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Abstract

In this paper, I will examine the notion of “alternative modernity” that was

prominent during Republican China. In the first section, I 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, I 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, I will discuss the reasons for a lack of support for alternative

modernity in Republican China.
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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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lectuals to rebuild their country based on the European model.１ With the
language reform, the May Fourth intellectuals expanded the cultural field
such that the production of knowledge was no longer dominated by edu-
cated elites steeped in classical learning. With the anti-imperialist protest,
the May Fourth intellectuals instilled in Chinese citizens (especially the
young ones) a strong identification with the new Chinese nation founded
after the 1911 Revolution. With the totalistic critique of the Confucian tradi-
tion, the May Fourth intellectuals promoted a new society based on indi-
viduals rather than family, kinship, and local networks.

This determination to adopt the European model was a result of dec-
ades of soul-searching among Chinese intellectuals. For many of them, the
repeated foreign defeats since the First OpiumWar (1840), the failure of the
late Qing government to strengthen the country (1860-1911), and the appar-
ent efficiency and efficacy of European machinery in producing wealth and
power, indicated that China must learn from Europe in order to compete
successfully in the twentieth century. To make their point, the Chinese
intellectuals argued that their country must learn “science” and “democ-
racy”. For them, science meant rationality in the Western tradition, and
democracy the pluralistic polity of modern Europe.２

The predominance of the May Fourth view notwithstanding, there was
resistance. On many occasions, critics publicly questioned the two under-
lying assumptions of the May Fourth view: the efficacy of science (particu-
larly rationality) in building a modern society and economy, and the im-
perative of developing a modern individuality by having a pluralistic and
populist government. Although in many accounts these critics are often
brushed aside as attempting to stop China from westernising, actually they
were cultural conservatives who creatively used the Chinese tradition to
chart a unique path for China’s modernisation.３ As modernists, these
critics strongly believed that China must modernise in order to compete
successfully in the twentieth century. But unlike the May Fourth intellec-
tuals, they separated modernisation from westernisation. While they be-
lieved that the developments in Europe in the last five centuries offered
valuable inspirations for modernising China, they did not see the need to
follow every step that the Europeans had undertaken. Given China’s un-
ique culture and its long history, they argued, it must modernise on its own
terms while taking into consideration European experiences.

It is this notion of “alternative modernity” – a unique approach to
modernisation based on one’s culture and history – that is going to be the
subject of this article.４ To examine how this notion of alternative moder-
nity had developed and changed in Republican China, I will divide this
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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” (wenhua) 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.

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.５ 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 economy. Finally, in
nation-states, an industrial economy would flourish only when there was a
constant supply of skilled 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.６

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).７ 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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created lethal weapons that could wipe out human civilisation at one
stroke.

In addition, Liang discovered that the Westphalian system of nation-
states was unable to guarantee justice and fairness in international politics.
Citing the decision of the Allied Powers to give the German colonies in
Shandong to Japan, Liang saw the end of “the sweet dream of human
justice” (zhengyi rendao de haomeng).８ Rather than redrawing the map of
the world based on a mutual respect of national sovereignty, Liang found
that the victorious Western powers used the Versailles Settlement to pur-
sue their imperialist interests in East Asia.

For many Chinese readers, the most revealing part of Liang’s memoir
was a brief conversation between Liang and an American writer. First, the
American writer asked Liang what he would bring back to China from
Europe. Speaking like a May Fourth intellectual, Liang answered that he
would bring Western civilisation to China to enlighten his countrymen.
After hearing Liang’s answer, the American writer sighed. He told Liang
that it was pointless to bring Western civilisation to China because it had
already bankrupted. In return, Liang asked what the American writer
would do after returning home. Surprisingly the American writer told
Liang that he would stay home to wait for Chinese civilisation to save
him.９ For him, the Chinese civilisation provided a moral perspective that
was lacking in the West. It sought to balance human desires for growth and
competition with the need for compromise and collaboration to sustain
the natural system.

While the conversation might be fictive, Liang underscored the fact that
WWI was indeed “an epochal change in human history” (renlei lishi de
zhuanlie).１０ Clearly shown in the massive destruction and the tremendous
loss of lives, Liang drew attention to the negative impact of European
material progress that culminated into “the Great War.” Liang showed
that the material progress (particularly in armaments and war strategies)
did not improve human civilisation; on the contrary, it destroyed the
world. In contrast, Chinese civilisation might be slow in producing materi-
al goods, but it promoted a balanced view with nature and a more harmo-
nious relation among human beings.

In the 1920s and 1930s, some Chinese intellectuals eagerly used this
“epochal change in human history” to challenge the May Fourth view of
modernisation. The first major challenge to the May Fourth view was the
debate on science and the philosophy of life in 1923. The philosopher
Zhang Junmai (1886-1969), who accompanied Liang Qichao to tour the
war-torn Europe in 1919, questioned the May Fourth preoccupation with
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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.１１

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 gui), who did not accept
the universality of science as a form of empirical knowledge.１２ 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.１３ 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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European model. They claimed that the result of the Chinese indecision
had slowed their country’s development.１４

In response, the ten professors reminded readers that China had a long
history and a unique culture. Rather than aimlessly following a foreign
model, they argued that a successful modernisation must be carried out
with respect to the unique path of development of the country. The crux of
the matter, they asserted, was adopting a balanced view such that the
Chinese would be critical of both their own culture and the European
model. In the former, they would use the scientific methods to evaluate
their own history and culture, separating what was useful to modern times
from what was no longer useful. In the latter, they would examine the
European achievements from the perspective of China’s history and cul-
ture, and would learn from Europe in areas that helped China to grow. In
short, the ten professors intended to reach a middle ground between the
narrow-minded conservatives who resisted any change in China, and the
westernisers who wanted to turn China into aWestern country. By keeping
an arm’s length from both groups, the ten professors separated modernisa-
tion from Westernisation, and emphasised the need for finding a unique
path for China’s development.

While in these two debates, a case was made for a unique developmen-
tal path for China, no one in the debates developed a systematic theory
that explained how China could be modernised based on its own culture
and history. Caught in the heat of the polemics, Zhang Junmei and the ten
professors focused only on countering the westerners’ arguments; none of
them had time or energy to advance a cohesive argument for modernising
China on its own terms. For a systematic theory, we have to turn to four
thinkers – Liang Shuming, Wu Mei, Liu Yizheng, and Chen Yinke – who
discussed China’s modernisation from a philosophical or a historical per-
spective.

Three Models of Human Spirit

Shortly after Liang Qichao announced the end of “the dream of the omni-
potence of science”, Liang Shuming published his magnum opus, Eastern
and Western Cultures and Their Philosophies (1921). In the book, Liang
Shuming devoted its first half to explaining the differences between East-
ern and Western cultures. He argued that whereas the Eastern culture
(including China’s and India’s) was introversive, intuitive and spiritual,
the Western culture was extroversive, empirical and material. Because of
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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.１５

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.１６ 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 aggressive as the Europeans and as
self-denying as the Indians, they should be proud of their own culture,
particularly with regard to harmonising with nature.１７
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Global Humanism

Like Liang Shuming, Wu Mi also used global comparison to chart China’s
path to modernisation. A student of Irving Babbitt (1865-1933) at Harvard
University, Wu was a specialist in European literature and classical studies.
While teaching at Southeastern University in Nanjing in the early 1920s, he
made sustained efforts to introduce Babbitt’s New Humanism into China.
As the chief editor of the journal Xueheng (Critical Review), he frequently
published articles about New Humanism, including a translation of Bab-
bitt’s Democracy and Leadership (1924). He also published translations of
Plato’s dialogues, Aristotle’s Ethics, and Dante’s Inferno – the major texts
that informed Babbitt’s New Humanism.１８

Wu Mi’s attraction to Babbitt’s New Humanism was intriguing because
he knew very little about his teacher’s purpose in promoting New Human-
ism. As shown in his diary and autobiography, like many Chinese students
of the time, Wu lived outside of American society when he was a graduate
student. Spending most of his time with Chinese students, he was more
interested in learning about current events in his native country than in
America.１９ Given Wu’s limited knowledge of New Humanism, the question
is why he was attracted to New Humanism.

Based on the ways in which he presented Babbitt’s ideas, it is clear that
Wu Mi was attracted to New Humanism for two reasons. One was that
New Humanism offered a powerful counterargument against the May
Fourth iconoclasm. In particular, in the debate over how to modernise
China, New Humanism provided Wu Mi with the raison d’être for linking
China’s past with its present based on classical language and a refined form
of poetry. Better yet, New Humanism was a school of thought from an
advanced industrialised country, the United States of America, which had
seen both the benefits and harms of modernisation.

A case in point was the first article on New Humanism published in the
Xueheng – Hu Xiansu’s translation of Babbitt’s essay “Humanistic Educa-
tion in China and in the West”.２０ In the editor’s preface, Wu Mi tried to
make Babbitt (known to his Chinese readers as “Bai Bide”) relevant to 1920s
China. First, he stressed that despite Babbitt’s inability to read Chinese, he
was well informed of the recent developments in China. Second, he
pointed out that as “a leading literary critic in America”, Babbitt offered a
vision of society fundamentally different from that of other Western thin-
kers. While other Western thinkers stressed the benefits of scientism and
materialism in producing more consumer goods, Babbitt focused on the
role of religion and morality in shaping an individual’s spiritual life. As
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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”.２１

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,
India, and China. In his writings (such as Democracy and Leadership),
Babbitt frequently 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.２２

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, Confucianism, and Buddhism, this aristoc-
racy of character and intelligence was categorically 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.
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The China-Centered Model

Whereas Liang Shuming and Wu Mi held a global perspective by compar-
ing the European, Chinese, and Indian philosophies, Liu Yizheng focused
his attention on ancient Chinese history in developing his view on China’s
modernisation. In the 1920s and 1930s, this turn from the global to the local
was significant because it allowed Liu to clarify what had made China
unique, and how that uniqueness would shape China’s modernisation in
the twentieth century.

In History of Chinese Culture (1932), for instance, Liu Yizheng devoted
one third of the book to discussing three ancient dynasties: the Xia, the
Shang, and the Zhou. At first glance, his lengthy discussion of the three
ancient dynasties appears to be unwarranted. First, at the time when he
was writing History of Chinese Culture, there was not much empirical in-
formation about these ancient dynasties, particularly the Xia. Second, the
social and political system of the three dynasties is best described as pre-
dynastic, meaning that it was primitive when compared with the gigantic
and centralised empire system after 221 BCE. If indeed transformation in
modern China depends on an assessment of its dynastic heritage, it does
not seem necessary to spend a great deal of effort to study the precursor of
the dynastic system.

A closer look, however, shows that in offering a lengthy discussion of
ancient antiquity, Liu had a larger goal in mind. In discussing the three
ancient dynasties, he focused not so much on the historical events, but on
the profound meaning of the “great flood” (hongshui).２３ Citing a variety of
sources, Liu argued that the great flooding of the Yellow River – around the
time of the mythical figures Yao, Shun, and Yu – was the beginning of the
“Chinese nation” (minzu). He observed that before the great flood there
were only tribes in China with separate identities, some perhaps even with
different ethnic backgrounds. But he stressed that a collective conscious-
ness developed when widespread flooding occasioned a “big grouping”
(daqun), bringing formerly disparate tribes into a confederation to organise
human labour, distribute resources, and regulate the transmission of prop-
erty. For Liu, this tribal confederation became the foundation of the “Chi-
nese national character” (guomin xin).２４

According to Liu, since the common identity of being Chinese was born
out of a loose confederation to combat river flooding, the “character of the
Chinese nation” had to be a double bond – a commitment to collective
unity on the one hand, and a commitment to preserving local autonomy
on the other. While in time of flooding or war, the commitment to unity
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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”.２５

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,
assertive, and self-centered. They were determined to pursue their own
interests 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.２６

On the surface, Liu appeared to make the same argument as Liang
Shuming’s when describing China as “a nation of moderation”. Like 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.２７ 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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tralised state was that the state apparatus might end up subjugating the
nation, the collectivity. By reminding his readers of the intended meaning
of “China”, he called on them to balance the competing claims of building a
centralising state, on the one hand, and preserving the autonomy of local
communities, on the other.

The Open China Model

Similar to Liu Yizheng, Chen Yinke used Chinese history to express his
view on modernisation. Rather than focusing on ancient antiquity as Liu
did, Chen examined the cultural dialogue between China and India during
the Sui-Tang period (581-907). By focusing on medieval China when the
country was flooded with foreign influences, Chen was able to raise an
important question concerning China’s modernisation: How did ethnic
pluralism and cross-cultural encounters help China modernise?

The bulk of Chen’s study of the Sui-Tang period was focused on the
Chinese absorption of Indian Buddhism, seemingly privileging foreign im-
pact over Chinese cultural roots. But in analysing each move that the
Chinese made in learning Indian Buddhism, Chen showed that genuine
cultural interaction must take place in a dialectical manner – learning new
knowledge and ideas from abroad, on the one hand, and reaffirming do-
mestic uniqueness and cultural identity, on the other. In what Chen called
the “dialectic of opposition and complementarity”, the foreign and the
indigenous might at first look incompatible, thereby causing tension and
anxiety on both sides. Eventually, with efforts and determination, the for-
eign would be integrated with the indigenous, bringing a new source of life
into the existing socio-political system.２８

For Chen, the Sui-Tang period symbolised the openness in China where
there was both a fervent respect for indigenous cultural heritage and a
willingness to accept foreign ideas and methods. In the case of Sui-Tang
multiculturalism, it was characterised by the affirmation of the tradition of
imperial dynasty and the patrilineal family system, on one hand, and the
inclusion of the steppes cultures and Indian Buddhism, on the other. Ac-
cording to Chen, it was this dialectics between the domestic ti (substance)
and the foreign yong (function) that made the Sui-Tang strong and power-
ful in East Asia.

From Chen’s perspective, the cultural openness in the Sui-Tang period
was a prime example to counter the radicalism of the May Fourth cultural
iconoclasts. He pointed out that despite the openness and flexibility during
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the Sui-Tang period, the cultural elites at the time 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 that they would eventually
disappear if they were not transformed, adapted, 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.２９

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 ti (substance) of Chinese society.３０ 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.

Limits of China’s Alternative Modernity

Through comparative philosophy or historical analyses, the four thinkers
developed an argument for China’s alternative modernity 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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committing the same mistakes as the European did. By playing up “the
advantage of the latecomer”, the four thinkers predicted a promising future
for a China that balanced the need for material progress and spiritual
awakening.

Of the four thinkers, Liang Shuming was most elaborate and effective in
developing this dichotomy. Through a comparison of the European, the
Chinese, and the Indian philosophies, he highlighted not only the advan-
tage of Chinese philosophy, but also the imperative for developing Chinese
philosophy as part of the global quest for spiritual awakening. For Liang,
China’s alternative modernity served the Chinese as well as the peoples
around the world.

The second perspective was global humanism that Wu Mi advocated.
At first glance, Wu Mi’s view appeared to be similar to Liang Shuming’s in
the sense that both thinkers attempted to present modernisation as a
global event. But at a closer look, there was a fundamental difference.
Whereas Liang Shuming connected Europe, China, and India as parts of
the global progression of the human spirit, WuMi compared Confucianism
to Greek philosophy and Christian theology as human quests for moral
purity. In Liang’s threefold progression of the human spirit, Chinese philo-
sophy occupied a middle position: It was better than the European philo-
sophy in its more balanced approach to nature; but it was not as good as
Indian Buddhism in negating human desires. In this way, Liang avoided
giving an impression of being ethnocentric. After all, Confucianism was not
the highest achievement of human spirituality.

In comparison, Wu Mi’s attempt at linking Confucianism to Greek phi-
losophy and Christian theology was a bit limiting. One may say that Wu
Mi’s attempt made Confucianism look valuable to the Chinese because it
had things in common with European philosophy and religion. On the
other hand, one may also say that Wu Mi westernised Confucianism by
making it look similar to European philosophy and religion. On this score,
it is unclear whether global humanism would truly help China develop an
alternative modernity. It could be a form of westernisation under the guise
of matching Chinese with western thought.

The third perspective was China’s unique trajectory of development,
and this perspective is especially effective in Liu Yizheng’s and Chen
Yinke’s historical studies. In both cases, a part of China’s past was used to
prove that China had been special in its development. Because of its un-
iqueness, China’s modernisation must be different from other countries,
such as the emphasis on moderation (Liu Yizheng) and kinship (Chen
Yinke). To a great extent, this argument for China’s unique path is predi-
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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-
nities, 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”.３１

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.３２

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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tion. When China was weak and poor, it was easy to make the claim that
the Chinese culture, however defined, caused the country’s downfall.

On the other hand, in today’s China, one can turn Yu’s argument around
to explain the fervent interest in alternative modernity. A case in point is
the discussion of “Confucian capitalism” in the 1980s and 1990s when Chi-
nese intellectuals adopted the Weberian question to look for the cultural
roots of capitalism.３３ Similarly, the recent discussion of “the rise of China”
also draws on such Confucian concepts as “harmony”, “reciprocity”, and “all
under heaven”.３４ In both instances, the demand for China’s alternative
modernity comes at a time when China is doing better in economy and
foreign relations.３５ The two cases show that when the Chinese find them-
selves successful in adopting the Western measures to produce wealth and
power, they are more eager to discuss their own path to modernity. Hence,
the rise and fall of the argument for alternative modernity relies heavily on
China’s performance in the global competition for wealth and power. If
today’s China continues to grow, it is likely that there will be increasing
interest in finding a unique path of China’s modernity.
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