic of Changes, the Spring and Autumn Classic, and the Record of Rites—attained canonical status. Second, as a state ideology for an empire with a vast territory, one of the primary tasks of imperial Confucianism was to undergird bureaucracy by educating and recruiting scholar-bureaucrats and these five Confucian “Classics” became essential for would-be scholar-bureaucrats. Third, while pre-Qin Confucianism, especially of the Mencian strand, explained the cardinal human bonds—the so-called wulun 五倫 between ruler and minister, father and son, husband and wife, senior and junior, and friends—in terms of reciprocal moral relationships, imperial Confucianism highlighted the colossal importance of the first three relationships and reinterpreted them in terms of unalterable hierarchical bonds (sangang 三綱) between superiors (ruler, father, and husband) and inferiors (minister, son, and wife).25 As clearly attested by Dong Zhongshu’s political thought, these relationships’ hierarchical nature was further reinforced by the cosmological theory of yin and yang, according to which yang (ruler, father, husband) occupies an exalted or dominant position over yin (minister, son, wife). Fourth, though pre-Qin Confucians did not assimilate the relationship between ruler and minister to that between father and son, and attributed a different moral principle to each—zun zun 尊尊 (“to revere who is politically authoritative”) for the former and qin qin 親親 (the principle of familiarity) for the latter—nevertheless imperial Confucians promoted a perfect congruence between loyalty (zhong 忠) and filial piety (xiao 孝) in order to justify the emperor’s unified sovereign authority that demands absolute obedience from the subject. Finally, fifth, the emperor’s sovereign authority, which was undergirded by the strong nexus between royalty and filial piety, reinvented the Confucian family-state into an absolutist state and thereby turned liberal Confucianism into “Legalistic Confucianism.” Legalistic Confucianism was given full moral vindication by the (new) theory of the Mandate of Heaven that far more stressed the legitimacy of a universal king reigning all under Heaven than his responsibility for the well-being of the people, although scholars such as Dong Zhongshu (179–104 BCE) never dismissed this latter dimension of the theory wholesale.

Though later Confucians maneuvered themselves within the intellectual and political terrain created by the Han Confucians and although they never explored an alternative political system to replace the one-man monarchy, the most critical voices against the Confucian absolutist family-state came from within, especially after the rise of Neo-Confucianism during the Song dynasty (960–1276). Philosophically speaking, Neo-Confucianism refers to a new mode of Confucianism that has become heavily metaphysical and cosmological via its critical interactions with Daoism, and more actively, Buddhism.26 At the same time, however, Neo-Confucianism was a political movement, actively pursued by the local gentry class who advocated the “feudal enfeoffment system” (fengjian 封建) against the “commandery system” (junxian 郡縣), which, long established since the Han dynasty, made sure that the emperor maintains a near-perfect control over regional affairs by directly appointing local magistrates, among other positions. Aspiring to retain their relative economic, political, and moral autonomy in local districts, Neo-Confucians found fault with the commandery system as a political practice that goes directly against the ideal Zhou system.

That being said, there was a more profound philosophical and political reason behind the Neo-Confucian opposition to the commandery system and ultimately absolutist emperorship. As ardent followers of Mencius, Neo-Confucians during the Song and Ming (1368–1644) periods, especially the orthodox Cheng-Zhu Neo-Confucians, were strongly convinced that with the rise of the first dynasty and institutionalization of hereditary kingship, the sage-king paradigm had to be deconstructed accordingly, giving birth to a permanent tension between the Sagely-Line (dao tung 道統, or the lineage of the Way) and the Princely-Line (wang tong 王統). Immersed in Confucian studies and moral self-cultivation, Neo-Confucians regarded themselves as defenders of the Sagely-Line and their tremendous sense of responsibility for the Way transformed them into unflinching critics of the emperor’s arbitrary exercise of power, which culminated in the abolishment of the prime minister position and re-imposition of the centralized control in the form of Legalism during the formative stage of the Ming dynasty. To use Dardess’s expression, they presented themselves not as the ruler’s docile subjects but as professionals who were “consciously aimed at … a self-definition and a social role in which one can see a certain logical consistency.”27 Their self-imposed task was no different from that of Confucius and Mencius, namely, to reorient the ruler and the state toward the Confucian ideal of the family-state and the paradigm of Confucian virtue politics by “prevent[ing] government from degenerating into tyranny.”28 As Tu Wei-ming aptly puts it, “even though they were in the world, they were definitely not of the world.”29 In fact, some of the most vehement Neo-Confucian critics of absolutist monarchy even risked their lives, sometimes inviting brutal political persecution from the state.30

Arguably, the most poignant Neo-Confucian challenge against absolutist monarchy and imperial Confucianism was raised by a scholar named Huang Zongxi (1610–1695) who was active during the Ming-Qing transition period. Attributing Ming’s downfall to the emperor’s unchecked power and autocratic rule, Huang strenuously argued for the restoration of the prime minister position, which ought to be filled by the most virtuous ministers. This way, he believed, the ruler who ascends the power through hereditary right could be most effectively constrained. Huang’s contribution did not merely lie in applying Mencius’s original insight to his own political context, however. His political vision was much more radical and systematic than Mencius and his Neo-Confucian predecessors when he redefined the ministers as equal carriers of the government with the emperor, and more surprisingly, upheld law and political institutions over the ruler’s moral character as more reliable sources of good government. By critically revisiting the existing paradigm(s) of Confucian virtue politics, therefore, Huang developed Mencius’s liberal Confucianism and earlier Neo-Confucians’ seminal constitutional thinking into a fuller fruition.31

Conclusion: Two Contemporary Visions

Despite a series of attempts among the Confucians to reform the state in the late imperial period, the Confucian state eventually collapsed upon “encounter with the West” and, until recently, Confucianism has been blamed as the single greatest obstacle to modernization in virtually all East Asian societies. In the past two decades, however, scholars in East Asia and beyond have vigorously explored a new model of the Confucian state that is suitable under East Asia’s modern conditions, resulting in two different visions of the modern Confucian state.

On the one hand, a group of scholars claim that the most legitimate form of the state in Confucian East Asia is one of political meritocracy, rule by the best and the brightest that gives more power to non-democratically selected elites than to democratically elected representatives.32 In a sense, what brings the scholars in this group together is their aspiration to reinstate the traditional form of Confucian virtue politics and political perfectionism without completely doing away with competitive elections and (limited) popular accountability. On the other hand, those who consider democratic principles, such as popular sovereignty, political equality, and the popular right to political participation, as indispensable to the moral growth of the people as equal citizens, are wary of Confucian political meritocracy’s epistemic optimism and political elitism and thus struggle to create a Confucian state that promotes a good life for all while exercising its coercive political power in ways that are justified and accountable to the people.33

In sum, whereas traditional Confucian political theory revolved around the legitimate scope of the ruler’s (or the state’s) political power vis-à-vis the Confucian scholars and scholar-bureaucrats, what is currently driving contemporary Confucian political theory is whether or not people have the sovereign power and whether or how the state can be directly accountable to the people. Depending on how to respond to these questions, we are presented with different visions of the state, civil society, and state-society relation in modern East Asia of the Confucian heritage.
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CHAPTER 30

Confucianism and Gender

Sin Yee Chan

Gender

In contrast to sex, a biological property concerning the type of gametes produced for reproductive processes, gender is typically understood as a social role and construct built around reproductive roles associated with certain social scripts, duties, virtues, patterns of behavior, and psychological traits and dispositions. Gender is generally seen as an important identity constituent. However, as a social role, gender is undergoing considerable reassessment. Sally Haslanger’s feminist assessment emphasizes gender’s hierarchical aspect: male is the dominant class, female is the subordinated;1 social roles may be inapplicable to the new gender category of “transgender.”2 Acknowledging these contemporary approaches, this essay assesses gender in Confucianism in terms of social roles given the importance of roles in the tradition,3 and focuses on philosophical rather than historical or literary aspects of Confucian conceptions of gender in premodern China, when Confucianism was the predominant ideology. Recent scholarship suggests reconciling Confucianism with gender equality by examining the basis of Confucian gender in yinyang and nei-wai (inner-outer) distinctions, showing how they imply an ambiguous and fluid gender distinction. Building upon this approach, this chapter highlights an additional element: the Confucian ideal of junzi, the morally cultivated person. The ideal is further used in a unique approach to help integrate discussion of masculinity and femininity from the Confucian canons with analysis from traditional popular literature and drama. Lastly, it examines the largely unexplored category “transgender” and concludes with a consideration of feminism.4

Confucian Gender

No single Chinese term corresponds to the English “gender,” which is currently translated as “xingbie” (sex distinction 性別); the terms “nanxing” (男性) and “nuxing” (女性) are used to refer to male and female persons. “Nanxing” and “nuxing” are neologisms first attested in Japanese and then Chinese at the turn of the twentieth century.5 They are compounds combining “nan” (male/man 男) and “nu” (female/woman 女) with the term “xing.” (nature/sex性) Traditionally, nan and nu denoted male/man and female/woman while xing denoted nature/character. Xing assumes a new meaning of “sex” in modern China. Nanxing/nuxing therefore introduces a new dimension of “biological sex” to traditional understandings of gender. In premodern times, nan and nu were used less frequently than more specific familial gender terms like “fu” (married women 婦), “nu” (unmarried girls 女) and “mu” (mother 母). “Nuxing” functions to liberate women from the status of an essentially familial being.6

The absence of the term “gender” did not preclude the existence of an immensely elaborate and strictly enforced gender system in premodern China, evolving around the idea of distinction (bie 別) or distinct role. Xunzi highlighted the importance of distinctions: “What is that by which humans are humans? I say: it is because they have distinctions … The birds and beasts have fathers and sons but not the intimate relationship of father and son. They have the male sex and the female sex but no differentiation between male and female.”7 The differentiations Xunzi stresses in this passage demarcate these relationship roles. According to Xunzi and Liji (Record of Rites), the way of husband and wife served as the foundation for the relationships of ruler-minister and father-son.8 This distinction between husband and wife is primarily a performative role distinction, that is, a distinction relating to performing tasks or operations, rather than differentiating disparate natures. Yinyang and the inner-outer (nei-wai) distinction are the two pillars of Confucian role distinction.

Yinyang

The term “yinyang” does not appear in the Four Books (Analects, Mencius, Daxue, or Zhongyong) and was not originally aligned with the two genders. Yinyang initially referred to the shady/northern and the sunny/southern sides of a hill; later it referred to two of the six qi (氣 vital energy);9 then to cyclical differentiations such as the four seasons10 and the rise and fall of dynasties.11 After the development of a correlative cosmology that aligned everything in the cosmos12 in the first century BCE, yinyang became a polarity marking essential and incompatible differences such as day and night. Its alignment with the two hierarchically structured genders became firmly established13 including alignment with qian (乾) and kun (坤), the two primary hexagrams in the Yijing (Classic of Changes).14

The connection between hierarchical order and yinyang was exacerbated by Dong Zhongshu (179–104 BCE), who believed that yinyang restricted each other (xiangke 相剋).15 He shifted the earlier emphasis on harmony (he 和) between yin and yang to unity (he 合), marked by hierarchical ordering and regulation. Consequently, women should follow men. Dong also essentialized the nature of the genders. Yang was associated with “being active” and “initiating”; yin with “being tranquil” and “completing.” Dong degraded the nature of women by attributing desire and greed to yin/women, and nature and benevolence to yang/men.16 The hierarchical regulation of yin by yang was later codified as the Three Bonds (san gang 三 綱) between ruler and minister, father and son, and husband and wife, as expounded in Baihutong.17 Henceforth, the “natural,” cosmological justification of the subordination of women became firmly established in the Confucian tradition; a millennium later Zhu Xi claimed, “Between man (nan) and woman (nu), there is an order of superiority and inferiority, and between husband and wife, there is the principle of who leads and who follows.”18

Despite this adherence to hierarchy, Neo-Confucians focused more on harmony and mutual dependence than regulation between yin and yang. Mutuality between the two can be described as relativity (strong/weak); mutual dependence (work/rest); mutual inclusiveness (winter/summer stemming from each other); mutual resonance (success/working on weakness); complementary mutuality (intellect/emotion); and interaction to induce transformation.19 Mutuality did not imply dualism or positing two opposite, independent forces. Mutuality allows collaboration, fluidity, and contextual consideration; man is yang as a husband but yin as an subordinate at work.

Mutuality mitigated abject misogyny and demonization of women. Both yin and yang follow the Way: “What makes the (material force) yin or yang is the Way.”20 Emotions, the nature attributed to women, were judged positively by Neo-Confucian Cheng Yi, “Before they are aroused, have pleasure, anger, sorrow, and joy ever been found to be not good? As they are aroused and attain due measure and degree, they are good.”21

The complexity of yinyang allows tremendous flexibility and fluidity in interpreting genders. As a correlative principle, yinyang transcends gender.22 Each person functions as both yin and yang; each body is composed of both.23 The all-encompassing nature of yinyang provides Confucian constructions of gender with a vast, complex framework of natural, social, and metaphysical references and associations. Women’s traits correlated to qualities of radically different things including water, darkness, and earth. Second, the fluidity of yinyang enables women to substantially negotiate their subordination: for instance, motherhood is a dominant yang position conferring power. Third, yinyang does not mandate a strictly gendered essentialism. A woman who is both a wife (yin) and a mother (yang) cannot have an immutable essence that is both emotional and antithetical to emotion. Fourth, the mutual dependence of yinyang cosmically means that harmony and success require contribution from both genders. Women share credit for men’s achievements: for instance, for motherly encouragement and patient guidance, spousal support, and management of his family. Fifth, the role of yinyang in reproduction underscores the legitimacy of sexuality and family as the primary social unit.

Inner and Outer (Nei-Wai)

The inner-outer (nei-wai) distinction assigning women to the domestic realm and men to the sphere outside the family is arguably more important than yinyang as the basis for the Confucian conception of gender. “Nei-wai” is largely absent in the early Confucian texts such as the Analects, Mencius, and Xunzi.24 It became more important in the Liji and Yijing. The term’s meanings include reference to (i) what is intrinsic to a person or internal to her mind (versus what is behavioral or external to the person); and (ii) the inner civilized Chinese kingdom marked by gender distinctions versus the external barbarian states.25

While yinyang functions as a theoretical concept, the inner-outer distinction is a regulative institution shaping aspirations and identities. First, it is a physical separation positing “a guard between males and females” (nannu zhifang 男女之防). This restricted even intimate spousal relationships: “Males and females did not use the same stand or rack for their clothes.”26 Ideally, women were confined to the inner quarters of a house to which men had only restricted access and men’s main activities took place outside the home.27

Functional distinctions follow from physical separation: Women were to manage the household, nurture the children, cook, weave, and so on; men were to participate in farming, commerce, holding government office, and to manage community affairs relating to ceremonies, lineage affairs, social networking, and political duties. No justification is offered for functional assignments, however. From the Zhou (1046–256 BCE) to about the Song (960–1279 CE) dynasty it was the functional rather than physical distinction that was emphasized.28 Obviously, these distinctions imply different developmental and career paths for the two genders.

In premodern China, education was limited to families of means. Gendered education started early; although all children had a rudimentary education, “at six years [children] were taught the name of the numbers and the cardinal points. At seven years boys and girls did not [sit on] the same mat or eat together.”29 Later boys learned the Six Arts (rituals, archery, charioteering, music, writing, and mathematics) and the Confucian Classics; girls were taught to weave and cook.30 Female literary curricula, if taught, focused on teaching the role of a wife and included the Domestic Regulation chapter of the Liji, didactic texts such as the female-authored Four Books for Women (Nu Shishu 女四書)—Admonitions for Women (Nujie 女誡), Women’s Analects (Nu Lunyu 女論語), Domestic Lessons (Neixun 內訓), and Sketch of a Model for Women (Nufan jielu 女範捷錄)—plus manuals such as the Family Instructions for the Yan Clan and the Family Precepts of Sima Guang and collections of biographies of virtuous women such as Lienuzhuan (列女傳).

The inner-outer distinction is not the counterpart of the Western private-public dichotomy.31 Where the Western dichotomy is absolute—the private domain to be protected from external interference—the Confucian inner-outer distinction maintains a continuum between the family and the state or social order. The state is the family writ large; family is the foundation and the model of the state: “Their families being regulated, their states were rightly governed. Their states being rightly governed, the whole kingdom was made tranquil and happy.”32

Historically the inner-outer distinction was a major cause of women’s subordination. A woman’s social identity was purely familial as a daughter, wife, mother, or grandmother, and in many periods in Chinese history, she could not own land or property or be a plaintiff in legal disputes. Men could access both the inner and outer realms; practically speaking they thus had leverage over women. Only men could bring honor to the ancestors and elevate family status by becoming a government official or acquiring wealth. The male was the head of the household whose primary function, akin to the emperor, was not to manage day to day matters but to serve as a moral exemplar.33 Women were dependents obliged to submit to the “Three Followings” (sancong 三從): Follow the father before marriage, the husband after marriage, and the son after their husband’s decease.34

Significantly, women’s subordination seemed justified because given the limitations of the inner-outer distinction, women had no demarcated path to cultivating the Confucian moral ideal of a junzi 君子. A junzi has exemplary moral virtues, extends concern beyond family, and brings peace to the whole kingdom. As only males had access to the outer world of wealth, honor, and power, only they could become junzi. Women were deemed naive, untrained, and morally untested. Denied male education, which was designed to impart moral knowledge and the capacity to fathom fundamental principles underlying human affairs, women were seen as morally inferior.

However, it is possible to contest this conclusion within the tradition itself, drawing on the Confucian conception of the family as the foundation of society and contiguous with the outer world. Women exerted significant and irreplaceable moral and practical influence in the family that necessarily contributed to the greater good of the state and cosmos. Women’s domestic roles thus did not automatically prevent them from becoming junzi. The educational and remonstrative roles of mothers and wives indicated the value of moral education for women, and some were given men’s Confucian education. Zhu Xi planned for a Confucian curriculum for women that included discussion and learning, filiality, and correctness.35 Sources such as Four Books for Women included female exemplars renowned for moral virtues and erudition in Confucian learning.36

Although women lacked the official, legal, and institutionalized power of men, they had what Pierre Bourdieu called “dominated power” or “circumscribed power by proxy”37—that is, power to influence male family members. Women had power derived from the social status and privilege of male relatives. Most importantly, women had access to moral power—the ability to inspire and set examples—which Confucianism always prized over raw power, whether political or material, as related in a passage from Mencius that described two wives’ wailing changing the sentiments and the custom of the whole state.38

Finally, women were never sheltered from moral risks and challenges. In the domestic world interacting with husband, children, in-laws, concubines, and underlings, women had default power and accountability. Hence they had the responsibility to follow the Way in exercising their power and discharging their duties. To relentlessly abide by the Way, sometimes a woman might need to pay the steep price of refusing marriage, losing her husband’s favor, or even worse, divorce—a wife’s equivalent to a man’s devastating career failure. Women initiated divorce in the Han and earlier imperial dynasties when reasons for divorce included poverty, disease, and contentious in-laws. Sometimes divorced women remarried, but if not, they faced dire consequences worse than a failed career.39

Ultimately, the inner-outer distinction does not imply a natural moral hierarchy based on gender as it attributed no innate moral incapacities to women. Unlike Aristotle’s biological determinism, which ruled women inadequate in the faculty of reasoning, Mencius ascribed the four innate “germs” universally to men and women alike. In sum, given that women shared with men the same innate moral endowment, sometimes the same Confucian education, faced similar degrees of risks, challenges, and hazards, and had the power to effect extensive benefits to the world, we should conclude that they had the equal capacity to achieve the Confucian ideal of junzi, albeit realized differently due to their domestic confinement.

Masculinity and Femininity

The male was treated as the normative subject in Confucian discourse; the female was the Other. Therefore, she and her roles, duties and virtues were explicitly defined to be monitored. The paradigms for Confucian masculinity and femininity are junzi and virtuous mother/wife in the inner quarters, respectively. Machismo and physical power were conspicuously lacking in the ideal of junzi, leading some commentators to describe Confucian manhood as effeminate.40 Confucian masculinity indeed had a freer interface with what in Western terms might be deemed “femininity,” but the hallmark of junzi such as knowledge and moral virtues are human, not gendered. Frustrated Confucian officials like Qu Yuan (340–278 BCE) often assumed the persona of a female lover unrequited in love in their poetry to express longing for the ruler’s favor. Even beauty standards seem ungendered by comparison to Western ideals: in later dynasties handsome men were supposed to have pale, lustrous, jade-like skin and a slim body that barely supported clothes.41

Paradigmatic femininity was embodied by a virtuous, chaste, wise, competent, docile and harmonious wife/mother who conformed to the teachings of the Four Books For Women and possessed the Four Virtues:42 women’s virtue (fude 婦德), women’s speech (fuyan 婦言), women’s comportment (furong 婦容), and women’s work (fugong 婦工). These virtues mandated that a woman follow ritual propriety vigilantly, be humble, cautious of speech without gossiping, clean and proper in manners, diligent and skillful in domestic work,43 and above all, submissive.44 Women might exhibit non-gendered Confucian values such as sage intelligence, benevolent wisdom, and skill in argument as expounded in Lienuzhuan. Although this remained a theoretical possibility, by the Song and Ming dynasties the sole focus of womanly virtue was chastity, leading to the cult of widowhood expressed in aphorisms such as “To starve to death is a very small matter. To lose one’s chastity, however, is a very serious matter.”45

Machismo, beauty, and sexuality, core elements associated with Western constructions of masculininity and femininity, were evident in Confucianism but had no connection to moral virtues of the junzi. They were, however, constituents of secondary and less valued masculine and feminine images drawn mainly from popular drama and literature of the Song, Yuan, and Ming, not the Confucian Classics. The secondary masculine images include martial heroes (yingxiong 英雄) and young, talented scholars (caizi 才子).46 Martial heroes like general Guan Yu or outlaw Wu Song47were admired for their martial accomplishments, physical strength, and courage. Yet their physical prowess suggested susceptibility to unruly physical desires untransformed by learning and morality as in the case of junzi. Hence “brute strength and self-discipline” was used to suppress their sexual desires,48including violent misogyny, as in Wu Song’s savage slaughter of his adulterous sister-in-law.

An alternative secondary male image is the young scholar who has not yet achieved an official position and who has literary and artistic talent rather than erudition in Confucian Classics. Similarly, caizi did not have a junzi’s ability to transform physical desires. Though a junzi in waiting, he fell short due to individuality, subjectivity and indulgence in passion, romantic love, and sexuality at the expense of rituals and social and political aspiration. Baoyu from Dream of Red Mansions is the archetype of this image. Caizi were eventually co-opted by orthodox discourse: by the end of the narrative he would pass the civil service examination, become an official, and complete the ritual of marriage.49

Beauty and sexuality constitute the secondary Confucian feminine image. The paradigm of a virtuous wife/mother preferred inner beauty, as Ban Zhao (49-120CE or 45-117 CE), author of one of the Four Books for Women, claimed, “a woman is beautiful on account of her gentleness.”50 By contrast, women of exceptional beauty were often regarded with suspicion and even outright condemnation. They were huo-shui (禍水), or “cause of trouble.” The “Vicious and Depraved” section of the Lienuzhuan depicted beauties such as Moxi and Danji as femmes fatales causing corruption, conflict, and the ruin of empire.

The secondary images of femininity and masculinity were often paired with an undercurrent of unregulated heterosexual desire. The adulterous, seductive Pan Jinlian was Wu Song’s temptress in the Water Margin; Cui Yingying, the jiaren (beauty 佳人), was caiji Zhang’s object of erotic and romantic love in the Western Chamber.51 Both paradigm and the secondary images shared homosocial bonds of loyalty, friendship, brotherhood, and sisterhood that correlated with the inner-outer distinction dictating a homosocial world in daily life.52

Transgender Individuals

“Transgendered” persons here connote “people who ‘do not conform to prevailing expectations about gender’ by presenting and living genders that were not assigned to them at birth or by presenting and living genders in ways that may not be readily intelligible in terms of more traditional conceptions of gender.”53 Used as an umbrella term in this essay, transgender includes transsexuals and (heterosexual) cross-dressers. The term “transgender” is not found in premodern Chinese, and Confucian canons have no explicit discussion of transgender issues, thus my discussion will rely entirely on historical and literary sources representing important Confucian values and influences. In these sources, transgender individuals were a marginalized minority and their gendering was complicated.

Yinyang underpinned a relatively androgynous conception of the human body as the two forces are both present in all bodies, allowing a non-biology-based and somewhat fluid understanding of gender boundaries.54 Interpreting yang as active and yin as passive meant that the performative standard, or more precisely, the act of penetration, defined the male and female gender for this marginalized group, not specific bodily parts. Li Shizhen, the great herbalist and physician, wrote that people who had genital abnormalities and could not reproduce were “false males” (fei nan 非男) and “false females” (fei nu 非女). Women whose genitals could not allow male penetration were still considered female; “leaky” males (with uncontrolled or excessive seminal losses) were classified male; “natural eunuchs” or “castrated” men who could not penetrate were regarded more like females.55

Reports of transsexuality, such as males changing into females (testicles withdrawing into the body and becoming a vagina; the onset of menstruation)56 and vice versa, were recorded in the “Omen” section of the dynastic histories of medieval and late imperial China. These occurrences were considered omens revealing Heaven’s mandate for the ruler.57 In general, male to female transsexuality was an alarming omen; female to male transsexuality, in constrast, could be regarded as a boon for gaining an extra male child. Transsexuals were praised for conforming readily to their new gender norms, with female transsexuals even binding their feet.58 In contrast, intersexed persons were sometimes regarded with suspicion and rejected as depraved, and as sexual predators pretending to be females.

Some forms of cross-dressing were not condemned.59 Daughters might be dressed, named, educated, and raised like a son until of marriageable age. There were fiction and nonfiction narratives of women disguising themselves as men for war or school, such as the legendary female warrior Hua Mulan. These women sometimes attained worldly success60 and were deemed admirable, even heroic, particularly when the cross-dressing was done for good causes such as filial piety, and they resumed their female role eventually.61 Whether cross-dressing heroines rebelled against gender role restrictions or gender identity itself is unclear.

Cross-dressing performances in theater were lauded as an art form requiring training, hard work, and talent. Outstanding cross-dressed male actors (nan dan 男旦) were admired for capturing “female beauty in its ideal form, from delicate gestures to the gentle swaying of a body walking on bound feet.”62 Their beauty was deemed as natural, without any makeup (when offstage), and therefore superior to the adorned beauty of females. Admiration, however, is not respect: actors had low social status and were often sexual prey. In the late eighteenth century cross-dressed young male actors (xiang gong 相公)63 were coveted by elite men. By the mid-nineteenth century this term meant high-class male prostitutes. And in the Qing-era fantasy fiction Flowers in the Mirror, males were made to cross-dress and assigned the “inner” roles of cooking and raising children,64 posing a creative critique of patriarchy.

In sum, transgendered individuals were depicted as readily complying with their new gender norms or eventually returning to their birth gender. Consequently, these controlled and muted displays of exceptions only reinforced the somewhat fluid, but still basically binary gender system. The greatest threat to this binary gender system—intersexed individuals—were reviled. Also, often power rather than biology or sexuality determined the gendering. Eunuchs were disparaged as “female,” even as prostituting their sexuality to the emperor. Yet powerful eunuchs were assigned a male role and attributed with male sexual potency. Similarly, cross-dressing was typically passive, sometimes without consent, by the powerless—young girls, women, and male actors—certainly nothing like the valorized assertion of autonomy and authenticity by some transgenders in contemporary Western society.

Feminism

Feminists, though rare, existed in premodern China.65 Li Zhi (1527–1602), an iconoclastic philosopher associated with the “cult of qing (情 sentiment/emotion),” dismissed the hierarchical interpretation of yinyang, stressed their complementariness, and espoused gender and spousal equality. He argued that women were neither inferior to men by nature nor focused narrowly only on personal spheres. Both genders should be permitted to cultivate their original, child-like mind.66 Madame Liu, author of one of the Four Books for Women, argued that rituals should apply to both men and women equally and rejected the common saying, “A woman without talent is virtuous.” She even claimed that in certain emergency circumstances “a wise woman surpassed a man” and praised exemplary women as women sages.67 Luo Rufang argued for a kind of separate but equal position regarding virtues. To him, motherly affection and care elicited the best kind of filial piety, and some widows were morally superior to men given their lifelong chastity and destitution.68 Li Ruzhen, author of Flowers in the Mirror, argued for the equal capability of the two genders by portraying a fictional “country of women” in which the roles of males and females were switched: women governed the country and men were cloistered housewives. However, in modern China, the earliest openly self-proclaimed feminists such as Jin Tianhe, Liang Qichao, and He Yinzhen, whose political stances ranged from liberalism to Marxism, all decried Confucianism as the main culprit for the traditional patriarchal system.

Conclusion

Analysis of the two pillars of the Confucian binary gender system—the yinyang and the inner-outer distinction shows that the Confucian gender is a performative distinction, focusing less on distinct natures and instead on different operations and tasks. This focus, together with the complementary and fluid nature of yinyang, and the Confucian conception of the continuum between the inner and the outer, allow a dynamic ambiguity into the gender system. While practiced in history as a patriarchy, the Confucian gender system did provide resources for the empowerment of women—strong mothers, remonstrative wives, and erudite women authors. Removed from biological determinism Confucian gendering allows a somewhat fluid stance towards transgender. Fluidity and ambiguity were not enough to relieve women and transgender people from oppression nor enable them to have full autonomy, yet there was space for contesting, negotiating, and creatively reconfiguring one’s status, choices, and actions. And as a contested space with no theoretical limit, Confucian gender provides potential resources for full gender equality.
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CHAPTER 31

Confucianism and the Lives of Women

Li-Hsiang Lisa Rosenlee

A systematic examination of gender relations is primarily a product of the feminist movement in the late 19th and early 20th century. Prior to the rise of feminism, historical writings on gender usually were used to serve larger didactic, religious, or political purposes. This is true in Chinese historical records as well. Even though China probably has the earliest written record devoted entirely to women’s lives in human history—Liu Xiang’s (77–6 BCE) Exemplary Women’s Biographies (Lienü zhuan 列女傳)—its purpose is not to raise a gender-based consciousness. Instead, it forms part of the Confucian didactic tradition of self-cultivation aimed at women.1 The tradition of lienü biography from the Han (206 BCE–220 CE) onward constitutes part of the dynastic historical records till the last dynasty of Qing (1644–1912 CE). Combining the tradition of lienü biography with the literary genre of didactic texts written of, for, and by women, which was inaugurated by Ban Zhao’s (ca. 45–117 CE) Admonitions for Women (Nüjie 女誡), China has a great well of historical records of women’s lives compared to other civilizations with written records.2 In addition, China has a long tradition of advocating for women’s education in basic literacy and ritual learning.3 Judging from the proliferation and popularity of didactic texts for women, the literacy rate for women, at least among the gentry class, is comparable to any flourishing civilization in the premodern era.4 But from the late 18th century onward with the steady rise of the western colonial power, China, along with the rest of the non-western world, is also increasingly subject to the western gaze that scrutinizes and redefines China’s own self-understanding of what constitutes civility and proper gender relations.5

Coloniality, Nationalism, and Universal Patriarchy

In the genre of colonial literature, the “status of women” is a familiar trope used to contrast the civility of the western colonial power with the barbaric “natives.” Because of its prominent status in Chinese civilization, Confucianism is usually linked to the historical understanding of the ills and gains of the Chinese people, including gender relations. The western representation of Confucianism from the emblem of high culture and civility in the 16th/17th century to superstition and backwardness by the late 18th century is itself an interesting construction of cross-cultural representations.6 Missionaries’ and travelers’ observations of the impact of Confucianism on the lives of women generally reflect this oscillating evaluation of Confucianism from civility to barbarity. The practice of footbinding, in particular, has become emblematic of the misery of Chinese women from the mid-19th century onward.7

Confronted with countless defeats and humiliations at the hands of the new imperial power of Japan as well as the west, literati of the Reform Movement in the late Qing and in the May Fourth Movement of the early Republic also capitalized on the inferiority and the unspoken misery of Chinese women as part of the emerging nationalistic discourse focused on the ills of Old China. In the early Republic, anti-Confucian sentiments ran high; a total purge of Confucianism was completed during the Cultural Revolution in the early 1970s. Both the May Fourth Movement and the Cultural Revolution radically rejected Confucianism, seeing it as the root of Old China’s malaise, and that, in turn, laid the foundation for the contemporary feminists’ representation of Confucianism as the root of women’s oppression.

Beginning in the early 1970s, there was a surge of interest in the study of gender in China among western scholars.8 The surge of publications on the conditions of Chinese women formed part of the grand feminist movement toward constructing a global history of women, intending to provide a validation for feminists’ defiance of patriarchal social structures as well as the social constructs of gender. By going beyond the west, feminists intended to provide empirical proof of the urgency and the ubiquity of gender oppression while expanding their sphere of concern to include their less fortunate sisters in the “Third World.” Confucianism, through the lens of universal patriarchy, is often portrayed as the cause of Chinese women’s oppression historically and presently; Confucianism is then seen as a backwater ideology of a bygone era, a philosophical system that women are better off leaving behind.9

“Third World” Women, Female Agency, and Feminist Theorizing

In cross-cultural studies, feminist or otherwise, the status of “Third World” women is usually measured on a sliding scale of universal victimhood with western women being the most liberated, the most gender-conscious, and the most self-determined.10 Western feminists see the gender-based oppression faced by non-western women as “similar but much worse,” treating non-western cultures and traditions as worsening factors aggravating the suffering of “Third World” women. A multicultural approach to gender studies is said to be bad for “Third World” women, since, unlike the west, non-western cultures and traditions are said to be deeply entrenched in their patriarchal past, and unlike western feminists, “Third World” women with their “false consciousness” have no agency of their own.11

Up to the mid-1990s, there was hardly any scholarship on the lives of Chinese women that explored the notion of female agency in the process of enculturation and genderization.12 In the western imagination, footbinding remains the favorite example demonstrating the depth of Chinese patriarchy and moral depravity. Scholarship in this area mostly focus on the erotic nature of footbinding in service of men’s perverted sexual appetites.13 This, however, is not the whole story; there is a complex history involved in the practice of footbinding, going well beyond the conventional reading of an exotic, barbaric, and highly sexualized practice of the “oriental.”14 In many ways, the practice of footbinding, especially from the late Ming onward, signifies as much about ethnic identity as about gender, demarcating the ethnic Han from the Manchurian through women’s own work.15 However, taking the notorious practice of footbinding as denoting any sort of female agency might sound like a revisionist reading of history, or worse yet, might make one seem apologetic for a patriarchal past that should have been left behind for good.

As brutal as footbinding was, however, the persistence of the practice cannot be explained solely by men’s sexual perversion. In order to understand its complex cultural, symbolic meanings, female agency must be taken into account. A woman is as much an enculturated being as a man; hence she is also an active participant in the culture-making process. And yet, in feminist theorizing, female agency is usually treated as an exclusive privilege of the west, whereas non-western women are seen as incapable of exercising any sort of appropriation, subversion, or transformation within their own culture, historically or presently. Consequently, the only solution to universal patriarchy is a wholesale importation of western theories and ways of life.

In the theoretical space, feminist consciousness and westernization are de facto synonymous. Feminist theorizing, by and large, is reliant on western thought; non-western intellectual traditions are only included as a token of western inclusivity or as an example of moral depravity to demonstrate the plights of “Third World” women. This is evident in feminist engagement with Confucianism, which has mostly been a one-sided affair, with feminists criticizing the victimization of women by Confucianism.16 Feminist criticism of Confucianism ranges from textual misogyny to attributing causal connections between Confucianism and certain social practices such as footbinding, female infanticide, widow chastity, concubinage, and so on. For this reason the incorporation of Confucianism into feminist theorizing has usually been rejected right out of hand. However, western canonical texts are also littered with misogynist and racist writings, with canonical philosophers involved in morally reprehensible practices, yet feminists find no great difficulty in incorporating the western canon into feminist theorizing.17 This theoretical disparity is indicative of the kind of collaborative potential awaiting the sino-feminist communities.

Care Ethics, “Indigenous” Feminism, and Comparative Feminist Philosophy

Pushbacks from the sino-comparative communities against the prevalent sentiment that Confucianism was incompatible with feminist theorizing began in the mid-1990s, centering on the positive comparison between care ethics and Confucian ren仁.18 Since then there has been a rigorous debate regarding the issue of compatibility, but most of the effort has come from the sino-comparative communities; few care ethicists have gone beyond a simple rejection of the collaborative effort between Confucianism and feminism.19

Some care ethicists have voiced specific concerns regarding the incorporation of non-western intellectual traditions into feminism in that the distinctive “feminist” as well as “feminine” character in feminist theorizing is being adulterated by such incorporation. Non-western intellectual traditions are labeled as at best non-feminist, if not anti-feminist, and hence their incorporation into feminist theorizing immediately arouses suspicions. “Indigenous” feminism that frames traditions in a progressive idiom is dismissed as a “cultural recovery” project, seen as easily coopted and swept away by the nationalistic efforts. The development of “indigenous” feminism is, hence, framed by some as a Trojan horse from the conservative right that would only lead to further oppression of women on the ground.20 Curiously, no such out-pouring worries are voiced when western intellectual traditions or canonical thinkers are incorporated into contemporary feminist theorizing.

Despite the lack of positive engagement from the feminist communities with Confucianism, the sino-comparative communities persisted nevertheless. Around the mid-2010s, the sino-comparative communities began to go beyond the issue of compatibility and took a step to articulate possible Confucian approaches to address women’s concerns, issues, and experiences in the contemporary world. These concerns included critical topics such as abortion, same-sex marriage, mothering, ecofeminism, domestic violence, elder care, and more.21 The field of comparative feminist philosophy exploring the feminist potential in Confucianism is the latest attempt to reconceptualize the complex connections between Confucianism and the lives of women, going beyond the historical studies of Chinese women and laying the foundation for an inclusive, transnational feminist theory.

Confucian Feminism

Since the field of comparative feminist studies on Confucianism is still in its early stage, there is not yet a consensus on what form a Confucian application to women’s issues, concerns, and experiences should look like, or on whether a full-fledged feminist theory based on Confucian terms, methods, and concerns is even possible. In the following section, we will look at a possible theoretical construction of a hybrid theory of Confucian feminism by using characteristic Confucian terms to account for Chinese sexism, on one hand, and on the other to provide conceptual alternatives to address women’s issues, concerns, and experiences in the contemporary world.

Chinese Sexism and the Case of Ban Zhao

Sexism is undeniably a shared human experience in most human societies. Different intellectual traditions might have framed the degree and the ways in which women are lesser differently, whether lesser in intellect, will, or sphere of influence; regardless of tradition, it is plain that women’s status is lesser. Women in Confucianism are lesser, first and foremost, in their sphere of influence; the womanly sphere of the inner (nei 内), even though it is indispensable to the expansive, outer realm (wai 外), is restrictive and mostly concerned with the functional aspects of household management.22 Confucius’s famous saying that one does not need to leave home to get involved in state governance is true to a certain extent, but part of the process of self-cultivation to achieve moral perfectibility is to expand one’s sphere of influence from family, state, to the world at large.23 As it is well known, Confucius spent a decade of his life leaving his wife and children behind to travel to different states to spread sagely wisdom, all in an effort to moralize the world around him. Unlike Confucius, women are unable to attempt to expand their sphere of influence physically beyond the nei.

Some talented women do reach out to the world of culture and politics beyond the nei, but that effort at outreach must be first mediated by the men of their kin. Ritually speaking, no woman has direct access to the leadership position in the wai regardless of her actual ability; her social mobility can only be a derivative from the gender roles of daughter, wife, and mother. This is not to say that these gender roles have no cultural or moral values in Confucianism. On the contrary, Confucianism bestows high accolades on especially the role of mother; the iconic maternal model of Mengmu (mother of Mencius) celebrated in countless didactic texts is a case in point. Furthermore, the persistent Confucian reference to the ruler as “the father and mother of the people” (minzi fumu 民之父母) also demonstrates the intended moral parity between the role of father and mother.24 However, unlike men, women have no non-kinship roles available to them without first being mediated by their familial relationships with men.

A good example of this is Ban Zhao. First and foremost she was a talented Confucian scholar-official that all subsequent talented women strive to imitate. Ban Zhao’s esteemed status to women is made clear in various women-authored didactic texts, including the Four Books for Women where she is repeatedly cited as a historical precedent for advanced female literacy.25 Ban Zhao’s prominent role as a court historian, a close advisor to Empress Dowager and a teacher to other male officials in the Han dynastic court, however, is first mediated and hence made legitimate by her father and eldest brother’s positions as court officials. After the death of her eldest brother, she was entrusted with the completion of Han dynastic history. Without such a familial mediation, it would have been unthinkable for talented women like Ban Zhao to achieve such a position of leadership in the world of politics and culture outside the royal family.

Unlike men, talented women like Ban Zhao who were able to leave their mark in history are more of a result of their familial luck—in Ban’s case, being born the daughter of a Confucian scholar-official who could spare precious resources to educate her for no apparent social utility beyond her allotted kinship roles. Ritually speaking, advanced literacy and officialdom are reserved for men only in the realm of wai; advanced female literacy hence is often seen as superfluous and unnecessary to a functioning society. Confucianism’s insistence on womanly confinement to the nei hence constitutes a structural barrier impeding women’s upward mobility culturally, politically, and morally.

Confucian Friendship and Spousal Relationship

A woman, confined to the realm of nei, is essentially a functional vessel, a role that Confucius contrasts to the well-rounded exemplary person (junzi buqi 君子不器).26 The structural impediment derived from the confinement of nei will need to be addressed in Confucian feminism. The nei-wai distinction as applied to gender is derived from the functional differentiation (bie 别) in the spousal relationship. Hence, in order to address the problem of the confinement of nei, the spousal relationship articulated in the Confucian Five Relations will need modification as well. One possible replacement for the spousal relationship would be friendship (you 友), which is anchored by trust (xin 信).27 Unlike the spousal relationship, friendship is, first of all, not primarily, exclusively nor invariably gender based; second, the excellence of Confucian friendship is marked by friends’ mutual commitment to moral perfectibility, instead of a functional distinction based on gender. Given the overlapping usage of friendship and familial relationships, this substitution is not textually or historically inappropriate.28

Replacing the spousal relationship with friendship will be able to, on one hand, address the many problematics associated with the gender-based division of labor, and on the other, accommodate the expanded institution of marriage to include same-sex couples. This new conceptual paradigm of marriage is both Confucian and feminist. It is feminist since it discards gender-based restrictions and hierarchy in the division of labor and gender roles. It is also Confucian, since it utilizes one of the Confucian Five Relations. Furthermore, this friendship-based marriage provides a flexible approach to household management and child-rearing as an alternative to the equal division of labor prevalent among liberal feminists or the call for abolition of family and marriage advocated by some radical feminists.29 Compared to the liberal equal “50/50” split, the Confucian friendship model is much more attainable, and unlike the radical call for abolition, the Confucian model addresses instead of evades the problems of family and marriage. To the vast majority of women (and men) who continue to opt to enter marriage and to propagate, radical feminists’ call for the abolition of the institutions of marriage and family provides no applicable guidance.

Furthermore, the liberal template of absolute equality in intimate relationships is not attainable. Favors done for one’s loved ones are not usually tracked on a scoresheet, nor is this desirable. In a good relationship of any kind, there must be a sense of reciprocity, but unlike in a contractual transaction, in a good marriage or friendship, reciprocity is not marked by numerical equality. The special appeal of friendship is the penetrating understanding that two good friends have of one another; the faithful understanding of one another is what enables friends to transcend the temporal needs to repay in kind and in a timely manner that an ordinary transaction of daily life demands. Friends are faithful to one another not out of blind obedience, but in a way that insists on the enduring goodness in one another, both actual and potential. By being faithful to one another in this way, friends not only see what is good in one another, but also help realize what else is possible through thick and thin. Looking at marriage in this way, to mandate a 50/50 equal split makes marriage seem not only transactional but is also contrary to what is required in an enduring friendship.

Relational Personhood and the Politics of Caring

It is important to note that the model of Confucian friendship is not a replica of the contemporary peer friendship model that is morally neutral and is underpinned by an autonomous concept of the self. As many sinologists have argued, unlike the liberal model of individualism, Confucianism offers a relational conception of the self whose personhood is deeply entrenched in the intertwining of the self and other.30 In Confucianism the answer to the question “who am I?” is never about what the self or the soul by itself constitutes per se, but instead focuses on the human ecology in which one emerges as an ethically, socially, and politically viable being.

The Confucian relational personhood is, first and foremost, grounded in the parent-child relationship, and that Confucian emphasis on the parent-child relationship not only fits right into the ongoing feminist discourse on care ethics but also is ahead of the growing consensus among philosophers that the liberal concept of an autonomous self is deeply flawed. Most feminists, even those rooted in the liberal tradition, have begun to theorize a more robust concept of the self that is relational and embodied. And most feminists have looked pass the “Man of Reason” as a guide for moral and political theory.31 In particular, with the rise of care ethics feminists have begun to take the activity of caring as meriting ethical insights that have long been discarded to the realm of the sentiment, personal, and pre-moral. In contrast, Confucianism not only exalts the moral valence of caring relations, but more importantly recognizes the political dimension of caring, a critical step that was lacking in the early development of care ethics.32

Confucianism understands that interdependency is an existential given and hence providing care to vulnerable others in Confucianism is not only a moral response, but also a characteristic political response of a ren-based benevolent state. The Way of Confucians, according to the school of Mozi (Mo jia 墨家), is characterized by the parental devotion of caring for the newborn infant (儒者之, 道古之人『若保赤子』).33 Remarkably, in Confucianism, the discussion of caring for the newborn infant occurs not in the context of the so-called “womanly sphere,” but instead in the context of state governance. The metaphor of caring for the newborn infant is first derived from the Classic of Documents (Shujing) where it is said “if the king tended to the people as if he were tending to his own newborn infant, then the people would be tranquil and orderly” (若保赤子, 惟民其康乂).34 And the way to tend to the newborn infant is to be responsive and sincere. As the same passage is further elaborated in the Great Learning (Daxue): “In the ‘Kangzhao’ (of Shujing) it is said, ‘Act as if you were watching over an infant.’ If one is really responsively sincere, though one may not hit exactly the mark, one will not be far from doing so” (《康誥》曰：「如保赤子」, 心誠求之，雖不中不遠矣).

Providing good care for the most vulnerable is an integral part of the Confucian political discourse. A kingly state, Mencius says, takes caring for those without the benefit of a family—the widower, the widow, the childless, and the orphan—as its first political consideration (老而無妻曰鰥。老而無夫曰寡。老而無子曰獨。幼而無父曰孤。此四者，天下之窮民而無告者。文王發政施仁，必先斯四者).35 Xunzi furthermore includes caring for the disabled in his discussion of the regulation of a king: “Those who have one of the Five Illnesses should be raised up and gathered in so that they can be nurtured. They should be given duties commensurable with their abilities and official employment adequate to feed and clothe themselves so that all are included and no one is left behind” (五疾，上收而養之，材而事之，官施而衣食之，兼覆無遺). According to the later commentary, the “Five Illnesses” refers to those who have physical or mental disabilities.36

Hence, unlike the liberal bifurcation of the family and the state or the private and the public, the Confucian model provides a relational alternative to address the issue of dependency care that has long been advocated by care ethicists.37 In Confucianism, caring for others is not just constitutive of one’s moral personhood, but even more importantly is a political ideal that grounds the state’s authority in its demonstrated capacity to provide good care for the most vulnerable subjects—the young, the old, the sick, and the disabled—as if one were caring for one’s own family. In other words, for Confucianism to care for those who cannot care for themselves, beginning in one’s family and then radiating to the world at large has both an ethical and political importance.

The Feminist Dimension of Caring

Some early critics of care ethics have pointed out that advocating for a care-based approach to ethics doesn’t make it feminist, since it might well exacerbate the demand for caring labor on women.38 In Confucian feminism, this imbalance in caring labor is addressed through the substitution of the spousal relationship with friendship. Without a gender-based division of labor or hierarchy in marriage, this Confucian model provides a flexible arrangement for spouses to assume different caring responsibilities, on one hand; it guards against a one-sided demand for self-sacrifice on the other. Since a mutual commitment to moral perfectibility is the anchor of Confucian friendship, exploitation and moral degradation characteristic in many oppressive relationships would also be contrary to a friendship-based marriage where caring labor is performed for the sake of propelling the other to moral perfectibility, not for the sake of fulfilling gender roles or the gender-based division of labor or hierarchy.

Once the gender-based division of labor or hierarchy is removed from the performance of caring labor, Confucian feminism can move forward with its moral affirmation of the importance of caring for others, especially those who cannot care for themselves. This pronouncement is feminist because not only is it morally sound, but because, as a feminist, one should be committed to creating a more caring and equitable world not just for oneself but for those who need the most. No feminists would, could, or should advocate for voluntary abandonment of the old, the young, the sick, and the disabled, let it be under the pretext of the pursuit of equality or fairness.39 If feminists abandon those who cannot help themselves, then the focus on one’s liberation from gender-based oppression rings hollow.

Much like Confucianism where morality is deeply embedded in the cultivation of one’s relational personhood, feminism should also live up to the basic moral decency of being responsive to the needy, first in one’s family and then radiating to the world at large. There should be no chasm between being a feminist and being a morally responsive person to those who cannot care for themselves whether near or far. Confucian feminism—a hybrid account of a feminist theory in a Confucian framework—is committed to creating an ever more inclusive and compassionate world through a ren-based ethical self-cultivation and through a ren-based political governance.

Conclusion

The evolution of cross-cultural studies on Chinese women is an evolution of methodology from an imposition of imperialistic hegemony to an exploration of potential feminist space within Confucianism. The caricature of Confucianism as being synonymous with patriarchy need not continue. With the rise of the field of comparative feminist studies on Confucianism, it is now possible to imagine a hybrid Confucian-feminist theory to address women’s issues, concerns, and experiences. This tentative theoretical construct of Confucian feminism here can then serve as a springboard for further positive engagement between the sino-comparative communities and the feminist communities to not only expand the range of our understanding of gender oppression in the lives of women, but also provide women with conceptual alternatives going beyond the confine of western intellectual traditions.
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CHAPTER 32

Confucianism and Literature

Michael A. Fuller and Martin W. Huang

In premodern China, “literature” and “Confucianism” referred to broad, complex cultural phenomena that differed significantly from contemporary Western expectations. The relationship between literature and Confucianism was correspondingly complex and diverse. Confucianism in premodern China was (1) a set of ritual practices that define political and social roles; (2) a set of canonical texts; (3) a set of explicit philosophical positions that encompasses political, social, and moral philosophy and—at times—epistemology, ontology, and metaphysics; and (4) a broad set of commitments about human nature and about a society properly organized for the fulfillment of that nature that derived from the first three aspects of Confucianism. “Literature” (wenzhang) in premodern China corresponds to a Renaissance understanding of the term. Most elite forms of writing—memorials to the throne, funerary biographies, and even war proclamations—were all “literature,” as were the more usual forms of poetry and belletristic prose.

Throughout the premodern era, the Confucian commitment to humane (仁ren) rule based on a ritualized civil (wen) ordering of society offered legitimacy to successive dynasties and to their elite officialdom. This Confucian governance required a complement of ritual and official writing that imparted to wenzhang a moral and political seriousness at the same time that the humaneness central to Confucian thought required that writing engage the realities of human experience. While these commitments did not change, the philosophical basis that grounded the Confucian order grew more complex in its effort to account for the relationship of the human to the cosmos, and the literary forms through which writers explored human experience evolved to meet these shifts in the Confucian worldview.

Origins: The Role of Confucian Canonical Texts

A body of texts accumulated around the ritual practices of the Zhou (ca. 1046–256 BCE) royal court. The most important of these were the Classic of Poetry (Shijing) and the Classic of Documents (Shujing). The Poetry in Confucius’ own time seemingly was still a living repertoire of court performances that included not only the song texts but also dance and music. We cannot be sure about the specific content of the Documents, which has had a difficult history of transmission in which it acquired a layer of texts of later provenance that replaced titles missing in the surviving early versions. Nonetheless, it is clear that the Documents was a collection of proclamations that was intended to explain and justify the ritual, moral, and political authority of the Zhou royal house. The Shi and the Shu became the core of the canon that Confucius taught. The ritualists during the Warring States period (ca. 475–221 BCE) who expanded Confucius’ recasting of Zhou ritual as a means of structuring the state and the society also drew inspiration and support from the texts of the Shi and the Shu that had been transmitted to their time.

Shi: The Classic of Poetry

Very little poetry composed during the Warring States survives. While some sections of major works by the writers of the “hundred schools” were in rhymed verse, there is little ritual verse for court occasions on the model of the poems in the Shi. Thus the term shi during the period was not the generic term for poetry that it became in later ages but still referred specifically to the canonical poems of the Shi. The Warring States concept of shi as a ritual performance in verse embodied in the Classic of Poetry survived into the Han dynasty (206 BCE–AD 220) when it was revived as a living practice as the Han court took the Zhou as its model in developing cultural forms appropriate to a renewed imperial order. Although the Han dynasty for at least its first eighty years did not embrace Confucian theories of governance through ritual order, the Confucian scholars of that era nonetheless provided the expertise to create the state rituals. For Han-dynasty Confucian scholars, ritual was to be all-encompassing and thus capable of properly ordering all aspects of social experience. The scholars moreover provided a theory of ritual derived from the writings of the Warring States Confucian philosopher Xun Kuang 荀況 (ca. 310 BCE–ca. 215 BCE) that both drew upon and explained the heterogeneity of the Classic of Poetry, with its songs of love, love gone wrong, complaint about war’s hardships on both soldiers and their wives, and satires directed at harsh officials, in addition to songs appropriate for royal banquets and ancestral rites. And texts informed by emerging Confucian terms and concepts like the “Account of Music” in the Record of Rites (Liji), Xunzi, and the “Great Preface” to the Mao version of the Classic of Poetry further provided a theoretical framework for understanding the relationship between ritual, social order, and the expression of individual emotions (qing 情) and inner commitments (zhi 志). This Han-dynasty Confucian consensus became the foundation for the development of the later poetic tradition.1

During the Han dynasty, ritual poetry in a variety of forms played a role in court life, from ancestral rites to state banquets. Poems in four-character meter modeled on the Shi predominated for such formal occasions, but fu 賦, a new genre derived from the more recent “Chu lyrics” mode, developed as a form of court entertainment. This provoked the writer Yang Xiong (53 BCE–18 CE) to argue that the fu of the Han-dynasty lyricists had only a patina of moral rectitude and needed to return to fu in the manner of the poets of the Shi. Yang Xiong’s call for moral and aesthetic renewal through returning to the Confucian model of the Shi was the first of the demands to restore an ancient Confucian understanding of the role of the literary in shaping moral culture that recurred throughout the later tradition.

Shu: The Classic of Documents

With the canonical status accorded the Shu in the early Confucian tradition, the models provided by the texts in the Shu shaped the social and political role of wenzhang—the broadly inclusive term for compositions that can be called wen—from the Han dynasty onward. Wen initially simply meant “pattern” and patterned adornment. It applied to clothing as well as texts, but the Confucian claim for the Zhou state was that it ruled through wen, the civil and the properly ordered, in contrast to rule through coercive force of wu, the martial, that characterized both the Shang state (ca. 1600–1050 BCE, overthrown by the Zhou) and the Warring States that were finally unified through conquest by the short-lived Qin, which in turn was replaced by the Han. The “canons” attributed to the reigns of the sage rulers Yao and Shun that begin the Classic of Documents were regarded as models for proper wen governance. The speeches in the Shu attributed to the founders of the Zhou dynasty also crucially asserted the ritual, moral, and political justification for the Zhou rebellion against the Shang and provided models for later political rhetoric. The other texts of the Shu—“counsels,” “oaths,” “injunctions,” and additional forms—all became models for wenzhang in the service of wen governance. To the Confucian scholars of the Han, who urged the emperors to base their rule on the civic virtues of proper rites that defined the Confucian transmission, the many forms of public writing that articulated both imperial rule and social order were wenzhang, literature in the broad sense.

Confucianism, Language, and Literature in Medieval China

The elite culture of early medieval China (China from the fall of the Han to the founding of the Tang) extended the public character of the genres of wenzhang to include memorials to the throne, various forms of admonition, and letters as well as a range of funerary texts crucial to the ritual commemoration of the dead. At the same time, the model of morally informed self-expression embodied in Han dynasty interpretations of the Shi became the basis not only for the development of poetic forms but also for the more private, personal use of the prose genres that simultaneously served public functions.

The four aspects of Confucianism (ritual practice, canonical texts, political and moral philosophy, and a Confucian understanding of human nature) continued to interact to shape literary practice throughout the medieval period. When the Jin court (265–420) reunified most of the Han territories, it reestablished a court culture that emulated the Han practice of ritual composition in which poetry played an important role. And, as in the Han, the court greatly valued officials who were adept at writing the sorts of public documents that framed the civil order and largely defined the practice of wenzhang. Thus Cao Pi曹丕 (ca. 187–226), emperor of the short Wei dynasty (220–265), praised wenzhang in his “Discourse on Literature” (Lun wen 論文): “Now wenzhang is the great enterprise in the ordering of the state and a flourishing project immune to decay.”2 This is not the belletristic literature of the modern West but modes of rhetorically nuanced writing modeled on the practices believed to have been preserved in the Confucian canonical texts. Yet while most of this writing was public, it did not eschew the private and personal, and indeed Cao Pi—reflecting on the writings of his many friends who recently had died—viewed wenzhang as the only sure way for people to be known as individuals by future generations.

During the period of division of the Six Dynasties, Confucianism developed in very different ways in the southern and northern regimes in China. The spread of Buddhist practices, teachings, and institutions over the course of the third–sixth centuries, as well as the impact of new schools of religious Daoism, required that Confucian scholars respond to the philosophical issues raised by these new religions. While Confucian ritual practices preserved by the successive states and by the aristocratic lineages were a form of orthopraxy, the interpretation of the Confucian canon—and especially the Analects—took on the coloration of the philosophical currents of the time. The discourse of the “Learning of the Mysterious” (xuanxue玄學) took its cue from Laozi and Zhuangzi to focus on Non-being as the origin of the Way yet also saw Confucius as a sage who revealed appropriate responses to the particularities of time and place from within his grasp of Non-being. Crucially, however, xuanxue stressed the inadequacy of words by themselves for conveying the sages’ intentions. Wang Bi 王弼 (226–249) in his commentary to the Classic of Changes, for example, stressed how the Images for the hexagrams in the Changes necessarily mediated between intentions and their expression in language and that the words and images, in the end, needed to be set aside to grasp the intention. Wang Bi’s mode of xuanxue speculation strongly shaped the Six Dynasties approach to the Confucian canon and the manner in which language represented intentions in those texts. This scholarship’s focus on the hermeneutic problem of linking words as traces of intention to the larger contexts behind particular intentions extended the basic hermeneutic of reading the Shi but newly stressed the problems of the limitations of language central to xuanxue thought. This Confucian approach to language and meaning—focused equally on intentions as substantive responses to the particularity of experience and on the inadequacy of language by itself to articulate those intentions—pushed the major writers of the period to develop new literary approaches to representation. Poets like Xie Lingyun 謝靈運 (385–433) and Tao Qian 陶潛 (ca. 365–427), for example, explored ways to imbue the depiction of the landscape with resonances of a larger order that integrated cosmic Non-being and the movements of human emotion in one’s engagement with the world.3

Tang: The Literature of Confucian “Return”

The founding emperors of the Tang (618–907), like so many emperors before them, sought the trappings of Confucian moral and political legitimacy to demonstrate their possession of the Mandate of Heaven. They valued the close relationship between ruler and officials described in the Shu, and they brought writers of great talent to the court to adorn it with wenzhang. As a dynasty of northern origin, however, they were both leery of and attracted by the sophisticated elegance of Southern culture. At the same time that some court officials like Li Baiyao (564–647) advocated a return to the simplicity and direct honesty that they saw in the Confucian canonical texts, the larger court in Chang’an incorporated southern scholars to create a synthesis of Southern and Northern values in a new, stably unified empire.

A series of large scholarly projects was undertaken as part of this imperial program of cultural reunification. The Tang court sponsored the production of histories of the many dynasties during the period of disunion (Liang and Chen in the South and the Qi, Zhou, and Sui in the North, along with synthetic accounts in the History of the Northern Dynasties and History of the Southern Dynasties). Equally crucial, the Tang court took on the Sui project to produce a new set of commentaries of the five Confucian Classics. The scholars heading the project largely replaced the interpretive framework of the “learning of the Mysterious”—and its stress on the inadequacy of language to convey the intent of the sages—with that of a restored cosmic order based on the parallels between the realm of Heaven-and-Earth (tiandi) and the human (rendao), in which the emperor (Tianzi, “the Son of Heaven”) served as intermediary.

While conservative scholars’ drive at the beginning of the Tang to restore Confucian simplicity and earnestness to court culture and to the writing of poetry in particular met with very limited success, the court’s decision to continue the Sui-dynasty projects of producing new authoritative texts for the Confucian canon and of recruiting officials through an examination system had a momentous impact in shaping the role of Confucianism in wenzhang. Although the civil service examination was a relatively minor route for entering officialdom during the Tang and drew its applicants largely from the major clans, its prestige and significance grew throughout the course of the dynasty. There were two major categories of examination: Mingjing 明經 (“Elucidating the Canon”) and Jinshi (Presented Scholar). After 681, when Gaozong (Li Zhi, r. 649–683) revised the examinations, the Mingjing exam—initially the more prestigious—primarily served to test the candidates’ knowledge of the Confucian canon as defined in the new imperial compilations. The Jinshi examination, originally just a test of literary competence, became the more important examination, as its policy questions now demanded that candidates demonstrate the ability to synthesize Confucian learning to address contemporary problems. Candidates additionally had to compose in the various poetic forms to demonstrate their adroitness and mastery of the rhetorical forms needed to compose effective state documents.

The required composition of regulated verse in particular—based in part on the belief in the Confucian cultural tradition that poetry revealed the moral character of the individual—encouraged the practice of writing poetry in the favored court forms throughout the empire. Yet at its most aesthetically complex, the technical competence in writing the parallel couplets needed for the examinations could be more than just a literary exercise, for it drew upon the Tang Confucian vision of a cosmos ordered by parallels between the human realm and that of Heaven-and-Earth. Effective couplets probed and deepened this order. Du Fu 杜甫 (712–770), the greatest poet in the Chinese tradition, captured this cosmos with particular intensity in his regulated verse couplets at the same time that his oeuvre as a whole instilled deep human warmth into canonical Confucian values so compellingly that later ages deemed him the “Sage of Poetry” (shisheng 詩聖).

The early Tang vision of an ordered cosmos connecting Heaven-and-Earth to the human began to shatter, however, with the An Lushan Rebellion that catastrophically ended the glorious reign of Tang Xuanzong (Li Longqi, r. 713–756) and with the failure of an aristocratic elite schooled in Confucian ritualism to respond effectively. Du Fu wrote much of his poetry during the rebellion, and part of the power of his work derived from its imagining of this symbolic order as it verged on extinction. Some elite writers in the aftermath of the rebellion discarded the Confucian order based on parallels between Heaven and the human to return to the strictly human-centered Confucianism of the Analects and the Warring States Confucian writers. These very same writers also explored approaches to literary composition that grounded meaning in the human realm. Bai Juyi 白居易 (772–846), for example, famously wrote a series of didactic poems modeled on the poems of the Classic of Poetry. Han Yu 韓愈 (768–824) and Liu Zongyuan 柳宗元 (773–819), the best prose stylists of the period, crafted an “old-style” prose modeled on the Mencius that sought a simplified yet flexible aesthetic stripped of superfluous adornment, which in turn became a model for Song dynasty writers.

Song Dynasty: The Literature of Confucian Humanism

Since the Song founder was a general who usurped the throne from the young Northern Zhou emperor, the early Song rulers were acutely aware of the dangers of ambitious generals and sought to shift control to the civilian bureaucracy. At the same time, in response to the disappearance of the aristocratic elite that had staffed earlier dynasties, they greatly expanded the examination system to recruit civil officials broadly from the stratum of the educated elite.

The Northern Song was the apogee of Confucian humanism: the emperors stressed civil rule and nurtured a bureaucratic elite selected through mastery of the Confucian textual tradition. Northern Song elite culture moreover built upon both the late Tang shift in emphasis to a human-centered Confucianism and the new models for literary writing developed in the ninth century. Song officials believed that the central lessons about social organization and governance transmitted in the Confucian canon—if properly understood—were applicable to the particular circumstances of their society fifteen hundred years later. The interpretive finesse needed to see the Confucian moral patterns underlying contemporary life was the focus of the examination system and also extended to literary engagement with the larger patterns in the objects and events of ordinary experience. Thus the major writers of the Northern Song like Mei Yaochen 梅堯臣 (1002–1060) and Ouyang Xiu 歐陽修 (1007–1072) were famous for expanding the range of topics for poetic composition to include the most mundane aspects of everyday life. Su Shi 蘇軾 (1037–1101), the greatest writer of the period, brought to bear in his writings a particularly powerful sense of the order behind experience that was philosophically sophisticated but still Confucian.

In Su Shi’s lifetime, however, a group of conservative Confucian activists began increasingly to doubt the capacity of literature to provide insight into the patterns grounding the Confucian moral order and saw literature instead as an obstruction. Unlike earlier reformers in the Tang and Song, they did not seek to return writing to modes of unadorned emotional honesty and moral directness but rejected all conscious styling as standing in the way of moral understanding. Zhou Dunyi (1017–1073), one of the early Daoxue 道學 (“Learning of the Way” or “Neo-Confucianism,”) writers, argued simply that “Literature is to serve as a vehicle for the Way.”4 Doubts about a culture based on the creative literary articulation of the Confucian textual tradition grew as factional strife increasingly engulfed the Song state and led to the Jurchen conquest of northern China and to the reestablishment of the dynasty in the south. Zhu Xi 朱熹 (1130–1200), in his great synthesis of Daoxue thought in the Southern Song, relocated the source of the Confucian moral order to a Heavenly Principle outside of time and transformation and thereby severed the link between literary creativity and the exploration of an immanent Confucian order in human experience that had persisted throughout the development of both Confucianism and literature from the Han Dynasty through the Northern Song. The ascendency of Daoxue marked the beginning of a new era in Chinese literature characterized by a widening gap between didactic, politically oriented official composition and a diversifying array of belletristic literary forms.

Late Imperial Examination Culture and Literature

Almost two hundred years after his death, Zhu Xi’s influence reached its pinnacle when the imperial government formally adopted Cheng-Zhu Neo-Confucianism as the state orthodoxy and the official guidelines for testing one’s mastery of Confucian teachings in the civil examinations for official recruitment, an elaborate system that began to be fully institutionalized from the national level all the way to the local levels during the early Ming (1368–1644).5 An important factor contributing to Zhu Xi’s influence is his successful “streamlining” of the Confucian canon. He selected Daxue (Great Learning) and Zhongyong (the Doctrine of the Mean; originally two chapters from the Confucian classic Liji) plus Lunyu and Mengzi (Mencius) to group them together as the Four Books with extensive commentaries by the two Cheng brothers and himself. The Four Books would form the core of a much more manageable Confucian curriculum to be studied by every educated man aspiring to climb the ladder of civil examination success in late imperial China,6 making it accessible to a much larger segment of the population. However, this streamlined curriculum was a double-edged sword: whereas it created opportunities for a much broader spectrum of the population to participate in the Confucian education program, it also drastically lowered the success ratio of the civil examinations at the provincial and national levels, the necessary qualifications for a career as a governmental official. This is because, with the number of shengyuan 生員 (those licentiate degree holders who had only passed the first level of examinations) dramatically increased, the competition for passing the next two higher levels examinations became much fiercer. Many late imperial literary authors were those shengyuan, whereas a large part of the literary audience was also made of this same group of the licentiate degree holders. It is indeed difficult to overestimate the impact of the civil examinations on the development of late imperial literature in terms of its complicated relationships to these examination candidates’ frustrations and aspirations as well as their trainings in Confucian learning.

To prepare for late imperial civil examinations, a candidate was expected to devote himself to the mastery of the writing skills of the special examination essay (the so-called eight-legged essay). Beginning from the early Ming, poetry, which had been a required topic in the civil examinations since the Tang dynasty, was removed from the examination curriculum, an important change consistent with the Neo-Confucian suspicion of poetry and belle letters in general.7 Consequently, composing poetry was now considered a harmful distraction from the much more important undertaking of preparing for the examinations because one needed to concentrate on mastering, in addition to the core Confucian texts, the writing skills of the examination essay, a very time-consuming exercise in and of itself. The Neo-Confucian suspicion of poetry and its exclusion from the civil examinations, paradoxically, might have also added to its appeal as a compensatory alternative for those who failed to pass the higher levels of examinations. Demonstrating ability to compose a good poem, thanks to the cultural prestige poetry had always enjoyed, now became a strategy one could deploy to claim membership of the increasingly exclusive club of the cultural elite in spite of one’s examination failures.

In the fictional and dramatic works that focus on the romantic theme of “the talented and the beautiful (caizi jiaren 才子佳人),” talent is almost exclusively defined as the ability to compose good poems. It is celebrated as the defining quality of a caizi (a romantic scholar), absolutely crucial to his chance of winning the heart of his fair lady. However, despite this emphasis on poetry as a necessary means of expediency (quan 權) for a caizi to triumph in love by successfully circumventing the Confucian regulations of sex segregation, his eventual examination successes are ultimately what provides Confucian legitimacy to his union with his fair lady. Such successes now serve to justify the initial expedient act of courtship through poetry as part of the established Confucian norms (jing 經): the lovers’ union can now be sanctioned and accepted by the society only after our romantic hero has triumphed in the examination hall. Reflecting a complicated ambivalence toward the civil examinations, this is an effort to redefine what constitutes a man of Confucian culture during a time when the road to examination successes was becoming increasingly narrow and treacherous.

However, for many disillusioned with the examination system, such redefining efforts were less than convincing. The disparity between the moral principles espoused in the Confucian canon an examination candidate was tested on and the perceived unfair and corrupted ways the education programs and examinations were being managed became one of the important reasons behind one’s declining faith in the moral efficacy of Confucian ideology. The eighteenth-century novel Rulin waishi 儒林外史 (The Scholars) is best known for its satirical descriptions of the dire impact the examinations system had on the educated, and its author, Wu Jingzi (1701–1754), like many fiction writers at that time, never passed the civil examinations beyond the first level. This novel explores in depth the implications of other alternatives an educated man could turn to when examination successes were beyond reach, but few of them (including the career of a poet) are shown to be viable. In fact, here “the talented and the beautiful” becomes a target of satire as well.

Such disillusionment was further exacerbated by the gap between the moral visions presented in the foundational Confucian texts and the perceived messy social reality. Every student of Daxue was familiar with its Confucian mantra on the causal link between an individual’s moral self-cultivation (xiushen 修身) and the fulfillment of the Confucian ideal of “the peace under Heaven” (ping tianxia 平天下) and the analogy between regulating a family (qijia 齊家) and bringing a country to order (zhiguo 治國). In other words, a man’s moral self-cultivation is what makes possible a harmonious family and an orderly society. It is this conviction of a man’s moral perfectibility that serves as the basis on which the Confucian vision of an orderly and peaceful society is built. However, fictional works, given their fascination with human follies and transgressions,8 are more likely to focus on a man’s fallibility, casting doubt on such Confucian conviction. The prime example in this regard is the sixteenth-century novel Jin Ping Mei 金瓶梅 (The Plum in the Golden Vase), which some modern critics have interpreted as a work on the inversion of the very idea of self-cultivation.9 With the disintegration of the Confucian social order at the end of the Northern Song dynasty as its historical setting, the novel is a cautionary tale about how the failures to regulate family on the part of its male protagonist, Ximen Qing, parallel the imperial ruler’s failures to put the country in order.

This doubt about a man’s moral perfectibility reached a new level in the seventeenth-century novel Xingshi yinyuan zhuan 醒世姻緣傳 (A Marriage that Awakens the World), which is, in many ways, a direct response to Jin Ping Mei. Like Ximen Qing in Jin Ping Mei, this novel’s male protagonist, Chao Yuan, and his reincarnation, Di Xichen, failed even more miserably to regulate their families. This novelist apparently believes Jin Ping Mei has failed to place enough emphasis on the consequences of an individual’s moral failures by having Ximen Qing die in chapter 79 while allowing retribution to only begin to make itself felt after his death in the form of the breakup of his family described in the remaining twenty-one chapters. Now in Xingshi yinyuan zhuan we are presented with a deliberate structural reversal: the first twenty chapters are on the protagonist’s failures to regulate his family while the remaining eighty chapters are a detailed and often gruesome account of how the protagonist, now reborn as Di Xichen, directly suffers the dire consequences of the moral failures of his preincarnation. If Ximen Qing dominates and often abuses his concubines in Jin Ping Mei, now in this novel, Di Xicheng is instead being dominated and abused by his own wife and concubine. The deliberate inversion of the gender hierarchy here is symptomatic of the disorder on a much larger scale, a country in disarray. However, the novel’s much more persistent insistence on an explicitly Buddhist narrative framework of karmic retribution also seems to question the explanatory effectiveness of the Confucian moral logic underpinning the Four Books. In an utterly chaotic society dominated by evil, the most urgent issue is to find theodic accountability—why so many people are becoming morally corrupted and how they should be held accountable, a question that Confucianism, the novel seems to argue, is not well-equipped to answer.10

Another important Confucian vision articulated in the Four Books that is sometimes being questioned is the belief in the unity or commonality among the different human relationships, a belief that is closely related to the afore-mentioned Confucian insistence on the link between individual moral self-cultivation and the well-being of a country. We find the following passage in Zhongyong:


If those in inferior positions do not have the confidence of their superiors, they will not be able to govern the people. There is a way to have the confidence of the superiors: If one is not trusted by his friends, he will not have confidence of his superiors. There is a way to be trusted by his friends: If one is not obedient to one’s parents, he will not be trusted by his friends. There is a way to obey one’s parents: If one examines himself and finds himself to be insincere, he will not be obedient to his parents.11



Being a loyal minister is contingent on being a trusted friend; being a trusted friend is in turn contingent on being a filial son, and finally being a filial son is contingent on one’s being sincere. This is because the moral qualities that define a loyal minister, a filial son, and a trusted friend are ultimately the same—the sincerity achieved as a result of moral self-cultivation.

However, in literary works that try to mimic social reality with all its contingencies, what happens more often is that a man cannot be a royal minister and a loyal friend at the same time or being a sagely ruler is quite different from being an exemplary brother. In the Ming novel Sanguo yanyi 三国演义 (The Romance of the Three Kingdoms), the Shu state’s downfall is attributed in large part to Liu Bei’s inability to prioritize his duty as the ruler of a nation above his obligations to his sworn brother Guan Yu. Liu Bei is so determined to avenge Guan Yu’s death that he puts in jeopardy the interests of the Shu state when he decides to go against the sound advice from his advisors. His willful decision to take revenge regardless of the costs and the resultant miscalculation lead to a series of fatal defeats on the battlefield. Although Liu Bei is admired by many as an exemplary sworn brother, he has failed miserably as a ruler.

In contrast, on the surface at least, the late eighteenth-century novel Yesou puyan 野叟曝言 (The Humble Words of a Rustic) is one of those works that explicitly take on as their agenda the reaffirmation of the Confucian faith in the correlation and causal link between moral self-cultivation and peace under Heaven. In this novel, the male protagonist’s family is said to be perfectly regulated while his achievements in the public arena of “bringing peace under Heaven” are simply phenomenal despite his failures in the civil examinations. A perfect Confucian superhero, he personifies the Confucian ideal of a “sage within and a king without” (neisheng waiwang 內聖外王). Furthermore, his son later even embarks on a successful expedition conquering Europe, converting all local people there from Catholicism to Confucianism. The fantastic and exaggerated achievements of a novelistic Confucian superhero become all the more ironic when read against the novelist’s own miserable career setbacks.12 Moreover, to justify this Confucian superhero’s many seemingly unexpected deviations from Confucian moral prescriptions, the male protagonist, who otherwise prides himself on strict adherence to Confucian orthodoxy, has often to appeal to the notion of quan 權 (expediency): for example, his indulgence in sexual debauchery is said to be actually designed to mislead his enemies into believing that he is mentally deluded so that they would let down their guard. The novel is a strange mixture of dogmatic insistence on Confucian orthodoxy and a painful awareness of the pragmatic need to adapt. Yesou puyan, written during the last decade of the eighteenth century just before Western influence began to penetrate China on a large scale, was able to enjoy its belated popularity almost a century later when some radical Chinese intellectuals started to openly repudiate the Confucian past, pointing to a nostalgia for the utopian Confucian past that had never appeared to be so remote.

Many works of late imperial Chinese literature share a deep concern over how to come to terms with the increasingly unhappy reality when the basic tenets of Confucian teachings as promoted by the imperial state appeared to be losing their relevance in one’s daily life. Literature, especially fiction and drama, tends to complicate the implications of abstract moral reasoning in many unexpected ways. Even those works that ostensibly prescribe to Confucian orthodoxy, such as Yesou puyan, often end up testing the limits of Confucianism by inadvertently drawing attention to the necessity for expediency and the need to adapt.

Notes

1.This consensus is not so much the sort of synthesis attributed to Dong Zhongshu (179 BCE–104 BCE) but a broader, more general apparent agreement about the nature of human emotion and the roles of ritual and writing in its expression.

2.Cao Pi 曹丕, “A Discourse on Literature” (典論 · 論文). In Wenxuan 文選, edited by Xiao Tong 蕭統. Taipei: Wenyi, 1974, juan 52, p. 734. Translated by Stephen Owen, An Anthology of Chinese Literature: Beginnings to 1911. New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1996, pp. 360–361.

3.See the discussion of the medieval interpretation of the Analects and its impact on the poetry of Tao Qian in Robert Ashmore’s The Transport of Reading: Text and Understanding in the World of Tao Qian (365–427) (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Asia Center Press, 2010).

4.Zhou Dunyi, Tongshu, section 28. Tan Songlin 譚松林 and Yin Hong 尹紅, eds., Zhou Dunyi ji 周敦頤集. Changsha: Yuelu shushe, 2002, p. 46.

5.Benjamin Elman, A Cultural History of Civil Examinations in Late Imperial China (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000), 133.

6.In the civil examinations, a candidate was also tested on other Confucian Classics. However, now the status of the Four Books was elevated above all other Confucian Classics.

7.The poetry question was removed from the civil examinations in 1370 and was not restored until 1756; Elman, A Cultural History, 37.

8.For a discussion of late imperial Chinese fiction as a transgressive genre, see Martin Huang, Desire and Fictional Narrative in Late Imperial China (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Asia Center, 2001), 61–64.

9.Andrew Plaks, The Four Masterworks of the Ming Novel (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1987), 503.

10.For a more detailed reading of this novel, see Martin Huang, Desire and Fictional Narrative, 137–175.

11.Zhu Xi, comp., Sishu zhangju jizhu (Shanghai and Hefei: Shanghai guji and Anhui jiaoyu,2001), 36; The Doctrine of the Mean, Wing-tsit Chan, trans. and comp., A Source Book in Chinese Philosophy (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1963), 106–107.

12.For an autobiographical reading of this novel, see Martin Huang, Literati and Self-Re/Presentation and the Autobiographical Sensibility in the Eighteenth-Century Chinese Novel (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1995), 109–142.
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CHAPTER 33

Confucianism and Visual Arts

Julia K. Murray

Introduction

“Confucianism” and “Visual Arts” are both enormous subjects whose boundaries are not universally established, nor is their intersection clearly defined. However described, Confucianism is deeply enmeshed in Chinese civilization, even at present, and it has influenced Korean, Japanese, and Vietnamese cultures to varying degrees. “Visual arts” is an analytical category that developed within Western scholarship in recent decades, and it encompasses creative works that are perceived with the eyes, such as paintings, printed pictures, sculptures, and architecture. In the West, “art” has often implied aesthetic contemplation for its own sake and the valorization of “artists” for individual genius. Although comparable phenomena can be found in East Asia, where biographies of artists were written many centuries before Vasari’s Lives, art’s connections with Confucianism are sometimes vague or indirect. My 2003 article “Confucianism and Art” for Grove Art Online acknowledged the problems of applying Western art historical categories to the Chinese experience and focused mainly on highlighting Confucian elements within specific artistic mediums. Deborah Sommer’s 2014 article “Confucianism and the Arts,” for the Oxford Handbook of Religion and the Arts addressed the difficulties of defining “Confucian” and its relationship to “religion,” both of which arguably describe much of traditional China’s cultural production, and she rightly devoted considerable attention to non-visual art. Recent exhibition catalogues have treated the theme of Confucius or Confucianism rather loosely, bearing out Sommer’s observation that they included works with tangential relevance.1 Patricia Karetzky’s 2014 book Chinese Religious Art provides brief introductions to many examples of Confucian architecture, sculpture, and pictorial art, employing the same methodology of formal visual analysis as in her discussions of Buddhist and Daoist works, and it concludes by briefly enumerating shared elements among the three traditions. The present article focuses mainly on China during the late imperial period and applies a Western understanding of “visual arts” to contexts that are unquestionably Confucian.

Ritual and Art

Confucius himself emphasized moral cultivation as the proper focus of the superior man (junzi 君子) and is quoted as having said, “Be intent upon the Way, grasp virtue, rely on humaneness, and take pleasure in the arts” (Analects 7.6). However, the “six arts” (liu yi 六藝) recognized in antiquity did not include painting, sculpture, or architecture; rather, they comprised ritual, music, archery, charioteering, calligraphy, and mathematics. Calligraphy clearly qualifies as a visual art, and quotations from the Confucian Classics have often been transcribed for display in a variety of settings. Nonetheless, traditional discussions often focused on brushwork as expressing the writer’s personality, rather than on the image quality of the written characters (see the section “Confucianism and the “Amateur Ideal” later in this essay). Ritual performance also included many visual elements, such as the architecture and decoration of temples and altars, the arrangement of vessels and offerings in front of an icon or inscribed tablet, and the prescribed movements of celebrants and ceremonial dancers. Such features served the larger goal of ensuring the success of the rite, rather than being included for purely aesthetic reasons.

Ritual was a central concern of Confucianism, keeping cosmic forces in harmony and enabling the expression of filial piety. Sacrifices to cosmic elements and sacred mountains took place outdoors at open-air altars, while beings who were once human received offerings inside of temples or shrines.2 The liturgies ranged from the highest and most elaborate ceremonies performed by the emperor to Heaven and his forebears, to the official services for deities on the state sacrificial register, down to the modest offerings of a humble family to its ancestors. At every level, the settings and procedures involved various kinds of visual art. Patricia Ebrey has diagrammed the types of representations and objects used in imperial ancestral rites.3 Applicable to other rites as well, her studies highlight the importance of considering each visual or material element in the context of its role in the ritual, rather than only relating it to other examples of the same genre or medium.

The ultimate authority for liturgical procedures and materials came from three of the Confucian Classics—the Record of Rites (Liji), Etiquette and Rites (Yili), and Rites of the Zhou (Zhouli), which presented idealized reconstructions of ritual practices that had largely declined by Confucius’s lifetime.4 Over the centuries, each of these texts accumulated extensive commentary to explain archaic terms and sacrificial paraphernalia. In 961 Nie Chongyi compiled Pictures of the Three Classics (Sanli tu) to provide a comprehensive reference work, containing illustrations annotated with quotations from the Classics and incorporating material from earlier illustrated works that have not survived. Woodblock-printed copies were distributed to government schools, where regular sacrifices to Confucius were performed. The compendium served throughout the Northern Song period as both a reference and design manual for the structures, utensils, and clothing appropriate for Confucian rituals. François Louis has recently analyzed its creation and influence in political-historical context and compiled an extensive illustrated glossary of its terms, relating them to surviving artifacts.5

The rise of the antiquarian movement in the early twelfth century discredited the Sanli tu, whose reconstructions conflicted with evidence from newly excavated ritual vessels and objects that had actually been used in antiquity.6 During the Southern Song, the Pictures for Seasonal Sacrifices in Prefectures and Counties in the Shaoxi Period (Shaoxi zhouxian shidian yi tu 紹熙州縣釋奠儀圖), attributed to the Neo-Confucian master Zhu Xi (1130–1200), was distributed to local schools, updating the illustrations of ritual vessels in light of the finds. The first Ming emperor made further changes in ritual equipment,7 and some Ming and Qing woodblock-printed gazetteers included schematic pictures of the prescribed utensils and musical instruments, as well as diagrams showing their proper placement (See Figure 33.1). In 1766 the Qing court completed Illustrated Regulations for Ritual Paraphernalia of the August Dynasty (Huangchao liqi tushi 皇朝禮器圖式), a comprehensive and detailed catalogue of ritual-related materials and procedures.8

Confucian Temples

Temples of the official cult of Confucius at every level of the administrative hierarchy were conceptually modeled on the imperial palace, with walls enclosing tile-roofed buildings of various standardized types. As in the palace, the most important halls had complex roofs and were sited on a north-south axis leading from a gate in the south wall (See Figure 33.2). The main sacrificial hall faced south on a raised platform, with columns forming multiple bays, as many as nine in the temples of Beijing’s imperial university and in Confucius’s hometown of Qufu, Shandong.9 Inside, Confucius’s curtained shrine-niche occupied the center-back wall, flanked by niches for his major disciples, the Four Correlates and Ten (eventually Twelve) Paragons, with ceremonial vessels and offerings on the altar tables. Placards with quotations from the Confucian Classics and inspirational couplets in large-character calligraphy hung overhead, and stands holding musical instruments for ritual performances stood at the sides. The terrace or courtyard in front of the main hall sometimes was flanked by corridors containing altars to other canonized men. Ceremonial arches, gates, and inscribed stone tablets enhanced the temple’s visual repertoire.
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Figure 33.1 Altar layouts in the Confucian temple in Qufu. Queli guangzhi (1870), 1.15b–16a. Harvard-Yenching Library.



Iconic Images in Confucian Temples
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Figure 33.2 Plan of the Confucian temple in Qufu, Shandong. Queli guangzhi (1673; rpt. 1870), 1.8b–9a. Harvard-Yenching Library.



From at least the eighth century until the 1530 reform of state ritual, Confucian temples enshrined sculptural icons of Confucius and selected disciples as seated figures wearing clothing and accessories appropriate to their posthumous noble ranks of king or duke.10 At the primordial temple in Qufu, where descendants, officials, and emperors offered sacrifice, sculptural images were documented in the sixth century. Anthropomorphic effigies in the ritual space strongly suggest influence from devotional Buddhism, which brought a hierarchical pantheon of divine images to China and modeled religious practices in their presence. By the early twelfth century, icons of Confucius and his disciples in temples associated with prefectural and county schools displayed regal insignia and resembled Daoist gods, who also had received titles of nobility. Visual representations presumably helped celebrants perceive the spirits coming to receive sacrificial offerings, but such portrayals were not grounded in classical authority. In 1530, the Jiajing emperor explicitly rejected Buddhist elements perceived as contaminating orthodox worship and replaced the figural icons with tablets inscribed just with names and new titles, without noble ranks.11 However, Qufu’s temple retained images, perhaps because descendants also worshiped Confucius as an ancestor there (See Figure 33.3).12 In recent years, large iconic portraits of Confucius, and sometimes the disciples, have reappeared at restored temples in the revival of Confucianism in the People’s Republic of China.13
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Figure 33.3 Sculptural icon of Confucius in Qufu. Photograph, 1907. After Ernst Boerschmann, Die baukunst und religiöse kultur der Chinesen, vol. 2 (Berlin, 1914), p. 222 pl. 143.




Portraits Used for Ancestral Rituals

It is unclear when figural images gained a role in ancestral rites. Perhaps the Chan/Zen Buddhist practice of using portrait effigies in memorial rituals for deceased abbots and monks, starting in the Tang dynasty, provided a persuasive model.14 However, a Han tale illustrated in the second century Wu Family Shrines describes how filial Ding Lan 丁蘭 carved wooden effigies of his parents to serve them after they died, and he later became one of the twenty-four Filial Exemplars.15 The story brings to mind a pair of small wooden statuettes depicting Confucius and his wife, formerly kept in the Kong Clan Southern Lineage Family Temple (Kongshi nanzong jiamiao 孔氏南宗家廟) in Quzhou, Zhejiang, where descendants who fled from Qufu during the 1126–1127 Jin invasions had settled. According to their traditions, Confucius’s disciple Zi Gong 子貢 carved the votive figurines. The actual date is probably much later, possibly Southern Song or even mid-Ming, when the southern lineage gained a new hereditary title and a grander temple.16 The figurines appear less formulaic than official temple icons, with expressions between personalization and emotional detachment (See Figure 33.4).17 Although once considered too sacred for outsiders’ gaze, they were sent to Qufu for exhibition in 1959 and not returned. Replicas left in Quzhou are now kept hidden and venerated in their place.

As Patricia Ebrey has explained, worship directed to painted or sculptural portraits of deceased emperors and empresses developed during the Northern Song, perhaps because rites in the imperial ancestral temple (Tai miao 太廟) did not address the living ruler’s emotional needs.18 In the Tai miao, inscribed tablets represented the spirits of dead emperors and just one empress each, as prescribed by ancient Confucian texts on ritual. In contrast to this austere signification, sculptural portraits preserved vivid likenesses that could inspire strong feelings, as if seeing the person. Statues depicting deceased emperors and empresses were initially kept in various locations, even in Buddhist temples, but in 1082 emperor Shenzong collected them into a grand new temple, the Palace of Spectacular Numina (Jingling gong). Built just outside the palace walls, it contained separate chapels for each of the previous emperors and their sometimes multiple empresses to receive offerings on prescribed days. A couple of halls inside the palace also housed painted portraits of deceased ancestors, enabling the imperial family and courtiers to express veneration more frequently and informally (See Figure 33.5). Extant paintings typically show the imperial sitter with a neutral expression and occupying a chair or throne, initially placed at an angle, but shifted to frontal presentations from the middle Ming onward (See Figure 33.6). Dora Ching has linked this change to the influence of Tibetan Buddhist iconography.19



The use of portraits in ancestor worship also became more widespread among the elite and eventually commoners after the mid-Ming. Depending on family or clan economic means, the ritual space might be a separate building or simply an alcove inside the living quarters. Full-length portraits sometimes depicted a deceased couple sitting side by side, or even multiple generations arranged in rows. The frontally positioned figures appear on blank backgrounds or in sparsely furnished settings. Despite generic clothing and furniture, these images were treated as true likenesses of their subjects and ritually efficacious. Toward the end of the imperial era, half-length or bust portraits gained popularity, and photographs largely replaced them during the twentieth century.
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Figure 33.4 Wooden votive figurines of Confucius and his wife, from the Kong Family Temple in Quzhou, Zhejiang. Date uncertain.
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Figure 33.5 Portrait of Emperor Taizu. Painting, Song dynasty. National Palace Museum, Taiwan.
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Figure 33.6 Portrait of Emperor Shizong. Painting, Ming dynasty. National Palace Museum, Taiwan.




Images in Shrines to Worthies

Besides being used in rites for ancestors, pictorial and sculptural portraits were sometimes created in shrines for men and women who had demonstrated outstanding achievement or moral quality to receive offerings. Early precedents include portrayals of Han meritorious statesmen and generals on the walls of the Unicorn Pavilion (Qilin ge 麒麟閣) and the Cloud Terrace (Yun tai 雲臺), and of Tang civil and military officials in the Reaching the Clouds Gallery (Lingyan’ge 凌煙閣). In the Qing palace, portraits of a hundred warriors and officials who served in the mid-eighteenth-century conquest of the western territories were displayed in the Pavilion of Imperial Brilliance (Ziguang ge 紫光閣) (See Figure 33.7). Outside the capital, from the Song dynasty onward, portraits of worthy men appeared in shrines in localities where they had been active, and private academies associated with the Neo-Confucian movement typically included shrines to its most prominent figures.20 Ming and Qing shrines to virtuous widows may also have housed images.21 In the nineteenth century, 570 Suzhou men were honored with half-length portraits carved on stone tablets in the General Shrine of Suzhou Worthies (Wujun xianxian zongci 吳郡先賢總祠), completed in 1828, and the images were subsequently published along with biographies and eulogies.22









[image: image]

Figure 33.7 Portrait of Imperial Bodyguard Zhanyinbao. Painting, dated 1760. Metropolitan Museum of Art, Purchase, The Dillon Fund Gift, 1986. 1986.206.




Images of Confucius Himself

Portraits

Descendants of Confucius in Qufu handed down several pictures that differed greatly from his godlike temple icon. These heirlooms depicted him as a living person, whether as an official, statesman, or teacher.23 The portrayal that was considered the oldest and truest showed him standing in three-quarter profile, with hands clasped in front of his chest, and attended by the much smaller figure of his favorite disciple, Yan Hui 顏回. Like the Quzhou votive figurines, it too had allegedly originated with a posthumous sketch by Zi Gong, although later traditions also attributed the image to Gu Kaizhi 顧愷之 (ca. 344–ca. 406) or Wu Daozi 吳道子 (ca. 689–after 755), both famous figure painters. Starting in the late eleventh century, the portrayal was often reproduced on incised stone tablets at government schools and circulated through rubbings (See Figure 33.8). Symbolizing the relationship between the Foremost Teacher and his ideal student, it was well suited for display in instructional settings. Under the Southern Song, descendants in Quzhou also promoted a lifesize standing portrait of Confucius alone, which also was much reproduced in schools through Qing period (See Figure 33.9). Yet another heirloom portrayed Confucius seated with his seventy-two disciples standing before him in a long row. In 1156 the Southern Song emperor Gaozong had a version of this composition carved on tablets, together with brief biographies and eulogies from his own hand, for display in Hangzhou’s newly re-established Imperial University. Gaozong’s preface proclaimed that these role models should inspire students to cultivate loyalty and virtue, and he had rubbings distributed to prefectural schools. A picture of Confucius sitting outdoors with ten disciples at the Apricot Altar (Xing tan 杏壇) appeared in the frontispiece of a late Southern Song genealogy of his descendants, evoking the ideal of scholarly fellowship (See Figure 33.10).
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Figure 33.8 Confucius and Yan Hui. Rubbing of 1118-dated stele in Qufu. After Chavannes, Mission Archéologique dans la Chine Septentrionale (Paris, 1909), CCCXCVIII no. 871.
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Figure 33.9 Portrait of Confucius. Rubbing of 16th c. stele in the Kong Family Temple in Quzhou, Zhejiang.
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Figure 33.10 Confucius and Disciples at the Apricot Altar. Dongjia zaji, frontispiece. 13th c. National Library of China.




Pictorial Biographies

In addition to static images, many sets of narrative illustrations depicted events in Confucius’s life, often called Pictures of the Sage’s Traces (Shengji tu), a subject I have treated extensively.24 As predominantly pictorial works, they have not attracted serious interest from textually oriented scholars, and superficial treatments often wrongly attribute them to early masters whose names were spuriously placed on late versions.25 The earliest reliable documentation suggests that the subject originated in the mid-fifteenth century with Zhang Kai 張楷 (1398–1460), a censor, who intended the biographical pictures as models to enable viewers “to follow the correct road and not be perplexed by heterodox ideas and delusions.” Annotated with texts quoting the biography of Confucius in Sima Qian’s (145–86 BCE) Records of the Historian (Shi ji), the scenes traced his adult life as an administrator, adviser, teacher, and scholar. In a colophon, a colleague wrote that Zhang Kai was concerned about moral cultivation among ordinary people, not just the elite, and thought that pictures might influence them. Sponsors of later versions intended for highly educated viewers sometimes comment that the illustrations enabled them to see Confucius in action and be inspired by imagining themselves in his presence (See Figure 33.11).



Some versions of the Shengji tu included illustrations of apocryphal stories associating Confucius with heavenly manifestations and superhuman qualities, and these hagiographical scenes used the same pictorial conventions as depictions of the lives of the Buddha and Daoist patriarchs. Other additions traced developments in the posthumous cult of Confucius, including imperial sacrifices in Qufu and discoveries at his former home (See Figure 33.12). A particularly detailed version was carved on 112 stone tablets in the Hall of the Sage’s Traces (Shengji dian 聖蹟殿), purpose-built in 1592 at the north end of the Qufu temple’s central axis. An accompanying inscription invited visitors to “respectfully regard the [pictures] and have an audience with them, or take rubbings and transmit them,” and this monumental version indeed spread widely through rubbings and woodblock-printed copies. The life of Confucius has recently been adapted again to indoctrinate people with desirable values, using contemporary media like film and animated cartoon series.26





[image: image]

Figure 33.11 Confucius retires to edit the Classics, from Pictures of the Life of Confucius. Woodblock print, 18th or 19th c. Metropolitan Museum of Art, CIB20a. Volume a, opening 19 of 28.
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Figure 33.12 Finding Old Texts in the wall of Confucius’s house, Shengji quantu (18th c.), 67b. Harvard-Yenching Library.




Other Pictorial Subjects

Images of many different kinds, collectively called tu, served a variety of Confucian purposes besides those related to temple and ancestral rituals, such as aiding in instruction or governance. Some tu were distinctly pictorial, while others were maps, diagrams, or charts. A much-cited essay by Zheng Qiao 鄭樵 (1104–1162) suggested that all types of tu were related to texts and encoded, enabled, or guided some kind of activity. Francesca Bray’s introduction to a groundbreaking edited volume on tu characterized them as “blueprints for action” and divided them into two major categories: “those that reveal or explain cosmic processes and were thus endowed with symbolic or ritual power, and those which represented or organised secular information or knowledge, whose power was by and large didactic.”27 Song Neo-Confucian philosophers developed metaphysical concepts related to cosmology around the abstract designs of the first type of tu. For example, Shao Yong 邵雍 (1011–1077) adapted the Daoist Picture of the Supreme Ultimate (Taiji tu 太極圖) into a diagram encoding the generation of all forms in the universe. Other significant tu included the Eight Trigrams (ba gua 八卦), River Chart (He tu 河圖), and Luo Inscription (Luo shu 洛書).

In my 1993 and 2007 books, I focus on the second type of tu, which encompassed explanatory or instructive visual material on a wide range of subjects relevant to Confucian morality and governance. The artistic excellence or pedigree of such works was secondary to their efficacy, whether they affirmed or enhanced social harmony, assisted viewers in meeting obligations of their social roles, influenced them to modify their behavior, or promoted self-cultivation. The many examples include illustrations of the Classics, stories of good and bad rulers, anecdotes from history, exemplary acts of filial piety, and activities fundamental to men and women’s proper livelihood (See Figure 33.13). Song Renzong commissioned Illustrated Instructive Mirror of the Three Courts (Sanchao xunjian tu 三朝訓鑒圖), a set of painted handscrolls completed in 1048, to illustrate one hundred cases of “flourishing virtue” (sheng de盛德) from the first three Song reigns and distributed woodblock-printed copies to high officials and imperial clansmen. Several illustrated collections of instructive stories were made to educate Yuan and Ming emperors or heirs-apparent, and some of these compendia also circulated more widely in woodblock-printed illustrated books, particularly during the late Ming.28
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Figure 33.13 Rice Culture (detail). Painting, 14th c. Metropolitan Museum of Art, Purchase, W. M. Keck Foundation Gift and other gifts, in memory of Douglas Dillon, 2005. 2005.277.



Images could serve as instruments of Confucian governance in other ways, sometimes with multivalent meanings. Many emperors welcomed realistically detailed pictures of auspicious phenomena that signified the natural world’s response to a well-ordered state, which provided evidence that an impersonal but moral Heaven validated their reign. Song Huizong was particularly noted for such works and even participated in their production.29 Paintings that portrayed a Confucian official bravely fulfilling his duty to admonish a wayward emperor were far fewer, but they accommodated dual interpretations, either commending men who risked their lives to remonstrate (See Figure 33.14) or praising emperors who accepted criticism. Qing rulers commissioned paintings to document normative versions of annual rituals, such as the imperial plowing ceremony, and court artists often used foreshortening and chiaroscuro to enhance their realism. Other pictures recorded a variety of important activities, such as feasts to celebrate military victories and the reception of foreign tributaries, which reflected ideals concerning the quality of imperial rule.30 The Kangxi and Qianlong emperors also had paintings made to memorialize their tours of inspection, which represented them as model Confucian sovereigns looking after their realm (See Figure 33.15).31
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Figure 33.14 Breaking the Balustrade (detail). Painting, Song dynasty. National Palace Museum, Taiwan.
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Figure 33.15 Wang Hui et al., The Kangxi Emperor’s Southern Inspection Tour, scroll 3 (detail). Painting, dateable to 1698. Purchase, The Dillon Fund Gift, 1979. 1979.5.



Confucianism and the “Amateur Ideal”

Artistic pursuits sometimes played a subsidiary role in cultivating moral character, such as by developing self-discipline through daily practice of calligraphy, and the visual traces produced by a cultivated individual’s brush were considered to reveal the writer’s inner character. As noted in Analects 7.6, the arts also provided an outlet for self-expression and spiritual refreshment. James F. Cahill has described the culturally esteemed ideal of the cultivated gentleman (wenren 文人) who painted for pleasure rather than for material gain or on commission, and Susan H. Bush has compiled pronouncements on this subject by Song through Ming writers. Painting was alleged to come naturally to a Confucian literatus, who would have spent years writing brush calligraphy, and subjects such as bamboo, trees, and rocks were well within an amateur’s reach. In practice, Confucian literati might have had mundanely pragmatic reasons for painting, and some worked hard to perfect their technical skill, but they were said nonetheless to use visual forms simply to “lodge ideas” (yu yi 寓意) or for “ink-play” (mo xi 墨戲). Poems and prose inscriptions on a painting might imbue the graphic forms with more profound meanings, such as by invoking themes from the Classics, history, or literature.

Conclusion

In considering the relationships between visual arts and Confucianism, this article emphasizes the centrality of ritual, which the art forms served. The varied concerns of Confucian governance and education also allowed for visual media to play substantive if not large roles. Less overtly related to Confucianism, but participating in its general ethos, are the types of visual art that could express the character of a morally cultivated, superior individual, notably calligraphy and painting.

Future Directions

Studies of Confucianism have long suffered from a nearly exclusive focus on texts, and scholars should continue to broaden to their inquiries to incorporate the functions of visual and material culture in shaping experiences, practices, and beliefs. Images should be studied seriously in their own contexts, rather than being used anachronistically or indiscriminately to illustrate some other phenomenon. Visual evidence demands critical analysis, and sources of information—texts, provenances, archaeological excavations—must be rigorously interrogated, lest they merely entrench unfounded conventional wisdom or wishful thinking about such matters as the dates, authorship, and purposes of early portrayals of Confucius and his life events. Further insights on the “work” that images do may come from deeper investigation into relationships and comparisons with relevant forms in Buddhism, Daoism, popular religion, and even Christianity. Finally, the recent revival of a certain mode of Confucianism in the PRC presents opportunities to draw fruitful contrasts between past and present in the uses of visual arts for Confucian purposes.
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CHAPTER 34

Confucianism and Modern Culture

Christian Jochim

Reflections on Historical Developments

While many historians argue, correctly, that the modern era began centuries ago with the so-called “early modern period” in Chinese, Japanese, and Korean history, this article will focus on events that followed the Western impact and the decline or demise of premodern monarchies and related social institutions. The reasons for this should be obvious: Western political, philosophical, and religious ideologies caused representatives of Confucian traditions, as well as their adversaries, to rethink the nature and value of these traditions. In addition, the institutions that supported Confucian traditions, for example, premodern states and the family system writ large, declined to the extent that in many cases Confucian traditions had to find or, in Max Weber’s idiom, create new “carriers.” Of course, we should not minimize the fact that Confucian traditions were not static but were changing on their own prior to the Western impact. However, the degree of change involved in Western-influenced Confucian movements was far higher than that associated with any indigenous developments prior to Western impact. This will become clear as each area of East Asia is covered individually.

China

In China the Western impact on Confucian traditions was felt earliest. Indeed, by the seventeenth century, interactions between Jesuit missionaries and their Chinese hosts were responsible for not only the European word but also the very idea of “Confucianism” as a distinct, essentialized entity, later to be conceptualized as one among several “world religions” or at least “great traditions of the world.”1

By the late nineteenth century, experiencing a sense of cultural crisis, Chinese intellectuals themselves began to view their favored tradition as one of the world’s great traditions, albeit one in need of major revisions, if it was to stand up to Christianity, liberal thought, and science from the West. For the next several decades, many intellectuals made Confucianism or its stand-in targets, such as Confucius, the imperial state, or the family system, the object of intense criticism. It was in this climate that those who aimed to refashion Confucian traditions had to operate. To complicate their situation, the fall of the Qing dynasty in 1911 was accompanied by the demise of important carriers of Confucian traditions, including Qing-dynasty imperial rituals based on Confucian texts; rites in Confucius temples throughout the empire; the state examination system and the privileged class of “Confucian officials” it produced; most of the academies (xueyuan 學院) that had played a central role in propagating Confucian traditions; and, to a certain extent, lineage associations with their genealogies and rule books based on Confucian principles.

In this environment it is no wonder that key figures would aim to recreate Confucian traditions in new forms, both institutionally and intellectually. With different methods Kang Youwei 康有為 (1858–1927) and Liang Qichao 梁啟超 (1873–1929) sought to reinterpret Confucian teachings in ways they believed would serve a modernizing China. Liang became a major source for later intellectual developments, while Kang pressed for institutional as well as intellectual developments. He sought to reform Confucianism to serve as a state teaching and source of strength for the nation’s populace. While he would have preferred to see the Qing-dynasty successor state be a Confucian constitutional monarchy, something also favored by Liang, the new Republic of China established in 1912 rejected monarchy in favor of Western democratic models.

Apart from the ill-fated effort of President Yuan Shikai 袁世凱 (1859–1969), the new state did not try to establish a Confucian religion. Kang and his disciples, notably Chen Huanzhang 陳煥彰 (1881–1933), also pursued institutional experiments outside the state. Chen was the key figure in the establishment and leadership of the Confucian Association (Kongjiaohui 孔教會) in 1912. The influence of Christian models was revealed in key features of his association, such as Sunday worship of Confucius, a ritual calendar, and clerical garb for leaders. Although this experiment in institutional religion had limited success in its time, it has inspired recent initiatives in Hong Kong, where Chen settled in 1930.2

Liang Qichao was inspired by Kang Youwei from their first meeting in 1890. Together they were the catalysts for many key themes of twentieth-century Confucian intellectual developments. In particular, Liang would begin to relate “Chinese” and “Western” thinking in ways that have resonated with the interests of Chinese intellectuals down to today. For example, like Kang he believed in the existence of universal concepts that could be found in Chinese as well as Western sources. Also, like modern reformers in Buddhism and Christianity he looked to early sources, asserting that ancient Confucianism, with its potential contributions to humanity, had been corrupted during the many centuries of imperial rule that followed on early Confucianism. Unlike their anti-Confucian contemporaries, they believed, as do many self-professed Confucians today, that one can derive notions of equality and citizenship from Chinese as well as Western sources. It was important for them to establish that ancient Confucian ideas are compatible with democracy, not to mention science. At the same time, they were quite skeptical about wholesale Westernization. In these ways, they devised an intellectual template for the thought of many later Confucians of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.

Intellectuals such as Kang and Liang surely did not drive the next major development, the May Fourth movement. If anything, by the time of this movement Chinese intellectuals’ sense of cultural crisis had increased in the wake of the initial failure of the new Republic, Yuan Shikai’s failed effort to save China by restoring the monarchy, and China’s continued low standing internationally, as evidenced by the events of World War I. From 1915 through the end of the war, radical reformers gained the upper hand, beginning with the establishment of an influential magazine called New Youth (Xin qingnian 新青年) by the founder of the Chinese Communist Party, Chen Duxiu 陳獨秀 (1879–1942), and culminating in nationwide anti-government and anti-traditional demonstrations on May 4, 1919. For May Fourth intellectuals, Confucianism was completely incompatible with democracy, science, and everything else modern. As China entered the 1920s only a few brave individuals would try to swim against the tide of the May Fourth movement.

One such individual was Liang Shuming 梁漱溟 (1893–1988), author of the seminal 1921 work Dongxi wenhua ji qi zhexue 東西文化及其哲學 (Eastern and Western cultures and their philosophies). Although he never adopted the label “New Confucian,” his ideas in this and later works set the stage for the movement known as Contemporary New Confucianism (dangdai xinrujia 當代新儒家), exemplified, for example, by his contrast of intuition with intellectual knowing; the former providing the basis for a philosophy of life, and the latter providing this for scientific thought. However, while Contemporary New Confucians, from Xiong Shili 熊十力 (1885–1968) in the “first generation” through “third generation” thinkers such as Liu Shu-hsien 劉述先 (1934–2016), were known mostly as philosophers, Liang Shuming was, by contrast, also important for his social projects, such as Rural Reconstruction. Unlike projects of Chinese communism, for example, Rural Reconstruction claimed roots in traditional institutions, such as xiangyue 鄉約 (community compacts), and aimed to promote Confucian ethics (Alitto, 154–176). Also, along with the first-generation New Confucian Zhang Junmai 張君勱 (1886–1969), known as much for his social-political as for his intellectual endeavors, he favored reestablishment of traditional Confucian academies, thereby anticipating a movement currently active in China today.

The turn to more purely intellectual pursuits among second-generation New Confucians is usually attributed to their leaving China to live in Hong Kong, Taiwan, and the United States. They were removed from the concrete situation in China and driven toward engagement with European philosophy and Christian theology. Joining Zhang Junmai in exile were three disciples of Xiong Shili: Mou Zongsan 牟宗三 (1909–1995), Tang Junyi 唐君毅 (1909–1978), and Xu Fuguan 徐復觀 (1903–1982). In 1978 Zhang and the other three issued a foundational document of New Confucianism, a “Manifesto on behalf of Chinese culture respectfully announced to the people of the world” (wei zhongguo wenhua jinggao shijie renshi xuanyan 為中國文化警告世界人士宣言).3 It is an interesting and important document for a number of reasons. First, there is the fact that its authors felt called upon to announce that Chinese culture, with Confucianism as its essence, was not dead. Second, it argued against the notion that Confucianism lacked a spiritual dimension. Third, its authors insisted that Confucian thought, rooted in its spiritual essence, could indeed solve modern social and political problems. This view was articulated by means of a new understanding of the doctrine of a continuum between inner sagehood and outer kingliness (neisheng waiwang 內聖外王). Fourth, they broke with past tradition by rejecting authoritarian models of kingship, embracing democracy instead, and accepting modern science. Nonetheless, they rejected what they called “scientism,” a worshipful attitude toward science as the answer to all problems facing humanity.

Recently, as the People’s Republic of China has entered an era of Confucian revival, the legacy and the students of these second-generation New Confucians have inspired both intellectual and institutional developments. While second-generation New Confucians mostly eschewed direct involvement in social projects, their Taiwanese students, such as Tu Wei-ming 杜維明 (1940– ) and Wang Caigui 王財貴 (1949– ) and their mainland interlocutors, such as Jiang Qing 將慶 (1953– ) and Yu Dan 余丹 (1965– ), have sought to develop, for example, environmental movements, Confucian academies, Confucian education for youth, and political programs.

Indeed, Confucian developments in twenty-first-century China have been so numerous and far reaching that the term “Confucian revival” is routinely used to describe them.4 One of the surprising manifestations of this revival has been the reversal of Chinese state attitudes toward Confucianism, once a primary target of Chinese communist critics of traditional Chinese culture. China’s new leader, Xi Jinping, General Secretary of the Chinese Communist Party since 2012, has put Confucian values at the heart of his efforts to praise China’s national culture and to promote the “Chinese dream,” China’s answer to the American dream. Even before Xi came to power in 2004 a branch of the Chinese government, the Hanban 漢辦, launched an initiative to open “Confucius Institutes” at universities around the world. Although the main purpose of the institutes has been to promote Chinese language learning, the choice to name them after Confucius is instructive.

Perhaps more important than these high-profile examples is the government’s support or at least tolerance of local developments throughout China. These include most notably the promotion of Confucian content in basic education as well as the foundation of Confucian academies and associations. It is not likely that such rapid developments in Chinese civil society would be tolerated were it not for their identification as “Confucian.” One key development has been a “classics reading movement” that one scholar considers the “most striking manifestation of Confucian revival” in contemporary China, attributing its origin to Confucian scholars such as Jiang Qing and Wang Caigui, a disciple of Mou Zongsan from Taiwan.5 The government has tolerated the spread of the movement’s practices among tens of millions of children as well as its role in home schooling and alternative schools set up by parents disenchanted with modern public education.

Another area in which the government, especially at the local level, is instrumental though not fundamental is that of Confucian temples and rituals. The government played a major role in the repair and reconstruction of China’s two most prestigious Temples of Confucius, respectively, in Beijing and Qufu, Shandong Province, the putative hometown of Confucius. Restoration of the Beijing temple occurred as China was preparing for the many foreign visitors who would attend the Beijing Olympics in 2008. As for the Qufu temple, since its restoration numerous ritual performances, international conferences, and various educational activities have taken place in the area. Recently, there has been a celebrated debate over whether or not to allow a large Christian church to be built in Qufu, with self-professed Confucians from throughout China decrying the proposed construction as a desecration of Confucian sacred ground.6

Finally, the contrasting cases of two Chinese intellectuals who have become popular with key segments of the Chinese people shows the surprising attractiveness of Confucius in a country where people were once accustomed to hearing he was public enemy number one. It is surprising that numerous people have embraced Jiang Qing’s revival of the proposal to base Chinese government on Confucian principles in an environment where communist hardliners and Western-style liberals are often seen as the major alternatives.7 Moreover, even with reference to New Confucianism, he explicitly goes against mainstream views, such as those of Mou Zongsan, which he claims ignore Confucianism’s political thought amid speculation about sagehood. One reason for his success is that he has not been averse to taking practical steps to build a movement, including support for “children reading classics” (ertong dujing 兒童讀經), establishment of a Confucian academy in 1996 (Yangming Academy in Guizhou), and the development of Confucian rituals for various modern life occasions.

By contrast, Yu Dan has eschewed all interest in political Confucianism, instead emphasizing how Confucian teachings can be adapted to the lives of ordinary Chinese confronting problems in modern life. Her book Lunyu xinde 論語心得, published in English as Confucius from the Heart, sold millions of copies and made her famous in China and beyond. However, she first gained popularity in 2006 as a lecturer on the CCTV program “Lecture Room” (Baijia jiangtan 百家講壇), with lectures on the social and personal value of teachings inspired by the Analects. She emphasized that the Analects’ teachings should be viewed as simple truths for everyday life, not as abstruse philosophy, so that “the wisdom of Confucius can help us to obtain spiritual happiness in the modern world.”8 At first sight, one might consider her approach rather novel, as it bears little resemblance to the many commentaries on the Analects by modern Chinese scholars. Rather than focusing on historical exegesis of passages from an ancient text, she looks for universal truths, noting commonalities of sayings of Confucius with those of Buddha or even Jesus. However, this method has been long used by certain popular religious sects in China, often called syncretic sects due to their penchant to find overlapping spiritual messages in Confucian, Buddhist, and Taoist texts, with the Christian Bible and the Islamic Qur’an added in recent times. Although it is beyond the scope of this essay, the role of such sects, mostly deemed illegal in today’s China, as future “carriers” of Confucian teachings merits serious consideration.9

Korea

As soon as one looks outside China in East Asia, one confronts anti-Confucian views that are rooted, in part, in its foreign—that is, Chinese—origin. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, intellectuals in Korea experienced a cultural crisis akin to that experienced by their Chinese counterparts. In the wake of Western civilization’s impact, many scholars advocated Western-style reforms as they sought to extricate Korea from its tributary relationship with the Chinese Qing dynasty. It was perhaps natural that they also blamed a Chinese ideology for Korea’s perceived weakness and backwardness. Shin Ch’eaho 신채호 (1880–1936), for example, received a Confucian education, studied at the Royal Confucian Academy in Seoul, and after passing state examinations, took up a position at the academy in 1905. However, he quit his post the same year because Korea had acquiesced to being a Japanese protectorate. He then became a fervent nationalist, whose devotion to indigenous Korean culture made him an adversary of both Japan as an aggressor nation and Confucianism as a foreign ideology.10 In turning against the tradition on which he had been weaned, he represented many of his Korean contemporaries. They sought simultaneously to modernize their nation and to revive indigenous values that had been suppressed as “heterodoxy” by those who, they said, had promoted a slavish loyalty to Confucian orthodoxy. Shin Ch’eaho has been adopted as the standard bearer of the anti-Confucian progressives of the recent minjung (common people) movement, especially because in 1936 he suffered death in a Japanese prison for his political activities.

In the early decades after World War II anti-Confucian positions dominated national discourse, and not only among minjung progressives. For example, Park Chung Hee 박정희 joined those who blamed Confucianism for many of the negative characteristics of the Korea of his time, despite that he would become the target of progressives who saw him as aligned with forces repressing the common people. For their part, student activists who opposed the Park regime borrowed from Shin Ch’eaho, leveling criticisms that in part mirrored his critique of the historical leaders who he claimed had made Korea subservient to China. The activists saw Park as subordinating indigenous Korean values to those of exploitative capitalism at the same time he relied on a foreign power, the United States. Korean intellectuals and student activists continued to portray Confucianism as the ideology of a premodern patriarchal ruling class that had little relevance for modern Korea, and especially not for Korean women.

Nevertheless, perhaps to an even greater extent than in China, certain Confucian institutions and intellectuals survived decades of anti-Confucian propaganda and became the basis for Confucian revival. In fact, perhaps the vehemence of anti-Confucian attacks in Korea resulted from an awareness of its strength in national consciousness as well as in local, rural life. Symbols of Chinese yin-yang cosmology adorned the Korean flag, and portraits of its most famous Confucian thinkers, Yi Hwang 이황 (1501–1570) and Yi I 이이 (1536–1584), are imprinted on its paper currency. Confucian rituals were performed without a break in modern times, unlike in China, where performances stopped for decades and came back only in the late twentieth century. These rituals have been performed not only at Seoul’s Royal Confucian Academy but also in the countryside, where rural men became the basis of Park Chung Hee’s New Village movement. This occurred in the 1970s, in an about-face where Park aligned himself with pro-Confucianists and began to use Confucian social ethics (featuring loyalty and filiality) to support his authoritarian regime.11

The existence of pro-Confucians, such as those with whom Park aligned himself, was not new. In fact, one could look back to turn of the century intellectuals, such as Park Unsik 박은식 (1859–1925), who was somewhat like Kang Youwei in his aim to reform as well as preserve Confucianism. Indeed, he felt that certain Confucian teachings, such as Wang Yangming’s (1472–1529) positing of the unity of knowledge and action, had great value for a modernizing nation. In recent decades, as Confucianism’s overall reputation has been greatly enhanced, the intellectual descendants of Park Unsik have gone further than he did in their efforts at Confucian reform. For example, proposing new ideas that overlap with those of some modern Chinese Confucians, So Chonggi 서정기 has championed minjung 민중 Confucianism with its alleged egalitarian and liberal principles, contrasting it with so-called “royal Confucianism” (chewing yugyo제왕 유교), “official Confucianism” (kwallyo yugyo 관료 유교), and “scholar Confucianism” (sarim yugyo 사림 유교).12

A key element of the situation that facilitated Confucian revival in Korea was the degree to which personal and social morality in Korean society continued to be affected by Confucian values even as Confucian institutions declined. For example, by East Asian standards, Korea is very religious, as measured by the number of those who profess allegiance to Buddhism or Christianity. Nonetheless, along with other Koreans who have been surveyed on the topic, these believers overwhelmingly acknowledge embracing Confucian practices and values. One survey supporting this conclusion also reported that only one-half of one percent identified as “Confucian” rather than as Buddhist, Protestant, Catholic, atheist (“no religion”), or other. Although they often do not self-identify as Confucian, most Koreans perform Confucian-based funeral ceremonies and ancestral memorial rites, including a majority of Korean Christians.13 This helps us understand why Confucian revival has been possible. Because one can participate in Confucian culture regardless of religious affiliation (or even lack thereof), one can distinguish oneself in one’s community through such participation. For example, one can increase one’s genealogical knowledge and publish a clan genealogy; adopt Confucian self-cultivation principles such as “cultivate oneself so as to guide others” (su-ki ch’i-in 수기치인); or become proficient in complex rites to demonstrate one’s commitment to self-restraint and proper etiquette.

To take a step beyond these options one can support specifically Confucian institutions not only to distinguish oneself from one’s neighbors but also to express pride in local culture. As one scholar has indicated, this is most likely to occur in areas of Korea known for their traditionalism and historical links to certain famous Confucian figures and institutions, such as the Andong area, linked to Yi Hwang, the greatest scholar of the Chosŏn dynasty, and the Confucian temple Andong Hyangkyo, second only to the national complex Sungkyunkwan in Seoul. Perhaps with some irony, Korea’s economic modernization has provided both the necessary funding and the impetus—a desire to recover traditions undermined by modernity—for projects to restore Confucian structures to their former glory, to have them host elaborate and expensive ceremonies, and to recreate Confucian academies for a growing number of people who want to be a part of the Confucian yurim 유림 “forest of scholars.”

Japan

In accord with this article’s timeline for China and Korea, the Meiji Restoration of 1868 is an obvious starting point for reflections on the saga of Confucianism and modern culture in Japan. Although, in the final analysis, the significance of the Meiji Restoration lay in its opening the way for rapid modernization, it began with Confucian-educated samurai who acted on the principle of loyalty to the emperor in ending the shogunate, which they felt had failed to protect adequately the emperor and the nation from Western powers. Perhaps because Japanese modernization was rooted in imperial Confucian nationalism, was nurtured by a traditionalist national learning (kokugaku 國學), and featured Wang Yangming Confucian thought, it could afford to engage in significant Westernization unaccompanied by the type of radical anti-tradition and anti-Confucian movements that emerged in China and Korea at the time.

An indication that Japan’s cultural climate was more hospitable to Confucianism was the late nineteenth-century movement in favor of Confucian ethics. Its best-known advocate, Motoda Nagazane 元田永孚 (1818–1891), argued that practical Confucian principles, such as the virtues of humaneness, righteousness, loyalty, and filiality, should be promoted in public education over Western theoretical knowledge. His position on education, promoted in part to counter modern citizens’ drift toward immorality, was ultimately enshrined in the 1890 Imperial Rescript on Education. Another key figure in the story of Confucianism in modern Japan, Inoue Tetsujiro 井上哲次郎 (1855–1944), picked up where Motoda left off. As a key interpreter of the Rescript on Education, he came to counter those who decried Chinese learning and promoted Western learning. In his view, Japan was in a prime position to proclaim the value of “Eastern philosophy” to which China had contributed much in the past but which Japan could now best represent. Ultimately, then, his argument in favor of the Confucian values enshrined in the Rescript on Education was made to encourage imperial subjects to act in ways that would honor the emperor and glorify the nation. This typified the role assigned to Confucianism by its proponents in Japan through the end of World War II. Martin Collcutt’s comment on this role is instructive, as follows: “In the process, Confucianism was realigned with Shinto notions of the divine origins of the imperial line and reinterpreted in the service of national objectives, which soon came to include the acquisition of a colonial empire.”14 Moreover, as colonialists, the Japanese promoted Confucian values in Korea, Manchukuo, and China as well as Taiwan, perhaps in an effort to soften the blow of the Japanese colonial project.

In the immediate postwar years, many Japanese scholars embraced the view that Confucianism was not compatible with modernity. This was perhaps related to losing the war or perhaps to a general East Asian proclivity at the time to adopt the formula that old traditions had to get out of the way of efforts to modernize. Moreover, Confucianism had been tainted by its association with the wartime version of Japanese nationalism. In any case, over time this anti-Confucian trend gave way to what one scholar recently called “a Confucian boom in Japan.”15 Interestingly, this boom was presaged by the promotion by Japanese social scientists of what some called the “post-Confucian” hypothesis. This was the thesis that after Japan (and later the “Four Little Dragons” of Hong Kong, South Korea, Singapore, and Taiwan) has extricated itself from its imperial past, “Confucian values” such as frugality, diligence, love of education, and delayed gratification (which led to a high rate of banking one’s savings) could serve a new purpose: facilitating rapid economic development.16

In the recent boom it is easy to see remnants of pro-Confucian efforts at least a century old, especially those related to the famous Imperial Rescript on Education. First, the endorsement of Confucianism is quite narrow, consisting mainly of praise for Confucius and the Analects, exclusive of other elements of historical Confucianism. Second, this narrow endorsement imagines a Confucianism that is linked with the essence of Japanese tradition and that facilitates the cultivation of Japanese character in people, especially youth. In line with the emphasis on youth, the Analects of Confucius is given a major role in education, and this role has less to do with the philosophical content of Confucius’s words than with the character-molding practice of reciting these words. Fourth, there is not a mere stress on education but a stress on what can be called “educationalism” (kyoyo-shugi 教育主義), something closer to a belief in the transformative power of self-cultivation than in the need for people to be educated citizens in the ordinary sense. Finally, practical Confucian ethics, so conceived, are prescribed, as they were over a century ago, as an antidote to a perceived decline in traditional morality.

The limited scope of the so-called “Confucian boom” in Japan should not surprise us. Among those indicating a religious preference in Japan, people identify mainly with the Buddhist and Shinto traditions. Linked with this, in Japan Confucianism has not dominated as a conscious source of personal and social morality in the way it has in Korea, for example. In the realm of Japanese ritual life, if we look at the state-sponsored rites, the Shinto tradition dominates; and, if we look at family life, Shinto weddings and Buddhist funeral and social rites dominate. Nonetheless, Japanese continue to have an affinity for the figure of Confucius and have come to accept that the best way to follow the exemplary sage is to memorize his words in the Analects, as a child, so that a Confucian spirit may imbue one’s daily life, later, as an adult. Those promoting this method of improving one’s life see it as a necessary corrective to modern misconduct in general and to attitudes about the Analects, in particular. One such promoter, Saito Takashi of Meiji University, addresses the issue of attitudes towards the Analects, as follows:


However, for present day Japanese, the Analects seem to have become a classic without any practical use in everyday life. We have lost the habit of reading the Analects and referring to the phrases of Confucius in our daily lives. If we let things remain as they are, the crisis will spread, which means the virtue of the Japanese, which has been cultivated over many years, will fade and eventually we will lose trust, and our world will be filled with sorrow.17



As in many other instances of East Asian Confucian revival, Japan’s recent re-appropriation of the Analects has little connection to Confucian institutions of the past. It features a disembodied Confucianism that can flexibly serve a desired purpose, whether this be staving off moral crisis or facilitating economic development. In what follows, this will be among a number of common themes to be found as we take a final cumulative look at modern interpretations of Confucianism in three East Asian countries.

Concluding Comparative Analysis

A predominant tendency to view Confucianism as a set of values or ideas, as “philosophy,” for example, among those inclined to give it this Western label, provides one instance of the theme of imagining Confucianism as a disembodied entity. Moreover, in a number of instances (including those of political leaders such as Chiang Kai-shek, Japanese thinkers such as Inoue Tetsujiro, and Chinese schools of thought such as New Confucianism), there was a preference for Wang Yangming over other premodern Confucian thinkers. Wang was known for an intuitional approach to Confucian thought and practice, wherein one could locate Confucian truths as much by introspection as by scholastic study of ancient moral or religious texts. Correctly or not, claiming to follow Wang left interpreters free to give Confucianism what Kiri Paramore calls an “open-box” character.18 Paramore’s contention is reminiscent of John Makeham’s exploration of ways in which modern Confucians have tried to construct a “body” to be inhabited by the “lost soul” of their tradition (which in turn refers back to historian Yu Yingshi’s reference to twentieth-century Confucianism as a wandering lost soul).19 Of course, as noted in this essay (and as far back as 1988 by Yu Yingshi), Confucianism was an open box or a soul needing a new body, not so much because its interpreters wanted an empty container to fill as because they were put in this predicament by the demise or decline of Confucianism’s premodern institutional “carriers.” This situation existed in each of East Asian areas covered above.

In certain instances, the contents put into the open box were those most useful to authoritarian governments, notably the principles of loyalty, filiality, and harmony. While criticized by certain Chinese New Confucians and Korean minjung Confucians, for example, Chinese leaders such as Chiang Kai-shek and Xi Jinping, propagandists for prewar Japanese imperialism, and postwar Korean leaders such as Park Chung Hee succeeded in defining Confucianism as consisting of this limited set of instrumental values. While pro-democracy Confucians were surely more sincere in their efforts to rediscover a liberal tradition within premodern Confucianism, they also practiced great selectivity in reinventing Confucianism for their purposes. Additionally, and perhaps more strikingly, in the course of one decade, roughly the 1980s, Chinese, Japanese, and Korean social scientists ceased portraying Confucianism as an obstacle to modernization and began to present “scientific evidence” for an opposite scenario. Their “post-Confucian thesis” was not necessarily wrong, but it is hard to ignore that its emergence coincided with increasing societal self-confidence and growing nationalism; and they benefited from having an “open box” in which to put the “Confucian values” of diligence, frugality, love for education, and so forth. Finally, the most recent case of the reevaluation of Confucianism, in the People’s Republic of China, where a few decades ago Confucianism was the object of constant and virulent criticism, coincides with a number of phenomena observed at various times in modern East Asia, such as a perceived crisis of moral values, a sense of nationalism politically promoted and popularly felt, the need for an ideology to encourage social obedience, and belief that Chinese national values are as much the source of China’s success as are imported technological and managerial knowledge.

As this essay concludes, it is important to remind ourselves that efforts to reinvent Confucianism are not modern conspiracies. During every era of history in each society where Confucian traditions developed, the interpreters of these traditions appropriated elements of prior tradition in an effort to make these traditions relevant to their era and to their purposes, whether as political leaders, intellectuals, or moral reformers. As in the past, the interpreters and interpretive communities engaged in today’s “revival” of Confucianism are often inventing something new as much as they are engaging in a renaissance of inherited traditions.
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CHAPTER 35

Confucianism and Ritual

Hagop Sarkissian

Introduction

Rituals are a ubiquitous feature of human life, and Confucian writings on ritual from the Spring and Autumn and Warring States periods (ca. eighth–third centuries BCE) are impressive in scope and repay careful engagement. We have, for example, instruction manuals listing codes of conduct (e.g., what to wear and say on ritual occasions, what emotions to convey) alongside treatises explaining the origins of rituals in human history, together with theoretical accounts of the functional purpose of rituals in human life. Taken together, these sources interest not only historians and sinologists, but also philosophers and social scientists; they contain enduring insights into the nature and status of rituals—a ubiquitous feature of human social existence.

As we will see, the rites were awe-inspiring to these thinkers, who saw them as constituting the means by which sage kings of the past civilized the world. They were concerned that this civilizing effect was disappearing as ritual participation waned continuously during the centuries in question. From their perspective, the decline of ritual coincided with the decline of good will toward others, the erosion of social cooperation, and the removal of protocols that help resolve political disagreements—the very stuff that allows groups of persons to live together in harmony. Put another way, the answers to questions on how to live well invariably invoked rituals. The Confucians therefore saw themselves as preserving and perpetuating an awe-inspiring cultural inheritance—the core of a dao 道 or guiding way of life. Because they were so devoted to the rites, the Confucians were motivated to defend them and articulate just why they ought to be esteemed. This forced them to clarify their own understanding of ritual in the face of strenuous and strident criticisms from rival thinkers.

What follows is an overview of some components of the broad—and intellectually fascinating—category of ritual in the Confucian tradition. This includes Confucian theories of how ritual functions, the origins of the rituals as discussed in the tradition, and defenses of ritual against criticisms. Given the variety and complexity of the topic this essay will not be exhaustive but will indicate key issues as well as promising scholarly strategies for analyzing ritual in Confucian thought and action.

Ceremonial Rites

No single term in English can capture the variety of meanings of li 禮 (rites; ritual propriety; ritual decorum) in early Confucianism. Upon first reading the Lunyu (論語) or Analects, for example, one quickly learns that li has a wide semantic range. Perhaps the most concrete, determinate meaning of li refers to formal ceremonies that celebrate or commemorate major events in the life of the individual, the family, the clan, or the state. This included ceremonies that marked the solstices, the seasons of planting and harvest, the signing of treaties, proclamations of new leaders, as well as weddings, funerals, and memorials for deceased ancestors.

Ritual qua ceremony was thought to move and transform its participants. “When we say, ‘the rites, the rites,’ are we speaking merely of jade and silk?” asks Confucius (Kongzi 孔子, ca. sixth century BCE). “When we say, ‘music, music,’ are we speaking merely of bells and drums?” (Analects 17.11). These are rhetorical questions; ritual and music (here understood as ceremonial orchestrations) were revered because of their salutary effects on people. The pageantry, the sounds, the careful coordination of the various performers, the meaning and emotion conveyed by every move and gesture, each detail was thought to make an impact. We are told, for example, that upon hearing the Shao music (the music of the royal court of the sage king Shun), Confucius is unable to savor meat for three months, so moved was he from the performance (Analects 7.14). Indeed, ceremonial music of this kind is heavily moralized throughout the text (e.g., Analects 3.25 and 15.11).

Delight in and a sense of awe toward ritual is a prominent theme of this period in general,1 and early Confucians wondered what about ritual made it so powerful. When Confucius is asked about the prestigious Di sacrifice (only performed by kings) he says, “I do not understand it. One who understood it could handle the world as if he had it right here,” and pointed to the palm of his hand (Analects 3.11). Similarly, Xunzi (荀子, a third-century-BCE follower of Confucius) marvels at how rituals bring proper balance to a person’s emotions during their observance.


Ritual cuts off what is too long and extends what is too short. It subtracts from what is excessive and adds to what is insufficient. It achieves proper form for love and respect, and it brings to perfection the beauty of carrying out yi [what is fitting and right]. Thus, fine ornaments and coarse materials, music and weeping, happiness and sorrow—these things are opposites, but ritual makes use of all of them, employing them and alternating them at the appropriate times. And so, fine ornaments, music, and happiness are that by which one responds to peaceful events and by which one pays homage to good fortune. Coarse mourning garments, weeping, and sorrow are that by which one responds to threatening events and by which one pays homage to ill fortune. Thus, the way ritual makes use of fine ornaments is such as not to lead to exorbitance or indulgence. The way it makes use of coarse mourning garments is such as not to lead to infirmity or despondency. The way it makes use of music and happiness is such as not to lead to perversity or laziness. The way it makes use of weeping and sorrow is such as not to lead to dejection or self-harm. This is the midway course of ritual.2



Rituals channel, reshape, and guide raw and universal emotions into appropriate gestures and expressions, fostering civilized acts and responses that conform to societal norms and role-specific paradigms.3

Rituals can only be efficacious, though, if individuals approach them with feelings of reverence and awe, which in turn imbue the ritual with a kind of sacred authority.4 By submitting to the power of ritual and ceremony, by bringing to it the appropriate mindset, by being present and attentive to others and minding its details, one not only experiences profound emotion but also signals to others a sense of belonging. Thus, rituals not only transform the self but also bring about greater cohesion in the community at large.

In this way, rituals contribute to good governance. Analects 2.3, for example, maintains that governing by coercive mechanisms and threats of punishment makes people evasive (and shamelessly so), whereas governing through impeccable character and observing ceremonial rites prompts people toward goodness. The “Ritual Movements” (liyun 禮運) chapter of the Record of Rites (Liji 禮記) similarly maintains that ceremonies are a powerful tool of governing; through ceremonies, the ruler is able to clarify his intentions, reaffirm his status and his values, and leave the population free of questions or anxieties as to whether the government is ruling correctly, or whether the ruler merits fealty.

Ritual Propriety

A poem (#52) from the Guofeng section of the Classic of Poetry reads:


Look at the Rat

Look at the rat; it’s got its skin

Now look at this person without a dignified demeanor

A person without a dignified demeanor

Though not dead, what are they up to?

Look at the rat; it’s got its teeth

Now look at this person without right bearing

A person without right bearing

Though not dead, what are they waiting for?

Look at the rat; it’s got its limbs

Now look at this person without ritual propriety

A person without ritual propriety

Why not hurry up and die?5



This ode exemplifies the Confucian attitude to correct conduct. Rituals were seen as the only real basis for normatively correct social functioning. This goes beyond formal ceremonial occasions to encompass everyday manners and etiquette—the less formal and more fluid aspects of li that pervade everyday life.

In a well-known passage, Confucius’ outstanding student Yan Yuan asks his teacher about ren 仁 or humaneness, the foremost virtue of humankind (Analects 12.1). Confucius replies, “Overcome yourself and return to ritual. If you are able to do so for a single day, all under the skies will respond with human kindness in turn. Human kindness must come from yourself; how can you rely on the lead of others?” When Yan Yuan inquires about specifics, Confucius replies, “If it doesn’t accord with ritual do not look at it … do not listen to it … do not speak of it. … do not move with it.” Just as weddings and memorials have their own prescribed norms of behavior, so too the various ways in which we come to interact with others on a daily basis.

Familial and social roles bring this into focus. Consider the routines that constitute a person’s life as it progresses over the years—what it means to be not just a child but a good child; not just a sibling but a good sibling; not just a student but a successful one that elicits appreciation and gratitude from one’s teacher. According to the early Confucians, all roles, whether friend, neighbor, teammate, worker, teacher, supervisor, or any other, have ideals that ought to be modeled. Terms connected to roles have a descriptive meaning (referring to anyone who falls under the category) and also a normative one, evident when we describe someone as a “true teacher” or a “great ruler.” These roles are often comprised of dyadic pairs (e.g., teacher-student, ruler-minister), and provide concrete guidance on how to excel at them. It is in these roles that ritual finds its all-pervading presence in human life, where we must be attentive to our conduct in the ever-changing roles we occupy and reflect on how we would feel if we were the recipients of our own treatment.

Beyond role-specific guidelines, everyday ritual concerns comportment more generally: wearing clean clothes, being amicable, honoring others’ privacy, not flaunting one’s good fortune, supporting others during hardships, and so on. Each of these may have ritualized aspects, though they can be more individualistic than what formal ceremonies demand and thus more conducive to personal style.6 Indeed, as noted earlier, merely complying with the formal aspects of ritual was considered inadequate. Yan Yuan cannot simply ape ritual’s dictates but must himself embody their spirit and give them a human face.7

When we observe ritual decorum, we signal to others that they matter, that they are affirmed and respected. Rituals convey respect and fellow-feeling in easily discernible ways, forestalling conflict and protecting individuals from offending, shaming, or insulting one another.8 Rituals enable one to signal emotions in predictable, discernable ways. Without such shared conventions, society would lack a “cultural grammar”—shared norms and rules with which to structure social life.9 With such shared conventions social existence can have a magical, almost sacred quality.10

Along these lines, Youzi’s statement on ritual from Book I of the Analects provides perhaps the best summary of the Confucian position:


1.12 Master You said, “When it comes to observing rites, harmony is most valued. It is such harmony that made the Way of the Former Kings so beautiful, and great and small followed it alike. There’s something that doesn’t work, though: you recognize harmony and try to harmonize, yet without regulating yourself by the rites—this will not work either.”



Rituals are indispensable, then, to forming, shaping, perfecting, and signaling human affect in vivid, easily interpretable fashion. Communities of individuals thereby form networks of associations that foster widespread societal cohesion.11

The Origins of Ritual

The Confucians believed that with the decline of ritual observance came the breakdown of trust and the seeds of socio-political disorder. But where did ritual come from in the first place? How did ritual take hold as a part of civilized society? If rites were introduced at a particular point in history, there must have been a time before rites. How do we get from a world without rites to one with them? Classical sources give two broad categories of explanations, which, for present purposes, might be labeled “constructivist” and “naturalist.”12

The Constructivists

Some early commentators maintained that sages—uniquely talented historical persons—established the rites for the benefit of humankind. Though having the same nature as other persons, they were driven by a desire to escape chaos and bring order to human society. To do so, they developed rites to structure and order human emotions. Rites, in this sense, are a form of technology aimed at taming, cultivating, and shaping raw human emotion.

A canonical passage from the Xunzi expresses this perspective clearly.


From what did ritual arise? I say: Humans are born having desires. When they have desires but do not get the objects of their desire, then they cannot but seek some means of satisfaction. If there is no measure or limit to their seeking, then they cannot help but struggle with each other. If they struggle with each other then there will be chaos, and if there is chaos then they will be impoverished. The former kings hated such chaos, and so they established rituals and yi in order to divide things among people, to nurture their desires, and to satisfy their seeking. They caused desires never to exhaust material goods, and material goods never to be depleted by desires, so that the two support each other and prosper. This is how ritual arose.13



The “Ritual Movements” chapter of the Record of Rites, while downplaying struggle and chaos, also maintains that before the creating of rites people led a very primitive existence, sustaining themselves with raw foods, living in caves during winter and in nests during summer. They lacked civilization. The sages, though, changed everything. They created civilization:


They harnessed the benefits of fire, they smelt metal, and they shaped clay. By means of these things they constructed platforms with roofs, as well as palaces, houses, windows, and doors. They were able to grill, roast, boil, and cook [their food]. They were also able to make various seasonings. They gained control over fibers so as to produce hemp and silk [for clothing]. By means of these things they nourished the living and tended to the dead. They were able to serve the spirits of the world. All [ritual] follows from this beginning.14



Further discussion of the creation of the rites is sparse. History records the bare fact that rituals were created, not how. Those details are lost. Nonetheless, the rites remain, at their core, the result of human artifice (wei 偽).15

Constructivists did not hold, however, that any set of rituals would be as effective as any other. The rites were created to cope with human emotions. Whether lust, envy, elation, or soul-crushing sadness, the rites were constructed to help humans work through basic emotions while living in harmony with others. The rites, in other words, are responsive to and must deal with human nature. The “Record of Music” 樂記 chapter of the Record of Rites, for example, explains that the ancient sages constructed rituals by “taking persons as their standard” (人為之節), implying that we can identify normal or typical human reactions from abnormal, atypical ones.16

With this in mind, consider a passage from the Analects in which the student Zai Wo (elsewhere compared to a wall of dung) complains about the three-year mourning period ritually required upon the death of a parent. He notices, sensibly, that prolonged ritual asceticism would hinder one’s progress in other worthy pursuits such as self-cultivation. What’s more (and once again sensibly) Zai Wo notices that the progression of the four seasons may symbolize a cycle of life, so a single year of mourning could represent the beginning and end of an entire person’s life cycle. Confucius’s response suggests that rituals are responsive to anticipated (i.e., normal) human emotional episodes, and so their form (in this case, the length of three years) are keyed to this normative conception of natural human grief. One year is simply insufficient. If one such as Zai Wo doesn’t feel the loss, well, there’s a deeper problem; he seems not to be humane (ren 仁). So there seems little point insisting on it.

Constructivists, then, think that rituals were created in response to these raw emotions, constraining what forms they can take.

The Naturalists

The constructivist has a problem, though: if humans were initially uncivilized, whence the impulse to civility? If human nature is naturally disordered and uncultured, how can it produce the impulse to achieve order and create culture?17 Maybe the emotions themselves contain the seeds of an answer. If formal rituals correlate to basic emotional occurrences in people, then perhaps the emotions themselves are attracted—spontaneously and of themselves—to one course of action or other. From this view, the rites are not invented or created in response to human nature but are instead expressions of it. Certain paradigmatic situations elicit certain paradigmatic (we might call them instinctual) responses, and these responses have within them the beginnings of a course of action that then forms the basis of a ritual.

Mengzi (孟子, or Mencius, ca. fourth century BCE) claims, for example, that certain instinctual responses give rise to certain coping mechanisms. He sees ritual as a natural phenomenon, arising as individuals coordinate their responses to momentous happenings that are a part of the general human experience. In much-discussed passage 3A5, Mengzi defends the lavish funerary rites for one’s parents as a natural emotional reaction, something that even critics of extravagance such as Yizhi (a rival Mohist) find it difficult to avoid doing. Mengzi explains that Heaven affords humans a normatively correct common root in human affect and inclination, which expresses itself in very particular ways. One can try to go against these inclinations, but this would create internal tension, leading to confusion and incoherence. “Does Yizhi believe that a man’s affection for his brother’s child is just like his affection some neighbor’s child?” The answer is so obvious as to be left unsaid. Natural human affect varies systematically, and so too should burial rites. Thus, frugality cannot match up with emotional demands of grief at the loss of a loved one. What follows is a fascinating account of the origins of ritual.


Now, in high antiquity there were some who did not bury their parents. When their parents died, they picked them up and cast them into a ditch. Another day, when they passed by, they saw that they were being devoured by foxes and wildcats and bitten by flies and gnats. Sweat broke out on their foreheads, and they averted their eyes to avoid the sight. The sweat was not because of what others would think but was an expression in their faces and eyes of what was present in their innermost hearts. They returned home and brought earth-carrying baskets and spades to cover them over. Burying them was truly right, and filial children and benevolent people also act properly when they bury their parents.18



We find a parallel account in the Record of Rites. In the “Questions on Mourning Rites” (Wen Sang 問喪) chapter, the three-year mourning-period chapter is deemed to be simply “the fruit of human sentiment” and the desire to perform mourning rites “is not sent down from the heavens or sent up from the earth; rather, it is simply [a matter] of human sentiment.”19 For example, part of Confucian mourning rites throughout Chinese history has been the fu 復 ceremony, consisting of climbing on top of one’s roof and calling upon the deceased to return. The explanation given of this rite is that it is what people already did spontaneously, a natural coping mechanism that had its origins in bouts of human despair.20

The naturalist is not committed to the idea that the rites originally emerged in their best, most beautiful forms. Mengzi, like other classical Confucians, held that the Zhou (“middle antiquity” in the following paragraph) perfected rites that began before them.


In antiquity there were no rules concerning the inner or the outer coffin. In middle antiquity both the inner and the outer coffins were supposed to be seven inches thick, and this was true for everyone from the Son of Heaven to the common people. This was not simply for the sake of a beautiful appearance but because it allowed, at the last, for the full expression of people’s hearts. If people were not permitted to do this, they could not feel satisfaction, and if they did not have the means to do it, they also could not feel satisfaction … Moreover, is it not a comfort to the mind to keep the earth from touching the bodies of those we love who have been transformed in death? I have heard that the noble person would not for anything in the world stint when it came to his parents.21



So rituals arise out of natural affect and inclination, but they can be further refined (and were indeed perfected, by the Zhou) to best match and cope with the emotional needs that generate their existence in the first place.

However, if we consider this general way of looking at rites—that is, as a formalized expression of affective inclinations—then rites are, in a sense, part of the coherent way that the natural world works. Continuing this line of thought, one might end up wondering whether rituals cohere and resonate with the broader world or even the cosmos at large. Indeed, we find such accounts in the “Ritual Movements” chapter of the Record of Rites, where we are told that ritual must ultimately “be rooted in the heavens. [It] moves [down] to reach the earth, extends to [all] affairs, changes and follows the times, and assists in demarcating boundaries.”22 Ritual is so encompassing in its scope, that it must ultimately be rooted in something non-arbitrary, something that is itself orderly and structured and harmonious and all-encompassing.

Critics

Critiques of ritual observance emerge early in the classical period and continue throughout. Critics charge that rituals are elitist and wasteful, that they do not promote widely recognized goods like order and a vibrant population, and that their role in fostering harmony should be seriously questioned. Mozi (墨子), a fifth-century-BCE moral reformer, found the opulent practices of the nobility—paid for through exorbitant taxes and forced labor—to be morally abhorrent. He attacked in no uncertain terms those who adhered to lavish ritual norms. Consider funerary rites, as previously discussed.


Nowadays … there must be an outer and an inner coffin, embroidered hide in three layers, jade emblems and jade already prepared, spears, swords, tripods, drums, pots, vessels, embroideries and silks, and funeral garments in countless layers as well as carriages, horses, women and musicians all prepared. They say the ground must be beaten down to make a road [to the grave] and the burial mound should resemble a hill. The interference with the business of the people and the wastage of their wealth cannot be calculated. This constitutes the uselessness of these [funeral practices].23

In considering elaborate funerals, there is the burial of much wealth. In considering prolonged mourning, there is protracted prevention of the conduct of affairs. Materials already produced are buried and there is a prolonged prevention of further production. To seek wealth in this way is like preventing ploughing but seeking to reap. As a method of bringing about wealth it cannot work. Therefore, to seek to enrich the state like this is altogether impossible.24



Mozi makes similar arguments in “A Condemnation of Musical Performances,” and related critiques can be found in the syncretic Lüshi Chunqiu 呂氏春秋.25 Even worse, according to Mozi, is that as experts and paid consultants on ritual, the Confucian advocacy of extravagant burials is abhorrently self-enriching. Mozi writes, “When a rich man has a funeral, they are very happy and say delightedly: ‘This is a source of clothing and food.’26

Mozi finds it simply incredible that sages such as Yao, Shun, and Yu (heroes for Confucians and Mohists alike) could possibly indulge in such extravagance. If they did so indulge, then why venerate them? He claims, instead, that these sages were buried in plain, unremarkable fashion. From the Mohist perspective, the demanding rites of the Spring and Autumn period were discontinuous with the modest rites of the past, and were perpetuated only because of conservatism, for instance, “This is what is called ‘[considering] one’s habits convenient and one’s customs righteous”—presumably a common saying of the time.27

In the third century BCE, Han Feizi (韓非子) pointed out the problems of trying to adjudicate these competing claims concerning the practices of the ancient sages. “Kongzi and Mozi both followed the Way of Yao and Shun and both claimed that they were the true transmitters of the Way of these sages, and yet the doctrines and practices that each of them accepted and rejected are not the same. Yao and Shun cannot come back to life, so who will determine whether the Confucians or the Mohists are correct?”28 Han Feizi pointed out that while there are those who find something to appreciate in each approach, they remain contradictory:


When participating in funeral rites, the Mohists wear winter clothes if it is winter and summer clothes if it is summer. Their inner and outer coffins each measure only three inches thick, and they only wear their mourning garments for three months. The rulers of the age consider this to be frugal and honor them. The Confucians, on the other hand, will bankrupt their entire household in order to provide a lavish funeral. They wear their mourning garments for three years, and so destroy themselves with mourning practices that they are forced to walk with a cane. The rulers of the age consider this to be filial and honor them.

But if one applauds Mozi for his frugality, one should condemn Kongzi for his wastefulness, and if one applauds Kongzi for his filial piety, one should condemn Mozi for his irreverence. Filial piety and irreverence, frugality and wastefulness—these are all features of the teachings of the Confucians and the Mohists, and yet their superiors honor them both equally.29



Finally, while the Mohists argue that we ought to modify rituals in the direction of frugality, other critics question the need for rites whatsoever. In the Zhuangzi, for example, we find the following anecdote.


Zhuangzi was dying, and his disciples wanted to give him a lavish funeral. Zhuangzi said to them, “I will have heaven and earth as my coffin and crypt, the sun and moon for my paired jades, the stars and constellations for my round and oblong gems, all creatures for my tomb gifts and pallbearers. My funeral accoutrements are already fully prepared! What could possibly be added?”

“But we fear the crows and vultures will eat you, Master,” said they.

Zhuangzi said, “Above ground I’ll be eaten by crows and vultures, below ground by ants and crickets. Now you want to rob the one to feed the other. Why such favoritism?”30



This is a striking way of making a basic critique: who is to say what a “normal” or “natural” burial rite consists in? What is the ultimate point of a lavish funeral? And how should we think of the greater cycle of life and death in which we, as humans, form only a small part?

Concluding Remarks

While the Confucian attitude toward ritual has been presented throughout this chapter as consistently positive, Confucians also grappled with ritual’s troublesome aspects. Clearly, many rituals were thought to be efficacious in ways that, on sober reflection, were unlikely to be true. Xunzi, for example, states in rather blunt fashion that superstitious beliefs concerning the ability of human rituals to affect the natural world are simply false and ought to be eliminated. The natural world operates on its own and its workings cannot be affected through entreaties, sacrifices, and the like, for instance in chapter 17, “Discourse on Heaven” tianlun 天論. But even setting aside these kinds of superstitions about the power of ritual to affect natural phenomena, there are more basic problems that routinely plagued Confucians’ faith in ritual.

For example, the Record of Rites has recently been read as presenting a fundamentally tragic conception of ritual, since ritual performance routinely fails to instantiate order in a disorderly world.31 Ritual deviation is commonplace (whether owing to lack of resources or expertise, or misunderstanding the state of the world the ritual is meant to redress). So, too, is ritual failure. What is the connection between these phenomena? Confucians believed that some deviations from ritual were entirely acceptable (e.g., substituting silk hats for the more expensive linen in Analects 9.3), but having certainty about one’s judgments in such matters is difficult, and ritual failures might be easily linked to such deviations. Nonetheless, such modified rituals do sometimes work, and seemingly flawless ritual performances, by contrast, sometimes fall flat. Why? Grappling with these issues was both a source of profound anxiety as well as a spur to repositioning one’s sense of what rituals can and cannot do.

In spite of these tensions, though, ritual remains a source of fascination and veneration in the tradition. From specific descriptions of ritual performance to the more general statements about ritual’s place in human society and reflections and speculations on its origins and functional rationale, ritual is significant in key texts that lie at the very heart of the Confucian tradition. As a whole they constitute an incredibly rich and compelling portrait of ritual’s role in human life.
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CHAPTER 36

Confucius and Contemporary Ethics

Tim Connolly

Many recent interpreters of early Confucianism have relied on the language of contemporary ethics to make sense of texts such as the Analects and Mencius. Reading such works with an ethical theory in hand allows us to understand how the different parts of the text fit together. Such a project also helps us see how ethical theories originating in the West compare with views found within a dominant tradition in East Asian philosophy. Since early Confucian thinkers develop ideas that, while showing some overlap with contemporary notions, often differ substantially in their method and content, such an approach can help us develop the theories in question.

At the same time, a number of problems have surfaced with this approach. The abstract and systematic approach of contemporary ethics may seem a mismatch for the Confucian tradition, with its goals of personal and societal transformation.1 The approach can also lead to interpretive one-sidedness, where we understand Confucianism according to dominant Western categories without appreciating what makes it unique.2 Additionally, because there has been a lack of consensus about which ethical theory is the best for early Confucian views, critics have argued that the entire project of “Confucian ethics” is a dead end.3

In this essay, I want to discuss a family of approaches to early Confucianism—virtue ethics, care ethics, and role ethics—and some shared conclusions that they have reached. While each approach has different goals and methods, and they have often been opposed to one another, they nonetheless converge on a set of main ideas about what makes Confucian ethics distinctive. By looking at the three approaches alongside one another, we gain a more precise understanding of the texts in question.

Virtue, Care, and Role Ethics as Theories

The virtue, care, and role ethical approaches to early Confucianism all cast themselves as “outsider” views that stand in contrast to mainstream Western ethical theory. Care ethical interpreters attempt to build connections between the Confucian tradition and the feminist ethical tradition. As one advocate of the care view notes, “the struggle of feminist theories in comparison with established canons is reflective of the struggle of Asian and comparative philosophy in finding ways to fit into the mainstream philosophical (Western) discourse.”4 Proponents of the role view—most notably Roger Ames, in a series of collaborative works written with David L. Hall and Henry Rosemont, Jr.—think Confucian philosophy makes claims about the significance of familial relationships that are distinctive enough that they cannot be understood in terms of the dominant Western ethical approaches of utilitarianism, deontology, and virtue ethics. Instead, they bring Confucian ethics into dialogue with non-mainstream traditions such as pragmatism and process philosophy. Proponents of the virtue view in turn point out that virtue ethics is also a minority tradition within contemporary Western philosophy, one which has only recently experienced a period of revival. Stephen Angle, for instance, contends that we should see virtue ethics “not as the imposition of hegemonic Western categories, but rather as exploring an interpretation based on a minority—even ‘esoteric’—position within Western thought.”5

Proponents of the virtue, care, and role views use different sets of concepts to make sense of early Confucian texts. For the virtue view, the most common approach has been to look at the early Confucians in comparison to Aristotelian forms of virtue ethics. On this approach, the early Confucians teach a set of character traits or virtues, such as benevolence (ren 仁), righteousness (yi 義), ritual propriety (li 禮), and wisdom (zhi 知). As Mencius argues, while every human has the “roots” or “sprouts” (duan 端) of these virtues already present in us, we need to develop them in order to lead flourishing lives (2A6). Sages such as Yao 堯 (c. 24th–23rd centuries BCE), Shun 舜 (c. 23rd–22nd centuries BCE), and Confucius provide different models of the ideal standard for all human beings.

Advocates of the role view argue that Aristotelian and other forms of virtue ethics are too focused on the individual to make sense of Confucian ethics. Rosemont, Jr., argues that at the center of Confucian ethics is the notion of the “role-bearing person,” who is understood as the sum total of their lived roles such as sibling, parent, child, teacher, or student.6 Flourishing is achieved not through the cultivation of inner character traits, but rather through achieving excellence in our relationships with others. Proponents of Confucian Role Ethics contend that the role-bearing person is an important corrective to the Western model of self, which can help provide solutions to many social problems that have resulted from a narrow individualism.

Those who support a care ethical interpretation also focus on the notion of caring relationships that they think is at the center of early Confucian thinking. Chenyang Li argues for a connection between care ethics and the Confucian ideal of ren, writing that both sides are in agreement that “a good government as well as a good person is one that cares, and promotes care, for the people.”7 While Confucianism in its historical manifestation has often been associated with oppression of women, Li contends that the shared focus on caring means Confucianism has more in common with contemporary feminist ethics than it does with Greek virtue ethics.

As mentioned in the introduction, one criticism of the use of contemporary ethical theory to understand early Confucian texts is that the language of ethical theory is too abstract and academic to make sense of thinkers like Confucius and Mencius. The virtue, care, and role views, however, show great concern for the practical and social orientation of the Confucian tradition, using different points of comparison to capture this orientation. In putting forth their understanding of a “Confucian Role Ethics” that is rooted in familial relationships, Ames and Rosemont, Jr., say that they are not offering a theory at all, but rather a “vision of human flourishing.” Ames criticizes the emphasis on “abstract, unconditioned knowledge, and its promise of certainty” that came to dominate the Western tradition, drawing on American pragmatists such as John Dewey in order to appreciate Confucian philosophy.8 Jiyuan Yu, who uses Aristotelian ethics as a point of reference for Confucian virtue, highlights the practical side of ancient ethics that is missing from modern philosophy: “Ancient philosophers are motivated to do ethics because they take it as a way of living. It is deeply personal rather than professional.”9 Finally, the care ethical approach attempts not just to understand the concept of care at work in early Confucianism, but to mediate an encounter between contemporary feminism and global Confucianism.

A number of influential scholars, including the 20th-century New Confucian thinker Mou Zongsan 牟宗三 (1909–1995), have used Kant as an interpretive device to understand the early Confucian tradition.10 A shared feature of the care, virtue, and role interpretations is that they all invoke a special point of contrast with Kantian ethics, rejecting first and foremost the idea that Confucian ethics is focused on universal principles. Virtue ethical interpreters such as Yu contrast the Confucian focus on character and virtue with modern moral theories that focus on moral rules.11 Li writes that “rules are not an essential feature of Confucian morality” and refers to ren and care as “ethics without general principles.”12 Ames and Rosemont, Jr., also emphasize the particularist nature of Confucian role ethics: “Confucians do not seek the universal, but concentrate on the particular; they do not see abstract autonomous individuals, but rather concrete persons standing in a multiplicity of role relations with one another. …”13 In the next two sections, we will consider in more detail the differences between these three views, on the one hand, and Kantian ethics, on the other.

Centrality of Relationships

Virtue, care, and role ethical interpreters all highlight the significance of relationships in the Confucian tradition. All three approaches converge on a model of flourishing based on the family, seeing this focus as distinctive to the early Confucians. Within this broad similarity, however, an important difference is that where care ethics and role ethics see these familial and social relationships as ontologically and ethically basic for thinkers like Confucius and Mencius, virtue ethical interpreters focus on the individual character traits that contribute to flourishing lives and communities.

The three interpretations arrive at the significance of family from different directions. An important influence on the early development of care ethics was Kohlberg’s model of moral development, in which the highest level of morality is characterized by the commitment to universal moral principles that transcend personal interest and social convention. Carol Gilligan argued that this model relies on a masculine conception of moral development, by which the distinctively feminine ethical voice is considered to be deficient. In contrast to the impartial and disinterested concept of morality found in Kohlberg, Gilligan writes that women are in fact driven by “an injunction to care, a responsibility to discern and alleviate the ‘real and recognizable trouble’ of this world.”14 Care is expressed through particular relationships that contribute to “sustaining the web of connection” that includes everyone.15 Care ethics, as with role ethics, takes these relationships as fundamental. As Nel Noddings puts it, “Perhaps the greatest contribution of care theory as it is developed here is its emphasis on the caring relation. Relations, not individuals, are ontologically basic. …”16

In a seminal essay on care ethics and Confucian thought, Chenyang Li notes that whereas care ethics has aligned itself with feminism, Confucianism in its practice has been patriarchal. Yet both early Confucianism and care ethics, Li thinks, will reject the language of individual rights in favor of a view of society as the family writ large. The Confucians think of filial piety (xiao 孝) and fraternal deference (ti 弟) as the root of ren (Analects 1.2), recommending a practice of care for others that begins with one’s parents and other family members, and then extends outward to other members of one’s society. For this reason, the early Confucians, like contemporary care ethicists, will challenge the notion of a separation between the public and private realms, seeing care as a value not just for the household but for society as well.17

The role view also sees the family as the basis of Confucian ethics. The Western focus on impartiality, according to Roger Ames, contrasts with “the Confucian worldview in which family is the governing metaphor, and in which in fact all relationships are familial.”18 Ames argues that the metaphysical presuppositions informing this worldview contrast with those at the basis of the Western philosophical tradition. Chinese thinkers inhabit a universe that is characterized by constant change, wherein ethical meaning arises from the ability to navigate the ever-shifting field of relationships with the things around us. As with care ethics, the role ethical interpretation sees the Confucians as developing a view of morality that begins from our relationships with our immediate family members and radiates outward.

Rosemont, Jr., contrasts the Confucian “role-bearing person” with the Western Enlightenment model of an autonomous self that is the bearer of rights. Since family is the place where we develop morally, an ethical vocabulary that centers on being a good daughter or good father or good brother is more meaningful than one based on abstract principles. Role ethical interpreters attempt to reconstruct the cluster of concepts, centered on filial piety, that makes Confucian ethics distinct from Western ethical theory. In dealing with difficult moral dilemmas, Ames and Rosemont, Jr., emphasize that the solutions to these dilemmas must be found from within familial relationships.

Whereas familial relationships are the key constituents of human flourishing for role ethics and care ethics, virtue ethical interpreters focus on the individual qualities of character that help us to play our familial and social roles. Rather than beginning from the idea that relationships are ontologically basic, the virtue view begins from a conception of human nature and its proper development that is found in Mencius. By developing our roots with the right nurturing and environment into full-fledged virtue, individuals can lead flourishing lives. It is these virtues that allow us to maintain good relationships with family and the community at large. The early Confucians are committed to a “minimally substantial” self that is the bearer of character traits and the performer of various social roles.19

While virtues are the fundamental component of early Confucian flourishing, family plays a central role in the development of the virtues. While Aristotle’s account of moral development focuses on friendship between equals, Confucius emphasizes the hierarchical relationship between father and son.20 Virtue interpreters also see the regard for the inherent value of familial life in the Confucian tradition as another factor that distinguishes it from the ancient Greek virtue ethical tradition.21 Finally, like care and role ethical interpreters, proponents of virtue ethics also see the family as central to the early Confucian account of human flourishing. As Philip J. Ivanhoe, one of the main defenders of the virtue view, writes, “At the heart of Kongzi’s conception of the proper life for human beings … is a model of a harmonious and happy family, one whose different members each contribute to the welfare and flourishing of the whole. …”22

Proponents of care ethics, role ethics, and virtue ethics all contend that family has been a neglected topic in contemporary moral philosophy. When we use these ethical theories as ways of understanding early Confucianism, we see this focus on the family as a distinctive feature of this tradition. Special consideration for one’s immediate family members is the root of ren, and this holds even in cases where they have done something wrong. When Confucius condones a son covering up for his father’s crime of stealing sheep (Analects 13.18), the contrast with Kantian ethics could not be more clear. From Kant’s perspective the maxim governing such an action cannot be made into a universal law for all rational beings.23 In emphasizing the significance of familial relationships in the Confucian tradition, the virtue, care, and role ethical approaches differ dramatically from the Kantian one.

The Emotions

Another area of convergence between the three views, illustrating an additional point of contrast with Kant, is their emphasis on the emotional component of the ethical life. Whereas Kant asserted that only actions that are done from duty have any moral worth, ethics based on virtue, care, and roles all focus on one’s emotional investment in the action. At the same time, there is disagreement among the three views about whether it is this inner component, or our external relations with others, that is fundamental to the good life.

As we saw earlier, the development of care ethics was marked by a critical reaction to morality as defined by the impartial application of universal principles. The focus on caring relationships entails a critique of Kant’s advocacy of duty over inclination. As Noddings points out, “For Kant, acts done out of love or inclination earn no moral credit. To behave morally, the Kantian moral agent must identify and act on the appropriate moral principle. Reason must displace emotion. In care ethics, however, we are not much interested in moral credit. We are, rather, interested in maintaining and enhancing caring relations. …”24 Caring, in her view, involves “feeling with,” a special kind of receptivity that involves sharing someone else’s pain as if it were one’s own. A mother, for example, will react to her infant’s crying with the immediate desire to relieve whatever is bothering the infant. “Something is wrong. This is the infant’s feeling, and it is ours,” Noddings writes. “We receive it and share it.”25

Care ethical interpreters such as Li note that for the early Confucians the highest ideal of ren exists as both a general virtue and as a specific sort of affection. In the latter regard, Confucius defines ren as “loving others” (ai ren 愛人; Analects 12.22). As affection or caring, it is a kind of “virtue of human relations.”26 Mencius shows how this feeling is the foundation of the ethical life, noting that “All humans have hearts that are not unfeeling toward others” (Mencius 2A6).27 Like Noddings, the Chinese thinker uses the example of our distress at a baby’s suffering to illustrate this idea. That such concepts are found in early Confucian texts shows that the emphasis on caring is not unique to contemporary feminism.

Drawing on Aristotle, contemporary virtue ethicists have also attempted to restore emotions back into our conception of the moral life. As Rosalind Hursthouse writes, virtues are “dispositions not only to act, but to feel emotions, as reactions as well as impulses to action.”28 To be a virtuous person is to feel the right emotions in the right circumstances and for the right reasons. Virtue ethicists criticize modern ethical theories for creating a split between reason and motivation. One advantage of Aristotle over Kant, according to Hursthouse, is that the former “allows the emotions to participate in reason. ”29

Virtue interpreters of early Confucianism emphasize the importance of a person’s inner comportment in carrying out the appropriate rituals. For example, Confucius says that we need to not only provide nourishment for our parents, but do so with a feeling of respectfulness, in order for it to count as filial piety (Analects 2.7). As Edward Slingerland writes, “That the inner state of the actor be harmonized with outer behavior was crucial for Confucius. Not only was there no place for Kantian duty, but any such duty-bound behavior would have been considered by a Confucian to be forced and inauthentic.”30 Emotional investment in the performance of a ritual is the only way to distinguish the cultivated person from the “village worthy” or hypocrite.

The role view in turn places “family feeling” at the center of the Confucian vision of human flourishing. As Rosemont, Jr., writes, “This is, in my opinion, the essence of Confucian personal cultivation: cultivating our feelings and intuitions, often with the help of rituals (customs, traditions, manners).”31 Family is the “emotional training ground” in which we learn to feel the proper role-specific emotions, with feelings such as deference, respect, and affection getting nourished within the context of roles such as child or younger sibling and then being extended outward to the world. While this view is similar to both virtue ethics and care ethics, Ames and Rosemont, Jr., contrast Confucian role ethics with Western ethical theories, which they think are overly dependent on rational calculation. In contrast with the kind of practical reasoning that is the focus of Aristotelian virtue ethics, moral choices for Confucius are ones “emerging spontaneously out of a cultivated sense of appropriateness within family and communal relations.”32

There is further disagreement about the priority of inner and outer in the early Confucian tradition. While virtue ethical interpreter sees character traits as the key component of the view of flourishing in texts such as the Analects and Mencius, role ethics and care ethics both take relations to be fundamental. Ames and Rosemont, Jr., criticize the view of the virtues as qualities of character that exist independently of circumstance, focusing on the idea of a “virtuosity” that is expressed within the particular nexus of roles present in the given situation. For them, since the overlapping relationships present in any situation will always be unique, virtuosity is a matter of responding with sensitivity and imagination to the particular demands of these relationships. Care ethicists have also focused on this point, noting the caring is not a quality of a person’s character, but instead a relation between the carer and cared-for. Caring, as Noddings writes, “is not in itself a virtue. The genuine ethical commitment to maintain oneself as caring gives rise to the development and exercise of virtues, but these must be assessed in the context of caring situations. … We must not reify virtues and turn our caring toward them.”33

Some scholars have suggested that early Confucian virtue includes both a character trait and a relational aspect. Shirong Luo, for instance, argues that while thinkers like Confucius and Mencius conceive of virtues as qualities of the individual person, early Confucian virtue has a social dimension that Aristotle’s arête lacks. While virtues such as ren reside within a particular individual, they can only be exercised in relation to others.34 The cultivated person relies on virtue to transform their relationships with those around them in a way that inspires admiration and emulation in the community. Guided by the ideal of the community as the family writ large, such a person works to create a world in which “everyone within the four seas is one’s brother” (Analects 12.5).

Conclusion

Often the three approaches have been on different sides of a debate about the foundational concepts of Confucian ethics. However, this debate should not lead us to overlook the consensus between the three views. Looking at the virtue, care, and role ethical accounts of early Confucianism together suggests an ethics that sees virtuous dispositions and caring relationships as the central components of a flourishing community.

Apart from the interpretation of the Confucian tradition, we should note that there is substantial overlap between care ethics, role ethics, and virtue ethics as theories. A number of philosophers have explored the overlap between care ethics and virtue ethics. Others have attempted to develop a virtue ethical theory of roles, or—less commonly—views that include both care ethics and role ethics. As mentioned at the beginning of this essay, studying Confucianism and contemporary ethics together is beneficial not only because it can help us to advance our understanding of the Confucian tradition, but also because it can lead to the development of our ethical views. The virtue, care, and role ethical approaches allow us to understand not just what is distinctive about Confucian ethics, but different areas of overlap between these three philosophical views.
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CHAPTER 37

Confucianism and Chinese Religion

Ronnie Littlejohn

Introduction

Chinese religion as understood in this brief study is broader than what might be called either “civil religion” or “the religious practices of the ordinary Chinese people.” We are looking for evidences of Confucianism’s interactions with religious practice and belief in the broad religious landscape including not merely the state cult, but also the practices at household altars and local temples and shrines to regional deities and worthies in the villages, seasonal festivals observed by communities, and the work of independent lay-based religious practitioners and specialists.

Attempts to isolate state religion from popular religion, while contributing to our overall understanding of the relationship between Confucianism and Chinese religion, succeed largely because the records of state rituals have survived in the Record of Rites (Liji 禮紀), Rites and Ceremonies (Yili 儀禮) and the Rites of Zhou (Zhou li 周禮). These texts represent expressions of the civil authority’s attempts to control access to religious power, while mostly excluding practices and beliefs associated with the general populous. Accordingly, these records provide only a partial picture of Confucianism’s relationship to Chinese religion. Turning one’s focus exclusively on the civil religion of China overlooks popular beliefs, but also the fact that the persons who practiced state rituals were themselves embedded in the more general culture and the religious beliefs and activities of the common people. Throughout the history of the relationship between Confucianism and Chinese religion, Confucian literati were acculturated into the general activities and beliefs in ordinary Chinese religion. For this reason alone, the membrane between officially sanctioned ritual practices and beliefs, and those found in the culture writ large, is much more permeable than often acknowledged.

Accordingly, for this study, I have organized information from these various sources into two very broad categories that allow observations across the spectrum from official civil religion to village practice: gods, ghosts, and ancestors; and rituals and religious specialists.

Gods, Ghosts, and Ancestors

The religious world into which Confucius came was thought to be populated not only by Heaven (i.e., tian 天), the anthropomorphic high god of the Zhou period, but also by other gods, ancestors, and ghosts, most of whom were human in origin but were thought to have transformed into spirit beings and were able to interact with the human world.1 Analects (Lunyu 論語) 6.22 says, “Fan Chi asked about wisdom. The Master said, ‘To devote yourself to what is appropriate (yi 義) for the people, and show reverence (jing 敬) for the ghosts and spirits (gui shen鬼神) while keeping a distance from them, this can be called wisdom.’ ” Confucius taught that a wise person approaches numinal entities by giving careful attention to the appropriate ritual decorum (li 禮) for relating to them.

One direct source of information about such beliefs is the text Spellbinding (Jie 詰) studied by Donald Harper.2 This is a work devoted to ghosts and uncanny happenings written on forty-two bamboo strips discovered in Tomb 11 at Shuihudi in Hubei Province in 1975–1976. The burial is dated to circa 217 BCE. The text contains seventy entries describing how to manage a wide variety of spirits and ghosts who may cause illness, good or bad fortune, and even village well-being.

As for indirect examples of commonly held related beliefs about ghosts and spirits, two examples from the Zhuangzi 莊子 are illustrative: the story of Duke Huan of Qi’s encounter with a ghost while hunting near a marsh in the mountains and Zhuangzi’s reported conversation with an old skull. In the latter of these, the skull says to Zhuangzi,


“Among the dead there are no rulers above, no subjects below, and no chores of the four seasons. With nothing to do, our springs and autumns are as endless as Heaven and Earth. A king facing south on his throne could have no more happiness than this!” Zhuangzi couldn’t believe this and said, “If I got the Arbiter of Fate (Siming 司命) to give you a body again, make you some bones and flesh, return you to your parents and family and your old home and friends, you would want that, wouldn’t you?”3



The arbiter of fate mentioned in this tale is Siming, who came to be closely associated with the kitchen god (zaojun 灶君), a deity mentioned in Analects 3.13. Answering a question from Wang-sun Jia about whether it is preferable to venerate the corner shrine for ancestral offerings (ao 奧) rather than the spirit of the kitchen god, Confucius replied: “Not so. Once you have offended Heaven (tian 天), there is no one to whom you can pray for help.” In popular religious belief, the spirit of the kitchen god reported to the heavenly bureaucracy about the conduct of the family and brought blessings and longevity, based on the actions of each person. During the Zhou period, a funeral procession was typically led by a shaman (wu 巫), who purified the way, either acting as an impersonator of the dead or using someone else to do so, and making offerings to the kitchen god as the arbiter of fate.4 Confucius was acculturated into such rituals and the communion with spirits they were meant to establish.

Although Heaven continued to be thought of as a supreme deity throughout the Warring States period, Xunzi (Xun Kuang or Xun Qing, 310–220 BCE) offered a critique of widely held views about Heaven’s workings: “Heaven does not stop producing winter because humans dislike cold, Earth does not stop being broad because humans dislike huge distances, …”5 In his “Discourse on Heaven,” Xunzi observes,


If you strengthen the fundamental works and moderate expenditures, then Heaven cannot make you poor. If your means of nurture are prepared and your actions are timely, then Heaven cannot make you ill. If you cultivate the Way and do not deviate from it, then Heaven cannot ruin you.6



Despite the differences on their views of human nature, Xunzi’s positions about Heaven are more closely aligned with those of Mencius than one might think. Mencius said that the way in which the rule of Heaven is recognized is by noticing the actions of a ruler. Those who live according to the teaching of the Classics about the Way (dao 道) are preserved, and those who do not perish. This is not because Heaven intervenes supernaturally. Mencius thought instead that if one lives a life instantiating the Confucian (ru 儒) virtues (e.g., humaneness/ren 仁) and follows the Way of appropriate (yi 義) conduct (li 澧) one will succeed, prosper, and gain respect in one’s culture. If one lives a life without regard for benevolence and appropriateness, one will find oneself failing, in conflict, and full of unhappiness. But neither outcome is a result of any supernatural intervention of Heaven. In taking this position, Mencius came quite near to Xunzi’s religious understandings as well.

Xunzi’s positions on ghosts have perhaps more far-reaching implications than is usual to note. In texts concerned with Warring States healing rituals and with good fortune, ghosts and spirits often played a key role. When a person was ill, a ritual specialist would first perform a divination to learn if the person’s health could be recovered. If so, then either by a second divination, or by some other form of spiritual guidance, the spirit causing the illness was identified and a promise to make offerings to it was made. In contrast to these views popularly held in his culture, Xunzi wrote of ghosts,


Whenever people have experience of ghosts, it is sure to be something they have determined during a moment when they are disturbed or hurried, or on occasions when they are confused and unclear. These are the occasions when people believe something there is not there, or believe something not there to be there.7



In his “Xunzi as a Religious Philosopher,” Edward Machle called for a reexamination of traditional readings of Xunzi which consider him to be agnostic or openly hostile to religion. He thinks, instead, that Xunzi’s skepticism was consistent with doubts about ghosts and spirits in the culture at large even from the time of Mozi (470–391 BCE).8 Mozi lamented this trend and sought to reinforce arguments that Heaven uses ghosts and spirits to punish and reward persons.9 Machle thinks that Xunzi’s point about seeing ghosts and beating drums for the sick is that if a person were not in a state of illness or emotional distress he would know better than to believe that a drum and pig ritual could cure a chill, or that he had seen a ghost rather than his own shadow.10 As a Confucian scholar, Xunzi offers a critical view of this belief, but it would also be a mistake to think there were no skeptics or religious doubters among the common people, because there surely were.

Nevertheless, with respect to belief in gods, ancestors, and spirits in the classical period of Confucianism’s encounter with Chinese religion one feature stands out importantly. Early Han texts record the movement of Confucius into the stream of Chinese religion as the ultimate of worthy men. Confucius was characterized as a godlike sage, the heaven-sent “uncrowned king” (suwang 素王). He was portrayed as a special spiritual prodigy who possessed extraordinary insight and could see into both the past and future. He could read the strengths and failings of rulers and ordinary persons alike, with or without the need of physiognomy. He was also associated with the Black Lord or Dark (Mysterious) Lord, an astral deity who commanded miraculous powers. Indeed, he was regarded as at one and the same time the son of the Black Lord and the Black Lord incarnate.11

The Han writers described supernatural elements in Confucius’s nativity and his extraordinary physical appearance as signs of his destiny to order the world. Sources reported that he was conceived when his mother received a visit from a qilin 麒 麟, a fabulous beast believed to herald the arrival of a sage-king. Texts declared that in addition to forty-nine distinguishing marks on the newborn’s body, Confucius’s chest bore five characters that said, “Talisman of the one created to stabilize the world (zhi zuo ding shi fu 制作定世符).”12 The result of this trend was that by the late Eastern Han period, the Confucius portrayed in the Analects had largely been overshadowed in the popular mind by the superhuman figure of the uncrowned king.13

In 195 BCE, Gaozu (Liu Bang, r. 206–195 BCE), the founder and first emperor of the Han dynasty, performed a grand sacrifice (tailao 太牢) to Confucius in Qufu, the site of the master’s birth. Confucianism’s appearance in Chinese religious practice also shows up during the Han on the walls of the tombs of the elite in the form of Confucius and his disciples and exemplary women following Confucian virtues.14 Bas-relief images of Confucius show up as early as the Han dynasty and image statues of him found their way into temples certainly during the Six Dynasties period if not earlier.15

Another important step in the process of Confucianism’s entry into the stream of Chinese religion was to honor those worthies who expressed in their lives the self-transcending values the Master had taught. Confucian-educated officials were most often the authors of stele inscriptions composed at the founding, repair, or reconstruction of official and local shrines to such worthies. For example, the stele dedicated to the sacrifices at the river Huai, at Tongbo, near Nanyang (in modern Henan) first celebrated in 163 CE offered great praise of the region’s governor named Zhang.16

Confucian officials who were local administrators built shrines and temples honoring exemplary men of the past. In this way, they not only displayed some sense of acceptance of the practices of veneration in Chinese religion among the common people, but actually transmitted and expanded such activities. These new shrines occupied a space that belonged neither to the official state cult, nor to the individual family lineage ancestral temple system. While the sacrifices and offerings done in such places were not part of the rituals mentioned in the Record of Rites, neither central government officials, nor local elites, treated them as illicit.17

Village religious activities during the Han were sometimes administered by local magistrates but more often by specialists variously called fangshi (方士), daoshi (道士), and miaowu (廟巫). Confucian officials sometimes validated the village and market town respect and veneration of such persons. For example, the Confucian magistrate of the area around Shangqiu in Henan, upon hearing of the miraculous appearance of the transcendent (xian 仙) Wangzi Qiao in 136, constructed a temple for Wang’s veneration. An inscription at the temple promised that prayers from sincere hearts would be fulfilled. By 165, Emperor Huan (Liu Ji, r. 147–167) recognized the shrine and commissioned an envoy to offer sacrifices there.18 The honoring of fangshi Fei Zhi offers another example. He was venerated in the area east of Luoyang. According to a stele discovered in 1991, and dating to 169, Fei Zhi was twice called to practice at court, first during the reign of emperor Zhang (Liu Da, r. 76–87) and then during the rule of He (Liu Zhao, r. 88–105).19

Emblematic of the evolving authority and place given to Confucius himself after the Han, Tang emperor Taizong (Li Shimin, r. 626–649) removed the image of the Duke of Zhou from the temple in the capital at Chang’an (Xian) and replaced it with one of the Master. Over twenty other famous Confucians were later venerated within the temple as well. Images of Confucius and other worthies were venerated there until 1530 when they were replaced with wooden spirit tablets.20

By the time of the Song dynasty (960–1279) some texts offered detailed criteria for the enshrinement of Confucian worthies locally and provided ritual guidelines for making sacrifices and offerings to them. Zhu Xi 朱熹(1130–1200) wrote just such an instructive essay marking the founding of a shrine to a man named Gao Deng (c. 1127). He pointed out that worth was not to be judged alone by the attainment of high position, but principally by one’s success in exemplifying the cardinal Confucian virtue of humaneness (ren 仁) and in leading the improvement of society.21

Song Confucian local magistrates expressed concerns about the ways in which sacrifices to Confucian worthies were being conflated with popular deities and spirits of place and nature. Ellen Naskar provides a translation of one essay on this subject by a certain Master Hu.22 Rules about the use of prayer requests, offerings of food, fruits, and wines, as well as the employment of spirit tablets, rather than images, represented attempts to mark the differences between Confucian worthies and popular deities. The interest seems to have been to maintain the worthies as moral examples, but to draw the line by prohibiting petitionary prayers and sacrifices to them that gave rise to expected efficacies of various sorts. Of course worshipers among the common people often did not make such finely grained distinctions. Chinese religion was rich and diffuse, and popular veneration of local heroes led to the apotheosis of many individuals into gods who were believed to be able to provide aid and auspicious blessings in the minds of the common people.23 Likewise, tales and legends of ghosts and spirits, quite apart from these theomorphized worthies, continued to multiply from the third to tenth centuries.24

In Chapter 3 of Zhu Xi’s the Conversations of Master Zhu, Arranged Topically (Zhuzi yulei 朱子語類) entitled “Spirit Beings (gui shen),” eighty-three conversations on the topic of spirit beings are recorded, and they may be taken as fair representations of the beliefs of well-educated, literati Confucian officials of the late 1100s to 1300s. Zhu Xi taught, “We can speak of spiritual beings as controlling powers, but we can’t speak of them as things. Moreover, they’re not the sorts of clay-modeled spirits we find nowadays. They’re simply psychophysical stuff (i.e., qi 氣).”25 Zhu also observed, “If we say that nothing comes to accept the sacrificial offerings, why sacrifice? What thing is it that is majestic above and causes people to worship and reverence it? Yet if we were to say that there truly is a cloud-chariot with attendant that comes in response, that would be absurd.”26

By the Ming period, changes in the titles of local gods reflected the influence of Confucianism on popular religion. The older the cult following of a regional divinity was, the less his martial and magical prowess were emphasized in favor of his demonstration of Confucian virtues such as filiality and benevolent nobility. Local divinities with names such as “demon-slayer” or “dragon-conqueror” invoked by temple officiants (miaowu or daoshi) were renamed. They received new titles such as “King Who Manifests Loyalty” or “Prince of Benevolent Munificence.”27

Rituals and Ritual Specialists

The Record of Rites (Liji), Rites and Ceremonies (Yili), and the Rites of Zhou (Zhouli) were the three most important manuals for ritual practice in early China. These texts give us a snapshot of the presence and activities of ritual specialists in the courts of the classical period. Along with the ruler and various scholar/ministers (ru), there were ritual specialists, shamans, diviners, and Daoist masters and alchemists. Luthar von Falkenhausen28 discusses the political roles of spirit mediums (jitong 乩童) and shamans in the court. These mediums were used to communicate with royal ancestors, deceased members of the imperial family, and even favorite concubines who were missed by the ruler. Shamans danced to bring rain, cared for the ancestral tablets, offered sacrifices and offerings to drive away pestilence and danger, and led funerals and identified impersonators of the dead.29 One description of the ritual specialists dating into the period of the Warring States comes from the Guoyu 國語 (Discourses of the States). In this record, Guan Yifu, who was minister to King Zhao of Chu (r. 515–489 BCE), stresses that it was the task of such specialists (wu) to demarcate the separation of Heaven and Earth and preserve this division through reverence and ritual.


Those among the people whose essence (qi 氣) was bright and never divided and who were able to be proper, reverential, correct, and rectified, their wisdom was capable of comparing the propriety of what was above and what was below … As such the illuminated spirits descended to them … They were employed in order to regulate the placement, positions, precedence, and ranks of the spirits and to prepare the sacrificial victims, vessels, and seasonal garments.30



During the Warring States period, some rituals at court were performed only by the emperor, others by specialists affiliated with the court, and those in regional local villages might be enacted by authorized dukes and ministers who were Confucian literati (ru). More commonly, local rituals were led by persons called fangshi, wu, daoshi, and even by ordinary Chinese village officials (a.k.a., “head men”). Local rituals included coming of age ceremonies, weddings, funerals, ancestral sacrifices, and seasonal observances and festivals. In a typical traditional household, there were daily practices such as venerating spirit shrines or tablets in the home. Daily tea, foods, and incense were used as offerings and sacrifices in these rituals. Incense sticks and small offerings were sometimes placed near the doors and windows of the home to appease any passing spirits not part of the family sponsoring the ritual performance. Special sacrifices were offered on death days of ancestors, and rites of passage such as weddings, and village or regional auspicious days. Analects 10.11 tells us that in his personal religious practice Confucius always took a small portion of each type of his food and placed it in the sacrificial vessels as an offering to his ancestors, just as was common among the general Chinese populous as well.

The dramatic feng 封 and shan 禅 imperial sacrifices on Mount Tai (Taishan 泰山) dated back to the time of the Shang (c. 1600–1046 BCE). Taishan was the principal place where the emperor paid homage to Heaven (on the summit) and Earth (at the foot of the mountain). Correctly performed rituals at that place were thought to move society in alignment with earthly and heavenly forces, establishing the harmony of the three realms: Heaven, Earth, and humanity.

In Confucius’s day, sacrifices at Mount Tai had become highly sophisticated ceremonies. Sacrifices of food and jade ritual items were buried on the mountain. But during the years of Confucius, the dukes and petty rulers of Qi and Lu made independent sacrifices there. This was the background to Confucius’s criticism of low-level ministers for such conduct (Analects 3.6). However, Mount Tai was not only regarded as the axis for Heaven (the feng rite) and Earth (the shan rite), but there was also the popular religious belief that caverns and caves around the mountain formed the access to the judicial courts of an otherworld bureaucracy called Fengdu (豐都), where Taishan’s spirit ministers oversaw the length of one’s lifespan and the punishments for one’s moral wrongs in the earth prisons (diyu地獄). During the Qin, fangshi in and around the mountain claimed to be able to glimpse the isles of immortality from its summit and to invoke the appearance of transcendents (xian) who possessed the secrets of immortality.31

Experts in healing, mediumship, calendrics, and fengshui were the most common religious specialists that found a place in the courts of the dukes, local lords, and even the emperor. Depending on the region and tradition, some local rituals excluded experts of certain types. Some popular religions, for example, did not practice blood sacrifices. At court, each ruler assembled his own cohort of specialists, often conscripting such experts from the local towns based on their reputations.

In fact, Confucius was himself a ritual master, a member of the group known as ru. Ru were performers of official rituals, although as we have noted they were not the only ones at the court who did so. Confucius’s close association with ritual performance is confirmed not only in records of his practices in the Analects (e.g., 10.9), but also in the inclusion of dialogues between himself and his disciples in the Record of Rites. Whether these are historically accurate or not, the point is that it was believable that Confucius would have performed rituals. There is also the long-standing tradition that Confucius went to study funeral rituals under the tutelage of Laozi.32 The Record of Rites says that on four occasions, Confucius responded to questions by appealing to answers given to him by Laozi. The records even go so far as to say that Confucius once assisted Laozi in a burial service. Of his performance of ritual, the Master said in Analects 3.12: “If I myself do not participate in the sacrifice, I don’t feel as though I have sacrificed at all.” Confucius did not attach value to religious practice because a ritual specialist can persuade the spirits to provide him a benefit, but rather because his active participation in it contributed to his own self-cultivation.

There is evidence that Confucius participated in rituals he did not conduct directly. One of the most interesting is Analects 10.10: “When his fellow villagers were performing the ritual to drive away evil influences (i.e., the nuo ritual), he would dress in his court robes and stand in attendance as host at the eastern stair.” While Confucius’s sense of decorum did not allow him to frolic, dancing and drinking, as was common in this ritual among the villagers, he nevertheless honored it. In the ritual, a specialist led the processional and invoked the help of certain deities to expel the spirits who might cause trouble.33

Mencius (372–289 BCE) offered many comments on ritual and sacrifice. In the Mencius 3B3 he said, “The Rites say, ‘A feudal lord takes part in the ploughing to supply the grain for sacrificial offerings. His wife takes part in sericulture to provide the material for sacrificial dresses. When the sacrificial animals are not fat, the grain not clean, and the items of dress not ready, he dare not perform the sacrifice.”34 While Mencius on one hand, and the fangshi and common people on the other, both rejected the use of some materials in sacrifice, their reasons were quite different. In Chinese popular practice, ordinary animals, food, clothing, or even artificial objects, such as those made of straw, could be “activated” in a ritual of conjuring, typically by dance, incantation, charm, chant, or painting of the eyes. In Mencius’s thinking, the most important feature is that the best sacrificial material should be used.

Xunzi was a ru and once the chief ritual master (i.e., libationer, jijiu 祭酒) among the assembled scholars in Jixia. While he led rituals, he did not think the value of these practices lay in an efficacious outcome of the performance. Neither did he believe that rituals influenced beings such as ghosts, spirits, or ancestors. He thought the purpose of the rituals was to display the character of the person performing them. In doing them, one expressed profound internal feelings such as grief, thankfulness, and humility. The rituals were representations of one’s self-cultivation and humaneness (ren).

Commenting on the actions of the impersonator of the dead during a funeral at the end of his “Discourse on Ritual” chapter Xunzi wrote,


One fasts and sweeps out the site, sets out tables and food offerings, and has the “announcement to the assistant,” as if the deceased were attending a banquet. The impersonator of the dead takes the goods and from each of them and makes a sacrifice, as if the deceased were tasting them … How full of sorrow! How full of respect!35



In addition to the formalized rituals that Xunzi performed as an official libationer, by the time of the Han, there were seven types of religious officials with established functions in the civil bureaucracy.36 Their activities included rites to bring auspicious events, offering prayers and performing dances for rain, and conducting exorcisms of ghosts and demons. Gradually, the ranking of these specialists continued to decline in importance, possibly as a result of criticism from Confucian officials affiliated with the court. Appraisals of the ritual specialists show up in the Guoyu.


People made their own offerings, and each family had a ritual specialist (wu) and a scribe. … The people exhausted themselves in sacrifices and yet knew no good fortune … There was neither respect nor reverence.37



The proliferation of ritual specialists who performed all these various kinds of religious activities, including the fact that aristocratic families, and some even among the poor, had their own practitioner, was lamented not only as shown above in the Guoyu, but also in the Xunzi. It opened the possibility that individuals would take advantage of the gullible or uneducated.

Ban Gu 班固 (32–92), a well-educated Confucian literati wrote the following in the preface to the Book of the Former Han (Hanshu漢書), “Xu Zhuan 敘傳-B.”


The sages of old worshiped the gods elaborately and made sacrifices to the lord and to their ancestors, as well as the sacrifices from a distance to the mountains and the rivers … In the latter days there were illicit cults and befuddled belief in shamans and scribe astrologers … Wanton charlatans arose amidst the chaos.



Learned Confucians sought alternative means for ministering to the sick, turning from exorcists and shamans. Wang Fu 王符 (83-170), a close associate of known Confucian literati Ma Rong 馬融 (79-166) developed an argument in Chapters 25-27 of his Comments of a Recluse (Qianfulun 潛夫論 ) for the use of medical pharmacology in curing illness and objected strongly to paying fees to ritual specialists and shamans whom he accused of cheating the sick and unlearned who were desperate to have a relief from their illnesses.

Additionally, Confucian officials such as Zhong Changtong 仲長統(180–220), who was attached to the court of Cao Cao曹操 (155-220) at the end of the Eastern Han, criticized relying on shamans and diviners to provide advice to the government: “Knowing all about the Way of Heaven and having no strategy for the people, that is what you expect from shamans, physicians, diviners, and invocators, from foolish people with no knowledge.”38

During the Wei period, Confucian scholars sought to annotate and reinterpret their own classical texts in ways that understood them to be more in harmony with the popular tradition of the “Way of Mysterious Learning (Xuanxue玄學).” This hermeneutical approach provided interpretations that moved away from religious and supernatural textual readings and was represented by prominent thinkers such as Wang Bi 王弼 (226–249) and Guo Xiang 郭象 (d. 312).

In the Tang, we have state records of debates between the recognized religious traditions of Daoism and Buddhism. The role of Confucian ru in these court debates is not completely understood at present, but it was likely quite prominent. Confucian intellectuals had the training and critical abilities to examine doctrinal claims made by both traditions. The Confucian governmental official Han Yu 韓愈 (767–824) developed critical appraisals of both Daoism and Buddhism. These were sometimes expressed directly to the emperor, as illustrated in his Memorial on the Buddha’s Finger (Lun Fogu Biao 論佛骨表) written in 819 and protesting veneration of the relic of a finger bone allegedly from the historical Buddha.

From the Tang, through the Yuan, there were also conflicts outside of the context of the imperial court between local ritual specialists in the towns and villages. These were often driven more by economic interest than ideological or religious beliefs. After all, the performances of mediumship, divination, and healing rituals designed to bring auspicious outcomes were frequently the only source of income for variously called fangshi, daoshi, and miaowu. This created a situation ripe for exploitation of the masses.

Zhu Xi’s students and other Confucian officials in the countryside had family, friends, and village neighbors who knew, employed, and trusted popular ritual specialists. These persons claimed to communicate with and appease local spirits in order to protect their communities. The fact that during the Song period Zhu Xi provided a philosophical account explaining the nature of numinal beings does not mean he accepted everything that he heard about them or that his students reported to him. For example, consider this response to a question: “Someone asked, ‘What’s your assessment of what common folk say about monsters and licentious spirits?’ Zhu replied: ‘In general, eighty percent of what common folk say is absurd, but twenty percent is true.’ ”39

Nevertheless, Zhu Xi believed that he stood in the lineage of the true transmission of Confucius’s teachings, allowing him to make offerings and prayers to Confucius as an ancestor, even though they were not direct kin. On one occasion, Zhu became so frustrated with his inability to control a student’s behavior that he prayed specifically to Confucius’s spirit, making a confession and asking for help:


I, Xi, am unworthy. I have recently been recommended and appointed as an official in charge of this county, so I gained the responsibility to co-direct school affairs here. There is a certain student under my direction whose bad behavior has stained those in charge. I believe that since I have failed to carry out the Dao myself, I have been unable to lead and hone others and have allowed [matters] to come to this. Moreover, I was unable [to impose] proper penalties early on in order to punish and control him. As a result both virtue and rules were lax, and disobedient literati ultimately had no restrictions. Therefore, I am reporting to the Former Sage [Confucius] to request direction in rectifying school rules.40



During the Song, Confucian concepts were incorporated into the three teachings (sanjiao 三教). This syncretistic tendency in Chinese philosophy and religion may be seen in the morality books (shanshu 善書) and ledgers of merit (gongguo ge 功過格). The most famous of these, Tract of the Most Exalted on Action and Response (Taishang Ganying Pian 太上感應篇), provides a set of moral precepts and details their contribution to the fate of a person’s longevity and success.

Ming-dynasty (1368–1644) literary texts, authored by Confucian intellectuals, such as Journey to the West (Xiyou Ji 西遊記, 1590s), Peony Pavilion (Mudan Ting 牡丹亭, 1598), and Creation of the Gods (Fengshan Yanyi 封神演義, 1605?), feature religious specialists of various types as well as their activities and interactions with Confucian literati.41 The texts reveal that intellectuals trained in Confucianism were familiar with the practices of religious specialists and even sometimes approved or tolerated their employment.

In the Ming and Qing (1644–1912) periods, the proliferation of temples throughout China made it impossible to delineate rigid categorical differences between urban and rural temples and complicated even further the demarcation of civil religion and popular religion.42 Local gazetteers list a wide variety of temples, many of which featured the veneration of Confucian worthies alongside Buddhist and Daoist gods.43 As village festivals and pilgrimages became more numerous and elaborate, Confucian officials noticed that these events offered opportunity for taxation and income, so they sought to regulate and control them, and the persons authorized to perform them. On the other hand, whenever specialists such as daoshi claimed to have direct revelations from the spirit world, and even the ability to communicate with the Celestial Emperor of Heaven (a.k.a. the Jade Emperor, Yuhuang 玉帝) by talismans, they could pose potential threats to civil authority. The Qing “Bureau of Daoist Registration” (Daolu si 道錄司)was one example of a system of official recognition designed to regulate conflicts between popular religious specialists and civil authorities and laws.

Conclusions

The truth is that generalized statements about the relationship between Confucianism and Chinese religion are systematically misleading unless they are heavily qualified. Such generalizations are often based on the supposition that Confucian literati lived in an artificial context that insulated them from the lived religious expressions of the Chinese of their day. This is just not true. Many Confucian intellectuals continued religious practices common in popular religion. Moreover, notable Confucian scholars such as Xunzi, Han Yu, and Zhu Xi developed complex interpretations of ordinary religious practices that merit further study.
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CHAPTER 38

Confucianism as a Religion

Yong Chen

Is Confucianism a religion? This question has long been regarded as one of the most controversial issues in the scholarship of Confucianism and in the discipline of religious studies. Wilfred Cantwell Smith had once claimed that it is a question the West had never been able to answer and China had never been able to ask.1 It highlights the perennial challenge of applying the Western concept of religion to the categorization of a non-Western tradition that is intrinsically defiant of generalizations derived from Western experiences. In particular, the controversy in the Chinese context has been complicated by the very nature of Chinese intellectual history and has assumed much greater complexity and profundity than in just an epistemological sense.

Undoubtedly, the controversy about the religious nature of Confucianism has much to do with the socio-political and cultural concerns of modern Chinese intellectuals.2 For them, what is really at stake in the question is not an epistemological examination of Confucianism in terms of religion, but rather an existential endeavor to explore the possibility and feasibility of reinventing tradition in post-Confucian paradigms. In other words, the “religion or not” debate about Confucianism is not so much about its religiosity per se as it is about the integrity of Chinese tradition and culture in general in modern times.

Values and Implications of the Chinese Discourse

Western studies of Chinese subjects usually differ from the same studies conducted by their Chinese colleagues in focus, aim, purpose, and perspective.3 For example, the syntagm “Is Confucianism a religion?” in English (and other Western languages as well) is very different from its Chinese counterpart in terms of values and implications. Ferdinand de Saussure’s theory on syntagm suggests that words in discourse are involved in both syntagmatic and associative relations, with the former created inside discourse based on the linear nature of language, and the latter acquired outside discourse by appealing to mental association.4 The very fact that the terms Confucianism and religion are juxtaposed in such a syntagm already indicates that modern conceptions of Confucianism are inextricably entangled with the perception of religion, and this is so in both the Western and the Chinese semiotic systems.

It is worth noting that the same discourse “whether Confucianism is a religion?” creates different values and implications in different contexts, primarily due to the difference between the associative relations of rujiao 儒教, (or rujia 儒家, ruxue 儒学) and zongjiao 宗教 (religion) in the Chinese syntagm, and those of the words Confucianism and religion in the English syntagm. Although rujia, rujiao, and ruxue are often indiscriminately translated as “Confucianism” and refer to it in a general sense, each of them emphasizes different aspects of the ru 儒 tradition. Literally speaking, rujia usually refers to “the sect of the literati”; rujiao, “the teaching of the literati”; and ruxue, “the learning of the literati.” However, none of them can command as holistic and panoramic a vision as the term Confucianism and its variations in Western languages can. As a result, the vision of the discourse on Confucian religiosity in the Chinese context is often obscured by the fragmentary and conflicting persuasions of the three terms. Typically, which term to choose to process the question is predetermined by, and in turn supports, the arguer’s position and attitude.

In general, while those opposed to Confucianism as a religion usually prefer rujia or ruxue, those in favor are likely to prefer rujiao since it would conveniently suggest a sense of “ru, the religion,” especially when juxtaposed with fojiao 佛教 (Buddhism), daojiao 道教 (Daoism), and other compound words with jiao 教 (religion). In reality, the question “Is Confucianism a religion?” has three different versions in the Chinese language: Is rujia a religion? Is ruxue a religion? Is rujiao a religion? Since all three terms—rujia, rujiao, and ruxue—can sanction a selective and filtered perception about the Confucian tradition, the “tidiness” of the supposedly same question in Western languages is thus in sharp contrast with the selectivity and circularity of the discourse in the Chinese context.5

On the other hand, the concept zongjiao (religion) has long been perceived to be in sharp opposition to the notions of democracy and science in modern China, a legacy ultimately attributable to the triumph of the May Fourth Movement.6 Inspired by the Enlightenment of the West and convinced by the progress of science and technology, the May Fourth generation advocated cultural reforms embracing the elimination of all religions, which were regarded as superstition and consequently inimical to the modernization of the state.7 It was thus commonly believed that religion was destined to disappear from human society since its falsity had long been proved by modern science. This radical attitude toward religion has been inculcated in the mentality of generations of Chinese intellectuals, and Chinese studies of religion have generally assumed a critical position. Whereas in Chinese academies religion as a study area is still bound with ethics, philosophy, and other disciplines that were established on the Western model at the beginning of the twentieth century, at the popular level it is often associated with the notions of feudalism, superstition, backwardness, and so on, simply due to the prevalence of the May Fourth sentiment.

Values and Implications of the Western Discourse

In contrast to rujiao (or rujia, ruxue) and zongjiao, the terms Confucianism and religion are imbued with different values and implications in the English syntagm. Unlike the diffused visions of the three Chinese terms in signifying Confucian religiosity, the vision of the word Confucianism is rather comprehensive and holistic. The close association between the term Confucianism and terms such as Daoism and Buddhism, conventionally conjuring imagery of religions in Western societies, induces a centripetal tendency toward a sense of religiosity. The fact that comparative studies of Confucianism and other religions are taken for granted in Western academies indicates a default legitimization in employing religious paradigms to conceptualize the Confucian tradition. This is not something automatically endorsable in Chinese academies, where there is always a delicate distance gauged between religion and Confucianism.

At first glance, “Is Confucianism a religion?” appears to be a well-established and unequivocal question—a question of whether or not Confucianism can be admitted into the category of religion. But the seeming “tidiness” of the question is essentially attributable to the etymology of the term Confucianism. The affinity between Confucius and Confucianism in English immediately reminds one of Christ and Christianity, Buddha and Buddhism,8 or Zoroaster and Zoroastrianism, to name just a few. It is necessary to point out that the parallelism in these signifying processes is nothing more than an etymological expediency and should not be used to incite imaginations or analogies suggesting a possibly symmetrical relationship between Kongzi (Confucius, 551–479 BCE) and the ru tradition (Confucianism).

For Westerners, the term Confucianism immediately conjures a holistic and panoramic vision encompassing their fascination with the tradition as a whole. In fact, it is through the concepts of Confucius and Confucianism that the West has been imagining the East since the late seventeenth century. For the early Jesuits, Confucius and Chinese civilization to some degree were synonymous, and the terms Confucius and Confucianism endured as metonyms for anything Chinese.9

The utility of these terms in the Western context has not been questioned despite their possible misrepresentations, partly because they are now an entrenched part of Western languages and to use any other terms would cause unnecessary confusion.10 But we need to keep in mind that the entrenchment of the word Confucianism and other constructs in Western languages would inevitably lead to a sanction of axiomatic and uncritical use. The very “tidiness” of terms such as Confucianism is perfectly exemplified in the way the question on Confucian religiosity is processed in the Western semiotic system. Whenever the word Confucianism is uttered, a bird’s-eye view is squarely sanctioned over the signifying process, with the signifier (the word Confucianism) and the signified (the conceptualization of Confucianism) establishing a circular and exclusive one-on-one correspondence.11 While the format of the question “Is Confucianism a religion?” in the Western context appears to be well defined, the processing of the supposedly same question in the Chinese context is constantly plagued by terminological obscurity due to the ambiguous nature of rujia, rujiao, and ruxue.

On the other hand, the contrast between the reception of zongjiao and religion in their respective contexts is certainly worth noting. While zongjiao is generally treated with indifference and skepticism in China, religion has been involved in a more complicated but generally friendly situation in the West. The anti-religion sentiment culminated in the Enlightenment and the French Revolution in the eighteenth century, and great atheistic thinkers like Marx, Nietzsche, and Freud during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries had profoundly inspired millions of people. But the two World Wars and numerous other conflicts since then have effectively shattered the superstitious conviction of the “omnipotency” of science and technology and the “supremacy” of humanism. Although the actual number of those who attend religious services has been steadily declining in Western societies, religion has managed to hold fast to an autonomous realm where it can still provide moral values and meaning to modern life.12 Instead of being associated with the notions of feudalism, superstition, and backwardness as in China, religion (understood as spirituality, not institution) in the West nowadays is normally perceived with regard to spirituality, morality, and passion. Besides its descriptive meanings, the term religion usually carries a commendatory implication of “devotion, fidelity or faithfulness, conscientiousness, pious affection or attachment.”13

Three Episodes of the Controversy in Chinese Intellectual History

There have emerged three major episodes in the controversy on Confucian religiosity throughout Chinese intellectual history, the origin of which can be traced all way back to the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries when Matteo Ricci (1552–1610) and his cohort endeavored to present the message of Christianity to the Chinese population through the Confucian language. Seeing Confucianism as a “sect” of the Literati instead of a “religion,” Ricci proceeded to articulate its compatibility with and perfectability by Christianity, to no avail.14 Although the division in the Christian mission on how to treat native traditions of the Chinese was later intensified in the Rites Controversy and eventually resulted in the termination of the mission in China,15 the intellectual legacy of the Jesuits had set a fundamental tone for the debate on Confucian religiosity for centuries to come.

The Rites Controversy can be largely attributed to the Christian mission’s own struggles in how to approach Chinese traditions, but the controversy triggered by Kang Youwei’s Confucian Religion Movement at the turn of the twentieth century was as a native response to the radical disruption of Chinese society by Western intrusions.16 While Kang Youwei (1858–1927) tried to promote Confucianism as a state religion—despite the fact that his “Confucianism” was already at odds with the Confucianism traditionally perceived—to counter Western powers, the May Fourth intellectuals simply opposed any attempts of this nature. Yet both camps shared the common characteristic that they were determined to pursue social and political agendas in precedence over any academic discussion about Confucian religiosity.

The third surge of the controversy originated in the late 1970s when China had just survived the Cultural Revolution (1966–1976) and was searching for its new direction. In 1978, Ren Jiyu, the then director of the Institute for Research on World Religions, shocked Chinese academies nationwide by formally presenting Confucianism as “a religion.”17 Ren was a Marxist and his proposal was intended to repudiate the modern relevance of Confucianism. His proposal ignited stormy debates on the legitimacy, relevance, and orientation in bringing the paradigms of religion to the understanding of Confucianism for the next two decades.18 Since the beginning of the twenty-first century, the debate on Confucian religiosity has taken a bold turn from the previous period by articulating the cultural, social, and even political significance of constructing Confucianism as a religion in contemporary times. This is certainly a far cry from Ren Jiyu’s Marxist interpretation of Confucianism. Jiang Qing, a leading spokesman of this initiative, is especially important for understanding this intellectual trend due to his religious approach to Confucianism at a both theoretical and practical level.19

In summary, the three episodes of the controversy on Confucian religiosity share some common concerns and frameworks in tackling the problems of their times, yet they cannot simply be seen as natural developments in a chronological order. Due to their respective cultural and socio-political situations, each of the episodes has demonstrated its own priorities, inclinations, and perspectives in bringing the understanding of Confucianism to the terms of religion, and has manifested distinctive features, patterns, and characteristics in their representations. While the controversy triggered by the Jesuits was essentially a problem of the Catholic Church, the politicization of the controversy by Kang Youwei and the May Fourth intellectuals was indeed a “Chinese” phenomenon, the complexity of which dictated that any debate on Confucian religiosity without appealing to its socio-political and cultural implications would be detrimentally luxurious and anachronistic. While Ren Jiyu’s move to define Confucianism as a religion meant to discredit it once for all, Jiang Qing’s rehabilitation of the tradition is certainly a reversal of the Marxist bigotry, and its consequences remain to be seen.

Western Scholarship on Confucian Religiosity

In Western sinology, there are a handful of scholars who have touched upon the issue of Confucian religiosity in one way or another, and each of their perspectives merits scholarly attention and discussion. Apparently, Matteo Ricci’s encounter with Confucianism set a fundamental tone for Western imaginations about the tradition, and early Western scholarship on Confucianism pivoted on his paradigms and models. James Legge (1815–1897) and William Edward Soothill (1861–1935) as missionary sinologists followed Ricci’s lead in seeing Confucianism as a corrupted version of an original monotheistic religion and Christianity as a rectification of this downward degeneration. Like Ricci, their concept of religion was laden with value judgments; but unlike Ricci, they regarded Confucianism as a type of religion—the false religion—as opposed to Christianity as the right or true religion.20

Max Weber (1864–1920) saw Confucianism as a “magical religion” embracing a this-worldly rationalism, but he was more interested in a functionalist explanation of its social mechanism that he believed failed to usher in capitalism as Protestantism did.21 Julia Ching22 and Rodney L. Taylor,23 on the other hand, endeavored to deprive religion of value judgments, but their approach still resorted to Christian paradigms and frameworks. John Berthrong tried to break away from a Christ-centric approach to religion and move toward a pluralistic perspective, yet his methodology was less than satisfactory, and the perennial polemics on Confucian religiosity still loom large in contemporary Confucian studies in the West.24

In recent years, an increasing number of Western scholars tend to recognize a religious or spiritual dimension of Confucianism to some extent, this being done often with a tacit recognition of other nonreligious aspects of the tradition. However, the consensus on a religious dimension falls one step short of granting Confucianism full religious membership and does not lend much help to resolving the perennial controversy on its religious membership in both Eastern and Western academies. On the other hand, there has been discomfort with the idea of representing Confucianism as a whole as a “religious tradition” or “a religion.”25

Is there a difference between identifying the whole tradition of Confucianism as religious or as a religion, and merely locating a religious or spiritual dimension embedded in its manifold expressions? The answer is certainly yes. While the latter is more oriented toward a microscopic study of the specifics of certain religious concepts, values, or modalities, the former is steered toward a macroscopic and comparative study between Confucianism and other traditions under the auspices of religion, however the concept may be understood. In any case, to perceive Confucianism as a religious tradition or even a religion is theoretically possible, but this should be done from a holistic and contextual perspective.

Regarding the holistic quality, Confucianism as a comprehensive system should include the Four Books and Five Classics, or the Thirteen Classics; the teachings, precepts, and rites laid down by Confucius, his disciples, and later Confucian scholars; the cults dedicated to Confucius, his disciples, and other worthies in the Confucian lineage; the worship of heaven, earth, and tutelary deities; the ancestor worship, family rituals, and other practices that are in conformity with the principles laid out in the Record of Rites; and other relevant manifestations. In short, a holistic inspection of Confucianism as an institution should pay attention to a sufficient number of its instantiations.

Regarding the contextual quality, whether defining Confucianism as a religion depends on the specific context, the purpose of the study, and the paradigms that are applied in the approach. In any case, the proposal to perceive Confucianism either as a religion, a philosophy, or any other kind of referential system should not be taken as a “universal truth,” a “permanent value,” or a “final judgment.” In this respect, a deductive approach to defining Confucianism is not recommended, since, in order to define Confucianism as a whole as religious, one would have to superimpose a religious nature upon every aspect of the tradition.

The Methodological Attitude Toward Defining Confucianism

It is interesting to note that C. K. Yang, while having established a definition of religion accountable to its local applicability and having adequately demonstrated the affinity between Confucian value systems and the supernatural agents, refrained from defining Confucianism as a religion per se.26 It is not likely that he had ever been deterred by the May Fourth sentiment that conceived religion as the symbol of backwardness or as the opposite of science and democracy. From his account of the relationship between Confucianism and Chinese religious practices, we see a rather detached, neutral, and scholarly attitude and tone.

The tension between the “historicality” of Confucianism and the “a-historicality” of religion has significantly complicated the project of defining Confucianism. The historicality of Confucianism directs scholars’ attention to a “functional shift” of the tradition encoded in its historical development. It furnished “instrumental” functions that essentially shaped the political, economic, legal, ethical, cultural, and many other dimensions of traditional Chinese society. The religious function of Confucianism was largely marginalized by its this-worldly orientation from within and by the competition from Buddhism and Daoism from without. When the Qing dynasty collapsed in 1911, Confucianism was deprived of institutional support and of instrumental functions, as it was accused of being incompatible with science and democracy.

Meanwhile, only when the principle of separation of church and state took hold of the mentality of Western societies did the modern identity of religion come into being. With the establishment of religious studies as an independent field of social sciences, religion was gradually conceptualized in terms of and assigned to the specific domain called “religion.” This assignment isolated religion from the instrumental dimensions of the social fabric and endowed it with aesthetic functions. From a functionalist point of view, this “purification” process of Christianity in the West is reminiscent of the “functional shift” of Confucianism in modern China. By giving stipulative definitions of religion on the one hand and circumscribing the denotations and connotations of Confucianism on the other, C. K. Yang had readily justified his position in approaching “the functional relationship between Confucian thought and Chinese religion.”

Wouter Hanegraaff held that the study of religions has long been complicated by the tension between a systematic and a historical perspective on religions, the former being entangled with theoretical opposites (such as universality versus specificity, generality versus unicity, necessity versus contingency, or unity versus diversity) and the latter being historically indebted in equal measure to two currents of thought that exemplify these very same opposites.27 Furthermore, this tension can be seen as one particular manifestation of the more general tension between the forces of the Enlightenment and the Counter-Enlightenment in nineteenth- and twentieth-century thought. This fundamental tension is also vividly manifested in the controversy over Confucian religiosity, with a deep disparity between the commitment to modernization (the Enlightenment vision), and the commitment to postmodern critique (the Counter-Enlightenment vision).

Jan Platvoet also believed that, in the history of the research on religions, explanatory theories of religion, which are derived from the systematic perspective, have often proved to be ideologically inspired and to serve strategic aims of an extra-academic kind.28 For him, the tension between the systematic perspective and the historical perspective on religions is categorical: while the former is engaged in “defining religion in spite of history,” the latter is simply “against paradigmatic integration.” The particular difficulty of defining Confucianism has proved the methodological significance of both approaches and the indispensability of a pragmatic attitude toward the conceptualization of religion. This pragmatic attitude determines that definitions of religion should no longer be regarded as constituting truth about the “essence” of religion as such, but rather be developed, and examined, as tools for discovering, investigating, interpreting, and explaining some aspects of religion or of particular religions.

The poignant challenge of the pragmatic approach is to analyze and assess the heuristic, analytical, and theoretical utility of the concepts of religion developed for particular, context-bound tasks. The concept of religion is an expedient category for advancing the understanding of cultures, or more broadly, the human condition. Through its pragmatic application to certain phenomena among non-Western cultures, the category of religion is engaged in a progressive process of de-Westernization by which it is gradually transformed into a more neutral, more technical instrument of research. Only this way can scholars claim that they do not create similarity between cultures simply by extending the term, but that they apply the term because they discern some similarity.29

The controversy over Confucian religiosity provides both a source and a test case for new ideas about Confucianism and about religion as well. The difficulty of defining Confucianism in terms of religion challenges the accepted assumptions, paradigms, and perspectives in formulating both constructs. The tension between the conception of religion and that of Confucianism in this methodological experiment signifies the magnitude of the difficulty of charting Confucian territory in accordance with Western academic principles and norms. The shift from Confucian paradigms to the paradigms of modernity in modern Chinese society determines that the integrity of Confucianism has to be questioned no less significantly in the category of religion than in ethics, philosophy, politics, or any other academic discipline.

Meanwhile, the generic and profound resistance of Confucianism to the theorizing efforts of the academic world presents an incisive deconstruction of the claim that the concept of religion embodies “universal validity and unique truth”—something that has been widely regarded as hegemonic and is increasingly contested by the plurality and diversity of religions or religious manifestations in the world. The resistance also suggests the growing constraint of the conventional and essentialist understanding of religion in cross-cultural studies, as extensively addressed by anthropologists and religious studies scholars who are conscious of the difficulty of cross-cultural representations. The validity and utility of any definition of religion should only be recognized with respect to the fact that it is no more than a conceptual instrument, decidedly ambiguous, provisionally applicable, and constantly revisable.
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