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“An Old Country with New Missions”: A New Exploration on
the Combination of Confucian Tradition and Modern China

Abstract:

The relationship between Confucian tradition and modern China has been discussed since
the last century only on a preconceived level of "pre-modernization" without practical
orientation, since the discussion has been referred to the modern West while China has
not yet commenced modernization. Such being the case, it is of great significance to
revert to this topic in the contemporary context of China's modernization. In other
words, such new discussions are concerned with a series of difficulties China is
presently confronted. To put it brief, the profit-oriented market economy has bit by bit
undermined the traditional customs of the mild agricultural society, resulting in the
emotional apathy among people, crush of the ethical order, discard of morality in life,
ignorance of man’s spiritual existence, and ultimately the extremely unbalanced
development of "beggar-thy-neighbor" situation among ethnic groups, countries and
regions. Since Confucius time, the Confucian tradition has always been attaching great
importance to purify customs through social rules for etiquette and harmony, in the
process of which, the ethic order is arranged to promote the emotional communication
among group members, the individuals are cultivated to enhance their spiritual realms,
and most importantly, those social rules for etiquette and harmony are casted as forms
of civilization so as to achieve peace and harmony of the whole world. The integration
of these three aspects of the Confucian tradition can undoubtedly provide a reference for
solving considerable problems confronted by modern China.

Key words: Confucian tradition, modern China, rites and music, An, harmony
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Ideals, Institutions, and the Possibility of Confucian
Democracy

Halla Kim(Uni. Nebraska at Omaha)

In this paper, I tackle the question as to why the Confucian tradition in East
Asia failed to generate democracy. In the first section, I discuss various forms
of Confucianism and come up with a most suitable one before [ define
democracy. [ then consider the view that, even though Confucianism, thus
defined, had the democratic ideals, it could not generate democracy because it
failed to secure democratic institutional structure. [ call this view ‘No
Institutions’ View. However, there are two versions of it. First, a thin version of
the view holds that the theoretical resources are clearly found in Confucianism
yet they failed to provide the democratic institutions. Second, there is the view
(a thick version of ‘No Institutions’ View), according to which the theoretical
resources do exist in the Confucian tradition, though only as potentiality and not
as a historical reality, and this is why the tradition failed to produce democracy.
Third, some hold the view (which [ call ‘No Ideals’ View) that Confucianism
simply lacks not only the practical institutions but also theoretical ideals of
democracy. In the conclusion, I discuss the reason why [ reject these views and
offer my own view. In particular, [ offer a hybrid view concerning the

relationship between Confucianism and democracy.

1. Confucianism and Democracy

There is currently no consensus on what democracy or Confucianism really is
and it is not easy to come up with a universally acceptable definition of them.
The traditional Confucianism in East Asia views the state as an organic whole
whose structure is isomorphic to that of a family. Just as, in a family, child
obeys its parents in a superior—inferior relationship, the state is such that child
(citizen) must exhibit proper conduct and filial piety, while the father (leader) has
a duty to rectify the flawed behavior of his child through principled,
authoritarian yet benevolent leadership. The upshot is that the traditional
Confucian society stresses obedience to authority and discourages behavior that
delegitimizes the authority structure. Yet deference to authority leaves little room
to cultivate a tradition of political activism and social mobilization. In a liberal
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polity, «citizens are encouraged to formulate opinions based on individual
well-being, while in a Confucian society subjects tend to defer to the state
without placing checks on the behavior of state officials.180)

According to a very liberal conception of the Confucian moral traditions,
governance is guided by the notion of ‘minben (EZ)') which means treating
‘people’ (min) as ‘roots’ (benzk).181) To govern by this principle, therefore, is to
protect the people’s (min) economic prosperity and physical security just as the
roots of trees (ben#) should be cared for. When government fails to protect the
prosperity and welfare of the people, it loses the ‘mandate of heaven’ (tianming
Kw) and becomes subject to removal by rebellion.

The core values of Confucianism then include a focus on conformism,
family-modelled collectivism, paternalism, and hierarchically-oriented social
harmony.182) The concept of ‘self’ in the Confucian ethos, for example, is defined
as a person’s obligatory role in the greater society. Indeed, ‘rights’ are not a
distinguishing feature in the Confucian value system. Individuality comes second
to the preservation of the group. This is particularly emphasized with regard to
the family. The family unit is the microcosm of society and politics and idealized
as the prototype of good governance. In brief, illiberal Confucian values stress
social commitments that contrast sharply with the individualistic and adversarial
nature of Western-style government, which are designed and operated by the
people. Confucianism advocates a system of ethics intended to build a moral
community of datong (K[Egrand harmony or unity).183) The source of this unity
is a social hierarchy that honors the authority of leaders and aims to strengthen
the greater community. Because of this, some strongly suspect that political
centralization and the de-separation of powers are endemic to the Asian value
system. These, however, immediately contradict Western ideals of democratic
governance.

Can Confucianism legitimize unregulated state authority? While it is true that
Confucianism values order, this does not denote government superiority.
Mencius wrote, “The people are the most important element in a nation; the
spirits of the land and grain are the next; the sovereign is the lightest”™ (5Ab).
Concepts of individual rights, constitutionalism, natural law, and individual
freedom were indeed absent in Confucianism, but one could argue that they can
be integrated into a Confucian discourse on democracy, one that is evolving
globally, without contorting Confucianism itself. Furthermore, we occasionally

witness suggestions to improve Western democracy through Confucian tradition

180) There are occasional exceptions, e.g., Mencius's view of revolution in opposition to the
corrupt dictatorship, but this was not a general trend in East Asia.

181) This originates from the phrase “EM#7R" in the History of Documents (£#&), Book of
Xia (EZ&), Ch. 6 &&.

182) Chun 1996, 138-141.

183) This concept originally appears in the "Liyun" (i#;&) chapter of the Book of Rites (i&zZ).
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in the right-wing GMD (BlR &) ideology (such as in the new life movement of the
1930s), which also can be found in Sun Yatsen (f%i%1l)’s thought.184)

The Confucian polity is often understood in terms of values and normative
principles but less so in terms of institutions and procedures. “Confucian” values
and virtues are identified and often linked to notions of self-cultivation, or the
self-transformation, of individuals or entire communities. Consequently, the
quality of Confucian government seems to depend to a large extent on the
“cultivation” of personal qualities and virtues by either rulers or citizens, or on
the kind of values they share and put into practice. The Confucian classic The
Great Learning (Da xuek%£) is often cited for this purpose.

There is thus no denying that the Confucian state limits pluralism to harness
national cohesiveness. For example, East Asian presidents and prime ministers
are often granted inordinate amounts of power with little opposition from other
branches of government. Some leaders legitimize their oppressive rule by
invoking Confucian values of national wunity and patriarchalism. These
arrangements reflect the concept of delegative democracy, where political power
is concentrated in the executive and rarely challenged. The use of ren
(benevolence) from the Confucian tradition in contemporary Chinese society has
been argued to sustain a ‘benevolent authoritarian regime. 185 Thus,
Confucianism at least traditionally conceived, seems to be totally incompatible
with modern liberal democracy.

But how then do we understand democracy? What is liberal democracy?
Classical interpretations of democracy emphasize the protection of individual
liberty and participation in the political process. A democratic system is
legitimized through free and fair elections and operates under formal political
institutions. Democratic leaders abide by a constitution or legal tradition that
promotes transparency and accountability. Specifically, democracy is
conceptualized procedurally as government by the people or substantively as
government for the people.

In its historical origin, the emergence of procedural democracy might have
something to do with the development of the merchant class and its awareness
of its social and economic status in the West. But for our purpose, it suffices to
say that a procedural democracy presumes a self-deterministic, pluralistic, and
adversarial polity. The Confucian tradition presumes that government exists
primarily to protect and improve the lives of the people. In such a system,
leaders are also expected to govern morally and selflessly. The difference is that
a democratic polity places more weight on institutions designed to ensure
accountability and transparency, while Confucianism stresses virtuous leadership

over the rule of law and institutional checks and balances.186)

184) Thomas Frohlich, 2010, 169.
185) Guillermo O’Connell, 60.
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2. ‘No Institutions’ View: A Thin Version

In the comparative study on Confucianism and democracy, there is a familiar
model according to which the traditional Confucianism has all the nice
conceptual foundations for democracy yet it miserably failed to produce
democracy because it could not produce a culture of institutional democracy.
Some people believe that the principles of Confucianism are analogous to
democratic values. They even go on to suggest that Confucianism and
democracy can be married as a harmonious system within East Asian societies.

In a recent work, “Confucianism at a Crossroads,” Prof. Young-chan Ro
develops his insights about the fundamentals of Confucianism and democracy in
a sophisticated way. His leading questions are: why has East Asian Confucianism
not produced a Western style democracy?187) Why is it that the West has
developed democracy while East Asia has not?

According to Ro, the East Asian Confucianism had a long and venerable
tradition of humanism that emphasized the harmonious relatedness among
humans. Further, you can also find the heritage of minben in the (Mencian)
egalitarianism. This was also developed into anthropocentrism. Thus, in the
tradition, people had been regarded as Heaven, and politics should be based on
this identity. In this regard, you can say that the Confucian traditions are firmly
rooted in Ideals that are later epitomized in the democratic polity. However,
despite these ideals, the Confucian tradition failed to produce democratic
institutions. First of all, the ideals were too rigid. The Confucians conceived
them perfect and held an optimistic view of human nature. There is simply no
fundamental flaw in human nature. Therefore, the leaders, whoever these may
be, are expected to be virtuous and morally superior. But this quickly led to the
idea of virtuous dictatorship as well as the conspicuous lack of autonomy (also
the promotion of judgmental deferment). This is how the Ideals of democracy
failed to develop into democratic institutions in the East. We can summarize the
points of similarities (or commonalities) and dissimilarities between the Confucian

tradition and the west in the following chart as Ro utilizes them for this position.

186) Fukuyama 1995.

187) Young-chan Ro, “Confucianism at a Crossroads: Confucianism and Democracy in
Korea” in Anselm K. Min, ed. Korean Religions in Relation: Buddhism, Confucianism,
Christianity (SUNY, 2016), 264.
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Confucian tradition

The Western Democracy

Points of | Humanism Humanism

similarities Anthropocentrism (Biblical) anthropocentrism
(Mencian) egalitarianism (Biblical) egalitarianism

Points of | Anthropocosmic Man vs nature

dissimilarities | Rigidity of ideals Plasticity of democratic ideals

(it conceives itself perfect)
Bureaucratic meritocracy
Optimistic view of human
nature

No fundamental flaw in
humanity

Virtuous dictatorship

(it conceives itself imperfect)
Proceduralism
Pessimistic view of human nature

Original sin (sinners)

Virtues without dictatorship
Autonomy and freedom

Lack of autonomy
(judgmental deferment)

Ro argues that modern democracy stands in need of two requirements, 1.
democratic ideals and 2. democratic institutions.188) Ro then goes on to suggest
that Confucianism satisfies Requirement 1. without satisfying 2. As he puts it,
“Confucianism has placed a heavy emphasis on the democratic ideals while
neglecting the concern for how to institutionalize these ideals.”189 On Ro’s view,
Confucian political philosophy remains utopian. This is the culprit responsible
for the lack of the emergence of democratic institutions in the East. How then
does Confucianism satisfy 1.? Ro’s answer is what is known as Sage Learning (22
2 B2 SEMZ). Confucianism appropriately provides a resource and a tool for
promoting humanity under Sage Learning, a lifelong, multi-faceted process of
the
Weltanschauung, a community-oriented socialization, the action/practice-oriented

self-education and  self-cultivation involving development of a

techniques of meditative procedures, an insight about the nature of the universe
and the humans in it among others. In other words, Sage Learning prepares one
to become sagely superior person, or alternatively, “inwardly sageliness and
outwardly kingliness."190)

188) Ro 269.

189) Ro 270.

190) Ro 273. The recent emergence of democracy in South Korea is a result of struggles
among various social forces in the process of political upheavals such as the candle
revolution of 2016 as well as April 19 Revolution of 1960 and the Eastern learning
(Donghak) revolution. The Korean civil society movement relied on remonstrance in the
Confucian tradition, offering an avenue for Korean citizens to confer with political elites.
In fact, Korean historian Cho Hein has argued that the civic movement during the
Chosun dynasty was the first time that the state capitulated to the people, while
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This view is not confined to Korea. Already in the Republican period of China,
positions portraying Confucianism as a repository of traditional Chinese ideas
and institutions conducive to solidifying, if not even improving on, Western
models of constitutional democracy were seriously proposed. Zhang Junmai (1886
-1969), for example, accentuates how conducive Confucian tradition is to develop
civic virtues, which he understands as a necessary pre-condition of
nation-building and, consequently, democracy.191) The “democratic” tradition can
be identified in pre-modern Chinese Confucianism, e.g., in such notions as a
common welfare as well as the idea of a government adhering to the principles
of the “people as foundation”™ (min ben). More recently, in international debates
on Asian values, this position is represented by Francis Fukuyama's merge
of Confucianism and democracy (as opposed to the position of Samuel
Huntington who declares that they stand in inherent contradiction.)

Confucianism has failed to promote the political participation but the
democratic ideals can be found in its foundational framework, according to Ro.
The opportunity to improve one's standing in Confucian society parallels the
democratic emphasis on equality. Moreover, tolerance toward diverse ideas and
opinions are encouraged and require compromise from elites. As A. T. Nuyen
points out, in Analects 9:2, Confucians is suggestive of even an endorsement of
free and independent will. Mencius believed that a good subject should follow his
innate conscience and remonstrate with his or her ruler rather than obey
unconditionally.192) Nuyen also suggests that it is unnecessary to sacrifice
pluralism for the sake of social harmony. Harmony, he writes, differs from
conformity in that it presupposes the existence of diverse interests and views,
and requires the ‘blending’ of those differences. For Michael Collins, “a
harmonious community does not suppress the individuality of its members:
instead it flourishes only when individuality and harmony enhance each other
."193) Such rights, sacrosanct in Confucian philosophy, are congruent to the
Western liberal tradition of democratic citizenship. On the surface there appears
to be a discordant match between Confucianism’'s pacifist tradition and liberal
democracy’s political contestation. Ackerly, however, rejects this contradiction,
suggesting that dissent is fundamental to Confucian hierarchical structures.194)

maintaining its hierarchical dominance.28 The consultative role of independent
associations continues to this day in South Korea.

191) See, e.g., Chang, Carsun. 7he Third Force in China. New York: Bookman Associates,
1952.

192) A T Nugen.

193) Michael Collins.

194) Ackerly.
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3. ‘No Institutions’ View: A Thick Version

This account of Ro’s seems to be powerful but not radical enough.

According to Mou Zongsan (1909-1995), the traditional Confucianism not only
(a) failed to produce an institutionalized form of democratic government but also
(b) failed to have the proper concepts directly productive of liberal democrac
y.195) If Mou is correct, then Ro is mistaken in holding that Confucianism clearly
shows allegiance to the democratic ideals. Mou then develops a critical
examination of traditional Chinese politics.

Mou Zongsan's fundamental critique of pre-modern Confucian political thought
and of related political institutions is set out in Zheng dao yu zhi dao (BUES&E
The Dao of Politics and the Dao of Government), a book first published in 1961.
In it, Mou asks why China, and especially Confucianism, failed to develop a
political democracy. According to Thomas Fréhlich, the main thrust of Mou

Zongsan's argument includes two interrelated points:196)

(1) The absence of conceptual thought (Begriffsdenken) in traditional Chinese
political philosophy, which impedes the development of constitutional thought;197)
(2) The absence of conceptual distinction between politics and ethics.

Mou sees an absence of conceptual thought in Confucian philosophy prior to
the 20th century as most detrimental to the development of political democracy
in China. To explain this, he analyzes the concept of “political power” (zheng
quanif#) and especially the fundamental contradiction inherent to every
manifestation of power in political reality. On the one hand, political power
cannot be simply eliminated because it is the “regulating force” of “public
affairs” within a “national alliance.” Any claim to political power is characterized
by a claim to continuity, since political power has an inherent tendency to
continuity. Thus, political power is - by its “original nature” (ben xing) - a
“static being” (jingtai de shiyou ) and a “constant being” (ding chang zhi you).
As “static being”, political power cannot be transformed into something like a
physical object, which may be lifted up and carried away.198) It is noteworthy
that Mou explicitly relates political power to the nation, and emphatically asserts
that as long as the nation exists, political power exists as well. Thus, political

195) Zheng dao yu zhi dao (The Dao of Politics and the Dao of Governing) (Taipei: Xuesheng
shuji, 1991), 53.

196) Frohlich 178.

197) Cf. Hegel suggests that in China there was no serious work of concept (die
Begriffsarbeit) in G. W. F. Hegel: Vorlesung tiber die Geschichte der Philosophie. Stuttgart
1959, Bd. 17, S. 151.

198) Mou 1991. 5-6.
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power “ought” to be permanent, since it is directly related to the existence of
one’s “own” nation.199) On the other hand, this claim can never be fulfilled as
long as power is embodied in mortal human beings in (aristocratic) families and
clans, or in individuals such as kings and emperors. It was this contradiction -
between the claims to continuity inherent in political power on the one hand and
the mortality of those monopolizing it on the other - that produced China's long
history of power struggles.200) According to Mou, former “worthies’” (xian®),
meaning Confucian philosophers, had a hand in this because they were utterly
unable to grasp the concept of political power.

Since Confucian thinkers did not understand political power as a concept
marked by inner contradiction, they never conceived of a constitution as a
means to address this contradiction. According to Mou Zongsan, only
constitutional government would provide a formal guarantee for the smooth
transmission of power and thereby address its inherent claim to continuity.201)

To be sure, he duly notes that former Confucians at times opposed those in
power. But when they did, they only resorted to the so-called “inner sage” (FNE2
nei sheng, meaning morality). They thus considered government, the “outer king
(4+E)”, as a direct extension of the inner sage, and thereby conflated politics
with morality. Politics (including the outer king) was solely understood as a
direct extension of morality. This exaltation of morality is seen as responsible
for the irony of traditional Confucianism’s political history: The moral effort of
Confucians in the sphere of politics inevitably produced results that ran counter
to the moral goals of the inner sage.

What is obvious about Mou's position is that, according to him, Confucianism
at least as such is not compatible with democracy as the former failed to
promote the political participation not only by means of constitutions but also by
means of democratic ideals. True, we occasionally see an allusion to an
opportunity to improve one's standing in Confucian society but this is no equal
to the modern democratic emphasis on equality. Moreover, despite occasional
Confucian tolerance toward diverse ideas and encouragement of reasoned
challenges to the claims of elites, this component of traditional Confucianism
never produced the ideal of tolerance found in modern democracy. This is all
due to the conspicuous absence of conceptual thought (Begriffsdenken) in
traditional Chinese political philosophy together with the lack of proper concept
of “political power” (zheng quan), as pointed out earlier.

At this critical juncture, Mou most sharply points out that there was only the
Dao of government (Zhi Dao), but no Dao of politics (Zheng Dao) on the level of
political institution in traditional China.202)

199) Mou 1991, 20.
200) Mou 1991, 9.
201) Mou 1991, 24.
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Mou also refers to Dao of politics as the “constitutional track (xianfa guidao)”,
or the “rule of law.203) The label Mou Zongsan thus used to denote what we
might call meritocracy was not “political democracy’, but administrative
democracy (lit. “democracy of administrative power,” zhi quan zhi minzhu), or
“Dao of government (zhi dao, lit. the “track of administration”).”204) Thus, there
is a strong tendency in Mou Zongsan's position to equate democracy with
constitutional government, or with what he calls the “Dao of Politics (zheng
dao).” What this somewhat obscure term actually means is a form of
constitutional government resting on popular sovereignty (or sovereignty of the
“nation”).

Meritocracy is probably one of the most enduring features of Chinese political
thought and can be found in traditions far beyond what is commonly designated
as Confucian. Its core is the idea of rule by able and worthy individuals, be they
sage kings or wise rulers and ministers. Meritocratic traditions can be detected
in political thought, but they are also present in some of China’s most persistent
imperial institutions, such as the examination system and the censorial system.

It follows that, for Mou, the political tradition of Confucianism cannot function
as a normative resource of liberal democracy, but ought to be seen instead as
harmful to it. Mou singles out the Dao of government or form of “administrative
democracy” that was void of any trace of constitutional government but was
prevalent in premodern China. In Mou's view, this kind of “administrative
democracy” must not be confused with political democracy. Political democracy
was unknown in premodern China, and if the two notions are conflated, efforts
to introduce liberal democracy to modern China are doomed to fail.

For Mou, then, the traditional Confucian political philosophy remains utopian.
In developing a critical examination of traditional Chinese politics, he incisively
pointed out that the Confucians flatly conflated the Dao of government and the
Dao of politics, and also ethics and politics. Concerning its performance, one
therefore finds only the spirit of manifesting the gi (material force), or at best
with the spirit of manifesting synthetic rationality. What was missing is the spirit
of analytic rationality. According to Mou, the Dao of politics is a way of
establishing political power. As he puts it, “the constancy of a political power is
grounded in its being a ‘static substance. It is a ‘formal and abstract being. "205)
However, in traditional Chinese political thought, neither the Confucian “politics
of morality,” nor the Daoist “politics of letting-be” and the Legalist “politics of
laws” was able to recognize the original nature of political power as a ‘formal

202) Wing-cheuk Chan, “Mou Zongsan's Political Philosophy: A Critical Reflection” (paper
presented at 2013 APA), 5.

203) 1991, 42.

204) 1991, 10.

205) 1991, 53.
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and abstract being.”206) As a consequence, all of them were limited to the Dao of
government. But the latter can deal with the ordinary public affairs only. More
importantly, it is still subjected to the structure of sub-ordination in society. Due
to the lack of the structure of co-ordination, there was no rise of democracy in
China. In terms of the Hegelian philosophy, Mou explained that this is basically a
result of the Chinese weakness in “objective spirit.”207) From a methodological
standpoint, this also signifies the missing of “analytic rationality” in Chinese
culture. Therefore, the Chinese failed to develop democracy (as well as modern
science) in the past.

Mou is clearly adamant about this view that China had an administrative
power, i.e., power of assigning and transferring day to day public affairs in the
government. So, China had an administrative democracy, i.e., bureaucratic
positions were assigned through relatively fair and equal means. But she had no
political democracy as there were no political freedom or equality.

However, a key feature of democracy consists in the separation of political
power and administrative power. Political power resides in the nation, not in the
individuals in charge of the government. China had some conceptual sprouts of
democracy but no objective ideals or institutions. Accordingly, China failed to
develop democracy. In China, the inner aspects of morality (the mind and
human nature) and the outer aspects (ethical norms and social institutions) are
not seen as two separate realms. As a consequence, there were no concepts of
political authority, freedom or equality. The West, on the other hand, developed
democracy due to the emergence of classes and class struggles. Class awareness
Is at the heart of political understanding of democratic government. In China,
there were simply no significant social groups or classes to promote their shared
interests. Confucian democracy then must come up with an active incorporation
of external resources. For democratic governance cannot be a natural extension
of the native ideas that were already present, i.e., the elementary Confucian view
of equality, freedom and respect for the individual as a moral subject.

In abandoning traditional meritocratic ideals of government and notions of
benevolent rule by superior individuals, Mou conceptualizes political power in
ways that were never done in China’s traditional political philosophies. The
notion that political power can function as a cornerstone for justifying liberal
democracy is thus said to be typical of an explicitly modern Confucianism. In
particular, Mou places this justification within a distinct historical outlook in
order to assert that liberal democracy is Confucianism’'s authentic political form,
hence that Confucianism may fulfil itself only in modern society. “Confucian
idealism” (rujia de lixiangzhuyi) had never comprehensively manifested itself in

206) Frohlich 182.
207) Cf. Hegel, Encyclopaedia of the Philosophical Sciences, Part III: The Philosophy of
Spirit, SECTION TWO: OBJECTIVE SPIRIT.
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politics and can do so only now due to the introduction of a “new outer king”
(xin wai wang), Mou asserted, by which he meant science and democracy.208)
Mou Zongsan leaves no doubt that traditional Confucianism failed to produce a
liberal democracy out of its own resources. Hence, a justification of liberal
democracy in terms of a renewed, modern Confucianism is necessary if the
introduction of democracy to China was not to appear as a non-Confucian
imposition

Has Mou abandoned traditional Confucianism as completely irrelevant to
modern democracy in China? As a major founder of contemporary New
Confucianism, Mou is unique in having developed a political philosophy of
Confucian stripe. There is no denying that he always adhered to the traditional
Confucian values. How then does he preserve the Confucian morality and also
uphold the political democracy? At this point, Mou resorts to the familiar,
traditional scheme of substance-function (ti-young). While defending Confucian
morality as the metaphysical substance (ti), Mou identifies democracy and
science as its functions (yung).209)

Mou then boldly suggests that (a) and (b) are conjointly due to the Confucian
failure to distinguish politics and morality. So, if we follow Mou's argument,
Confucianism was a total political failure. Modern Confucianism must now find a
new political form - a “new outer king” - and it can do so only if it can hold
its Confucian past at a critical distance. This means liberal democracy as
Confucianism’s new and modern political form cannot be justified by a
traditionalistic approach. In this respect, Mou’'s criticisms of Confucianism
coincide with Ro’s.

But this only scratches the surface of an iceberg. According to Mou, the
relationship between politics and Confucian ethics has been completely
misunderstood. Mou leaves little doubt that he believes Confucianism failed to
realize its moral standards in the political world of pre-modern China. In other
words, unlike Ro, Mou believes that Confucianism never offered the ideals of
modern democracy. The consequence he draws is radical. In a modern China,
politics and ethics must be separated from each other conceptually, as well as
with respect to social and political institutions. But, once separated, liberal
democracy can be justified in terms of Confucianism precisely because it will
guarantee a modern reconstruction of Confucian morality remains free of
immediate political demands or ideological absorption. On the other hand, liberal
democracy does not have to promote the ideal of government by a sage king.
Thus, despite his critical stance, Mou ultimately defends Confucian morality as
the metaphysical substance (ti), and goes on to identify democracy and science
as its functions (yung).210)

208) Mou 1991, 6 (introduction to the new edition); see also in the main text: p. 22.
209) For this move, Mou follows his teacher, Xiung shilli.
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Then how does Mou develop political democracy out of the seemingly
irrelevant basis of the traditional Confucianism? It is worth noting that Mou
rejects the idea that democracy conflicts with Confucianism. Mou apparently
believes that the traditional Confucianism had at least a democratic spirit. Mou
thus derives democracy from Confucian thought, even though this derivation is
not direct but indirect.

Mou develops democracy (one of two new outer Kkingliness) from inner
sageliness, i.e., Confucian ideas on moral character. (This is difficult because in
China inner sageliness always led to the Confucian conception of government by
virtue through sagely rulers and worthy ministers, not democracy. There cannot
be any direct connection between morality and democracy. The traditional
Confucianism attempted to make a direct connection between inner sageliness
and outer kingliness. So Mou instead tries to develop democracy from inner
sageliness indirectly. Indirect connection is a sudden twisting change by the way
of a dialectical self-negation on the part of the individuals. Democratic
government cannot rely on institutions alone as institutions ultimately depend on
those who participate in them in an enlightened way. In other words, the
participants are the political subjects and at the same time sovereigns because
they are not only internally aware of their moral nature via inner sageliness yet
externally aware of the separation of morality and politics via outer kinglines
g.211)

Mou develops an idea of equality from the Confucian respect for the life of
the individual, on the basis of the potential to be a moral sage, i.e., on the
Mencian basis that human nature is good. Mou's democracy encompasses fairly
standard liberal prescriptions on rights, rule of law, political participation
(elections). But he goes beyond liberalism because of his view of freedom and
education and values. For example, he clearly rejects liberal freedom as absence
of interference and instead defends intensional freedom i.e. the Kantian
autonomy based on reason prior to political freedom and rights. Further, he is
committed to the substantive view of human nature and its connection to
heavenly mandate.

Despite the weighty claim among scholars that the idea of a good human
nature is unnecessary for democracy, Mou builds democracy on the Confucian
idea of a good human nature and innate moral awareness. Mou gives few details
concerning rights and the electoral process. The basic meaning of democracy
includes rights, freedom and equality, participation as well as rule by law, as we

210) Wing-cheuk Chan, “Mou Zongsan's Political Philosophy: A Critical Reflection” (paper
presented at 2013 APA), 10. this represents Mou's attempt in concretizing his master
Xiong's scheme of ti (substance) and jung (function): starting from the inner sagehood to
solve the political problems.

211) For a clarification of this point, I owe to Prof. Chaehyun Chong.
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saw in the section two above. Mou concedes that these ‘extensive concepts’ are
not originated from within the Confucian tradition, albeit the Confucian view has
the resources to develop the ‘intensive’ concepts in its emphasis of the
transforming influence of virtuous nature in us. But liberal democracy requires
the law, a regulative rule or a constitution. Democracy lives on rule by law, not
rule by virtue. In democracy it is the institution that gives government its
morality. Sages are rare. Government by sage is thus unstable. We need a
collective rationalization process of virtue. Democracy then requires, not
government for the people, but government by the people. In democracy, the
power comes from the people.

Mou thus makes sure to separate morals from politics and sets limits on what
government can do to instill values. But the priority of moral nature means
morality will erode the independence of politics. At this point, Mou wants to keep
government’s role in encouraging morality limited to basic education. It is clear
that Mou here rejects a materialistic and descriptive conception of human nature
and holds an idealist and rationalist understanding of nature. Human nature is
the original mind with innate moral awareness.

It is not clear how Mou develops democracy (one of two new outer kingliness)
from inner sageliness, i.e., Confucian ideas on moral character. This is next to
impossible because in China inner sageliness always led to the Confucian
conception of government by virtue through sagely rulers and worthy ministers,
not democracy. There cannot be any direct connection between morality and
democracy. The traditional Confucianism attempted to make a direct connection
between inner sageliness and outer Kkingliness. So Mou tries to develop
democracy from inner sageliness indirectly. But this indirect derivation is also
highly suspicious because liberal political institutions cannot an outgrowth of any
Confucian imprints.

Thus, there is no denying that Mou's view of human nature is too optimistic
and his indirect development of democratic polity cannot be based on Confucian
morality. Democracy cannot be a function of the underlying substance of
Confucian morality. In this regard, his outlook on Confucianism is no different
from Ro’s optimism. This utopian view would be incompatible with pluralistic

democracy that we see today.

4. ‘No Ideals’ View

Can Confucianism generate democracy from its own internal resources? Can
some Confucian values provide grounds for democratic institutions, whether
directly or indirectly? Some argue that the basic principles and spirits of
Confucianism are incompatible with those of democracy from the very outset.

Given Confucianism’s dubious historical record when it comes to promoting
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democracy in East Asia, this is hardly surprising.

For example, David Elstein vehemently argues that Confucian-Mengzian
Confucianism (CMC) opposes some of the central assumptions of democracy.
First of all, CMC does not trust the public2l2) It has the idea of a government
for the people, but this is not good enough to generate government by the
people. Thus, CMC Confucianism cannot generate democracy by itself.

Even though this view leaves CMC a room for being relevant to democracy, it
does not fit democracy at all. Elstein vigorously opposes the view that CMC can
itself provide the theoretical foundation for democratic governance and generate
democratic values.213) As David Bell points out, democracy as a political
institution must include regular elections based on universal franchise, but
Confucianism simply does not have the resource to provide this under most
favorable construal of Confucianism.214) It also cannot generate the right to
participate in government on the one hand and freedom from undue government
interference on the other. This is because democracy is a value structure that
encompasses liberty, equality and pluralism.

In general, it is noteworthy that liberal democracy assumes “autonomous
individual rights-bearing citizens.” But this simply cannot be found in any form
of Confucianism, ancient and modern, China, Korea or Japan. As Ackerly points
out, democracy must include elected representative government with mechanism
for accountability, a free press, independent judiciary, and a civil society.215) As
far as a political conception of democracy is concerned, Confucianism seems to
be doomed as the potential source or matrix on which democracy can be
developed216)

Confucian democracy, if there is one, should be a form of democratic
governance based on Confucian values. But it would not be a democratic polity
that implements Confucian values if the very Confucian values cannot lead to
such political democracy, or even worse, contradicts the latter. We are now
talking not about Confucian democracy but about merely Confucian-inspired
democracy.

Note, by the way, that democracy per se is not the same as republicanism,
which is all about setting limits on the government’'s powers. The latter includes
freedom from arbitrary power as well as arbitrary action by a majority.
Democratic polity, on the other hand, is simply all about a rule by majority will.

212) Elstein 2010, 430.

213) Elstein 2010, 440.

214) Bell 1999, 452.

215) Ackerly 549.

216) Pragmatic conception of democracy has something to do with an informed, cooperative
community working together to resolve common problems. It is concerned with a
communicating community, as Hall and Ames point out. This might be more congenial to
the traditional Confucianism but it is clearly a non-political conception of democracy.
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Thus, it implies effective popular sovereignty. Therefore, the traditional
Confucianism cannot regulate the political transition by way of the separation of
the power on its own. Pace Confucian worthies, it is important to realize that
the decision-making power for the political agenda must lie with the people. A
benevolent dictator, as conceived by Confucianism, can rule for the people but
ruling in the interest of the people is not enough for democracy. People should
make decisions concerning how to govern the state, not just giving advice.

Most importantly, democratic government is based on the presupposition that
rulers cannot be trusted to rule in the best interest of the citizenry. This
involves a pessimistic view of human nature, which is diametrically opposed to
the Confucian view. Effective popular sovereignty is the best way of ensuring the
government acts in the public interest. According to ‘No-Ideals’ view then, CMC
cannot generate democracy from the outset. But this does not mean that its

values cannot impact and shape democracy.

5. Conclusion

In this paper, | argue that, pace the ‘No Ideals’ View, the Confucian values are
not that bleak and sterile, even contradictory, vis a vis modern liberal
democracy yet contra ‘No Institutions’ View, I suggest that this model cannot
satisfactorily explain why Confucianism fails to develop 2. In order to prove my
case, | show, first, that even though the traditional Confucian values historically
failed to have an effective example of democracy nor do they have any rich
implications that go a long way reconstructing modern democracy, this does not
mean that they are not incompatible with democracy politically conceived. As a
matter of fact, I suggest that the basic wvalues found in the traditional
Confucianism in the best form can function as substantial constraining
conditions for the full development of democracy. I also think we can explain
the absence of 2. briefly by reviewing some important alternative traditions. The
Hindu tradition involves a complicated network of studies and practices
comparable to Sage Learning yet it also failed to produce 2. Islam is also the
case. As a matter of fact, ancient Greek tradition developed a well-known model
of their own version of sage learning under Socrates, Aristotle and Stoics.217)
What is more, this development in Greece does not seem to be totally isolated
from the elementary form of democracy which arose in Greece-- indeed the
term “democracy” itself is derived from this tradition. But it also fell short of
developing the kind of liberal democratic institutions that we speak of. Finally,

the Bible-inspired Judeo-Christian tradition has what we can call “Saintly

217) For more on this, see Pierre Hadot. Philosophy as a Way of Life (London:
Wiley-Blackwell, 1995.
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learning” within its framework but somehow this tradition was able to produce 2.
“No Institutions’ view does not seem to address the problem of identifying the
elements responsible for the generation of this requirement within the Christian
tradition, even though it does make suggestions about how -- but not why --
Confucianism failed to produce 2.

Accordingly, I hold a hybrid view as far as Confucianism and democracy are
concerned. Strictly speaking, there are two types of hybrid view. First, the
homogeneous hybrid view. This is the view according to which democracy can
be wedded to Confucianism because there is a battery of concepts whose full
development paves for the successful implementation of democracy in
Confucianism because of this fertile battery. In a sense, Mou seems to hold this
version, by way of his indirect model. To be sure, I reject this view for the
reasons [ offered earlier. Instead, I defend a heterogeneous hybrid view. This is
the view that no matter how mature or refined the basic concepts of
Confucianism can be, they can never be fully developed into democracy.
However, nothing in those concepts are incompatible with democracy. In fact,
some fundamental concepts in Confucianism make it smooth to incorporate
democracy into the Confucian framework. Therefore, I see my position standing
between the ‘No Institutions’ view and the ‘No Ideals’ view. Of course, a full

defense and development of this view is clearly beyond the scope of this pape
r.218)
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