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Abstract
In this paper, | will examine the notion of “alternative modernity” that was
prominent during Republican China. In the first section, | will discuss “the
debate on science and the philosophy of life” (1923) and the debate over total
westernisation (1935), highlighting the two main areas of contention be-
tween the May Fourth intellectuals and their critics: scientism and populism.
In the second section, | will compare the writings of four thinkers: Liang
Shuming (1893-1988), Wu Mei (1894-1978), Liu Yizheng (1880-1956), and
Chen Yinke (1890-1969), focusing on how they used “culture” (wenhua) and
“morality” (daode) to chart a Chinese path to modernisation. In the third
. section, | will discuss the reasons for a lack of support for alternative
modernity in Republican China.

Keywords: alternative modernity, culture, May Fourth New Culture Movement,
morality, westernization )

1 Introduction

Of the many momentous events in Republican China (1911-1949), the May
Fourth Movement is most important in shaping the contours of modern
Chinese intellectual history. Combining three historical episodes ~ a lan-
guage reform to replace classical Chinese with the vernacular (1916-1917), a
series of student protests to- defend China’s sovereignty against foreign
imperialist powers (1919), and a totalistic critique of the Confucian tradi-
tion launched by the writers of New Youth magazine (1915-1923), the May
Fourth Movement strongly expressed the determination of Chinese intel-
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THE CHINESE PATH TO MODERNISATION

article into three sections. In the first section, I will discuss the debate on
science and the philosophy of life (1923) and the debate on total wester-
nisation (1935), highlighting two major areas of contention between the
May Fourth intellectuals and their critics: scientism and populism. In the
second section, I will examine the writings of four thinkers: Liang Shuming

' (1893-1988), Wu Mi (1894-1978), Liu Yizheng (1880-1956), and Chen Yinke
(1890-1969), focusing on how they used “culture” (wenfiua) and “morality”
(daode) to chart a Chinese path to modernisation. In the third section, I
will discuss the reasons for a lack of support for alternative modernity in
Republican China, and reflect on the revival in interest in alternative mod-
ernity in contemporary China. .

2 Separating Modernisation from Westernisation

To a great extent, the May Fourth view of modernisation was Eurocentric.
Based on the history of Europe since the fifteenth century, the May Fourth
intellectuals developed an argument for a progression of human society
from tribalism through feudalism to nation-state.® In tribal society, human
beings accepted a mobile lifestyle and the matriarchal family structure to
serve the hunting-and-gathering economy. In feudalism, human beings
adopted a settled lifestyle and the patrilineal family structure to pass on
land from generation to generation in an agricultural économy. Finally, in
nation-states, an industrial economy would flourish only when there wasa
constant supply of skilied workers who were professionally trained and
were eager to compete for a fixed salary. For the May Fourth intellectuals,
since Europe was the first place in the world to create nation-states and an
industrial economy, Europe was unquestionably the universal model of
modernisation for the rest of the world.®

But some Chinese intellectuals began to question this sanguine view
after witnessing the tremendous destruction in WWI For instance, the
scholar-journalist Liang Qichao (1873-1929) wrote a moving memoir after
touring the war-torn Europe in 1919. In his memoir, Liang not only meticu-
lously chronicled the massive destruction of “the Great War”, but also used
the massive destruction in Europe to proclaim the end of “the dream of the
omnipotence of science” (kexue wanneng zhimeng).” For Liang, scientific
development had proven to be a double-edged sword. On the one hand,
scientific discoveries helped to produce a large quantity of consumer goods
and improve the living condition of human beings; on the other hand, they
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science. In a lecture delivered at the Qinghua University in Beijing, Zhang
argued that science (including rationality) was not able to solve all pro-
blems, particularly those related to human spirit, human perception, and
human relations. To make his point, he distinguished science from the
philosophy of life (rensheng guan). Whereas the former was objective,
empirical and analytical, the latter was subjective, intuitive and synthetic."
To Zhang, the differences showed that while science might be able to
improve material life, it was not able to improve human morality, particu-
larly how one group of people treated the other. For matters concerning
morality, Zhang asserted, one must depend on the philosophy of life that
carefully examines human decisions and actions.
In defending science, the noted scientist Ding Wenjiang (1887-1936)

called Zhang “a metaphysical ghost” (xuanxue guipwho did not accept | 2"”‘

~ the universality of science as a form of empirical krfowledge.” Ding also
accused Zhang of confusing readers by exaggerating the destruction in
WWI and wrongly attributing the destruction to scientific discoveries. In-
stead, Ding argued that the destruction in WWI was caused by missteps in
international politics, and that scientific learning had greatly improved
human life during the last few centuries.

The exchange between Zhang and Ding lasted for a year, and other
scholars including Liang Qichao and Hu Shi (1891-1962) also participated
in the debate. At the end of 1923, a collection of thirty-one articles was
published to present the views of both sides. For our purposes, the impor-
tance of the debate is not who won (in current scholarship, the supporters
of science are considered to be the winners); rather, it represents an at-
tempt to decenter Europe in discussing China’s modernisation. Implied in
Zhang Junmai’s critique of scientism was a non-European path of develop-
ment that would put emphasis on developing human morality rather than
making material progress. By highlighting the advantage in developing a
philosophy of life, Zhang suggested his fellow countrymen to establish
their own criteria for modernising their country.

The possibility of a Chinese path to modernisation was again raised in
1935 during a debate over total westernisation. The debate was ignited by
the publication of a manifesto signed by ten professors on January 15, 1935.
In the manifesto, the ten professors argued that the Chinese must judi-
ciously select what they needed in modernising.”® The publication of the
manifesto was a response to the calls for total westernisation made by two
westernisers: Hu Shi and Chen Xujing (1903-1967). For the two westerni-
sers, the modernisation of China had been half-hearted in emulating the
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these differences, Liang concluded that the development in the East and
the West must be different, and it was wrong to expect the Chinese to
follow closely the European model of modernisation.”®

In the second half of the book, Liang Shuming compared three different
philosophies: European, Chinese, and Indian. The comparison was not
merely to underlie the distinction between modernisation and westernisa-
tion, but also to explain a complex trajectory of the growth of the human
spirit. In this part of the book, Liang separated three types of human spirit
— the extroversive and aggressive spirit that seeks to control nature, the
passive-active spirit that finds harmony with nature, and the introversive
spirit that attains inner peace.'® For Liang, these three types of human
spirit led to three different developmental models: the European acquisi-
tion of wealth and power; the Confucian harmonisation of human beings
with nature; the Buddhist negation of human desires by emphasising emp-
tiness in all forms of existence.

In this comparison, Liang Shuming was able to simultaneously build on
the notion of linear progression and turn it against itself. At its root, Liang’s
comparison was about progress. It denoted a progression of the human
spirit from struggling with the material world, through harmonising with
it, to withdrawing from it. This progression of the human spirit was at once
a deepening of spiritual sensitivity and a self-realisation by turning inward
to master oneself. More importantly, the progression began with the Eur-
opean attempt to conquer the material world and therefore affirmed the
supremacy of the European developmental model. And yet, this progres-
sion went further until it completely undermined the European model
with the Chinese idea of harmony and the Indian idea of emptiness. In
the end, the progression supplanted the European domination and de-
clared the victory of the Chinese and Indian models.

To many Chinese readers, Liang Shuming’s comparison was at once
liberating and reassuring. It-was liberating because he challenged the May
Fourth view that China must adopt the European developmental model.
Rather than following in the Europeans’ footsteps, he told his readers that
they should choose the Chinese and the Indian models. On the other hand,
Liang’s comparison assured the Chinese that their culture (particularly the
Confucian morality) would have an important role in modern life. Even
though the Chinese must learn to be as aggressiveas the Europeans and as
self-denying as the Indians, they should be proud of their own culture,
particularly with regard to harmonising with nature."”
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other Western thinkers saw modern Europe as the apex of human devel-
opment, Babbitt combined the learning of “East and West, and past and
present”.*! '

In addition to providing intellectual ammunition to counter the May
Fourth iconoclasm, Babbitt’s New Humanism was also attractive to Wu Mi
because it gave China a role in the global discourse on modernity. By the
standards of his time, Babbitt was truly “transcultural” in the sense that he
attempted to articulate a global culture drawn from resources in Europe,
Indjaand China. In his writings (such as Democracy and Leadership), Bab-
bitt éequently compared thinkers around the world including Jesus of
Nazareth, Siddhartha Guatama of India, Aristotle of Athens, and Confucius
of China. Showing the unity in learning in all corners of the world, Babbitt
first compared Jesus with Siddhartha on religious grounds, and then he

‘compared Aristotle with Confucius on the basis of moral philosophy.??

In this way, through the mouth of Babbitt, Wu Mi linked Confucianism
to Aristotelianism and Christianity as a human quest for moral purity. In so
doing, he proved that Confucianism had a significant role to play in the
modern age, particularly in respect to improving human spirituality in a
predominantly materialist world. More importantly, by globalising Confu-
cianism, he made Confucianism look attractive to the Chinese when many
of them wanted to modernise China in the European’s image.

In the context of the 1920s, Wu Mi’s globalisation of Confucianism sent
an important message to restructuring China’s political system. In re-
sponse to the disintegration of the political order and the threat of foreign
invasion, Babbitt's New Humanism appeared to offer a solution to
strengthen China because it emphasised the importance of creating a pub-
lic-minded aristocracy. Trained in a global curriculum that included Greek
philosophy, Christian theology, Confucianispf and Buddhism, this aristoc-
racy of character and intelligence was categofically different from the aris-
tocracy of birth. Instead of the elite of blood, they were the elite of worth
who, similar to the junzi (gentlemen) of the Confucian tradition, were
willing to devote their lives to serving the public. For Wu Mi, while popular
democracy was the ideal form of government for twentieth-century China,
China must first produce a group of educated elites to serve as leaders.
With the patient guidance of these educated elites, gradual change would
take place first in the educational and social arena, and then in political
leadership. \

HON 219

AUP - 156 x 234 - 3B2-APP flow
<HCM1403_art02_THON_1Kv26_proef1 24-11-14 11:09>

Pag.0219



THE CHINESE PATH TO MODERNISATION

would take precedence over the commitment to autonomy; in time of
peace and prosperity, the commitment to autonomy would take prece-
dence over the commitment to unity. For this reason, Liu took China
- (zhongguo) to mean “finding the middle ground between opposing posi-
tions”.*s

For Liu, China being a “nation of moderation” was to be contrasted with.
Europe being a “nation of extremes.” To him, Europe was associated with
gunboat diplomacy, treaty ports, indemnities, and extra-territoriality. The
European domination in China suggested that Europeans were aggressive,

assertiye"and self-centered. They were determined to pursue their own

j interest§ at the expense of the others. For him, Europe was the home of
modern technological advance, providing the material conditions for Wes-
tern expansion. But, with respect to balancing nature with human needs,
and individual interest with public interest, Europeans were clearly one-
sided. For Liu Yizheng, Europeans were materialists and selfish through
and through, with no interest in spiritual and ethical matters.?

On the surface, Liu appeared to make the same arguipent\as Liang
Shuming’s when describing China as “a nation of moderatipn”. Iike Liang
Shuming, Liu accepted that the Europeans had revolutionised the social
and political life of humankind in the last five centuries. Also like Liang
Shuming, Liu saw limitations in the European developmental model and
asked his fellow countrymen to focus attention on their own culture. By
defining China as a “nation of moderation” and contrasting it with Europe
as a “nation of extremes”, he reminded his readers that in modernising
their country, they needed to learn as much from their own tradition as
from Europe. '

But in the context of 1930s China, Liu’s discussion of China being “a
nation of moderation” had a special meaning, From Liu’s perspective, the
development in China since the 1911 Revolution had been thoroughly one-
sided. By defining China as a nation of moderation, in contrast with Eur-
opean extremism, he reminded his readers that in modernising the coun-
try, they needed to learn from their own history because the global process
of modernisation could incorporate local traditions. He suggested that in
building a new political and social system in the modern age, the Chinese
should learn from their ancestors in striving for a balance between unity
and diversity, centralisation and local autonomy, and public good and
private interest.?” Although there was no need to resurrect the tribal con-
federation of Yao and Shun, he counseled his countrymen not to abandon
the ancient goal of forming a union of diverse groups and a government
based on consensus. For him, the biggest fear in building a modern cen-
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the Sui-Tang period, the cultural elites at the times did not abandon the
Confucian tradition, especially the patrilineal family system. On the con-

trary, they strengthened it by incorporating elements of the steppes culture

and modifying Indian Buddhism to meet the Chinese needs. Even though
many of the Sui-Tang cultural elites were foreigners or mixed-blood, they
knew that multiculturalism had to be built on the existing cultural system.

In Chen’s opinion, the history of the Sui-Tang period would shed light on
China’s modernisation in the twentieth century. Despite the popularity of
many Western ideas (e.g, communism, liberalism, pragmatism, and repub-
licanism) in the 1920s and 1930s, Chen believed thaf they would eventually
disappear if they were not transformed, adaptegd,and absorbed into the
existing Chinese sociopolitical environment. To drive home his point, Chen
issued a stern warning to the May Fourth iconoclasts. He argued that with-
out adaption and adjustment, the western ideas that were introduced into
China would never become popular among Chinese intellectuals. In the end,
similar to some extremely exotic Indian Buddhist ideas in Tang China, the
introduced European ideas would disappear from history.?®

In a nutshell, Chen did not believe the Confucian family system would

disappear in twentieth-century China. Despite being criticised for being -
paternalistic, patriarchal, and highly exploitative (especially toward con-

cubines, bond-maids, and low-level servants), Chen saw the Confucian
family system as the t (substance) of Chinese society.*® As a socio-eco-

nomic structure, it brought together people of blood connections to work

for a common goal. Being a network of kinship, it was able to serve the
ancient imperial system as well as the modern nation-state; it could pro-
vide resources and human labor for an agricultural economy as well as an
industrial economy.

7 Limits of China’s Alternative Modernity

Through comparative philosophy or historical analyses, the four thinkers
developed an argument for China’s alternative modemity based on three
perspectives. The first perspective focused on the dichotomy between ma-
terialism (Europe) and spiritualism (China or-the East). Evident in the
massive destruction in WWI, this dichotomy gave China an edge over
Europe for its emphasis on developing human morality in countering ex-
cessive materialism. For this reason, all four thinkers used this dichotomy
to argue for a different developmental path for China. Their argument was
simple: Having seen what had gone wrong in Europe, China should avoid
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cated on historical determinism. Underlying this argument is the belief
that what had happened in the past determines the direction that China
would take in modernisation. If one pushes this view further, it would not
be enough to develop an alternative modernity in China; all nations in this
world (including European countries) should develop alternative moder-
nity, because every nation is different historically. Thus, the danger of
historical determinism is that modernisation becomes so relativised and
fragmented that it can never be a global phenomenon. At the same time,
historical determinism allowed Liu and Chen to be specific in identifying a
China’s path to modernisation. In their writings, they were able to suggest
concrete measures to develop China, such as the protection of local inter-
ests in state-building and the preservation of the Confucian family system.

In the end, none of these three perspectives was able to compete with
the May Fourth view. In politics, the May Fourth view was adopted by both
the Guomindang and the Chinese Communist Party, and consequently the
May Fourth Movement was enshrined in the revolutionary historiography
of both political parties. For half a century, from the 1930s to the 1980s,
revolutionary historiography heavily shaped the historical research in
China. It was in the early 1980s that scholars began to reflect on the value
of “the conservative alternatives.”"

\> Thus far, Yu Ying-shi offers the most convincing explanation for the
predominance of the May Fourth view. He argues that since the beginning
of the twentieth century, there had been continuous radicalisation of the
intellectuals due to foreign invasions and political fragmentation. Both the
political and cultural environments affirmed the supremacy of the Eur-
opean model that supported adopting aggressive measures to make
China wealthy and powerful. In this situation, Yu contends, the majority
of Chinese intellectuals in Republican China turned a deaf ear to the con-
servative voices.*®

The strength of Yu's argument is that he directs attention to external
factors (such as foreign invasions and political fragmentation) in explain-
ing the predominance of the May Fourth view. For Yu, the predominance
of the May Fourth view was not because it was superior in planning for
China’s modernisation, nor was the failure of cultural conservatism a result
of its lackluster formulation of alternative modernity. Rather, the political,

“social, and economic environments greatly determined the outcome of the

debate on modernisation. In much of the twentieth century, Yu empha-
sises, the May Fourth intellectuals were on the upper hand because they
could call attention to the weaknesses in China’s politics, economy, and
foreign policies to support their argument for more thorough westernisa-
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