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The Confucianist Movement in China
An Historical Account and Criticism
By Suh Hu Cornell

[4#%3]) L FiEE KRFR AT LI HRAE LK EA RS, BT, BRiGLEAmsEingE “HEk
K ERIFRG Y, RABPT i L@, X 2R KGGHERAE The Confucianist Movement in China
(KFEeILEE N, LEAE 4 F5 A KFEGEFAARY vol ix T L) —X, FFHA=4T44E

R4, RNV o A R B k&R AT,

The Movement now on foot in China for the
establishment of Confucianism as the state religion
of the Chinese Republic is by no means a new and
unexpected movement. It began as early as the
eighties of the last century, when a new school of
Confucianists arose in China. The leaders of the new
school, among whom we may mention Kang Yu Wei,
the central figure of the Reform of 1898, asserted
that Confucianism should be interpreted in a new
light, in the light of “change,”or progress. They

derived their arguments from two important sources.

The first of these, the doctrine of the Three Stages,
namely, the stage of Disorder, of Rising Peace and
finally of Ultimate Peace, was found in Kung Yang’s
Commentaries of Confucius Ch’un Ch’lu or Spring
and Autumn. Hence the name of the school—*“Kung
Yang.”

The other source,—the doctrine of the Age of
Small Prosperity and the Age of Great Harmony,
—uwas found in the seventh book of the Li Ki. It is
true, they said, that Confucius preached the

restoration of society to its natural order—a state of
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society where every man fulfills his duty according

to his status as a son, a father, a king, or a minister.

But that is not the ideal state of the Confucian school.

That is only the age of Small Prosperity, a mere
transitory stage leading to the ideal State of Great
Harmony which Confucius himself described in the
following words:

“When the Great Truth prevails, the world
becomes public property; they elect men of talent
virtue, and ability; sincerity rules and peace is
cultivated. Thus men do not regard as their parents
only their own parents, nor treat as their children
only their own children. Proper provisions are made
for the aged; proper employments secured for the
youthful; and proper nurture given to the young.
Widows, widowers, orphans, the crippled, the sick,
and the childless are all sufficiently maintained.
Every man has his work and every woman has her
home. They produce wealth, disliking that it should
lie hidden under ground but not wishing to keep it
for their own gratification. Disliking idleness, they
labor, but not necessarily for their own interests.
Hence there is no scheming, nor plotting. Robbers,
thieves, and rebellious traitors do not exist. Hence
the outer doors always remain open and are never
shut. This is the Stage of Great Harmony.”

They not only hailed Confucius as the “crownless
king” (suwong) of China, but in Mencius they also
discovered a Chinese Rousseau. Mencius, whose
teachings had long been looked upon as precepts of
benevolent despotism, was now regarded as the
advocate of the Supremacy of the People.
Confucianism, interpreted in the new light, thus
assumed a modern and international significance.

For a short time this movement was very popular,
enlisting under its banner all classes of men from the
Prime Minister to the candidates for advanced
literary degrees. The leaders advocated many

reforms both political and social, thus bringing about
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the Reforms of 1898. With the downfall of the
reformers of 1898, the revival of Confucianism sank
into obscurity. But the Confucian scholars have
never ceased to interpret the Confucian doctrines
from the new point of view.

During the past 15 years since 1898, China has
undergone a tremendous revolution in thought. In
1898 whoever
constitutional monarchy were persecuted or even
decapitated. But at the end of this period, 1913, no

championed the cause of a

one dared to talk about constitutional monarchy: it
was too conservative and out of fashion. People
came to talk of woman suffrage and single tax! The
space of this paper does not permit me to describe
the forces which have brought about this great
change. Suffice it to say that, when this revolution of
thought had been going on for years, the political
revolution which took place in 1911-12, was
inevitable. The triumph of the principles of 1776 and
1789 over the conservatism of the Orient was
complete. The old superstitions have fallen and in
their stead there have arisen new superstitions in the
guise of a new morality. But what is this new
morality? Liberty unlimited by the like liberty of
others; equality unqualified by the regard for talent
or merit; democracy identified with mob rule!
Patriotism has spoiled the soldiers, and freedom has
given excuse to licentiousness! Assassination has
become the common weapon of vengeance!

All this has alarmed the older and more
serious-minded people of the country. They have
realized that China has gone too far in the direction
of “wholesale”iconoclasm. The nation, they are
convinced, cannot stand without a high and stable
morality. It is this general alarm that has given rise to
the question of choosing a religion for China. Of all
the possible solutions to this all-important question,
the revival of Confucianism and the introduction of

Christianity seem to be the most widely supported.
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But Christianity has yet many difficulties to conquer.
A present adoption of Christianty for the Chinese
nation means another iconoclastic disaster. Thus the
movement of reviving Confucianism has gradually
gained the support of the people.

So much for a brief sketch of the Confucian
movement. There has been, and especially in
America, a prevalent idea that this movement is a
backward step in the history of China’s progress.
This idea is a prejudiced one. The Confucian
movement is no more a backward step than Mr. Yuan
Shih-kai’s Christian

churches to pray for China was a progressive step.

proclamation asking the
The latter, judged by the later Mandates, could be
nothing more than a diplomatic hypocrisy. The
present movement, however, is led by men of the
truly progressive type. The man who wrote the
Declaration of the General Confucian Association,
for instance, was Dr. Yen Fu, whose Chinese
of Adam Smith,

Montesquieu, John Stuart Mill, and Herbert Spencer

translations of the works
have now all become Chinese classics. Among the
founders of the Association are such men like Mr.
Liang Chi Chao, one of the exiles of 1898, who has
ever since devoted his life to the introduction and
popularization of western ideas and ideals in China
with the extraordinary forcibleness and clearness of
his pen. A mere mentioning of these names points to
the fact that this movement is by no means a
backward move.

Another notion, which seems to me to be
erroneous, is that this movement is a menace to the
other religions, and especially to the newly rising
Christianity in China. This is unfounded. My
conviction is that, if Christianity is going to
influence China at all, it must be something like a
transplanting of certain Christian ideas upon the soil
reform and revive

of Confucian ethics. To

Confucianism, therefore is to plow and fertilze the

native soil for the sowing of whatever foreign seeds
that may be cultivated thereupon. Moreover, | am
inclined to think that Christianity needs a rival, in
China at least. In the western world Christianity has
found a formidable rival in Science, which has
forced her to reconstruct many of her doctrines and
practices in order to adapt herself to the modern
times. In the East she has so far found no organized
force to vie with it. A reformed Confucianism. |
think, will mean in the near future a useful source of
emulation to Christianity, and will inspire her to
modify some of her creeds and formalities in order to
be better adapted to the oriental conditions.

The movement, as it stands now, is of course a
very imperfect one. Its greatest defect is that it is not
so much a reformation as a mere revival of
Confucianism. The real interpreters of the new
Confucianism are too much in the minority to effect
any considerable reconstruction of the system. The
rest of the people hail the movement simply because
it hoists the banner of Confucianism. A real
Confucian Reformation has yet to come. The
Confucianists have to face problems far more
important and vital than the mere governmental
recognition of an established religion. There are such
guestions as the following to be solved:

I.  What does the term“Confucianism”actually
imply? Does it simply comprise the doctrines
contained in the Confucian Classics? Or shall it also
include the State religion of ancient China, which
had existed long before the time of Confucius, and
which has often been loosely identified with the
religious element in Confucianism? Or shall it also
include the metaphysical and ethical philosophies
which sprang up in the Sung and Ming dynasties?

Il.  What shall we recognize as the authentic
fundamental scriptures of Confucianism? Shall we
accept all the Sacred Books as they are? Or shall we
apply to them the scientific methods of modern
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historical research and criticism in order to ascertain
their authenticity?

I1l.  Shall the new Confucianism be a religion in
the Chinese sense (that is, Kiao, or education in its
fullest meaning), or a religion in the occidental sense?
In other words, shall we content ourselves with
re-interpreting the ethical and political doctrines of
the Confucian school or shall we also reconstruct the
Confucian conception of God or Tien and that of life
and death, so that Confucianism may become a
spiritual and transmundane power as well as a
guiding light in every- day life and human relations?

IV. By what means and through what channel
are we going to propagate the Confucian teachings?
How shall we inculcate and instill the Confucian
doctrines into the minds of the people? How can we
adapt the Confucian teachings to the modern needs
and to the modern changes?

These and many others are the problems which the

Confusianist has to face. Some of the problems, like

the historical research and criticism of the Confucian
Sacred Books, require decades of perhaps centries of
patient and scholarly work. Others require the
conviction and the inspiration of a Martin Luther or a
George Fox. But they are the real and vital issues and
deserve the careful and serious investigation of every
Chinese student, Confucian or Non-Confucian.
Confucianism can never hope to be revived by any
official formulation of its rituals of worship, nor by a
mere constitutional or statutory provision, nor by the
re-introduction of the study of Confucian classics
into the schools. It seems to me, therefore, quite
unnecessary for us to engage in any controversy over
the question of establishing Confucianism as a State
religion. Will it not be far more fruitful and far more
proper for us to do some study and some thinking of
our own on some of the questions suggested above,
than to resort to Dr. Legge and Dr. Beach and “the
learned writer in the China Review”for arguments

pro or con Confucianism?
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