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Abstract 

 This ethnographic work challenges the dominance of philosophical interpretations in 

the field of Confucian studies, and demonstrates the importance of the fieldwork based 

approach in the study of Confucianism for better understanding of this tradition, and its role 

in the society and in the lives of individuals. 

 The author has adopted the lived religion approach, and, following participant 

observation in the classes on classical texts and in the rituals in the Taipei Confucius temple, 

analyses the worldviews and practices of different social actors, and their relationships to the 

Confucian tradition. The ethnographic data challenges clear distinctions between official and 

popular Confucianism and shows a variety of discourses and practices. On the one hand, the 

nationalist discourse identifies Confucianism with the Chinese national culture, and the thesis 

gives attention to the role of scholars and intellectuals in its propagation. However, despite 

the hegemony of this nationalist framework, which resulted in the Taipei Confucius temple 

becoming a symbolic battleground between China-centred and Taiwan-centred nationalism, 

other groups and individuals reinvent Confucianism in ways divergent from the nationalist 

interpretations. Moreover, the thesis describes complexity of interactions between these 

individuals and groups in the Taipei Confucius temple.  

 Chapter 1 is the introduction, and presents the research questions, overview of 

secondary literature on Confucianism, theoretical framework, and methodology. Chapter 2 

provides historical and social context of Confucianism in Taiwan, showing how the tradition 

has been continually reinvented and how the role of the Taipei Confucius temple in the society 

changed. Chapter 3 discusses the Classics for Families, which aim to foster close relationship 

between parents and children different from past emphasis of filial obedience. Chapter 4 

describes the New Confucian study group on the Four Books with an emphasis on 

intellectualist and nationalist interpretations of the Classics. Chapter 5 focuses on ritual 

practice, and in addition to the Confucius birthday ceremony in September, gives attention to 

other rituals performed in the temple, including adulthood ceremonies, and various modes of 

individual and group worship. Chapter 6 is the conclusion and overviews directions for future 

fieldwork-based research on Confucianism. 

 

 

Keywords: Taipei Confucius temple, Lived religion, Confucianism, Classics recitation, Ritual, 

New Confucianism, Nationalism 
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摘要 

 本研究採用民族誌方法，包括：研究者參與在台北市孔廟進行的親子讀經班與

成人經典研讀班，以及觀察各種在孔廟內與其他地點舉行的祭孔相關儀式活動。筆者

運用生活宗教（lived religion）的取向，進一步描述與分析孔廟內外行動者理解儒家經

典的概念，以及實踐其概念的方式。本民族誌研究打破以往偏重哲學解釋與詮釋的儒

家研究取向，發現不同的行動者參加這些活動的動機非常不同，在理解與實踐儒家經

典的概念與知識也是很不一樣的。本研究關注學者與知識分子如何協助推廣民族主義

敘述，將「儒家文化」視為或等同為「中華民族文化」，在這樣的背景下，台北孔廟

成為中國民族主義和台灣民族主義的戰地。然而，其他行動者的詮釋和實踐脫離民族

主義框架。田野調查資料突破官方與民間儒家的二元論，並顯示出孔廟內外行動者互

動的複雜性。 

 本論文一共六章。第一章即是前言，說明研究問題、回顧儒家研究文獻、介紹

理論架構與研究方法。第二章概述台灣儒家文化的歷史，描述儒家傳統不斷地被重新

創作的過程。第三章分析親子讀經班透過讀經來增加親子互動，而非過去儒家所強調

的孝道。第四章描述成人經典研讀班顯示出新儒家被國民政府運用來創造「中華傳統

文化」的過程，以及讀經者如何將自己所理解的經典意義運用在日常生活中。第五章

分析孔廟中的祭孔與其他相關儀式都充滿著政治的角力，國家、政府與黨派對儀式要

如何進行都產生不同的影響力，而民間也發展出自己一套祭孔的方式與理解。最後，

第六章除了結論之外 ，還提出以田野調查研究儒家的未來研究方向與議題。 

 

 

關鍵字：台北孔廟、生活宗教、儒家、讀經班、祭孔典禮、新儒家、民族主義 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Motivation and Research Questions 

 My interest in Confucianism has been framed by my background in social and cultural 

historiography combined with religious studies that focus on lived religion. My focus on actual 

practice by social actors in different contexts means that I quickly grew discontent with the 

field of Confucian studies, which seemed to me as a world closed into itself. Literature on 

social history of China did address the themes of changing social, cultural, and political 

contexts and changing understanding and the role of Confucianism, but outside the field of 

historiography there was hardly anything on Confucianism in contemporary societies beyond 

general statements linking Confucianism with the core of Chinese mentality, Chinese culture, 

family life, or economic ethics. However, these writings were not based on research but rather 

followed from the worldviews and biases of their authors. 

 The twentieth century saw many debates on the significance of Confucianism for 

modernity, its role in contemporary societies in China, Taiwan, or Korea, and influence on 

economic behaviour. What these debates, which continue unabated up to present, have in 

common is that they are for the most part based on preconceptions and ideological grounds 

rather them empirical research. Therefore, it is necessary to move beyond analysis of 

discourse produced by elites and media reports, and focus on relation of the official discourses 

to social reality. If we are to understand the role of Confucianism in contemporary societies – 

from the dictatorial regimes using the “traditional values” to buttress their aura of legitimacy 

during the Asian Values controversy, to Kuomintang aiming to transform China and later 

Taiwan into a “Confucian” society, recent rehabilitation of Confucianism in the Mainland China, 

and how the resurgence of Confucian revivalism influences relationships between Taiwan and 

Mainland China – it is important to move to field work based study Confucianism in concrete 

historic contexts. It is also necessary to move beyond vague general labels such Confucianism, 

traditional Chinese culture, filial piety, and instead focus on lived social reality and how 

different social actors construct, re-interpreted and make use of these concepts in their 

practice in different contexts with different aims. It is necessary to look beyond official 

discourses at actual social practice and practical results of official policies, e.g. what is concrete 

social meaning of filial piety, what role it plays in social interactions. Field research in the Taipei 

Confucius temple allowed me to probe these issues, showing varieties of discourse and 

practices under the homogenizing official discourse, and setting possible course for future 

research on Confucianism. 

 The initial impulse for this thesis was therefore to engage in a dialogue with the 

scholarship on Confucianism. I was motivated to search for the answers I did not find in 

secondary literature or had my doubts about their reliability or unbiased nature. I was curious 

about what Confucianism means in contemporary Taiwanese society, wanted to move outside 

the contents of texts and look for social practice. I was pondering how to focus such a large 
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theme. Religious studies instilled in me an interest in rituals, and while studying historiography, 

I read studies on history of literacy and methods of reading. Therefore, I wanted to look for 

Confucian rituals and social context of the texts, how people actually read and interpret them. 

 As I was determined to do fieldwork research instead of pure textual study, I spend 

some time searching for a suitable place. This was a journey of discovery because I could not 

consult a literature discussing contemporary practice to help me in my search. Many of the 

themes from historiography were not present in modernized, secularized society. In addition, 

I did not know much about contemporary Taiwanese society beyond general overviews, which 

also complicated the search. Eventually, I have learned a lot thanks to the field research. 

 As such, I observed a ritual “cherishing written characters" (xizi 惜字) in a Wenchang 

temple, burial rituals that also made use of ritual handbooks (rather than simply secular 

national burial style), and ancestral rituals at ancestral halls. Along the way, I was also 

struggling with what constitutes the Confucianism or Confucian cultural elements. Eventually, 

I visited the Taipei Confucius temple to investigate how the temple presents Confucianism and 

what kinds of rituals or other activities there are. Eventually, I found the temple as a suitable 

place for the purposes of my thesis. The temple has an intriguing history because it was 

originally a popular temple build during Japanese colonial era before it was handed over to 

the KMT government. Moreover, there are two different classes on classical texts, and the 

very first day I went to ask for permission to do field research, I saw a local high school 

performing an adulthood ceremony in the temple. This indicated that apart from the autumn 

ceremony celebrating the birthday of Confucius, there are other rituals as well. 

 Although I looked at other activities such as calligraphy or poetry to learn more about 

the temple, I performed research alone and due to time limitations, therefore focus on classics 

recitation and the rituals. Presence of two classes on the Classics, one for families with children 

and another one for adults, gave me an opportunity to observe different approaches to what 

constitutes a Confucian text, and different ways of reading, reciting, interpreting these texts, 

and in what contexts people make use of these texts. These are discussed in Chapter 3 and 4. 

The second focus of the thesis are rituals that I discuss in Chapter 5, where I also show interest 

in people and observe how they performed rituals. I talked with different participants trying 

to discover what rituals means and do for them. I introduce other rituals besides the autumn 

ceremony. I spent weekends in the temple, looked around temple for other events, and talked 

with temple visitors coming to pray, or utilize the temple space for other purposes such as 

tourism. 

 As I learned more about the history of Taiwan society, the Taipei Confucius temple, 

Confucianism in Taiwan, and the issues of politics, it all complicated matters that seemed so 

clear in the general narratives of Confucianism in Taiwan. At the beginning, I also kept asking 

the question “Is Confucianism a religion?” but it left people baffled. I soon realized how 

Confucianism is also a social constructed category, comparable to a toolkit with its contents 

reconstructed and used differently in different contexts. Over the course of fieldwork, I 

changed and refined my research questions as I tried to not reify Confucianism, which is not a 

tangible thing existing per se, but as a culture exists and is recreated though interpersonal 
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interactions. The classical texts are part of these interactions. A social actor wrote a text in a 

certain socio-cultural context with a certain intent, and wrote for an expected audience. A 

given text was selected and incorporated as a part of “Confucian Canon” in a part of the 

process of social interactions. 

 The initial research questions were soon expanded into issues of continuity and 

invention of tradition, and relationship between Confucianism and nationalism, together with 

the role of government officials, intellectuals and other groups and individuals, in continual 

reinvention of this tradition. Since I noticed a tendency in the nationalist and scholarly 

discourse towards homogenization and creation of an image of the transcendent essence of 

Confucianism, I tried to pay attention to counter narratives and divergent practices in the 

temple. In this manner, I tried to contrast abstract philosophy and national ideology with 

“messiness” of social reality in dialogue with the Confucian studies in the hope to provide a 

possible direction for expanding the scope of research on Confucianism. 

 As I discovered variants of Confucian thought and practices in the field, I tried not to 

give preference to one over the other, presenting one interpretation as standard or essential 

and others as modifications or variations, i.e. I tried to avoid dichotomies such as elite vs 

popular Confucianism. Instead, I tried to observe in the field what kind of distinctions people 

draw. The nationalist version of Confucianism propagated by Kuomintang functions, to a 

degree, was a standard due to political and cultural hegemony (power over media and 

education system), and it created a distinct image of Confucianism, which for many people in 

Taiwan is also the first encounter with Confucian culture. I was therefore interested in 

influences this version of Confucianism had on people I encountered in the temple, and 

whether they wholly subscribed to, tried to modify or resist it using this set of cultural 

resources. 

 In the thesis, I also try to challenge the narratives that present Taiwan is a bastion of 

traditional Chinese culture, and show that this usually refers to the national culture introduced 

in Taiwan by the Kuomintang after 1949, which despite having been presented as a tradition, 

is a modern invention with distinctly modernizing and secularist aspects. Therefore, I tried to 

look at the process of invention of Confucianism and national culture with its history and 

mentality. Next, I tried to observe how these cultural inventions have been, in a colonialist 

manner, imposed upon the native population as their culture. 

1.2 Literature Review 

 The overview of literature of Confucianism is divided into five sections. First is an 

overview of research concerned with Confucian thought, which represents the mainstream of 

scholarship on Confucianism. The contribution of this scholarship is in providing explanations 

of key concepts used in Confucian texts and overviewing the changing terminology and 

interpretations in texts from different periods. This is accompanied by translations of works 

written in Classical Chinese. However, these explanations and interpretations are based on 

texts, and tend to overlook social practice. Therefore, I follow with discussion of studies on 

Confucianism in concrete historic contexts, which are most useful for the purpose of this thesis. 
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Most inspiring and helpful research on Confucianism in this regard has been written in the 

field of social and cultural history, which shows how social actors reinvented Confucianism 

and reinterpreted texts and concepts to serve their needs in different historic contexts. 

Analogous scholarship on contemporary reinventions and practice of Confucianism is still 

missing. Given the time I spend participating in the classes on Classics recitation and observing 

rituals, the next three sections of this overview are thematically focused on the literature 

discussing the relationship between Confucianism and education, Confucianism and rituals, 

and, lastly, on studies dealing with the specifics of Confucianism in Taiwan. 

Confucian Thought 

 The study of Confucianism as a philosophy is the core of Confucian studies, and makes 

up the bulk of literature on Confucianism as can be seen in university courses and thematic 

sections in libraries. This field of study is textually oriented, focusing on concepts and ideas, 

and does not pay much attention to social practice. Context of the concepts is taken into 

consideration within the framework of intellectual history, i.e. the context of a text is made 

up by other texts, which are selected by scholars to be included into the canon of intellectual 

history of a given culture on the basis of their philosophical relevance. Besides, there is an 

emphasis on ancient texts Analects, Mencius, or Xunzi perceived as containing the pure 

essence of the original teachings. Research tends towards analysis of texts in an attempt to 

discover the essence of Confucianism, similar to Platonic Ideas, contained in the most 

“authentic” texts. In addition, scholars also pay attention to the so called Neo-Confucians and 

their writings dealing with metaphysics while ignoring the writings of rituals and social practice. 

Ivanhoe provides a valuable overview of the contents of classical texts concerning the theme 

of moral self-cultivation.1 However, the book discusses moral ideas and norms and does not 

reference the practice of cultivation in concrete socio-historic settings. 

 Some works on Confucian philosophy are functionally equal with theological exegesis 

because they privilege the interpretations of their authors, which tend to follow from personal 

values, ideological, cultural background and biases of a given scholar. In some aspects, such 

scholarship is a form of cultural appropriation because the scholars search texts for references 

to issues, which are relevant for the scholars themselves, such as democracy and capitalism. 

The scholars who have personal interest in Confucianism thus write from engaged position 

presenting their own opinions on what the message of what Confucianism truly is or what 

Confucianism ought to be like in the modern world. This approach can be seen in the works of 

Angle, Bell and Chaibong, or Ivanhoe.2 For, example a translation of the Book of Filial Piety by 

Rosemont and Ames argues for philosophical relevance of this classic, and while the 

argumentation is stimulating, it nevertheless presents the authors’ own understanding of the 

                                                             
1 Philip J. Ivanhoe, Confucian Moral Self Cultivation, Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Co., 2000. 
2 Stephen C. Angle, Sagehood: The Contemporary Significance of Neo-Confucian Philosophy, Oxford, England; 
New York: Oxford University Press, 2009; Daniel A. Bell and Hahm Chaibong (eds.), Confucianism for the Modern 
World, Cambridge University Press, 2003, Philip J. Ivanhoe, Confucian Reflections: Ancient Wisdom for Modern 
Times, Routledge, 2013. 
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meaning of “family reverence”.3 Concerning the issue of the relationship between ideology 

and scholarship, an example would be Bell, who writes on Confucianism from a perspective of 

his own political worldview and his writings are an interesting example of an American scholar 

whose writings are part of a current of contemporary nationalism and anti-democratic 

thought in Mainland China.4 A similar line of political thought can be found in Fan.5 

 Among exceptions to these approaches, there is Nylan’s historic study on methods and 

processes of constructing the notion of the Confucian Canon, and negotiations over its 

contents.6 The study stands as a corrective to tendencies towards reification of Confucianism 

and Confucian Classics, and to perspectives, which identify Confucianism with state 

bureaucracy. Focus of the book is on Han dynasty, but at the end of the book, Nylan provides 

insightful comments on 20th century re-imaginations and reinventions during the New Culture 

Movement and the New Life Movement. Although predominantly textually oriented, Clart’s 

research also moves beyond emphasis on ancient classical texts and focuses on morality books, 

including contemporary production in Taiwan.7 The culture of “cherishing the written word” 

is explored by Chau.8 The contributors to the Rethinking Confucianism aim to move towards 

problematizing some of the premises and assumptions of the Confucian studies, although the 

editorial note by Elman takes the category of religion as a given fact and only problematizes 

whether it is applicable to Confucianism.9 On the other hand, the collection succeeds in its aim 

to cross the national isolation in Confucian studies by including articles on China, Japan, Korea, 

and Vietnam. 

 Cultural appropriation by Euro-American scholars is complemented by nationalism in 

the writings of many Chinese, Taiwanese, or Korean scholars. In addition, the arguments 

among the Chinese scholars tend to focus on the relationship between Confucianism and 

religion, and the issue of national studies. Chen Yong provides an overview of these debates, 

without reflecting on his own engaged position. 10  Tu is probably most prominent 

representative of the New Confucianism as he produced many writings in English and has 

personal ties with US academicians. 11  New Confucianism is a dominant school of 

interpretation in Taiwanese research on Confucianism, since many scholars are also students 

of the founding figure Mou Zongsan 牟宗三 (1909–1995). 

                                                             
3 Henry Jr. Rosemont and Roger T. Ames, The Chinese Classic of Family Reverence: A Philosophical Translation of 
the Xiaojing, Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2009. 
4 Daniel A. Bell, China’s New Confucianism: Politics and Everyday Life in a Changing Society, Princeton University 
Press, 2008. 
5 Ruiping Fan, Reconstructionist Confucianism, Dordrecht: Springer Netherlands, 2010. 
6 Michael Nylan, The Five “Confucian” Classics, New Haven; London: Yale University Press, 2001. 
7 For example, Philip A. Clart, “Confucius and the Mediums: Is There a ‘Popular Confucianism’?,” T’oung Pao 89 
(2003): 1--38. 
8 Adam Yuet Chau, “Script Fundamentalism: The Practice of Cherishing Written Characters (Lettered Paper) (惜

字紙) in the Age of Literati Decline and Commercial Revolution,” in New Approaches to Studying Chinese Popular 

Religion and Sectarianism, Philip A. Clart (ed.), Boyoung Publishers 2012, 129–67. 
9 Benjamin A. Elman, John B. Duncan, and Herman Ooms (eds.), Rethinking Confucianism: Past and Present in 
China, Japan, Korea, and Vietnam, Los Angeles: University of California, 2002. 
10 Chen Yong, Confucianism as Religion: Controversies and Consequences, Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2013. 
11 Tu Wei-ming, Confucian Thought: Selfhood as Creative Transformation, Albany: SUNY Press, 1985. 
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 There are several studies on the New Confucian school of thought. Bresciani provides 

a historic overview of New Confucianism, describing major representatives and their 

philosophical ideas.12 However, his account is isolated from the broader intellectual currents 

such as other defenders of Confucianism. In contrast to Bresciani, Makeham takes a critical 

look on New Confucian genealogical narratives and shows the process of the retrospective 

invention of tradition.13 While Makeham pays attention to politics, the majority of the studies 

on New Confucianism tends to focus on philosophical analysis. However, Chan mentions the 

role of cultural nationalism in her analysis of the thought of Mou Zongsan.14 Jochim presents 

short vignettes and quotes from representatives of New Confucianism and their critics.15 He 

reproduces contents of textual polemics between the two camps without providing social and 

political context, and the ideological background of these interactions, the article thus remains 

at the level of intellectual history. 

Confucianism in Context 

 The contributions of Confucian studies are the translations and commented editions 

of the Classics, introductions to concepts and theories found in texts. However, when looking 

for discussions of Confucianism in historic context and practice, we have to look elsewhere. 

There are many contributions on the role of Confucianism in social life written by 

scholars of social history. Their import is in correcting essentialist understandings of 

Confucianism and in showing the importance of historic and social context for interpretation. 

Ebrey focuses on family life and the role of women in Chinese society in different periods and 

shows how the family structure and relationships changed over time and how Confucian 

values and ideas influenced actual lives.16 Ebrey also pays attention to how these Confucian 

norms were shaped and reinvented according to the needs and goals of social actors. Smith 

describes “benevolent societies” and the relation of Confucian values to social ethics. 17 

Lufrano analyses late Ming and Qing merchant manuals.18 He shows that integral part of these 

guidelines on how to do business were instructions on the practice of moral cultivation, and 

analyses how the values contained in manuals relate to Confucianism. The book is a useful 

corrective for contemporary Orientalist commentaries on the connection between Asian 

Tigers and an assumed Confucian capitalist ethic. Deuchler in her seminal analysis examines 

                                                             
12 Umberto Bresciani, Reinventing Confucianism: The New Confucian Movement, Taipei: Taipei Ricci Institute for 
Chinese Studies, 2001. 
13 John Makeham (ed.), New Confucianism: A Critical Examination, New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003. 
14 Serina N. Chan, The Thought of Mou Zongsan, Leiden; Boston: BRILL, 2011. 
15 Christian Jochim, “Interpreting Confucian Spirituality in Postwar Taiwan: The New Confucians and Their Critics,” 
in Confucian Spirituality, vol. 2, Tu Weiming and Mary Tucker (eds.), New York: Crossroad Publishing Company, 
2004, 399–421. 
16 For example, Patricia Ebrey, Women and the Family in Chinese History, London and New York: Routledge, 2004; 
Patricia Ebrey, The Inner Quarters: Marriage and the Lives of Chinese Women in the Sung Period, Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1993. 
17 Joanna Smith, The Art of Doing Good: Charity in Late Ming China, Berkeley; Los Angeles; London: University of 
California Press, 2009. 
18  Richard Lufrano, Honorable Merchants: Commerce and Self-Cultivation in Late Imperial China, Honolulu: 
University of Hawai’i Press, 1997. 
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the ways in which Korean elites selected and reinvented Confucian cultural resources to meet 

their social and political needs.19 Lu describes changing attitudes to the Book of Filial Piety and 

changing understandings of the notion of filial piety in imperial China, and also pays attention 

to the religious and political overtones and goals of these interpretations. 20  Paramore 

presents a thorough overview of the cultural history of Confucianism in Japan, describing its 

changing role in social life and politics, thereby changing our understanding of what 

constitutes Confucianism. 21  Especially useful for this thesis is the discussion on the 20th 

century militarists’ reinvention of Confucianism and their influence on the Kuomintang 

adopting Confucianism into its political vision for nationalist China. The issue of Confucianism 

in early Republican China is the topic of Chen His-yuan, who describes the processes whereby 

the neologism “religion” was introduced into the Chinese intellectual world and led to the 

creation of the concept “zongjiao 宗教”, together with problems of applying these two 

concepts to “Confucianism”.22 

 Studies on Confucianism in individual lives include the work by Harrison, written from 

a perspective of microhistory.23 Based on diary entries and other primary sources, it describes 

a life of a man living at the end of Qing era and beginning of the Republican era. Harrison 

reconstructs what role Confucianism played in his life and worldview, and how that man 

reflected on rapidly changing social and political conditions. A personal journal is also utilized 

by Kelleher in a commented translation of a Ming era scholar’s journal and his notes on self-

cultivation as practice.24 

 In the field of sociology, there is a monograph by Anna Sun.25 The book is divided into 

two parts. The first is a historic overview of collaboration between James Legge and Max 

Müller created Confucianism as one of the world religions. The second is based on sociological 

research, but does not live up to the first part. She visited Confucian temples in the Mainland 

China and Taiwan and conducted formal interviews, but her analysis is hindered by theoretical 

and methodological problems, such as overreliance on such quantitative methods as statistics 

and formal interviews. In addition, reminding of the Habits of the Heart,26 Sun introduces into 

her into her analysis Protestant concepts and tries to measure church attendance and church 

membership regarding Confucianism. This methodology would be unfit for a research of the 

                                                             
19 Martina Deuchler, The Confucian Transformation of Korea: A Study of Society and Ideology, Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University, 1992. 
20 Lü Miaofen, Xiao zhi Tianxia, Taipei: Zhongyangyanjiuyuan, Lianjing, 2011. 
21 Kiri Paramore, Japanese Confucianism, Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2016. 
22 Chen Hsi-yuan, “Confucianism Encounters Religion: The Formation of Religious Discourse and the Confucian 
Movement in Modern China”, PhD diss., Harvard University, 1999. 
23 Henrietta Harrison, The Man Awakened from Dreams: One Man’s Life in a North China Village, 1857-1942, 
Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 2005. 
24 Wu Yubi, The Journal of Wu Yubi: The Path to Sagehood, trans. by Theresa Kelleher, Indianapolis: Hackett 
Publishing Company, 2013. 
25  Anna Sun, Confucianism as a World Religion: Contested Histories and Contemporary Realities, Princeton; 
Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2013. 
26 Robert Neelly Bellah (ed.), Habits of the Heart: Individualism and Commitment in American Life, New York: 
Harper & Row, 198). 
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US society, as it does not help to grasp such phenomena new religious movements or a trend 

towards being “spiritual but not religious”. 

 I anticipated publication of an anthropological study by Billioud and Thoraval because 

it seemed similar to what I was trying to do. 27  On the one hand, the book provides an 

interesting probe into contemporary re-imagination of Confucianism in the Mainland China. 

On the other hand, it is hindered by theoretical and methodological shortcomings, given by 

authors’ background in intellectual history. The research is a part of the same research project 

as Anna Sun and shows similar ethnocentric biases. Despite claims to the contrary, their 

description is informed by an essentialist understanding of Confucianism, and, although the 

book makes use of Chinese terminology, the authors infuse them with Christian meanings. 

Consequently, Confucian texts are identified with the Classics and treated as sacred texts. The 

authors do not explore the construction of the canon, and conflate the traditional education 

system with Confucian education, and Confucianism in general is identified with the imperial 

bureaucracy. Rituals are identified as sacrifices to Confucius or Mencius in temples, i.e. deity 

worship, and authors do not pay attention to other aspects of the Confucian ritual tradition. 

Moreover, the book emphasizes that the contemporary “popular” revival of Confucianism is 

not motivated by nationalism, but the understanding of nationalism is quite as a state ideology, 

organized by state from top-to-down. The authors do not pay attention to the role 

intellectuals, organizations, and others institutions and individuals play in the formation and 

dissemination of nationalist ideas. As such, their discussion of filial piety is simply as a core 

moral Confucian value whilst ignoring its key role in political discourse and practice. The 

analysis in the last chapter is unrelated to the contents of the previous chapters and presents 

an orientalist discussion on Chinese mentality. The contemporary revival of Confucianism in 

Mainland China is also a topic of an anthology edited by Hammond and Richey. 28  The 

contributors use different approaches but the articles are rather general in their discussions 

of the topic. In contrast to the aforementioned, Jun Jing did extensive ethnographic research 

on the Kong ancestral temple of in a village in Gansu and topic of social memory.29 His book 

analyses the history of the temple, its rituals, the role of this ancestral temple in the village 

community, and how the temple and villagers were impacted by political, economic, social 

and cultural changes during the second half of the twentieth century in the Mainland China. 

 Tsai and Finke and others follow an example of the Varieties of Religious Experience by 

William James in the emphasis on personal experience with the religious.30 This collaborative 

project is based on detailed questionnaires probing the religious experience of people in 

Taiwan. Volume contributors then wrote thematic chapters analysing experience in different 

                                                             
27 Sébastien Billioud and Joël Thoraval, The Sage and the People: The Confucian Revival in China, Oxford; New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2015. 
28 Kenneth Hammond and Jeffrey Richey (eds.), The Sage Returns: Confucian Revival in Contemporary China, 
Albany, N.Y: SUNY Press, 2015. 
29 Jun Jing, The Temple of Memories: History, Power, and Morality in a Chinese Village, Stanford University Press, 
1998. 
30 Yen-zen Tsai and Roger Finke (eds.), Religious Experience in Contemporary Taiwan and China, Taipei: Chengchi 
University Press, 2013. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

9 
 

religious traditions. The findings are compared with finding of similar research made in 

Mainland China. Because Confucianism is not classified as a religion in Taiwan, the 

questionnaires did not specifically mention Confucianism, however, the chapter eight by Yen-

zen Tsai describes forms and changes of Confucianism in Taiwan. 

 There are several studies concerning the role of Confucianism in the so-called 

redemption societies. However, historical and sociological research on redemptive societies, 

and how they make use of Confucian resources in larger social, cultural, and political contexts, 

is still in a preliminary phase. Seminal works were written by Palmer, Katz, Wang, and 

DuBois. 31  In contrast, Billioud and Thoraval seem to attempt to classify I-kuan Tao as a 

“Confucian church” representing Confucianism in contemporary world in an easily 

recognizable institutional form after the collapse of the imperial system. This approach is 

similar to Jochim and other scholars who either adopt or do not question the perspective of 

the I-kuan Tao insiders.32 An example of insider research is Zhong, whose book is an example 

of a retrospective reconstruction of the collective memory since she argues that Confucianism 

has been an integral part of I-guan Tao teachings since the Qing era. 33  In contrast, Lu 

investigates the political and social context in 1990s when I-kuan Tao turned from spirit writing 

to the Classics, and to the support of the Kuomintang nationalist project, and how the 

relationship with the Kuomintang changed from persecution to cooperation.34 

Confucianism and Education 

 In some studies of Confucianism, there seems to be a tendency to conflate education 

in imperial China with Confucian education, or more precisely with the study of Confucian 

Classics. On the one hand, since Confucian texts and their interpretation in certain periods 

were featured in examination for entrance to the imperial bureaucracy, the education system 

was naturally geared towards official careers. On the other hand, there were other forms of 

education, including family education, learning social skills, Buddhist education etc. This 

Orientalist bias is present in the editorial aim of Smith, who identifies traditional education 

with Confucianism, which is so ingrained in the Chinese mentality that it continues in 

contemporary educational institutions. 35  On the other hand, the articles by Taiwanese 

contributors to Smith’s collection do not subscribe to this worldview. 

                                                             
31  David A. Palmer, “Chinese Redemptive Societies and Salvationist Religion: Historical Phenomenon or 
Sociological Category?,” Journal of Chinese Ritual, Theatre and Folklore 172 (2011): 21–72; David A. Palmer, Paul 
R. Katz, and Chien-chuan Wang, “Introduction: Redemptive Societies as Confucian NRMs?,” Journal of Chinese 
Ritual, Theatre and Folklore 172 (2011): 1–12. David A. Palmer, Paul R. Katz, and Chien-chuan Wang, 
“Introduction: Redemptive Societies in Cultural and Historical Context,” Journal of Chinese Ritual, Theatre and 
Folklore 173 (2011): 1–12; Thomas David DuBois, “The Salvation of Religion? Public Charity and the New Religions 
of the Early Republic,” Journal of Chinese Ritual, Theatre and Folklore 172 (2011): 73–126. 
32 Christian Jochim, “Carrying Confucianism into the Modern World: The Taiwan Case,” in Philip Clart and Charles 
Jones (eds.), Religion in Modern Taiwan, Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 2003, 48–83. 
33  Zhong Yunying, Qingmo Minchu Minjianrujiao dui Zhuliu Ruxue de Xishou yu Zhuanhua, Taipei: Taida 
chubanzhongxin, 2008. 
34 Lu Yunfeng, The Transformation of Yiguan Dao in Taiwan: Adapting to a Changing Religious Economy, Lanham, 
MD: Lexington Books, 2008. 
35 Douglas Smith (ed.), The Confucian Continuum: Educational Modernization in Taiwan, New York: Praeger, 1990. 
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 There are many studies on the history and development of education in China. The 

monograph by Rawski remains a seminal work, and, despite its age, is still a very useful 

reference.36 Works such those by as Lee, Barry and Chaffee, Elman and Woodside, provide 

general overviews of education in imperial China, and are useful to consult when evaluating 

generalized narratives about the past.37 Since Confucian temples served also as academies 

and schools in the past, Keenan provides a useful overview of academies in Jiangnan in late 

imperial China, and discusses teaching methods.38 Hsiung has written another seminal work 

in historiography of education in China because she pays detailed attention to family 

education, child-rearing habits, perception of children, relationships in the family and 

community, and role of gender.39 Hsiung makes use of a wide variety of sources, including 

medical manuals and art depictions. This book can serve as a starting point for learning about 

education practice in imperial China and an important corrective to generalized perceptions 

about the past. Historic background for contemporary Classics recitation classes for children 

can be found also in an overview of the history of children’s primers written by Bai and based 

on analysis of pedagogical writings.40 Bai describes the construction of the notion of childhood, 

and development of educational methods. However, the descriptions concern the norms and 

ideals held by educators, which were not necessarily reflected in practice. 

 Although the study by Stafford, based on field research in Taiwanese village in 1980s, 

does not discuss Confucian education per se, it describes transmission of culture, and 

distinguishes between education at school and at home. 41  Moreover, the author pays 

attention to interactions, which make up the educational process, to bodily education and on 

the influences of religions on education. In a context of bodily and social learning, Ko analyses 

the changing social and cultural role of foot binding and complex motivations of men and 

women who are not presented as passive victims.42 Her book is a corrective for simplified 

narratives of Confucian dominance over women or male fetishization of the body. 

Confucianism and Rituals 

 Research on rituals in Confucianism is limited and there is still an unfortunate tendency 

among some scholars to conflate state imperial rituals with Confucian rituals. Billioud and 

                                                             
36 Evelyn Sakakida Rawski, Education and Popular Literacy in Ch’ing China, Ann Arbor: University of Michigan 
Press, 1979. 
37 Thomas H. C. Lee, Education in Traditional China: A History, Leiden; Boston, Mass: Brill, 2000; Theodore de 
Bary and John W. Chaffee (eds.), Neo-Confucian Education: The Formative Stage, University of California Press, 
1989; Benjamin Elman and Alexander Woodside (eds.), Education and Society in Late Imperial China, 1600-1900, 
Berkeley, Calif: University of California Press, 1994. 
38 Barry C. Keenan, Imperial China’s Last Classical Academies: Social Change in the Lower Yangzi, 1864-1911, 
Berkeley: Institute of East Asian Studies, University of California, 1994. 
39 Ping-chen Hsiung, A Tender Voyage: Children and Childhood in Late Imperial China, Stanford, Calif.: Stanford 
University Press, 2007. 
40 Bai Limin, Shaping the Ideal Child: Children and Their Primers in Late Imperial China, Hong Kong: The Chinese 
University Press, 2005. 
41 Charles Stafford, The Roads of Chinese Childhood: Learning and Identification in Angang, Cambridge; New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1995. 
42 Dorothy Ko, Cinderella’s Sisters: A Revisionist History of Footbinding, University of California Press, 2007. 
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Thoraval would be such example. However, while state ritualism made use of Confucian ritual 

elements, it incorporated a variety of other elements in creating a distinct ritual system. 

Ebrey’s analysis of Confucian rituals in Song era is a seminal work in this field.43 Utilizing a 

variety of historic sources, Ebrey wrote a social history of discussions among Song Confucians 

on not only the meaning of rituals but also on proper ways of performing and modifying rituals 

such as ancestral rituals, capping, weddings and funerals. Chow adopted a perspective of 

intellectual history in analysis of how the Qing era local elites made use of Confucian ritual 

resources in order to face what they perceived as social disruption and anomie in the 18th 

century.44 Liu collected ritual manuals in Fujian, and his study analyses their contents and the 

role of Confucian rituals and Confucian ritual specialists in local society during the late Qing 

era. 45  The research focus of Xu is on contemporary Taiwanese funerary rites, including 

handbooks and the performance of rituals.46 Azuma also focuses on Zhu Xi’s Family Rituals 

and criticizes philosophical approaches to the study of Confucianism, stressing the need to pay 

attention to the importance of rituals.47 

 In recent years, Confucian studies have started to look at ritual in Confucianism. 

However, these discussions as still based on the contents of ancient texts and philosophical 

interpretations of the functions of ritual. Many studies are therefore concerned with Xunzi. 

For example, Kline and Tiwald aim to challenge the previous research and argue that Xunzi did 

not oppose religion, and try to ascertain the value of Xunzi’s thought for contemporary 

readers.48 

Confucianism in Taiwan 

 Although the bulk of the research focus on China in general, there are a few studies on 

Confucianism in Taiwan. However, there is a problem in that, in Taiwan, the research on 

Confucianism is produced mainly in the departments of Chinese literature and philosophy, 

which means that the emphasis is on Confucian thought. In addition, due to a political climate 

in Taiwan established with the arrival of the Kuomintang, the writings on Confucianism are 

often ideologically loaded and follow the political agenda as serving as a tool in an ideological 

struggle between two nationalist camps, which are oriented either toward China or toward 

Taiwanese independence). 

 Proponents of the China-oriented cultural discourse seem to be predominantly 

proponents of Confucianism and tend to present a historic narrative of uninterrupted Chinese 

culture in Taiwan starting with Koxinga and lasting until present day, and which is observable 

in “national liberation” resistance against the Japanese. An example of this kind of scholarship 

                                                             
43 Patricia Buckley Ebrey, Confucianism and Family Rituals in Imperial China: A Social History of Writing about 
Rites, Princeton University Press, 1991. 
44 Kai-wing Chow, The Rise of Confucian Ritualism in Late Imperial China: Ethics, Classics, and Lineage Discourse, 
Stanford, Calif: Stanford University Press, 1994. 
45  Liu Yonghua, Confucian Rituals and Chinese Villagers: Ritual Change and Social Transformation in a 
Southeastern Chinese Community, 1368-1949, Brill, 2013. 
46 Xu Fuquan, Taiwan Minjian Jisi Liyi, Hsinchu: Xinzhu Shejiaoguan, 1996. 
47 Azuma Juji, Zhu Xi Jiali Shizheng Yanjiu, Shanghai: Huadong shida, 2012. 
48 T. C. Kline and Justin Tiwald (eds.), Ritual and Religion in the Xunzi, SUNY Press, 2014. 
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is Chen. 49  The author’s background is in Chinese literature and her monograph puts an 

emphasis on textual analysis. It is interesting that the author utilises stele inscriptions, which 

have not often been analysed. However, the aim of argumentation is to show that 

Confucianism has been a core of Taiwanese national consciousness since the Qing era. The 

author equates Confucianism with Chinese culture, and as a result equates Taiwanese culture 

with Chinese culture in order to present an argument against a Taiwan-centred interpretation 

of Taiwanese history and culture, and the political aims of Taiwanese independence. Chen 

sees the Taiwan independence movement as the largest threat to Confucianism, and since 

Chen equates Confucianism with Chinese culture, which equals Taiwanese culture, it is a 

threat to Taiwan itself. A discussion of Chen and several other writings by other nationalist 

scholars of Confucianism is discussed in anthology edited by Makeham and Hsiau. 50  A 

monograph by Makeham is an invaluable overview how scholarly discourse in Mainland China 

and Taiwan define and redefine Confucianism, discuss Chinese culture, and religion. 51 His 

distinction between state and cultural nationalism is problematic because it tends to 

obfuscate that scholarly discourse can and does serve to advance political goals, and that 

academia does not exist independently of state structures. 

 There are works on the history of Confucianism in Taiwan, which are not influenced by 

a nationalist agenda. The monograph by Tsurumi is a seminal work on the history of education 

in Taiwan, and shows how Japanese colonial authorities in Taiwan made use of Confucianism 

to appease local elites.52 Li describes the developments of Confucianism in Taiwan with an 

emphasis on social reality, and pays attention to poetry organizations, charity organizations, 

and especially on spirit-writing halls.53 

 Concerning research on contemporary forms of Confucianism in Taiwan, Jochim 

discusses post-WWII Taiwanese modernization, the Kuomintang politics propagating 

Confucianism, New Confucianism, and other Confucian groups.54 Chen used ethnographic 

method to study how contemporary young people in Taiwan practice filial piety, for example 

through such mundane tasks as accompanying parents to watch television. 55  Taiwanese 

psychology pays attention to filial piety, such work by Yeh, however psychology is hindered by 

a tendency towards a normative approach and discussion on positive and negative influences 

of filial piety.56 

                                                             
49 Chen Zhaoying, Taiwan Ruxue: Qiyuan, Fazhan yü Zhuanhua, Taipei, Taida chubanzhongxin, 2011. 
50 John Makeham and A-chin Hsiau (eds.), Cultural, Ethnic, and Political Nationalism in Contemporary Taiwan: 
Bentuhua, New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005. 
51 John Makeham, Lost Soul: ‘Confucianism’ in Contemporary Chinese Academic Discourse, Cambridge, Mass: 
Harvard University Asia Center, 2008. 
52 Patricia Tsurumi, Japanese Colonial Education in Taiwan, 1895-1945, Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University 
Press, 1977. 
53 Li Shiwei, Rijushidai taiwan rujiao jieshe yu huodong, Taipei: Wenjin, 1999. 
54 Jochim, “Carrying Confucianism into the Modern World.” 
55 Chen Jingyü, “Ai jiushi pei tamen kandianshi! Chengnian zinü de dianshi xiaofei ü xinxiaodao shijian,” Guangbo 
yü dianshi, no. 34 (2012): 25–53. 
56 Yeh Kung-hui, “Huaren xiaodao shuangyuanmoxing yanjiu de huigu yü qiandan,” Bentuxinlixue yanjiu 32 (2009): 
101–48. 
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 There are several works on the Taipei Confucius temple, its history, architecture and 

rituals. The Master thesis by Tu is a valuable source of information.57 Although written in the 

department of architecture, the thesis provides an overview of the temple’s history, and the 

core discussion concerns the autumn ritual celebrating the birthday of Confucius, its history, 

spatial configuration, participants, and structure. The author is a former Secretary of the 

Confucius temple and utilized many primary sources. However, the thesis is mainly descriptive 

and does not analyse the social and cultural background of the changes to the ritual. 

Eventually, the thesis is the basis for information on the official web page of the Taipei 

Confucius temple, and both official and unofficial publications on the temple make use of the 

information therein. Monograph published by the Taipei Confucius temple, edited by Tung 

and published in Chinese and English, is a compilation of articles by different scholars. 58 

However, authorship of individual chapters is not clearly attributed. Although it is not an 

academic work, it contains valuable information concerning the temple and its history, and is 

accompanied with photographs and illustrations. 

 The Classics recitation movement in Taiwan is a topic of many Master theses. Li writes 

from a perspective of religious studies, and tries to show through the example of Classics 

recitation movement that Confucianism fits the category of religion. 59  The core of this 

approach is evaluation of the role of sacred texts, and it concludes that Confucianism is an 

“invisible religion” of the Chinese. It provides a thorough overview of the history and 

development of the classics recitation movement. A thesis by Ke stands out because it focuses 

on economic and social developments that influence the recitation movement.60 Generally, it 

is possible to discern results-oriented approach in the theses on the Classics recitation. On one 

side, attempts to evaluating whether recitation improves literacy of young children. Another 

side tries to assess influence on moral development. Consequently, these theses tend to be 

based on questionnaires and formal interviews. Zhang prepared and tutored lessons, but does 

not analyse one’s own experience or interactions, and instead uses quantitative 

questionnaires to evaluate literacy, and qualitative methods to evaluate moral growth. 61 

Moreover, many of the authors of the articles and theses on classics recitation seem to be 

written from the perspective of insiders and participants in ongoing political debate over the 

significance of the Classics. As a result, the secondary literature tends to adopt either an 

apologetic or a critical perspective. 

 Related to the Classics recitation are the Life Education classes (shengming jiaoyu 生

命教育) at Taiwanese schools, which are intended to teach morality and proper values. 

Various organizations take part in organizing these classes besides the government. The Life 

                                                             
57 Du Meifen, Sikong renwen ji liyi kongjian zhiyanjiu, Master’s Thesis, Zhongyuan daxue, 2003. 
58 Dong Jinyü (ed.), “Shengzhishi: Taibeishi kongmioa de tuibian yü chuancheng,” Taipei: Taibeishi kongmiao 
guanliweiyuanhui, 2011; Tung Chin-yue (ed.), Confucius: The Sage Adaptable to Change, Taipei: Taipei Confucius 
Temple Governing Board, 2014. 
59 Li Jianhong, “Jingdian yü shijian: dangdai taiwan dujing yundong,” Master’s Thesis, Guoli zhengzhidaxue, 2007. 
60  Ke Xinya, “Jinshinian taiwan ertong dujing jiaoyu de fazhan 1991-2001,” Master’s thesis, Guoli hualian 
shifanxueyuan, 2002. 
61 Zhang Xutingyzhi, “Ertong dujingjiaoyu dui xuexili yü pindejiaoyu zhiyanjiu,” Master’s Thesis, Zhonghua daxue, 
2014. 
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Education is discussed in a thesis by Lin who focuses on the issue of separation of church and 

state on the examples of three classes that are organized by Protestant, Tzu-chi, and I-kuan 

Tao groups.62 However, the author does not question the categories of religion, religious 

organization, or the notion of the separation of the State and the Church. In comparison, 

Sullivan contrasts different understandings of legitimate role of religion in society and 

different law regulations, for example between US and Europe, and questions the practicality 

of religion as a legal term as well as the notion of religious freedom. Sullivan argues that since 

definitions are based on culturally biased understanding of religion, the notion of religious 

freedom is in effect paradoxically discriminatory because some practices, beliefs are not 

categorized as religion and thus are not legally protected in contrast to others that are given 

special rights under religious freedom.63 Lin’s thesis takes these concepts as granted, based of 

author’s understanding of religion as voluntary personal belief, and in the conclusion makes 

recommendation to make the classes organized by the religious organizations compatible with 

requirements. In addition, the thesis by Lin does not problematize the relationship between 

ideology and education, the contents of morality and proper values, or whether morals can 

actually be taught in a classroom setting. 

 Concerning, the Classics recitation and Life Education, many of these classes are 

organized by I-kuan Tao, and since I-kuan Tao, or at least some of its branches, emphasizes its 

Confucian identity, majority of studies on the relationship between Confucianism and I-kuan 

Tao has been written by insiders. This is not problem per se but these studies tend to have 

evangelizing overtones. Even the studies written by non-believers, such as Billioud and 

Thoraval, tend to adopt the perspective of the I-kuan Tao elites, and reproduce the doctrines 

and official discourse. Due to methodological problems of trying to define religion and 

Confucianism in essentialist terms, these authors tend to look for an institution, which could 

be labelled as Confucian thus making the tradition palpable such as identifying I-kuan Tao as 

a “Confucian church” for modern era. This is linked with drawing lines between “official/state” 

Confucianism and “religious” Confucianism. The guiding logic is that I-kuan Tao promotes 

Confucianism, and since I-kuan Tao is identified as religious organization, ergo it is promoting 

the “religious Confucianism”. And since the KMT or the CCP are political parties, they 

represent the “state” Confucianism. This distinction, together with identification of I-kuan Tao 

as a Confucian church, seems to be to promoted in scholarship produced by IKT elites as well, 

already mentioned Zhong is an example. 

 Because of these issues, there is a lack of sociological analysis of redemptive societies 

in Taiwan besides that by Lu, but it is weighted down by its heavy-handed application of 

rational choice theory. Another exception is Clart, who explores doctrinal and cultivational 

interactions between spirit-writing halls and I-kuan Tao.64 A PhD thesis by Soo analyses an I-

                                                             
62 Lin Qiyun, “Zhengjiao fenli yü taiwan gongli guomin zhongxiaoxue zhi zongjiao shengming jiaoyu”, Master 
Thesis, National Chengchi University, 2013. 
63 Winnifred Fallers Sullivan, The Impossibility of Religious Freedom, Princeton; Oxford: Princeton University Press, 
2005. 
64 Philip Clart, “The Phoenix and the Mother: The Interaction of Spirit Writing Cults and Popular Sects in Taiwan,” 
Journal of Chinese Religions 25:1 (1997): 1–32. 
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kuan Tao mission in Malaysia and discusses how propagation of Confucian ethics serves to 

raise credibility in the eyes of local authorities.65 Jordan and Overmeyer focus on spirit writing 

halls, but also mention I-kuan Tao as well, although the book shows its age.66 Even though the 

previously mentioned Palmer, Katz and Wang focus on redemptive societies in early 

republican China, the theoretical framework useful for study of I-kuan Tao in Taiwan, and 

these articles ought to be a starting point for such research. 

1.3 Theoretical Framework 

 This thesis is situated within a larger framework of the lived religion approach, which 

was popularized by two seminal works, the Madonna of 115th Street by Orsi and Lived Religion 

in America edited by Hall.67 They were soon followed by other scholars, such as Ammerman, 

Bender, Luhrman, McGuire, and still others who have applied this perspective to different 

topics in the fields of history and sociology of religion.68 

 Instead of a one-sided focus on doctrines and theologies, this approach acknowledges 

differences between doctrines about what people actually do and also pays attention to 

interpretations and practices of social actors and how the religion is constructed in peoples’ 

lives. This shift in perspective does not mean condoning dualism between “elite” and “popular” 

culture. Instead, as Orsi points out, such a distinction may serve to classify certain forms of 

religious life as normative while marginalizing others.69 Focus on everyday life does not mean 

ignoring the role of official spaces of worship, such as churches, in favour of home setting. 

Rather, it means to look at how people talk about or how they re-create religion in other 

spaces and contexts, the differences, the interactions between these different spheres of 

social life, and why people avoid bringing religion into certain contexts or refuse to classify 

certain practices or ideas as religious. The lived religion approach thus pays attention to how 

social negotiation between different actors, including the laity and the clergy, without 

privileging an elite perspective. 

 When applied to the study of Confucianism, this approach means that I try to abandon 

the normative view of Confucianism, which would understand "official teachings" as what is 

contained in Classical texts such as Analects and categorize other forms of interpretation and 

practice as variants or deviations from these textual norms. Instead of focusing on 

                                                             
65 Khin Wah Soo, “A Study of the Yiguan Dao (Unity Sect) and Its Development in Peninsular Malaysia,” PhD Thesis, 
University of British Columbia, 1998. 
66 David Jordan and Daniel Overmyer, The Flying Phoenix: Aspects of Chinese Sectarianism in Taiwan, Princeton 
University Press, 1986. 
67 Robert A. Orsi, The Madonna of 115th Street: Faith and Community in Italian Harlem, 1880-1950, 3rd ed., New 
Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 2010; David D. Hall, Lived Religion in America: Toward a History of Practice, 
Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1997. 
68 Nancy Tatom Ammerman, Sacred Stories, Spiritual Tribes: Finding Religion in Everyday Life, New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2014; Courtney Bender, The New Metaphysicals: Spirituality and the American Religious 
Imagination, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2010; T. M. Luhrmann, When God Talks Back: Understanding 
the American Evangelical Relationship with God, New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2012; Meredith McGuire, Lived 
Religion: Faith and Practice in Everyday Life, Oxford University Press, 2008. 
69 Orsi, The Madonna of 115th Street, p. xxxiv. 
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philosophical doctrines in sacred texts or works written by great Confucian thinkers, I tried to 

look at beliefs and practices, i.e. how people modify doctrines and create Confucianism 

through interactions and look at diversity within this sphere. I question the boundary line 

between “official or philosophical” Confucianism and “popular” Confucianism. For example, 

the Four Books Study Group in the Taipei Confucius temple is open to the public and the 

teacher is a student of Mou Zongsan, one of the important figures in contemporary Chinese 

philosophy. Are these lessons to be classified as philosophical or popular Confucianism? 

Moreover, how does such classification help us understand the motivations and actions of 

teacher and other participants? 

 Although postcolonial theory is overly focused on literature studies, the themes 

discussed by the scholars have influenced my research approach by focusing my attention on 

certain issues during the fieldwork, as well as in making me careful about more or less hidden 

agendas and ideological influences in scholarly writings. Over the course of my research, I have 

discovered that it is necessary to ground the study of contemporary Confucianism in theories 

of nationalism in addition to those of colonialism and secularism. Secularism is a concept 

different from secularization as a universal historic process as discussed in past sociological 

and religious studies scholarship. Instead, secularism refers to an ideological stance adopted 

by social actors in concrete historic contexts and aimed towards defining and managing 

“religion” in public life as discussed, for example, by Asad, Gorski, or Mahmood.70 

 In this section, I first discuss the definitional problems of “Confucianism” and “religion”. 

I avoid a discussion of defining religion and deciding whether Confucianism is a religion or not 

because, in my perspective, it is more fruitful to explore how others make these definitions 

and how they are influenced by historic, social and ideological contexts, and how these 

definitions inflect. For this reason, I also discuss the issues of colonialism, nationalism, and 

tradition versus modernity. In this way, I aim to engage in a dialogue with the Confucian 

Studies, which tend to omit concrete social settings and do not pay attention to the role of 

ideologies such as nationalism or secularism in their efforts of defining, interpreting and 

practicing Confucianism. The theoretical section concludes with a discussion of ritual theory. 

Problem of Definitions 

 I do not provide my own definition for “religion” and “Confucianism”, nor do I try to 

decide whether Confucianism is religion or not. Instead, I aim to explore how others make and 

use their own definitions, i.e. how Confucianism is constructed by different actors in changing 

social, cultural, and political contexts. Similarly, I do not try to draw boundary lines between 

religion, Confucianism, or scriptural and popular Confucianism. I am more interested in how 

people refer to Confucianism, why some cultural elements or practices are defined as 

Confucian and other not. I emphasize an approach of verstehen rather than erklären, since I 

                                                             
70 Talal Asad, Genealogies of Religion: Discipline and Reasons of Power in Christianity and Islam, Baltimore; 
London: JHU Press, 2009; Philip S. Gorski and Ateş Altınordu, “After Secularization?,” Annual Review of Sociology 
34: 1 (2008): 55–85; Saba Mahmood, Religious Difference in a Secular Age: A Minority Report, Princeton 
University Press, 2015. 
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do not see a need to classify the “messiness” of social reality into neat premade categories, 

which I view as ideal types. That is, concepts such as religion are interpretational tools that 

ought to help us to understand but should not become a Procrustean bed. Understanding 

concepts such as religion as an analytic tool, and there is not much purpose in categorization 

with an aim to create taxonomic system. For this reason, I am more interested in how actors 

in different context draw boundaries between religion, superstition, science, politics etc. This 

includes scholarly discourse, too, because production of knowledge is tied to power and 

concepts such as religion, superstition, philosophy, or Confucianism are tied to ideological and 

colonialist discourses. These issues have been discussed for example by Asad or Josephson.71 

It is important to keep in mind that definitions and categorizations can be political actions, 

and I do not attempt to claim to have the authority to decide, for example, who is a Confucian, 

but rather notice when and why someone might identify as a Confucian, what “I am a 

Confucian” does for the person making that claim and for others. In contemporary Taiwan, 

such proclamations might be tied with a China-centred nationalism, linking it with a 

declaration of loyalty to an imagined community of the Chinese nation and the myths relating 

to five thousand years of Chinese culture and polity. 

 I try to avoid essentialism, instead trying to understanding culture as pre-existing and 

being reproduced though human interactions, and see texts as part of these interactions. 

Therefore, what I see as necessary is to interpret their contents within their contexts – and 

how they are interpreted by different actors in different historical periods. For this reason, I 

also understand the Confucian Classics not at the source of tradition containing original 

teachings, but rather as a product of continuous invention of tradition and negotiations over 

which texts to include into the canon, and how to interpret their contents. This process of 

canonization is ongoing and not concluded. The concept of cultural toolbox as introduced by 

Swidler and bricolage as introduced by Levi-Strauss is useful in trying to approach 

Confucianism, in looking how different actors create and use these tools, and how the tools 

and their availability, is shaped by larger social, cultural, political, or economic contexts.72 

Colonialism 

 Through the field research, I realized a two-fold colonialism linked with the study of 

Confucianism in Taiwan. Firstly, there is the general context of post-coloniality that emerged 

as result of nation building under the Kuomintang dictatorship, which in addition did not allow 

for reflection on colonial experience under the Japanese empire. Because of the Kuomintang 

policies, Confucianism in Taiwan in practice and interpretations is intertwined with 

nationalism, which is inculcated through state institutions. Secondly, scholarly definitions are 

linked to colonialism. The question such as “Is Confucianism religion?” or “Is Confucianism 

compatible with democracy?" are the same questions as “Is Islam compatible with 

democracy?” That is, they are ideologically loaded with political implications as they try to 

                                                             
71  Asad, Genealogies of Religion; Jason Ananda Josephson, The Invention of Religion in Japan, University of 
Chicago Press, 2012. 
72 Ann Swidler, Talk of Love: How Culture Matters, Chicago, Ill: University of Chicago Press, 2001. 
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establish supremacy of one’s culture, even though the scholars in question may not 

necessarily realize their ethnocentric perspective. Moreover, scholarly discussions on 

relationship between Confucianism and religion or democracy tend to rest on personal 

worldview, which supported with appropriate quotations from the Classics. 

 Scholars in Confucian studies tend to adopt a colonialist approach, which can be also 

observed in studies of Buddhism or Hinduism and other religious traditions. These religious 

traditions were created though oriental imagination according to the needs of Euro-American 

scholars, who might emphasise mysticism in Hinduism or rationality in Confucianism, in trying 

to fit heterogeneous histories and practices into the fixed categories of religion or philosophy. 

On the one hand, this leads to compartmentalization of lived religious experience along the 

lines of “confessional” boundaries. On the other hand, the study of non-European religions is 

linked with “area studies”, which again compartmentalize world cultures according to 

geopolitical needs. Consequently, research on Confucianism treats Chinese, Korean, Japanese, 

or Vietnamese Confucianism as separate entities that are studied in isolation within separate 

modern nation state boundaries. Lastly, these scholars replace local exegetes in claiming 

authority on knowing the true nature of the teachings. 

 Since colonial encounters often lead to elimination of autochthon traditions of 

exegesis and methods of knowledge production (in cooperation between colonial officer and 

scholars, and local politicians and scholars), the scholarship then appropriated the role of 

exegetes in analysing and explaining the true meanings sacred texts from other cultures, and 

deciding what constitutes Confucianism, Buddhism etc. At present, we can see scholars argue 

over what is the true Islam, compatible with the Western Civilization, and what is a perverted 

fundamentalist other, which only claims to be Islam.73 The newly emerged “Confucianism” has 

been confined in departments of philosophy, Chinese literature, or national studies. 

 Consequently, the question whether Confucianism is religion is also a twofold problem 

because both the definition of religion and Confucianism depend on cultural and ideological 

background of a scholar. For example, Jensen argues that Confucianism had already been 

identified with “Chineseness” in the European imagination by the 16th century. 74  It is 

important to keep in mind that these definitions are not an abstract “language game” among 

scholars cloistered in academia. The scholarly discourse has tangible impact on social reality 

as part of an agenda of the scholars themselves, how their ideas are used in textbooks, and 

how interested parties read and interpret these books. These definitions are often evoked in 

specific contexts with specific intentions, often connected with issues of power and control 

such as in the case of the Kuomintang and the nationalist scholars redefining Confucianism in 

order to incorporate it into the secular framework of national symbols. 

 Following these issues, this thesis pays attention to the colonial legacy in Taiwan and 

how the Japanese colonial government made use of Confucianism as a shared cultural 

language between colonizer and colonized, e.g. colonized elites. Second, how the Kuomintang 

                                                             
73 For a discussion of this issue, see for example Robert Orsi, Between Heaven and Earth, Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2005. 
74 Lionel Jensen, Manufacturing Confucianism, Duke University Press Books, 1998. 
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used Confucianism as a “non-religion” to buttress its nationalist ideology and discipline in the 

population in Mainland China and after arrival in Taiwan. In addition, I pay attention to how 

Confucianism used in Taiwan during the Qing era, under Japanese, and under the Kuomintang, 

as well as in contestations between the Republic of China and the Japanese empire over 

legitimacy, or between New Confucians and Chinese scholars etc. 

Nationalism 

 Since I realized during field research that Confucianism in Taiwan is intertwined with 

nationalism, I had to incorporate this theme into my analytical framework. Gellner classically 

defined nationalism as “primarily a political principle, which holds that the political and the 

national unit should be congruent.” 75 Gellner points to an invented nature of nation and 

national culture, despite the fact that many moderns perceive nation as a universal natural 

category. In addition, Gellner argues that nations are a historical contingency and that 

nationalism and the idea of a nation in fact precede the nation, and not vice versa. Gellner 

also points to the role of the state education system and academia in dissemination of national 

culture. Another often quoted theoretician of nationalism is Anderson and the concept of an 

“imagined community”.76 In my perspective, it is also important to ask who is actually making 

the work of imagination, and to pay attention to coercion behind the nationalist narratives of 

harmonious unity, and how nationalists seeks to impose homogeneity of national culture over 

heterogeneity of lived cultures. Despite its rhetoric of unity, the political and social practice of 

nationalism imposes hierarchic distinctions between people such as between men and 

women, or leaders and citizens who are supposed to play different roles with unequal access 

to power. In addition, following Spencer and Wollman, I do not subscribe to distinctions 

between “good nationalism” and “bad nationalism”, which include making distinctions 

between progressive Western nationalisms and retrogressive nationalisms in the Third 

World.77 

 Although Confucianism in Taiwan has become an integral part of nationalism and 

nation building ideology of modern nation state, studies on nationalism in Taiwan or China, 

such as Unger and Barmé, or Hsiau do not discuss in detail how Confucianism was utilized to 

serve these goals.78 Role of Confucianism in competition between China-centred and Taiwan-

centred nationalists is also mentioned by contributors in anthology by Makeham and Hsiau.79 

Stafford looks at social realities of filial piety in local community, how the Chinese nationalism 

                                                             
75 Ernest Gellner, Nationalism, Washington Square, N.Y: New York University Press, 1997, p. 1. 
76 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, London; New 
York: Verso, 2006. 
77 Philip Spencer and Howard Wollman, Nationalism: A Critical Introduction, London; Thousand Oaks, Calif.: Sage, 
2002. 
78 Jonathan Unger and Geremie Barmé (eds.), Chinese Nationalism, Armonk, N.Y: M.E. Sharpe, 1996; A-chin Hsiau, 
Contemporary Taiwanese Cultural Nationalism, London; New York: Routledge, 2000. 
79 Makeham and Hsiau (eds.), Cultural, Ethnic, and Political Nationalism in Contemporary Taiwan. 
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in Taiwan has utilized the filial piety and the tensions between mothers protecting their 

children and the state wanting the children to be willing to sacrifice for nation.80 

 Nationalists in Taiwan have tried to secure monopoly on Confucian exegesis, first, 

through the legal power of state to define religion and non-religion, set requirements for 

registration of organizations, compile of school textbooks, and establish non-governmental 

organizations associated with the Kuomintang such as Confucius-Mencius Society. Second, 

intellectuals whose exegesis may serve state interests, exercise monopoly through usage of 

Classical language that is not made available to public that is required memorize texts but 

does not to learn the grammar of Classical Chinese. Next, philosophical jargon used by scholars 

makes the texts seem inaccessible to non-specialists. Lastly, reduction of Confucianism on 

selected classical texts, and exclusion of rituals and social organization besides the state 

institutions, helps to make the tradition more easily controllable. 

Tradition and Modernity 

 The term of tradition is often invoked in relation to Confucianism in scholarly discourse, 

and I often heard it during my fieldwork. Following the issue of nationalism, it is important to 

notice the discontinuity in practice and ideas as newly created national culture is to replace 

local traditions (for example as “superstitions”), although nationalist myths aim to obfuscate 

this rupture by the stressing ancient roots and continuity of the newly invented national 

culture. 81  Danger of discontinuity may be then projected on outward influences such as 

Western culture. The “Confucian tradition in Taiwan” is to a large degree a product of the 

Kuomintang nationalist policies and education system that limits the scope of available 

cultural resources. However, I observed different approaches in interpretation and practice in 

the Taipei Confucius Temple as an attempt to expand on the cultural toolbox. 

 Scholarly discourse on issues of Confucianism vs modernization or democracy are 

often based on essentialist understandings of Confucianism as firmly fixed in classical texts. 

Moreover, this seems to follow an ideologically motivated image that was created during the 

May Fourth Movement. As part of a process of creating collective memory after disbanding 

the “ancient regime”, the reformers imagined the past as autocratic, oppressive, and 

hierarchic in opposition to a new culture of individual freedom and equality in order to 

delineate clear boundary between the past and the future. This process is similar to how 

intellectuals in Europe created their own dichotomy between traditional and modern society. 

 It is possible to encounter in the field or in writings on Confucianism a dichotomy 

between tradition and modernity. However, following Hobsbawm and Ranger, I understand 

                                                             
80 Charles Stafford, “Good Sons and Virtuous Mothers: Kinship and Chinese Nationalism in Taiwan,” Man 27:2 
(1992): 363-378. 
81 Republican anti-superstition campaigns and negotiations between various interested parties are discussed in 
detail in Rebecca Nedostup, Superstitious Regimes: Religion and the Politics of Chinese Modernity, Harvard 
University Asia Center, 2009; Shuk-wah Poon, Negotiating Religion in Modern China: State and Common People 
in Guangzhou, 1900-1937, Hong Kong: The Chinese University Press, 2011. For discussion on displacement of 
local gods by national ones, or how Catholic devotional practices have been labelled as “superstitions“, see also 
Robert A. Orsi, History and Presence, Cambridge, Massachusetts: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2016. 
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tradition as continually reinvented.82 In addition, I have found the working definition proposed 

by Satlow useful as well. Satlow defines tradition as “(I.) static (II.) resources that (III.) 

individuals, communities, and institutions understand as (IV.) authentic and regard as (V.) 

authoritative.”83 As a point to note, “static” does not mean that traditions do not change or 

that they are not reinvented, but that they exercise constraining force on the social actors. 

Ritual 

 In a way similar to the issue of religion, there are different definitions of ritual in the 

literature. When I entered the field, I was equipped with knowledge of various theories of 

ritual, as I did not intend to rely on a single general theory in interpreting the observed rituals. 

I focused on not only the structure and the goal of rituals, but on what ritual means and does 

for different participants and observers. When I observed weekend performances in the Taipei 

Confucius temple, which in several aspects seemed similar to the Confucius birthday 

ceremony, and when I gradually realized how the sacrifice ceremony in the temple has been 

being over the time transformed into a republican civil ceremony, I pondered the difference 

between ritual and performance. Eventually, I decided to abandon the dichotomy ritual vs. 

non-ritual action and by taking inspiration from Grimes to see instead a continuum in the 

degree of ritualizing.84 For example, Victor Turner discussed relationship between ritual and 

theatre and performative aspects of ritual. 85 We can observe that a theatre performance 

contains many ritualized elements and a ritual contains performative or entertainment 

elements. In deciding on how to look at rituals and on what to focus, I found the concepts of 

ritual intentions, functions, and effects, introduced by Grimes, quite useful. Therefore, during 

my fieldwork I focused on investigating what people intent to achieve by a ritual performance 

(ritual intention), what are the observable consequence of the ritual (ritual effects), and what 

the ritual does in reference to social, ecological, political or other systems (ritual function). 

1.4 Method 

 Following the above theoretical framework, my research diverged from textual 

analysis of Confucian studies, and I decided for my ethnographic research to seek answers for 

questions that the framework posed. My participant observation in the Taipei Confucius 

temple started in April 2015 and continued until March 2016. Before starting the fieldwork, I 

requested permission to do research at the temple office. The staff helped me during the 

initial orientation because I was overwhelmed at first and was not sure what to pay attention 

to, and therefore started by looking around the temple and at activities in order to familiarize 

myself with the setting. I spent most of my time during this phase with participants of the 

                                                             
82 E. J. Hobsbawm and T. O. Ranger (eds.), The Invention of Tradition, Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 1992. 
83 Michael L. Satlow, “Tradition: The Power of Constraint,” in Robert A. Orsi (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to 
Religious Studies, Cambridge, England; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2012, pp. 133. 
84 Ronald L. Grimes, The Craft of Ritual Studies, Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2014. 
85 Victor Turner, From Ritual to Theatre: The Human Seriousness of Play, Performing Arts Journal Publications, 
1982. 
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lessons of Classics for Families on Saturday, Four Books Study Group on Sunday, and several 

ritual masters who helped with rituals events at the temple throughout the year. During this 

time, I spent every Saturday and Sunday attending the lessons on the Classics and visited the 

temple at other times to observe other events, not only rituals. 

 I contacted the Chinese Classics Association, which organizes the Classics for Families, 

via telephone and asked whether I could come to look at classes and ask a few questions. After 

a first visit, this inquiry turned into me regularly attending the classes for a full academic year. 

In the case of the Four Books Study Group, I arrived at the first lesson and filled in the 

registration form like other participants. I made sure that the teacher and participants knew I 

was doing research on Confucius temple and these activities included the lessons. In the case 

of the official rituals, I got acquainted with several ritual masters thanks to the fact that I had 

previously known several ritual masters from the Chen family because I had attended rituals 

in their ancestor hall. Temple staff also introduced me to several ritual masters. In other cases, 

ritual masters noticed me taking notes during the rehearsals for ritual in September, and they 

initiated contact by asking what I studied. I did not get to know all the ritual masters, but I had 

several key informants among the long-time serving ritual masters. 

 In my interactions with informants, I used standard Chinese, or Mandarin. Several 

informants habitually used Minnan dialect in their interactions, and in these cases, I asked 

afterwards for explanations in Mandarin. I wrote my field notes using both Czech and Chinese. 

Because I wrote by hand, when I needed quick jottings, I would usually first write down 

Chinese using pinyin transcription, and afterwards add the Chinese characters. 

 I conducted several formal interviews, but in most cases, I engaged in informal 

interviews with participants of the lessons, including teachers, parents and children, and with 

the participants of rituals, including ritual masters and members of the public attending the 

rituals and with people visiting the temple. Besides answering my inquiries, people I met often 

actively directed me to points of interest. Knowing that I was a student writing a thesis, they 

wanted to help me with explanations and suggestions on what to include. This coupled with 

another factor, which is that I am a foreigner, and since informants were not sometimes sure, 

how much I did or did not know about Taiwanese society and culture, they provided me with 

explanations. I originally intended to use questionnaires, but eventually realized that they do 

not serve well in answering my research questions. For example, people would not write that 

they wanted to attend the autumn ceremony celebrating the birthday of Confucius because 

they wanted to receive a gift after the ceremony. On the other hand, as I observed interactions 

between visitors and the temple staff, I noticed that many people kept asking the temple staff 

about the gift. I concluded that questionnaires did not help me in exploring the peoples’ 

actions and interpretations. In the beginning, I was asking questions about whether Confucius 

is a deity or not but these kinds of questions left most people baffled. Usually, they paused to 

recall what they had learned at school on why Confucianism is not a religion and gave me this 

formal reply. As such, I afterwards instead paid attention to the contexts in which people 

themselves would raise the issue of religion and its relation to Confucianism. 
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Classics for Families 

 I attended the lessons every Saturday, and spent the whole day there from 9 a.m. to 5 

p.m. There was a pause between morning and afternoon lessons from noon to 2 p.m. I usually 

ate lunch together with the teachers or parents in restaurants near the temple, and it was an 

opportunity for informal interviews. After lunch, I would either return with the teachers to the 

temple where we continued talking, or I sat in the temple on my own observing and talking 

with visitors to the temple, or with temple volunteers. 

 During the lessons, I wrote field notes, but I did not record sound or video. On the one 

hand, I felt it too intrusive because of my introverted personality as I felt uneasy about 

intruding on others. In addition, I wanted to avoid recordings for privacy reasons due to the 

presence of children. For this reason, I also avoided photographing participants, but I took 

pictures of PowerPoint slides and other teaching materials. On the other hand, teachers and 

parents occasionally took pictures of me during the lessons, and later shared the photos with 

me via an online messenger. The fact that I was taking notes was enough to make others notice 

and inquire about what I was writing down, or what language I used in my notes. Later in the 

school year, as we became more familiar with each other, the teachers occasionally gave a 

stamped my notebook in a way similar to what they did for the notebooks of children. 

Sometimes, children used an empty page in my notebook to draw a picture, or write Chinese 

characters, and I ask whether I knew their meaning and pronunciation. 

 The lessons were very open and welcoming. Initially, I saw myself simply as an observer 

and sat on a chair to the side, but since classroom methodology emphasized interactions 

between all participants, I was immediately involved in the lessons and was given a position 

as an honorary teacher. I bought the study materials, which included textbooks and T-shirt 

worn by the participants during the lessons and outdoor activities. Teachers were at first 

surprised that I really wanted to buy the materials. Over the course of time, as I grew closer 

with them, one of the teachers would jokingly scold me whenever I forgot to wear the T-shirt. 

 People were usually curious about how I learned Chinese, and whether I understood 

the texts I was studying. I engaged in informal talks with teachers and parents before and after 

the lessons. The teachers were very helpful and not only provided answers to my questions, 

but often took the initiative and pointed my out some aspects, or explained the purpose of 

the lessons and the meaning of various methods of instruction. I was invited to participate in 

the review discussions, which the teachers held after lessons, and they expected me to share 

my observations and opinions. This was an opportunity to ask for clarifications about various 

aspects of lessons, or to point out issues that I noticed. I realized that participating in these 

discussions focused my attention. I learned what teachers themselves paid attention to, such 

as when and why the parents and children started to stop paying attention, when and why a 

child started to cry. In this way, I had an opportunity to better understand their goals and 

motivations. In addition, I tried to pay attention to problems and bring them up in order to 

help look for improvement to classroom methodology. 

 I was also invited to the meetings in the office of the association, which took place 

several times a year as an opportunity to discuss plans for the school year or to organize 
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performance. I was invited to participate in several performances throughout the school year, 

and, as a result, I often visited the office to attend rehearsals. Therefore, I could observe 

interactions among participants outside the classroom. The teachers added me to a chat room 

in the communication program called Line, and the discussions, quotations, and links to online 

articles helped me better understand what the participants saw as important, what issues and 

challenges they saw in contemporary society. In addition, I was invited to attend the New Year 

exchange with participants of the lessons in the Mainland China, which took place in the first 

week in January 2016 in Chengdu. The Chinese Classics Association paid my expenses. 

 Over the course of the school year, I became familiar with all teachers, but several 

teachers were my key informants and were those I approached first whenever I had a question. 

After I had finished my field research, we have remained in contact, and I often help as a 

volunteer whenever there is an event such as ceremonies at the start and end of the school 

year. 

 

Four Books Study Group 

 I attended the lessons every Sunday starting at 2 p.m. and ending around 6.p.m. 

Because the temple closed for night at that time, I and other classmates returned home. There 

was not much interaction before and after the lessons. Sometimes before the lesson, I 

stopped at the temple to observe and talk with visitors and volunteers. I had a status of an 

ordinary student in the study group and participated in reading passages and writing 

homework in the same way as the other students. My being a foreigner did not influence the 

lessons, other than others would occasionally help me during the reading when I encountered 

Chinese characters I did not know how to pronounce. In my field notes, I noted down the 

contents of lessons, just like the classmates, and, therefore, I did not stick out in the same way 

as I did in the Classics for Families class. However, I also wrote down what was happening 

inside and outside the classroom, classroom interactions, and how others took notes. I did not 

record the lessons because I felt uneasy asking as I thought it too intrusive. Later, one 

classmate asked if she could record the lessons. The teacher at first replied, “It is not worth 

recording”, and even though he allowed the classmate to record, he seemed uneasy. 

Eventually, after few lessons the classmate stopped bringing the dictaphone. In addition to 

field notes, I took pictures of terminology written by the teacher on the blackboard, and, since 

there were many Chinese characters, some of which are not frequently used, the photos 

helped me to take notes instead of writing characters by hand. 

 Interactions outside the classroom took place in Line group chats, which is strictly 

moderated by the teacher, and the classmates had few opportunities to present their views 

and interests. The teacher often shared links to web articles or events related to Confucianism, 

and such posts were sometimes shared with the students as well. In the beginning, I was 

mainly attending lessons, taking notes, and then going home. This changed towards the end 

of the year when the size of the group became smaller and together with several classmates, 

we stayed in contact outside the classroom or group chat. I also attended an opera 

performance of one of my classmates, and celebrated the Chinese New Year with the family 
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of another classmate. With one of the classmates, we became good friends and stay in regular 

contact even after my research concluded. 

 

Rituals and Other Events 

 Although I was allowed to do research in the temple, I was not notified of events 

happening in the temple and I paid attention to the official temple web pages. In case of other 

rituals that were not organized by the temple, when I had known the organizers before the 

rituals, they usually informed me about the event and sometimes reminded me not to forget. 

I observed performances of rituals in the field, and in some cases observed the preparations. 

In addition, I was a direct participant and helped with preparations of several ceremonies 

organized by the Classics for Families. 

 I did not make many video recordings of the rituals, because my interest was not so 

much in the structure of the ritual itself, but rather with the participants and the role of these 

rituals in society. In addition, I tried to look at rituals from different perspectives, moving from 

place to place, and paying attention not only to the ritual performance itself, but also to the 

actions or comments made by the members of the audience. I would observe what went on 

outside of the ritual, before and after. I performed informal interviews with temple 

representatives, ritual masters, teachers of ritual dance and music, members of the audience 

who came to see rituals, and temple volunteers. Several ritual masters were my key 

informants, whom I could ask the about rituals and the explanations were not only discursive 

but the ritual masters often showed me how to perform various ritual actions. 

 

Other sources of information 

 In addition to observation and interviews, and the texts which were used during the 

lessons in the temple, I made use of other sources of information. I tried to follow the 

newspapers for articles mentioning the Confucius temple or Confucianism in Taiwan, and 

online discussions concerning issues of Confucianism in contemporary Taiwan. I learned about 

many from posts by participants in online group chats, and on official web pages and Facebook 

pages of the Taipei Confucius temple and the lessons on the Classics. I consulted the Classics 

for Families yearbooks containing information on the history of organization including 

newspaper articles, historic photos from events in Taiwan and Mainland China. The school 

year schedules served for comparison to look for changes in composition of lessons over years. 

 Where possible, I cross-referenced these primary sources with secondary literature to 

better understand the context of practices and interpretations I encountered in the field. 

Scholarship on the Four Books, and history and contents of other classical texts and primers, 

provided different translations and interpretations of contents, which I could compare with 

exegesis I heard at the temple. I consulted literature introducing key concepts and figures of 

New Confucianism, or scholarly discussions on the history of Taiwan and Confucianism in 

Taiwan. In the case of autumn Confucius ceremony - thesis provides overview of its structure 

and history 
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Note on Transcription and Translation 

 When transcribing Chinese terminology, I use the standard Chinese transcription 

Hanyu Pinyin. Unless stated otherwise, translations from Classical Chinese are from the 

Thesaurus Linguae Sericae. When transcribing non-English names, I use local transcription 

whenever possible. In other cases, I use standard Chinese and Japanese transcriptions. This 

rule applies to usage of Chinese characters. I use traditional characters for classical and 

Taiwanese sources and proper names. I use simplified characters for Mainland Chinese names, 

and use Japanese kanji for Japanese terms and names. When possible, I asked my informants 

to choose the form of address to be used in this thesis. The pseudonyms used in this thesis 

were chosen by informants themselves. I have not been able to contact my informants by the 

time I finished this thesis, and make sure how they would like to be addressed. In these cases, 

I use appellations teacher, master or classmate A, B, C. In cases of those identifiable by their 

position, I use only surnames. 

1.5 Structure of the Thesis 

 Chapter 2. Overview of the Temple first introduces the current location of the temple, 

temple space and architecture, and provides an overview of how different groups of 

individuals make use of the space of the temple. This is followed by overview of the history of 

the Taipei Confucius temple and Confucianism in Taiwan not as abstract thought in texts but 

with attention to practice and changing social, cultural, and political conditions. Challenging 

simple linear narratives, the chapter show changing perceptions of what constitutes 

Confucianism, a Confucian text, or Confucian ritual different in different eras and contexts. 

The discussion of history is divided into six sections tracing the developments from late Qing 

to present, and is based mainly on the secondary literature. The intent is to provide historical 

background for the fieldwork chapters and serve as a contrast to nationalist narratives 

encountered during the fieldwork, and to elucidate the processes of memory construction and 

invention of the tradition. 

 Chapter 3. Chinese Classics for Families is based on ethnographic research and explores 

the classes on Chinese Classics for parents with children, and the way they differ from the 

mainstream Classics recitation classes (e.g. parents are required to participate and the 

emphasis is on reading instead on memorizing). Participant observation helps shed light on 

the motivations of different participants, and aim of the classes to cultivate amiable and caring 

relationships between parents and children. In this aspect, the classes can be interpreted as 

reaction to an ideology of strict parenting promoted by the government during the Martial 

Law era. In the context of values and practices observable during and after the classes, there 

is an observable fusion of New Age elements with the Classical texts. This stands in contrast 

to the emphasis on “orthodoxy” in New Confucian classes, which are discussed in Chapter 4. 

 Chapter 4. Four Books Study Group is based on weekly participant observation while 

attending the Four Books classes. The classes are organized by a student of an influential 20th 

philosopher Mou Zongsan, who was a leading representative of the school of “New 

Confucianism”. I look at the aims, structure and contents of the lessons, and New Confucian 
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interpretations of the Four Books, and the role of cultural nationalism identifying 

Confucianism with Chinese culture and contrasting “rationalistic West" with “morally-

oriented China”, such as in the context of the moral cultivation emphasized during the classes. 

Social and political critique of current issues was another weekly characteristic that I also 

explore. Based on discussions inside and outside of the classroom, I look at the motivations of 

the students. Another issue is how they coped with the philosophical language used in 

exegesis. In contrast to the Classics for Families, this class was more discursive with emphasis 

on intellectual understanding, rather than habituation through repeated practice, although 

there was an emphasis on gaining a habit of reading the Classics and New Confucian texts on 

one’s own. In this chapter, I explore New Confucian nationalism and its relationship to the 

Kuomintang nationalist project. 

 Chapter 5. Rituals is also based on field observation and discussions with different 

participants in the rituals. The chapter opens with the annual autumn celebration of the 

Confucius birthday due to its political and cultural prestige, and explores its influence of other 

rituals in the temple. First, I explore different interpretations and practices in the birthday 

ceremony that are obscured by the official narrative of harmony and continuity, and look at 

changes and ruptures in the structure and meaning of this ceremony, which were caused by 

its appropriation by the Kuomintang as described in chapter one. Ethnographic perspective 

allowed me to observe in the field the relationship between the ritual in the temple and 

republican commemoration ceremonies, and tensions and negotiations concerning the 

meaning and performance between different participants (officials, ritual masters), which 

includes different understandings of the ritual change. Cultural nationalism and political 

controversies are evident in the official rituals in the temple, as they tend to change following 

the local or national elections. In this chapter, I also describe an example of counter-ritual 

organized by non-governmental organization outside of the temple. Other rituals discussed in 

this chapter include adulthood ceremonies, and I contrast an adulthood ritual conducted by 

the local school with that organized by the Taipei City Hall. I also observed different forms of 

worship and prayers, and look at interactions between official and non-official modes of 

worship. 
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2 Temple and History 

 This chapter is divided in to eight sections, and its aim is to provide background for the 

chapters on lessons of Classics and temple rituals, which are based on field research. In the 

first two sections, I provide an overview of the temple space and events that take place at the 

temple. Since this thesis’ focus is on the reinvention of tradition, and incorporation of 

Confucianism into national culture, the rest of this chapter focuses on the history of the Taipei 

Confucius temple and its changing role in society, together with changes and developments 

of temple rituals and the educational system in Taiwan in order to serve as comparison to 

contemporary re-imaginations. 

 I begin with the late Qing era (1860-1895), and the introduction of the old Temple of 

Culture in Taipei, the contemporary education system and the role of Confucian texts its 

curriculum, and also the rituals in the Confucian temples. In the section on Japanese Colonial 

era (1895-1945), I focus on modifications to the education system through the introduction of 

the new type of schooling from Japan, the construction of the Taipei Confucius temple, and 

the changes to rituals in Confucian temples, which were conducted by the local elites. In 

addition, I also discuss the influence of the developments of Confucianism in Japan. Next, I 

examine the invention of national Chinese culture during the New Life Movement (1934-1945) 

and the appropriation of “traditional culture” and “Confucianism” by the Kuomintang Party 

(KMT) that were attempts at distinguishing from the Qing Dynasty, the Chinese Communists, 

and the Japanese. In the following section, I will explain how KMT tried to establish a 

homogenous national state during the 1950s and 1960s by breaking away from local cultural 

developments and introducing a new education system. I will also discuss the changes to the 

Taipei Confucius temple due to its appropriation by KMT. In following section, I will describe 

the Chinese Culture Renaissance movement (1960s-80s), which was the peak of nationalist 

propagation of Confucianism as the national culture, thus leading to large-scale repairs of old 

Confucius temples and constructions of new Confucius temples all over Taiwan. This period 

also witnessed major changes on the ceremonies in Confucius temples across Taiwan with the 

exception of Tainan. In the final section, I will look at the gradual liberalization and the 

emergence of the Taiwanization movement. This era between the 1980s-90s saw the 

emergence of the New Confucian movement among intellectuals, and the movement of 

Classics Recitation for Children. 

2.1 The Space and Architecture of the Temple 

 According to official sources, there are over forty temples of Confucius in Taiwan.86 

Moreover, Confucius is enshrined as an accompanying deity in many temples across Taiwan, 

the Baoan temple (Baoan gong 保安宮), which is located next to the Taipei Confucius temple, 

can be listed as an example. The Taipei Confucius temple is managed by the Taipei Confucius 

                                                             
86  Taipei Confucius Temple Webpage, Accessed May 30, 2017, http://www.ct.taipei.gov.tw/zh-
tw/C/About/History/1/2/9.htm. 
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Temple Governing Board (Taibeishi kongmiao guanli weiyuanhui 臺北市孔廟管理委員會), 

which is administratively under Taipei City Government Department of Civil Affairs (Taibei 

shizhengfu minzheng ju 台北市政府民政局). The post of the Board Director is held by the 

Chief of the Department of Civil Affairs. The Governing Board consists in ten to fifteen 

members who include local government officials, scholars, representative of the Baoan 

temple, representatives of two families that donated the Taipei Confucius temple to the state, 

and others. Temple offices are located inside the Minglun Hall, and temple staff consist of six 

administrative personnel, and a number of volunteers. 

 The Taipei Confucius temple is located in the Datong District (Datong qu 大同區). The 

name is an allusion to an ideal of the Great Unity, and this part of Taipei was given this name 

after the arrival of the Kuomintang to Taiwan during the administrative reorganization of 

Taipei because of the presence of Confucius temple. 87  The "decolonization campaign" 

included many changes of local and geographical names, which often alluded to Confucian 

terminology in an effort to "Sinicize" Taiwan. For example, the mountain range originally 

known as Grass Mountain (Caoshan 草山) was renamed by Chiang Kai-shek as Yangming 

Mountain (Yangming shan 陽明山) giving it a name of Ming dynasty Confucian. 

 Next to the Confucius temple, there is the Dalongtong Elementary School and its 

students serve as ritual dancers during the autumn Confucius birthday ceremony in the temple. 

In the neighbourhood, there is also the Taipei Municipal Cheng Yuan Senior High School, which 

provided ritual musicians for autumn ceremony until 2013, when it was replaced by the New 

Taipei Municipal Chongqing Junior High School in Banqiao District. Baoan temple and Juexiu 

temple (Juexiu gong 覺修宮) are both in vicinity and are, among others, places which provide 

ritual masters for temple ceremonies, especially the autumn ceremony. In Datong District, 

there is also an ancestral hall of the Chen family (Chendexing tang 陳德星堂), which was 

relocated here during Japanese era. The Chens has played an important role in history of the 

Taipei Confucius temple. Across the street, there is a venue with many restaurants and since 

the Confucian temple plays a role in promoting tourism, some of the restaurants can bear an 

official plaque “Confucius delicatessen.” An announcement in the Yuanshan station of the 

Taipei Metro reminds the passengers in English that if they want to visit the Confucius temple, 

they ought to take the exit number two. It seems to have been recently cancelled, since did 

not hear the announcement last time I went to temple in 2017. 

 The Taipei Confucius temple was built during the Japanese Colonial era (1895-1945) 

and is smaller than the new temples such as those in Taizhong or Taoyuan, which were built 

after the Second World War, mainly during the Chinese Culture Renaissance era (1960s-1980s). 

Similarly, the oldest Confucian temple in Taiwan, which is in Tainan, is also quite small. 

However, the Taipei temple has two bodies of the older Minnan style wooden buildings, and 

a newly built concrete Minglun Hall, which is in the same classicist style as the post-WWII 

Confucius temples in Taiwan.88 The Minnan style buildings have many decorative motives 

                                                             
87 Datong District Office Webpage, Accessed May 30, 2017, 
http://www.dtdo.gov.taipei/ct.asp?xItem=1605454&CtNode=41198&mp=124031. 
88 The relationship between architectonic styles and nationalism is discussed in later sections of this chapter. 
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similar to “popular” temples in 

Taiwan, kochi pottery on walls 

tells stories from history, and in 

this way, stands in contrast to the 

new temples. In 1992, it was 

classified as a historic monument 

of the third grade. Taylor argues 

the very idea of historic 

monument is closely tied with 

the Republican Chinese 

patriotism because these relics 

should promote Chinese culture 

and stand as an embodiment of 

the “five thousand years long” 

national history and the essence 

of national culture in glorification 

of antiquity.89 

 

 There are four entrances to the temple (1, 2, 3, 4). Two on the Western side, the Hong 

Gate (Hongmen 黌門) (1) is the main gate of the temple but it is not larger than the other 

gates with an exception of the parking lot entrance. Moreover, people often used the smaller 

entrance to the north (3). The east gate is closed and leads to a residential back alley, the 

northeast entrance leads to a parking lot and is not used by general visitors. Entering through 

the Hong Gate, there is an information booth to the right, which offers leaflets introducing the 

temple in several languages, and it is possible to arrange a guided tour. The temple guides are 

all volunteers. One volunteer shared with me a story how she prayed to bodhisattva Guanyin 

for the health of her relative and promised to serve as a volunteer in a temple in return for 

the favour, and that apart from the Taipei Confucius temple she is also volunteering as a guide 

in the Longshan temple as well. 

 The Hong Gate leads to a plaza with trees and benches at its sides, and on the northern 

side of the plaza there is the Minglun Hall (Minglun tang 明倫堂) (5) with a souvenir shop and 

cafe on the ground floor and temple offices on upper floors. Temple staff comprises of only 

six persons, plus several young men on civil military service, who are quite busy throughout 

the whole year as I noticed. In front of main entrance to the Hall, there is a wooden rack with 

votive wooden plaques (ema 絵馬), which are an imported cultural product from Japan and 

is nowadays common in Taiwanese temples. The can be purchased in the souvenir shop which 

apart from books, CDs, apparel and accessories, and other souvenirs, also sells amulets similar 

to those in other temples. However, there is a question of efficacy, because usually, one has 

                                                             
89 Jeremy E. Taylor, ‘Reading History Though Build Environment in Taiwan’, in Cultural, Ethnic, and Political 
Nationalism in Contemporary Taiwan: Bentuhua, John Makeham and A-chin Hsiau (eds.), New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2005, pp. 162-168. 

Figure 1. Map of Taipei Confucius Temple 
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to encircle the amulet over the temple censer for it to absorb the incense smoke. The smoke 

is important in temple worship in Taiwan and one can often see people in temples to wave 

their hands to fan the incense into their faces. 

 In the back of the Minglun hall, there is a 4D Hall and toilets. The 4D Hall was built in 

2012, and plays two short films, several times in repeat and serves as the place for occasional 

lectures. The space is often rented by the temple to other subjects. As such, I noticed a series 

of lectures on Taoism. At the end of 2016, the temple organized a series of lectures on the 

Taipei Confucius temple and Confucianism presented by university lecturers.90 

 Li Gate (Li men 禮門) (6) and Yi Path (Yi lu 儀路) (7), lead to a courtyard with the 

Wanren Wall (Wanren qiang 萬仞牆) (8) decorated with an image of a qilin. In front of the 

wall there is the Pan Pond (Panchi 泮池), its railings made from stone imitation are in the 

shape of brush. The pond is inhabited by turtles (there are not any carps) and the Pan Bridge 

stretches over the pond. However, the quickest way to the main temple courtyard is through 

a small entryway next to the Minglun Hall (17). Many people walk through here because upon 

entering though Hong gate, their gaze is often turned towards the dominant of Minglun Hall, 

which is much higher than the older temple buildings and is towering above them. 

 Going from the Pan Pond, one goes through the Lingxing Gate (Lingxing men 櫺星門) 

(9). The Taiwanese visiting the temple often notice or mention the absence of guardian door 

gods, who are ubiquitous in Taiwanese temples. Official explanation on the temple webpage 

gives an answer in nationalist terms explaining that Confucius is an ancient sage of the Chinese 

nation and not a religious figure. The tourist guides provide various explanations, and one can 

quite often hear an explanation that could be categorized as Taoist, that is, the protective role 

of the deities is fulfilled by 108 golden knobs on the door, which represent the stars of Big 

Dipper and the Baleful Stars. In two small rooms on sides of the Lingxing Gate, there are 

multimedia installation on Six Arts (archery and charioteering). 

 After passing through the Lingxing Gate, one reaches the Yi Gate (Yi men 儀門) (10), 

on the ceiling, there is a taiji diagram with eight trigrams. In a small room on its right side, 

there is a shrine to a local worthy, Hongsheng Shrine (Hongdao ci 弘道祠) (11), which was 

established by Ma Ying-jeou during his presidency. Chen Weiying 陳維英 (1811-1869), who is 

enshrined there, used to live in Datong District and was a famous educator. He is an ancestor 

of Chen Pei-ken 陳培根 (1876-1930), one of the initiators of the construction of the Taipei 

Confucius temple. His residence is few minutes of walk away from temple. It is also a historic 

monument but it in a state of heavy disrepair. 

 Yi Gate leads to the main courtyard with covered corridor leading around the four sides, 

the floor of the courtyard is lower than the surrounding buildings and its centre, there is the 

main temple hall (12), called the Hall of Great Consumption (Dacheng dian 大成殿). It is on 

                                                             
90 As note of interest, the amount of space devoted to listing the academic titles and positions of lecturers was 
longer than description of the lecture contents. It is indicative of contemporary situation when the qualification 
for expounding Confucian teachings is tied with state education, as the Confucianism is subsumed under the 
sphere of nation state and is not an independent in a way as religions. The qualifications is usually restricted to 
Departments of Philosophy and Chinese literature. This issue is discussed throughout this thesis. 
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an elevated platform, which makes it higher that rest of the buildings, but still not as high as 

Minglun Hall. People often ascend the platform to bow in front of the main hall, but many 

people walks by and bows while standing at the Yi Gate and facing the main hall across the 

courtyard. In contrast to other temples, the pillars do not bear calligraphic couplets. Popular 

explanation is that it is because no one dares to show off one’s erudition in front of Confucius. 

 On the platform in front of the main hall, there is a large incense censer, which makes 

it different from the temple build by the KMT government after the war. In front of the censer, 

there is a table with a small box for student index cards when asking for blessings in 

examinations. Next to the table stands a plaque with instructions on how to worship, even 

though I did not notice people paying much attention to these instructions and instead praying 

in the way they are used from temple in general. The entrance is often partitioned with a red 

rope. Inside the main hall, there are spirit tablets of Confucius and accompanying Sages, and 

ritual utensils such axe-halberds, lampions, and several musical instruments used during 

ceremonies. Above the tablet of Confucius hang horizontal plaques written by Chiang Kai-shen 

“Education without distinctions” (Youjiao wulei 有教無類), which is a passage from Analects, 

and by Ma Ying-jeou “The Way binds the illustrious virtue” (Dao guan deming 道貫德明) 

referencing the opening passage of the Great Learning. 

 The Eastern and Western wing (13, 14) are also elevated higher than the courtyard but 

lower than the main hall and house the tables of the Former Worthies and Scholars. In addition, 

there are also multimedia installations of the Six Arts (calligraphy and mathematics), and 

rooms serving as a storehouse and a classroom. 

 In the back of the courtyard, on the northern side (15), there is the Chongsheng Shrine 

(Chongsheng ci 崇聖祠) in the centre, which houses spirit tables of the ancestors of Confucius 

and Mencius. To its sides, there is a quite large room that serves as a classroom, and another 

large room housing an installation on the Six Arts (rituals and music). 

 To the east of the temple, there is a large courtyard (16) with trees and memorial steles 

in the southern part and a parking lot in the north. 

 This is a description of the temple during the time of my field research. The temple has 

undergone several reconstructions in the recent history such as during a restoration project 

in 2006-2008, which included new multimedia installations on the Six arts, and remaking of 

the pond, the plaza in front of the Minglun Hall, and the gardens with trees and flowers. In 

2006, the Hongdao Shrine was built. As such, in summer 2016, the front of the Minglun Hall 

underwent changes, and the main double door now leads to the souvenir shop. At the right 

side, where souvenirs shop originally was, there is now a dedicated classroom with tables and 

chairs. The classes on the Four Books, poetry, and children singing now take place here instead 

of the rooms in the Eastern wing or the room next to Chongsheng Shrine. 

2.2 Events and Activities in the Temple 

 The tables below show the activities I attended or observed, although they include 

majority of events, they are not exhaustive. Throughout the year there were various events 

linked with public holidays such as Chinese New Year, Mother’s day, or Dragon Boat Festival, 
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and other tourism-oriented and recreational activities such as summer holiday paper folding 

or drawing classes for children, which I did not manage to visit. All events and activities in the 

Taipei Confucius temple are free of any charge. There were also several lectures in the Minglun 

Hall by organizations that rented the space, such as the convention of the members of the 

India Arts and Dance Association of Taiwan on 7 June 2015. There are also various music 

performances, some performed by a group of temple volunteers, others by invited music 

groups, which in one case I overheard included contemporary popular music. 

 

Table 1. Weekly Events and Activities (2015-2016) 

Event Day Time 

Ritual Temple Purification Tuesday to Friday At 9 a.m. and 4p.m. 

Customized Calligraphic 

Blessing Cards 

Tuesday to Friday From 9:30 to 11:30 a.m. 

From 2 to 4 p.m. 

Calligraphy Wednesday From 2 to 4 p.m. 

Dance Performance Saturday, Sunday At 9 a.m. 

Classics for Families Saturday From 9 a.m. till noon 

From 2 to 5 p.m. 

Poetry, Songs, and Dance Saturday From 9 to 11 a.m. 

Poetry Saturday From 2 to 4 p.m. 

Traditional Clothing and 

Games 

Saturday, Sunday From 10 a.m. till noon 

From 2 to 4 p.m. 

Four Books Study Group Sunday From 2 to 5 p.m. 

 

Table 2. Yearly Events and Activities (2015-2016) 

Event Organizer Date 

Classics for Families School 

Year 

Chinese Classics 

Association 

March 2015 to January 2016 

Four Books Study Group 

School Year 

Lizhong Academy March 2015 to December 

2015 

Ritual of Adulthood Tatung High School 24 March 2015 

Group Prayers Before Exams Taipei Confucius Temple 2, 3, 9 May 2015 

6, 7, 13, 14 June 2015 

Ritual of Adulthood Taipei Municipal 

Chongqing Junior High 

School 

15 June 2015 

Ritual of Passage for First 

Graders 

Rotary Club 15 August 2015 
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Confucius Birthday 

Commemoration Ceremony 

Taipei Confucius Temple 28 September 2015 

Charity Fair Chinese Classics 

Association 

9 October 2015 

Taipei City Joint Adulthood 

Ceremony 

Taipei City Government 21 November 2015 

Ritual of Adulthood Rotary Club 5 December 2015 

Theatre Performance Taiwan New Style Folk 

Dance 

5 December 2015 

Cross-Strait Classics for 

Families Exchange 

Chinese Classics 

Association 

31 December 2015 to 4 

January 2016 

 

 The temple is closed on Mondays because it is managed by the city government it 

follows the same rules as other institutions such as museums. The 4D theatre play two short 

15min films six times a day besides Monday. The films are made in 3D and bursts of air from 

the seats simulate wind and movement. In the first one, three contemporary schoolchildren 

visit Confucius temple and meet Confucius who introduces them to the Six Arts. The second 

film is narrated by Kung Tsui-chang 孔垂長, the descendant of Confucius in 79th generation, 

who narrates the official history of the temple, which for example emphasizes the Japanese 

tearing down the old temple, but omits to mention their role in building the new one. The 4D 

Hall is an example of contemporary trend of infotainment, and it feels strange to sit in a temple 

watching a low-quality animation of the temple when you can go around the temple and look 

with your own eyes. The multimedia installations on the Six Arts are designed in a similar 

infotainment manner. 

 Weekly lectures in the temple are oriented around cultural activities associated with 

the literati culture such calligraphy, poetry, study of classical texts, and musical instruments. 

It is worth noting that poetry classes focus on reciting or singing and not composition of poems, 

which differs from the skills possessed by literati. There are two different classes on the 

Classics presenting quite different understanding of the classical texts and Confucianism, and 

use different methodologies towards different goals. The lectures and activities in the temple 

are not specifically Confucian, but rather focus on a more general national Chinese culture, 

which omits Taoism and Buddhism. For example, the calligraphy classes are very enjoyable 

and the teacher gave us very helpful comments and instructions on each of the students’ 

characters, but the classes are not different from calligraphy classes one can take at university 

or cultural centres. 

 The lessons in the temple do not provide a systematic education because even though 

they share space, they exist independently, and a classmate who attended both poetry lessons 

and the study group on the Four Books seems to be an exception in that people attend only 

one class they are interested in. Although there are instances of personal relationship 

between ritual masters, musicians, or teachers of the Classics for children, the courses do not 

present comprehensive education and function independently of each other. They are rather 
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similar to classes in a culture centre, or to the so-called academies, which have appeared in 

Taiwan in recent history, i.e. institutions providing an assortment of classes and lectures on 

“traditional Chinese culture” including Book of Changes, Confucian Classics, calligraphy, or 

taijiquan etc. 

 The lessons on the Classics on Saturday and Sunday operate separately without 

cooperation. On several occasions, when I mentioned to some of the teachers from the 

Classics for Families that I would attend a class on Sunday, they were not aware of other kind 

of classics lessons taking place in the Taipei Confucius temple. Similarly, when I mentioned the 

Classics for Families during the class of the Four Books study group on Sunday, it led the 

teacher to a speech on Wang Caigui and the movement of Classics recitation for children in 

general. The teacher was unaware of the specifics of the classes on Saturdays too. On the 

other hand, I notice connections between the Classics for Families and several ritual masters, 

and since some of the teachers’ children attend the Dalong Elementary school and learn the 

yi dance (yiwu 佾舞) performed during the Confucius birthday ceremony in September, they 

know the teacher of the ritual dance. During my fieldwork, the dance teacher once attended 

a ceremony and performance organized by Classics for Families as one of the honoured guests. 

 For the temple visitors, the Taipei Confucius temple functions as a tourist site, museum, 

national cultural symbol, and public space like a park or a local temple. People come to 

worship, and make use of the temple space for recreational activities such as taijiquan, 

practicing on music instruments, dancing. There is a group of martial artists practicing every 

weekend. One can often see parents with children, local and foreign tourists. The temple 

seems especially popular among Japanese schools, as I have seen on many occasions buses 

filled with Japanese students in uniforms guided by their teachers around the temple before 

returning to the bus. I encountered several groups of teachers with their students of field trips 

to the temple. The teachers usually prepared their own materials introducing the temple and 

paired them with information seeking games. As a motive, they usually mentioned a wish to 

give children an opportunity to experience the materiality of the culture and see it for 

themselves for real, instead of being closed in the textbooks inside the classroom. 

 The main emphasis of this thesis is on the two types of lessons on the Classics, which 

are discussed in Chapter 3. Classics for Families and Chapter 4. Four Books Study Group. The 

Classics for Families is aimed at parents and children studying assortment of classical texts 

accompanied by issues such as environmentalism. Four Books Study Group, which is aimed at 

adults, presents nationalist interpretation of Confucianism by the New Confucian intellectuals. 

In the Chapter 5, I will give attention to various rituals performed in the temple. When I started 

with the field research, the new city mayor cancelled the spring ceremony, and therefore I 

only attended the autumn ceremony, rituals of group prayers before examinations, rites of 

passage and independent worship by groups and individuals. 

2.3 Late Qing Era Taiwan (1860-1895) 

 Confucian temples and their rituals in Qing era Taiwan were part of the state cult and 

domain of the political elite. Confucian temple in Taipei was established only after Taiwan 
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became a province. Government was establishing free government schools, but the education 

network was limited in scope, and bulwark of primary education were private schools, which 

were outside of the government education system and control. Although Confucian-centred, 

primary education was not restricted to the Classics but made use of a wide variety of 

Confucian texts. The main goal was to provide basic literacy, general knowledge, and basic 

morals. Only higher education focused on the Classics. It was provided by Confucian schools 

(ruxue 儒學), which were usually part of Confucian temples, and governmental and non-

governmental academies. The main goal was preparation for the state examinations that were 

based on knowledge of Confucian classics. 

 The predecessor of the contemporary Taipei Confucius temple in Datong District was 

the Temple of Civil and Military Culture (Wenwu miao 文武廟), which stood in the area of 

present Zhongzheng District (Zhongzheng qu 中正區). This was a temple complex consisting 

of the temple of Confucius (Temple of Culture) and the temple of Guan Di 關帝 (Martial 

Temple). 

 The oldest Taiwanese temple of Confucius is in Tainan, which was completed in 1666. 

After the Qing court divided the island into the Taiwan Prefecture and Taipei Prefecture in 

1875, the Taipei prefectural magistrate Chen Xingju 陳星聚 (1817-1885) decided to utilize the 

surplus materials from those allocated for the construction of the Taipei prefecture and city 

wall to build the civil and military temple near the south gate of the city. The construction of 

Confucius temple started in 1879, and was finished in 1884.91 The first sacrifice to Confucius 

took place in 1881.92 Under the administration of Liu Mingchuan 劉銘傳 (1884-1891), the 

island became a province with Taipei as the new capital. In 1891, the governor Shao Youlian

邵友濂 (1891-1894) invited masters of ceremonies (li 禮), ceremonial music (yue 樂) and 

ceremonial dance (yiwu 佾舞) from Fujian, and additional ritual utensils for the temple were 

imported from Fujian as well. The sacrifice in 1894 then utilized all these new elements.93 

 After Taiwan entered the international trade network in 1860 and started to export 

large quantities of tea, camphor and sugar, the social structure was undergoing changes as 

the Taiwanese society was becoming more commercialized. Local elites were abandoning the 

modus operandi of strongmen relying on private militia, and instead orienting towards gaining 

degrees and official titles by passing imperial examinations, building ancestral temples, writing 

family histories, and donating money to support the community. 94  The 343 new degree 

holders who passed imperial examination in the period from 1862 to 1894 made up over a 

third of the total number of degree holders since 1688.95 

 The government was building a network of free primary schools in order to allow even 

poor families to send their children to school. These were called community schools (shexue

                                                             
91 Taipei Confucius Temple Website, Accessed August 30, 2016, http://www.ct.taipei.gov.tw/en-us/Home.htm. 
92 Dong Jinyü, Shengzhishi, p. 12. 
93 Taipei Confucius Temple Website, Accessed August 30, 2016, http://www.ct.taipei.gov.tw/en-us/Home.htm. 
94 Chen Chiukun, “From Landlords to Local Strongmen,” in Murray A. Rubinstein (ed.), Taiwan: A New History, 
Armonk, N.Y: M.E. Sharpe, 2007, p. 160. 
95 Robert Gardella, “From Treaty Ports to Provincial Status, 1860-1894,” in Murray A. Rubinstein (ed.), Taiwan: A 
New History, Armonk, N.Y: M.E. Sharpe, 2007, p. 181. 
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社學) or charitable schools (yixue 義學), but despite the difference in names, there does not 

seem to have been a clear difference in their operation, and both names were often used 

interchangeably in imperial edicts.96 

 Outside of the family, the main pillar of primary education was made up of over one 

thousand private schools (shufang 書房, sishu 私塾).97 Both government and private primary 

schools followed similar curriculum, which focused on acquisition of literacy skills, social 

norms, and proper behaviour. Qing court practiced a principle of minimal government and 

gave local communities a considerable leeway in managing their own affairs. The private 

schools were thus outside of the state control and could take many forms from family schools 

to village schools. Classes usually consisted a single teacher and relatively small number of 

children, often of different ages. The basic teaching unit was not a class but an individual 

student who was approached individually according to his skills, endowments and diligence.98 

Since there were not regulations prescribing the yearly program of classes, the pace of lessons 

followed the aptitudes of individual students.99 While the schools were open for boys only, 

there were various forms of formal in informal schooling available to girls too, depending on 

social class there were variations in the case of both girls and boys.100 Physical punishment as 

part of education was much rarer in case of girls, who also received more emotional affection 

than their brothers did.101 

 The most widely used primers in primary schools throughout the empire were Three 

Character Classic (Sanzi jing 三字經), Surnames of One Hundred Families (Baijiaxing 百家姓), 

and Thousand Character Essay (Qianwen 千文). Such was their popularity that they were 

commonly called by a collective name San-Bai-Qian. Although these primers were compiled 

with the main aim of allowing children to gain basic literacy in an effective and accessible way, 

they also taught students fundamentals of Confucian worldview. 

 There was a great variety of teaching methods and textbooks, such as the amount of 

explanation provided by the teacher, and the three primers were often supplemented with 

other materials intended for writing lessons.102 Advanced students could proceed to studying 

the Four Books (sishu 四書 ), but majority of the students did not require more than 

elementary literacy, and probably did not attend primary school long enough to reach this 

level. Two thousand characters form the three primers could be mastered within one year. 

Instead of immediately continuing with the Four Books, teachers would use a variety of 

shorter and more accessible rhymed texts such as the Rules for Disciples (Dizigui 弟子規). 

These supplementary texts covered many areas of knowledge, and were easier to understand 

                                                             
96 Evelyn Rawski, Education and Popular Literacy in Ch’ing China, p. 35. 
97 Ye Xianjun, “Qingdai taiwan ruxue yü kongmiao zhi shezhi,” Shehuikejiaoyu yanjiu 13 (2008): 47. 
98 Sally Borthwick, Education and Social Change in China: The Beginnings of the Modern Era, Hoover Institution 
Press, Stanford University, 1983, p. 36. 
99 Angela Ki Che Leung, “Elementary Education in the Lower Yangtze Region in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth 
Centuries,” in Benjamin A. Elman and Alexander Woodside (eds.), Education and Society in Late Imperial China, 
Berkeley, California: University of California Press, 1994, p. 392. 
100 Hsiung, A Tender Voyage, pp. 206-217. 
101 Hsiung, A Tender Voyage, pp. 203. 
102 Rawski, Education and Popular Literacy in Ch’ing China, pp. 45-46. 
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and memorize than Zhu Xi’s 朱熹 (1130-1200) primers the Elementary learning (Xiaoxue 小

學), and What Children Should Know (Tongmeng xuzhi 童蒙須知), which placed emphasis on 

the self-cultivation and quoted passages from the Classics. On the other hand, Wang Yangming 

emphasized role of songs, so that lessons are entertaining, and physical activities, including 

bowing, in order to let children went-off energy and keep them healthy.103 Some educators 

advised to incorporate stories of moral exemplars and morality books (shanshu 善書).104 

 Apart from teaching to read and write, schools disciplined young students’ bodies by 

teaching them how to sit, to be quiet, or to sweep the floor. The educators put emphasis on 

cultivating sense of orderliness and cleanliness – students were supposed to clean the 

classroom after the lesson has finished. 105  Children were taught the rules of social 

interaction.106 Education in ritual propriety included daily ceremonies when student bowed to 

his teacher and the tablet of Confucius before and after the lesson.107 There were also rewards 

and punishments used to correct the students’ behaviour. Qing educators followed the 

Confucian anthropology in conviction that children were intrinsically good and it was 

necessary to cultivate the sprouts.108 

 Higher education was provided by the so-called Confucian schools (ruxue 儒學) and 

academies.109 By the end of Qing era, Taiwan had a total of thirteen Confucian schools, seven 

of which were founded before 1875.110 Temples of Culture in late imperial China were not 

only places of worship but education as well, therefore, the temples usually included the 

Minglun Hall, which functioned as a school building. This system was called temple-school 

(miaoxue 廟學). The Confucian schools were established by government and when possible 

would utilize the Minglun Hall in Confucius temples. There were nine temples to Confucius in 

Taiwan in the late Qing, and since Taizhong temple did not have the Minglun Hall, eight schools 

were housed in temples. The other five held classes in the shrines of Wenchang (Wenchang ci

文昌祠), an academy, and an examination hall (kaopeng 考棚).111 

 The temples of Confucius were established by the government as a part of the empire-

wide system of state sacrifices, and were not open to common people. Only officials and 

degree holders were allowed to participate directly in the ceremonies in the Temples of 

Culture, and although some of the students would take on secondary ritual roles such as 

                                                             
103 Bai, Shaping the Ideal Child, pp. 48-51. 
104 Leung, “Elementary Education in the Lower Yangtze Region in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries,” p. 
397. 
105 Rawski, Education and Popular Literacy in Ch’ing China, p. 44; Leung, “Elementary Education in the Lower 
Yangtze Region in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries,” p. 398. 
106 Leung, “Elementary Education in the Lower Yangtze Region in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries,” pp. 
398-399. 
107 Evelyn Rawski, Education and Popular Literacy in Ch’ing China, p. 55. 
108 Leung, “Elementary Education in the Lower Yangtze Region in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries”, pp. 
399-400. 
109 Ye, “Qingdai taiwan de shexue yü yixue,” 47. 
110 Ye, “Qingdai taiwan de shexue yü yixue,” 193. 
111 Ye Xianjun, “Qingdai taiwan ruxue yü kongmiao zhi shezhi,” Shehuikejiaoyu yanjiu 13 (2008): 197-198. 
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dancers or guides, most students participated only as an audience.112 Apart from these official 

sacrifices in government temples, schools performed regular rituals honouring Confucius, and 

start of the new school term was marked with a larger sacrifice, which was attended by 

parents and local elders as an audience.113 For many students and their families, the figure of 

Confucius was connected with the education in a way similar to Wenchang, and people would 

turn on them asking for help in successfully passing the imperial examinations. On the other 

hand, some of the literati from Han Learning school, such as Ruan Yuan, regarded the sacrifices 

to Confucius as secondary in their personal lives, and instead focused on the study of the 

Classics.114 Many Qing academies started to abandon practice of enshrining Confucius, which 

may be seen as an attempt to maintain at least some autonomy vis-à-vis government efforts 

to incorporate academies into the government system of education – they were following the 

same curriculum, and the sphere of rituals could allow for a sense of independence. 115 

Taiwanese academies enshrined Zhu Xi or notable local Confucians, and many academies had 

a shrine of Wenchang who was also a patron of the literati.116 

 In the Song Dynasty, the private academies were founded with purpose of providing 

an alternative to the state educational intuitions focusing on civil examinations, and instead 

to focus on Confucian cultivation. The main aim of academies in the Qing Dynasty was to 

prepare student for passing the civil examinations, although depending on the founders some 

academies would practice cultivation. In the period from 1683 to 1860, there were twenty-

three academies (shuyuan 書院 ) built in Taiwan, and fourteen new academies were 

established during the three decades from 1860 to 1893.117 After the uprising of Zhu Yigui 朱

一貴 in 1721, many Taiwanese government primary schools ceased to function, and their role 

was supplanted by local academies, which started to open classes for small children.118 Based 

on their founding and management, the academies in Taiwan were of three kinds: those 

established by government, those established by local elites who then asked a local official to 

act, and the academies without direct managerial control by government.119 

 The Confucian ritual repertoire was not exhausted by the veneration of Confucius or 

Confucian sages in temples or schools, but comprises wide social sphere of family and 

communal rituals. These rituals were performed by masters of ceremonies (lisheng 禮生) who 

both complemented and competed with Taoist and Buddhist ritual specialists. They utilized a 

range of Confucian ritual handbooks, the most influential among which was Zhu Xi’s Family 

Rituals (Jiali 家禮), which prescribed proper ritual forms for sacrifices to ancestors, capping 

and pinning, weddings and funerals. It was among his most influential writings, and new 

                                                             
112 Ya-pei Kuo, “The Emperor and the People in One Body: The Worship of Confucius and Ritual Planning in the 
Xinzheng Reforms, 1902-1911,” Modern China 35:2 (2008): 126. 
113 Kuo, “The Emperor and the People in One Body,” p. 130. 
114 Kuo, “The Emperor and the People in One Body,” p. 131. 
115 Kuo, “The Emperor and the People in One Body,” pp. 128-129. 
116 Wang Zhenhua, Shuyuan jiaoyu yü jianzhu: Taiwan shuyuan shilie zhi yanjiu, Taipei: Guxiang 1986, pp. 67-71. 
117 Robert Gardella, “From Treaty Ports to Provincial Status, 1860-1894”, p. 181. 
118 Ye, “Qingdai taiwan de shexue yü yixue,” pp- 57, 60. 
119 Wang, Shuyuan jiaoyu yü jianzhu, pp. 43-45. 
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modified editions continued to reprinted and adapted to the local customs and changes in 

social structure though time. These ritual handbooks are still used in contemporary Taiwan 

and the ritual instructions are adapted to changing customs of modern times. 

 Although poetry and literary societies may be included in discussions of Confucian 

forms of socialization, they were rather a part of a larger educated culture. Their Confucian 

orientation was dependent on cultural values held by their particular members. In contrast, 

the benevolent societies (shanshe 善 社 ) showed considerable number of Confucian 

characteristics. They appeared in the late Ming Dynasty as an alternative to charity provided 

by Buddhist organizations, and these voluntary societies brought together local elites, which 

might include degree holders, merchants, and farmers. 120  They usually operated for long 

periods of time, their establishment motivated by concerns about the general state of the 

society.121 The way of remedy was through charitable action and moral renewal. Benevolent 

societies on one hand helped the needy and community, on the other hand served as an 

external mark, which could corroborate the members’ inner morality (benevolence – ren

仁).122 

 The social activism of benevolent societies included public constructions, care for 

orphans and widows, burials for unclaimed dead, soup kitchens, or providing capital to 

merchants and doctors, 123  propagation of widow chastity, and public lectures that often 

utilized morality books, which were created by a method of spirit writing. Many benevolent 

societies and spirit-writing halls made use of “ledgers of merit and demerit” to help their 

members and those who read the morality books to measure their progress in moral 

cultivation.124 This elicited critique from those who believed that such a moral economy might 

be detrimental, and believed that moral action is an end in itself.125 Morality books usually 

combined a wide range of Buddhist, Taoist and Confucian ideas, many would put emphasis on 

Confucianism at the main pillar, and many spirit-writing halls would self-identify as “Confucian” 

(ru 儒) and make such claims in their names, as can be seen on Divine Teaching of the 

Confucian Tradition (Ruzong Shengjiao儒宗聖教).126 

 As a final note, we ought to be careful and avoid simply labelling the traditional Qing 

Dynasty education system in both Chinese Mainland and in Taiwan as “Confucian education” 

because the lectures made use of Confucian texts. Although the primers did contain Confucian 

messages, the motives for learning were an important factor. In primary schools, it was 

probably the desire to gain literacy skills, and, for some of the students and their parents who 

could afford to keep children at school for an extended period time, the hopes of attaining 

higher education and possibly an official title. As such, most of the academies simply prepared 

                                                             
120 Joanna F. Handlin Smith, “Benevolent Societies: The Reshaping of Charity During the Late Ming and Early 
Ch’ing,” The Journal of Asian Studies 46: 2 (1987): p. 309, 319. 
121 Smith, “Benevolent Societies,” p. 311. 
122 Smith, “Benevolent Societies,” p. 318, 328. 
123 Smith, “Benevolent Societies,” pp. 309-310. 
124 Clart, “Confucius and the Mediums”, p. 9; Smith, “Benevolent Societies,” p. 321. 
125 Smith, “Benevolent Societies,” p. 322. 
126 Clart, “Confucius and the Mediums,” p. 13. 
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students to pass the civil examinations. Omitting these aspects from consideration would 

mean that there would have not been any difference between academies aimed to train a 

pool of talented man and prospective government officials, and those academies that were 

established as a conscious alternative and challenge to the civil examination system, which 

put main emphasis on the self-cultivation. Both types of academies relied on classical texts, 

but in both primary and higher education, attention should be paid to the teaching methods, 

the way the text were interpreted, social relations among the teachers and students, and both 

motivations for entering the study and an eventual effect the education had on both the 

thought and conduct of the student. 

2.4 Japanese Era Taiwan (1895-1945) 

 Important development in this period was that the Confucian temples were taken over 

by local elites, and sacrifices to Confucius were organized by local society. Japanese officials 

supported and participated in these rituals, but did not try to extend direct control, which is 

in contrast to the later Kuomintang era. Colonial administration was also generally supportive 

of groups and activities promoting Confucian culture since they were seen as having positive 

effect on stabilizing social order. Only during the kōminka 皇民化 campaign (1937-1945), it 

was ordered to change rituals in Confucian temples to Shinto style. Yet, these were without a 

lasting effect and the rituals returned to the Qing style after the war. Since the original Temple 

of Culture in Taipei was eventually torn down, a former Japanese colonial official and local 

Taipei elites organized together in undertaking to build a new temple, i.e. the contemporary 

Taipei Confucius temple. Although Confucian schools and academies were abolished, private 

schools continued to function in a manner not substantially different from the Qing era. 

However, this type of schooling was declining due to competition by the modern Japanese 

schools, until these private schools eventually disappeared completely. Japanese public 

schools provided special curriculum for Taiwanese students copying the private schools, but 

on top of that provided extremely popular education in sports, and in the final count were an 

important channel of upward social mobility. 

 Having lost the First Sino-Japanese War (1894-1895), the Qing court was forced to sign 

the Treaty of Shimonoseki, and ceded Taiwan and Penghu to Meiji Japan. The colonial 

administration in its first years had to rely on military force to establish control over the island 

population.127 The Treaty of Shimonoseki allowed inhabitants of Taiwan to make a choice and 

leave for China before May 8th 1897, and it has been estimated that around 23 percent of the 

population emigrated. Majority of the upper elite families left Taiwan, which influenced the 

local elite social structure.128 

 The Taipei Temple of Culture was garrisoned by the Japanese army in 1985, and turned 

into a military hospital. The furnishings of the temple, including the spirit tablets, were 

damaged or destroyed in the process. The temple school as well as other Confucian schools 

                                                             
127 Harry J. Lamley, “Taiwan under Japanese Rule, 1895-1945: The Vicissitudes of Colonialism,” in M. Rubenstein 
(ed.), Taiwan: A New History, Armonk, N.Y.: M.E. Sharpe, 2007, p. 205. 
128 Lamley, “Taiwan under Japanese Rule, 1895-1945,” p. 208. 
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and both government and private academies were closed, their buildings often repurposed 

for other uses. When the hospital moved out in 1900, the temple was left neglected and fell 

into disrepair.129  

 In 1898, the governor-general Kodama Gentarō limited the role of the military and 

handed the control over colonial affairs to the chief of civil administration Gotō Shimpei who 

initiated range of modernizing policies, which comprised building new infrastructure, 

introduction of a new system of education, public and health sanitation reforms, and 

expanding agricultural production.130 New construction projects lead to destruction of many 

temples within the walled Taipei city. The Temple of Culture was torn down in 1907 in order 

to make room for a dormitory of a Japanese language school.131 There is certain symbolism 

involved in replacing the Temple of Culture build by Qing provincial authorities with a 

Japanese language school and a high school for girls. Even if it may not have been intentional, 

it symbolized in physical form the aims of colonial administration to introduce the new 

universal modern education instead of the Chinese learning, which Japanese educators 

perceived as “backward”.132 But later, new spirit tablets of Confucius, the Four Sages, and the 

Twelve Scholars were carved and placed inside a small pavilion on the school premises. 

Students and teachers would then every year make a sacrifice.133 

 The Meiji education system was divided into two levels; the aim of primary education 

was to transform the common people into citizens by teaching them basic literacy and skills 

that would make them economically useful and politically loyal. Higher level comprised small 

number of highly trained specialists – scholars, technicians, and bureaucrats. This elementary 

education was the model for the system of public common schools kōgakkō 公学校 for the 

Taiwanese, which constituted a separate educational track from the schools for Japanese 

inhabitants in Taiwan. 134 In 1898, there were seventy-six common schools; eight years later, 

there were 180 schools; pupils included both boys and girls.135 Although the Qing academies 

in Taiwan were closed, local private schools, called shobō 書房 by the Japanese, were allowed 

to continue hold classes for the Taiwanese populace. Qing community schools (yixue) that 

managed to stay open though the transition period were absorbed by the shobō.136 As from 

1898, the shobō were incorporated into the regional administrations, which were to oversee 

that the school day used fixed hours and that only textbooks approved the government-

general were used, and that the teachers attend summer schools. The requirement of gradual 

                                                             
129  Taipei Confucius Temple Website, Accessed August 30, 2016, http://www.ct.taipei.gov.tw/zh-
tw/L/About/HistoryChronicle/1/1.htm. 
130 Lamley, “Taiwan under Japanese Rule, 1895-1945,” p. 209-210. 
131  Taipei Confucius Temple Website, Accessed August 30, 2016, http://www.ct.taipei.gov.tw/zh-
tw/L/About/HistoryChronicle/1/1.htm. 
132 Tsurumi, Japanese Colonial Education in Taiwan, pp. 11-12. 
133  Taipei Confucius Temple Website, Accessed August 30, 2016, http://www.ct.taipei.gov.tw/zh-
tw/C/About/History/1/3/12.htm. 
134 Tsurumi, Japanese Colonial Education in Taiwan, pp. 10-11. 
135 Tsurumi, Japanese Colonial Education in Taiwan, p. 19. 
136 Tsurumi, Japanese Colonial Education in Taiwan, pp. 30-31. 
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introduction mandatory Japanese language and arithmetic classes was not probably widely 

practiced. The local Taiwanese dialects continued to be used as the language of instruction.137 

 Although shobō posed a formidable competition for kōgakkō, the colonial 

administration tried to attract the families of students to attend shobō rather than to force 

them. Therefore, the common schools for Taiwanese boys offered a four-year curriculum 

which utilized the Three Character classic and the Classic of Filial Piety in the first year, 

followed by The Great Learning and Doctrine of the Mean in the second grade. Last two grades 

were dedicated to the study of the Analects. The classes were taught by the Taiwanese teacher 

using the same teaching methods as in the local private schools. Only the last two years of the 

six-year elementary education were taught in Japanese fashion.138 But the main emphasis of 

common schools was on teaching spoken and written Japanese, and moral instruction. The 

ethical education made use of selected Confucian ideas, which were presented as Japanese 

or universal values shared by both the Chinese and the Japanese.139 

 Despite the efforts at accommodation, the common schools were not very popular 

among the parents in the early years of the colonial era. Many pupils were enrolled in both 

kōgakkō and shobō, and the average daily absence rates in kōgakkō remained high.140 Yet, the 

Chinese schools started to decline after 1906, and when they were closed down in 1939, only 

a few shobō remained open at that time since Taiwanese had started to prefer the Japanese 

schools. In parallel to the decline of shobō, time devoted to classical Chinese in kōgakkō was 

reduced after 1910. The classes were made elective in 1922. Eventually, in 1937, the classical 

Chinese was removed from kōgakkō curriculum altogether since the shobō were not perceived 

as a threat anymore. 141  Major reason for shobō losing competitiveness was the physical 

education and music. Although wary at first, Taiwanese soon grew great fondness for the 

sports introduced by Japanese, and it was these popular activities, which were not to be found 

in the shobō.142 Since Meiji educators were keen on getting girls into public schools, the same 

agenda was applied in the colony, and met here with larger resistance than previously in Japan. 

The girls have been taught at home and the parents were not willing to send them to school. 

In order to entice the Taiwanese families, Japanese common schools for girls offered a 

curriculum focused on a wide range of handicrafts.143 

 Since the Taiwanese were colonial subjects, they faced discrimination in many aspects 

of daily life. In the sphere of education, after having passed the common school, the only 

available option in Taiwan was vocational training in teaching or medicine.144 On the other 

hand, although the purpose of the educational system was to transform the Taiwanese into 

                                                             
137 Tsurumi, Japanese Colonial Education in Taiwan, p. 31. 
138 Tsurumi, Japanese Colonial Education in Taiwan, p. 20. 
139 Tsurumi, Japanese Colonial Education in Taiwan, p. 21. 
140 Tsurumi, Japanese Colonial Education in Taiwan, pp. 19-20. 
141 Tsurumi, Japanese Colonial Education in Taiwan, pp. 111, 114. 
142 Tsurumi, Japanese Colonial Education in Taiwan, p. 168. 
143 Tsurumi, Japanese Colonial Education in Taiwan, p. 29. 
144 Tsurumi, Japanese Colonial Education in Taiwan, p. 25. 
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imperial subjects and a gradual process of assimilation into the Japanese empire, the process 

of assimilation was gradual before the war with China. 

 In 1917, the members of the Yingshe 瀛社 poetry society (established in 1909) and the 

Taishō Association 大正協會 (established in 1912), who shared a common goal to restore 

sacrifices to Confucius, jointly established the Association for the Veneration of the Sage 

(Chongsheng hui 崇聖會).145 The founder of the Taishō Association was a Japanese educator 

Kimura Kyo 木村匡 (1860-1940) who held the post of the chief of the school office section in 

the colonial administration. Kimura envisioned the Taishō Association as a platform for 

interactions between Japanese and Taiwanese elites, mainly landowners and businessmen. 

Main channels of communication were to be commerce and the promotion of Confucianism. 

To this end, the association performed its first sacrifice to Confucius in 1916. 146  Ritual 

participants were Taiwanese members of the Taishō Association, Kimura and Japanese 

officials, but not Japanese members of the association. 147 Since Japanese members of the 

Taishō Association, including Kimura, were not versed in the traditional Chinese learning and 

poetry, the association differed from poetry societies and functioned as a “salon”, i.e. meeting 

place for discussions.148 Kimura was named the chairman of the Association for the Veneration 

of the Sage; the two vice-chairmen were Li Jingsheng 李景盛 (1860-1922) and Yan Yunnian 顏

雲年  (1875-1923). Later, they gathered the local degree holders, teachers from Chinese 

schools, and merchants, and formed the Committee for the Sacrifices to the Sage (Taibei 

jisheng weiyuanhui 臺北祭聖委員會). Members of the society would then every year on the 

27th day of the eight lunar month take the spirit tablets from the Japanese language school 

and perform sacrifices in Baoan Temple in Datong District, Longshan Temple in Wanhua 

District, or common schools in Datong District and Dadaocheng.149 

 In 1925, members of the associations decided to pursue the plan, proposed by 

Kimura,150 to build a new Confucius temple, and for that purpose established the Office for 

Preparation of Construction of Temple of the Sage (Taibei shengmiao jianshe choubeichu 臺

北聖廟建設籌備處) in order to manage the administration of building a temple. Chen Pei-

ken 陳培根 (1876-1930) and Koo Hsien-jung 辜顯榮 (1866-1937) donated land to the west of 

the Baoan Temple, and many other people responded to the fundraising calls. Among the 

donators, there were also women and Christians. 151  After having been approved by the 

colonial authorities, the construction started in 1926. The organisers invited Wang Yishun 王

益順 (1861—1931) to design and oversee the construction of the Confucius temple. Wang 

was the most famous Fujianese architect-carpenter of the late Qing era. In 1920, he had 

arrived in Taipei in order to rebuild the Longshan Temple, and in 1924 constructed Temple of 

                                                             
145 Li, Rijushidai taiwan rujiao jieshe yü huodong, p 63. 
146  Takano Fumie, “Rizhijushiqi taiwanshen de lingwai jiaoliu fangshi - Yi mucunkuang weilie (1895-1925),” 
Master’s thesis, Guoli chenggongdaxue, 2008, p. 69. 
147 Takano, “Rizhijushiqi taiwanshen de lingwai jiaoliu fangshi”, p. 72. 
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the City god in Hsinchu. He also worked on the refurbishment of the Nankunshen temple 

(Nankunshen daitianfu 南鯤鯓代天府) in Tainan between 1923 and 1937. 

 In 1931, main body of the Confucius temple consisting of the main hall, Chongsheng 

Shrine, together with the surrounding buildings on eastern and western side, and Yi Gate was 

completed. On the 27th day of the eight month 1931, the sacrificial ceremony celebrating the 

birthday of Confucius was held in this new Confucius temple. 152 During the preparations, 

members of the association consulted the details of the ritual with the governor of the Taihoku 

Prefecture, Yoshioka Kōzō 吉岡荒造 (1878-?), who personally revered Confucius and had a 

previous experience as the main sacrificer in the Yilan Confucius temple.153 Eventually, there 

were two differences from the Qing era sacrifices. Firstly, the ritual participants included 

influential businesspersons. Secondly, the three kneelings and nine prostrations (san gui jiu 

kou 三跪九叩) were replaced by simple bow; the reason was probably to accommodate the 

customs of the Japanese who were to act as the main sacrificers.154 The decision to simplify 

ritual was castigated in a public opinion article published in the Taiwan Daily News (Taiwan 

Nichinichi Shinpō 台湾日日新報). The author, calling himself simply an “old man from Taipei”, 

disapproved this unsubstantiated change, and emphasized that since rituals in the Confucius 

temple in Tokyo continued to be performed in the old-style, including three kneelings and nine 

prostrations, such a ritual cannot be called “uncivilized” and wilfully modified in order to 

accommodate the new times. 155  In reply, a representative of the Association for the 

Veneration of the Sage, Huang Chunqing 黃純青 (1875─1956), stated that what is constant in 

ritual is sincerity, but the concrete ritual procedures had been changing throughout the times, 

and such a change is permissible. Reflecting a passage from Analects,156 Huang added that the 

ritual ought to be simple rather than extravagant, and as such, the change from three 

kneelings and nine prostrations is legitimate.157 

 The original aims for the new Taipei Confucius temple were to restore the temple-

school system, and the plans for educational facilities inside the temple included higher school 

of Chinese learning, or an academy.158 The hopes were not fulfilled, since the first construction 

phase stopped that year due to the lack of funds. In 1935, Huang Tsan-chun 黃贊鈞 (1874-

1952), Koo Hsien-jung, and other members of the Association initiated another fundraising 

campaign, and soon afterwards the constructions on temple could continue. Since Wang 

                                                             
152  Taipei Confucius Temple Website, Accessed August 30, 2016, http://www.ct.taipei.gov.tw/zh-
tw/L/About/HistoryChronicle/1/1.htm. 
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Yishun had passed away, a Taiwanese architect was hired for the work, which was completed 

in 1939. The Minglun Hall as a place for a temple school was not built.159 

 Looking at the people who were involved in the process of building the Confucius 

temple, we cannot simply categorize them as “Confucians” in an exclusive sense of “creed” or 

“confession”. There were Christians among the donators, and father and grandfather of the 

vice-chairman Li Jingcheng were both members of the Presbyterian Church. 160  Other 

members of the association also participated in different projects and organizations. Chen Pei-

ken for a period of time managed the affairs of the Baoan temple, and was probably related 

to Chen Peiliang 陳培梁161 who was a member of a spirit-writing group centred around the 

Taoist immortal Lü Dongbin, which gradually transformed into Juexiu temple.162 Huang Zanjun

黃贊鈞 aside from donating to the construction of the Confucius temple, financially supported 

works on the Baoan temple and the Zhinan temple (Zhinan gong 指南宮).163 Although Kimura 

was able to quote Analects in his writings, and was especially active in propagating 

Confucianism during his stay in Taiwan (1895-1925), after his return to Japan in 1926, he did 

not participate in any events or activities related to Confucianism and his writing do not make 

any references to Confucianism or Taiwan.164 

 Under the Japanese colonial rule, Confucius temples and sacrifices to Confucius were 

no longer an exclusive domain of the state officials. Many local elites, scholars as well as 

entrepreneurs, therefore moved into this emptied cultural sphere. As such, efforts at restoring 

damaged or destroyed Qing Confucius temples and resuming the sacrifices had been 

undertaken in other cities where such temples had been built before since the colonial regime 

and society stabilized around the year 1900, i.e. Yilan, Hsinchu, Chiayi, Changhua, Kaohsiung, 

and Tainan.165 Apart from these old official temples, there were new Confucius temples built 

initiated by local elites, just like the one in Taipei – temple in Lotong  in 1900, Miaoli 苗栗 in 

1901, Puli in 1926, Kueijen in 1927, and Sun Moon Lake Temple of Civil and Military Culture in 

1934.166 Various other groups performed their own sacrifices to Confucius outside of the 

Confucius temples; these included literary and poetry societies, benevolent societies, societies 

for cherishing the written word (xizishe 惜字社), or private Chinese elementary schools.167 

These elites were not necessarily old “gentry” degree holders longing for the past, but their 

influence in local society was related to the entrepreneurial activities. They often acted as 
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headmen in the reformed baojia system (hokō in Japanese), which was not a simple delegation 

of colonial authority, and did not provide the Japanese administration with direct control over 

local society. Since the headmen were chosen locally, the hokō system implied recognition of 

local power structures by the colonial government. 

 Japanese administration approached Confucianism from the perspective of a shared 

cultural heritage, which could serve as means of appeasing Taiwanese elites, and supported 

those aspects of Confucianism, which served to encourage social hierarchy, loyalty and public 

morality among the colony’s inhabitants.168 Japanese colonial officials therefore often took 

part in the sacrifices to Confucius organized by the Taiwanese, and several members of the 

administrative donated to the efforts towards building the Taipei Confucius temple.169 

 Japanese authorities organized campaigns against superstitions and undesirable habits, 

which included chewing betel, smoking opium, gambling, foot binding practices among 

Hokkien women and queues worn by Taiwanese men.170 In 1900, governor-general Kodama 

attended the meeting of an anti-footbinding society founded by a Taiwanese medical 

practitioner Huang Yüchieh, and at that occasion referenced the Confucian virtue of filial piety 

(xiaodao 孝道), which forbids harming one’s body.171 In contrast to Kodama’s moral language, 

Huang’s speech adopted an instrumental perspective of women’s body and stressed that 

women without bound feet can work to support the men and contribute to the society and its 

progress.172 On the other hand, the utilitarianism with which colonial administration made use 

of such Confucian ideas can be seen on the efforts at banning the queues, which were imbued 

with the very sense of filiality that was mentioned by Kodama. Harrison reports a case of a 

man in Shanxi who, after having his queue forcibly cut off, fell into depressions and dared not 

to leave the house due to the feeling of shame and guilt against their ancestors.173 

 Activities which were note perceived as a threat to the stability of the colonial order 

and were permitted by the authorities included public lectures, publishing periodicals and 

publicizing virtuous deeds (including filial children and chaste widows), and charitable work. 

The members of the Association for the Veneration of the Sage approached teachers from 

private Chinese schools and, in 1927, founded the Taipei Society for Promulgating the Way of 

Confucius (Taibei Kongdao Xuanjiang Tuan 臺北孔道宣講團). Together, they organized public 

lectures in places where gathered large masses of people such as temples. The size of audience 

usually reached three or four hundred.174 The area of influence was not restricted to Taipei 

alone, and the Society soon became the most famous of the organizations that disseminated 

the Confucian teachings, such as benevolent societies and spirit-writing halls. 175  The 

association published its own journal, the Taiwanese Journal of Sages’ Teachings (Taiwan 

                                                             
168 Tsurumi, Japanese Colonial Education in Taiwan, p. 11-12. 
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shengjiao bao 臺灣聖教報), which was established in 1927, and helped to publish a journal 

named Venerating Sagely Virtue (Chongsheng daode bao 崇聖道德報). Another periodical of 

the era promoting Confucian values was the Confucius’ Teachings Journal (Kongjiao bao 孔教

報 ). Taiwanese organizations and individuals were in contact with counterparts in the 

Mainland China, commented on the developments such as Kang Youwei’s 康有為 attempt to 

create a Confucian church based on Christian model, and reprinted Confucian publications 

from the Mainland China.176 

 Japan in this period experienced a revived interest in Confucianism among intellectuals, 

which would eventually have repercussions for the region of East Asia. Meiji government 

(1868-1912) sought to eliminate the social influence of Confucianism due to its association 

with Tokugawa era (1603-1868). Although Meiji state ideology did utilize elements of 

Confucianism, it had vanished from everyday life in a wider society. By 1890s, private 

academies all but disappeared and several Confucian clubs were mainly literary societies with 

a restricted membership and without social impact.177 But following the reports on the horrors 

of World War I battlefields, Europe as the bearer of Progress and Civilization lost its credibility, 

and some of the Japanese intellectuals started to re-evaluate the influence of Westernization. 

In the cultural climate of the so-called Taishō democracy (1912-1926), several scholarly 

organizations joined into a more activist organization called Shibunkai 斯文会.178 Although this 

Confucian revival had a conservative strain and was anti-western, anti-materialist, and anti-

socialist in orientation, these intellectuals generally supported democracy, and egalitarianism. 

Similar to other conservative-traditionalist movements in Europe and America, they opposed 

both liberal capitalism and socialism.179 Only later was Confucianism and organizations such 

as Shibunkai co-opted by the authoritarian state as an instrument of fascist ideology 

presenting Japan as a leader of Asia against the West and as a representative of 

Confucianism.180 

 In 1935, after the reconstruction works on the Tokugawa era Confucian temple 

Yushima Seidō 湯島聖堂 located in Tokyo had been finished, Shibunkai with the support from 

Shōwa government organized a grand sacrifice to Confucius and an international conference 

on Confucianism. Among the participants were representatives from the Republic of China, 

Manchuria, Korea, and Taiwan. Taiwan was represented by Taihoku Imperial University 

professor of Oriental Philosophy, Imamura Kando 今村完道 , and Zheng Yixiang 鄭以庠 

(1873—1939) together with Wei Qingde 魏清德 (1886—1964). 181 Zheng participated in a 

number of poetry activities, and engaged in lecturing on morality and explicating contents of 

morality books.182 Wei was a member of the Yingshe poetry society, and the editor of the 
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Chinese section of the official newspapers published by the Japanese colonial government, 

the Taiwan Daily News.183 

 The wartime policies, which started in 1936, brought rapid changes to the colonial 

administration. Cultural accommodation was replaced by the kōminka campaign to turn the 

inhabitants of Taiwan into imperial subjects. Chinese sections of newspapers were abolished 

in 1937, and in 1940, the name-changing campaign was initiated. Local customs were to be 

replaced by Shinto rituals, traditional religious festivals were forbidden, and people were 

supposed to wear Japanese clothing.184 Sacrifices to Confucius in the Taipei temple were 

performed in Shinto style since 1940.185 The cover page of January issue of the Confucius’ 

Teachings Journal (Kongjiao bao) in 1938 wished on its Japanese troops good fortune and swift 

victory. Similarly, after the Pacific War began in 1941, cover page of the Venerating Sagely 

Virtue journal (Chongsheng daode bao) wished Japan victory over British and American forces 

and success in uniting Asia.186 

2.5 KMT Culture Politics and the New Life Movement (1934-1945) 

 Having lost the war, Japan was required to submit to the terms of the Potsdam 

Declaration (26. 7. 1945) and cede the control of Taiwan to the Republic of China. Taiwan thus 

became an appendage of a large state and central government funnelled the island resources, 

including expropriated public and private Japanese property into mainland, in order to 

support the campaign against the Chinese Communists. Important development in this period 

was the creation of ethnic and political dichotomy between the newly arrived mainlanders 

(waishengren 外省人) and the local populace (benshengren 本省人). A tension between the 

two “groups” can be felt even today, as I observed repeatedly during the lectures on the Four 

Books in the Taipei temple. After its arrival in Taiwan, the Kuomintang enforced its specific 

vision of Chinese modernity. Modernization under Japanese rule in Taiwan was dealing with 

different issues, and even though an influence of the May Fourth movement reached Taiwan, 

it was reinterpreted according to the local needs. The Kuomintang decimated local intellectual 

and political elites during the 228 Incident, and cultural and political orientation from the 

Japanese era was suppressed. Instead, the Kuomintang continued its culture politics from the 

New Life era in Mainland China, which proved to have a lasting effect on the understanding of 

Confucianism in Taiwan. 

 Re-Sinicization campaign in Taiwan was continuation of Nanking era efforts at creating 

a universal national culture intended to displace local Chinese cultures. The watershed in the 

Nationalist culture policies was New Life movement. This neotraditionalist movement was a 

reaction to national and international crisis. On the level of discourse, it referenced ancient 

tradition, yet on the level of practice was in fact full-scale Westernization, modernization, 

                                                             
183 Taiwan Memory, Accessed August 30, 2016, http://memory.ncl.edu.tw. 
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secularization. This era saw establishment of guiding principles of culture politics that 

reappeared during the Culture Renaissance, and recently during the presidency of Ma Ying-

jeou. Society-wide political and intellectual negotiations, together with failed attempts at 

establishing Confucianism as a state religion or at least as a religion among others, resulted in 

Confucianism being categorized as a philosophy and not included among recognized 

religions.187 Eventually, it was identified as the core of national culture source of the Sunist 

ideology. This allowed introduction of Confucian values, with emphasis on obedience and 

social hierarchy, into school curriculum. Confucian temples were exempt from temple-

destruction campaigns and protected as silent memorials of national culture. This 

development was linked with the process of creating national history and national heroes, 

which included Confucius and Mencius, as well as Sun Yat-sen. The sacrificial rituals in temples 

were replaced with civil ceremonies commemorating the birthday of Confucius. 

 The KMT for a long time had no clear unified vision concerning its political and cultural 

orientation, which was reflected in controversies about the role of Confucianism as well.188 

Texts associated with Confucianism had been removed from the Westernized curriculum of 

modern republican schools in 1912, but were reintroduced again in 1929 after Nationalist had 

defeated Beiyang government in Peking (1912-1928) during the Northern expedition.189 The 

nation-wide ban on sacrifices to Confucius in 1912 provoked protests from academic 

institutions, and so did an unsuccessful attempt by Chen Jitang 陳濟堂 (1890-1954), the chief 

military commander of Guangdong province, to introduce the Classic of Filial Piety into local 

schools in the 1930s. 190  Nationalists’ stance on ancestral rites was oscillating between 

proscription and promotion.191 Apart from the internal factors in the Nationalist party and in 

the China, developments in Japan showed to have a considerable influence on the Nationalists’ 

attitudes towards Confucianism. 

 Negative issues faced by Japanese Confucian revivalists like Shibunkai served as a 

positive inspiration for the Kuomintang appropriation of Confucianism into national culture. 

The first problem was failure to develop any form of Confucian practice in order to make the 

tradition a meaningful part of the everyday life of the ordinary Japanese. Second problem was 

the influence of the state and state ritualism. Newly created Confucian rituals were developed 

alongside the rituals of state Shinto, and were thus closely linked with the Emperor and, 

ultimately, the military. 192 The rhetoric of Japanese militarists, claiming for themselves the 

possession of the Confucian “Kingly Way” (ōdō/wangdao 王道) in order to justify Japan’s 

                                                             
187 See for example Chen, “Confucianism Encounters Religion: The Formation of Religious Discourse and the 
Confucian Movement in Modern China.” 
188 Shuk-wah Poon, Negotiating Religion in Modern China: State and Common People in Guangzhou, 1900-1937, 
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189 Zheng Yuan, “The Status of Confucianism in Modern Chinese Education, 1901-1949: A Curricular Study,” in 
Glen Peterson, Ruth Hayhoe, and Yongling Lu (eds.), Education, Culture, and Identity in Twentieth-Century China, 
Ann Arbor Michigan: University of Michigan Press, 2001, p. 209. 
190 Poon, Negotiating Religion in Modern China, pp. 120-122. 
191 Rebecca Nedostup, Superstitious Regimes: Religion and the Politics of Chinese Modernity (Harvard University 
Asia Center, 2009, p. 240. 
192 Paramore, Japanese Confucianism, p. 156. 
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leading role among the Asian nations and assert its supremacy over the Republicans and 

Communists in China, eventually elicited reaction from the Republican ideologues such as Hu 

Shi 胡適 (1891-1961). Hu Shi in 1930s engaged in polemics with the Japanese ideologues over 

the issue who had the right to represent Confucianism. In effect, the Japanese empire could 

serve as an example for Nationalists’ policies incorporating the ultra-conservative 

interpretations of the Confucian tradition in order to bolster their efforts at creating a 

powerful party-state. 193  While Japanese Asianism emphasized universality of Confucian 

message, the Kuomintang nationalist interpretations eventually linked Confucianism with 

Chinese ethnicity. 

 The puppet state of Manchukuo (Manshūkoku 満州国), established in 1932, was 

proclaimed by the Japanese ideologues to be a Confucian state, since its policies were 

supposed to follow the principles of the Kingly Way. In the early stages, this orientation was 

rather similar to Japanese conservative corporatism and free from militarists influences, and 

was eagerly supported by the Qing loyalists who formed the core of the puppet cabinet.194 To 

this end, the Japanese to de-Nationalized the school curriculum in Manchukuo, replacing the 

Nationalist courses on Sun Yat-sen’s Three Principles with Confucian “ritual teachings” (lijiao

禮教),195 i.e. with Four Books and Five Classics, which were later substituted by a course on 

moral cultivation, based on Confucian values, and a course on Confucian classics in higher 

education.196 

 Apart from the cultural challenge posed by Japanese Asianism, Republican 

revolutionaries after 1912 had to differentiate and distance themselves from the imperial 

government and its cultural legacy. Although the late Qing moral education classes remained 

at schools, their contents were recast towards education in Republican civic duties. 

Confucianism remained only in university departments of philosophy as a component of the 

lessons on Chinese philosophy.197 In 1920, all the textbooks in classical language were to be 

removed and replaced by those written in the new standard vernacular Chinese, i.e. Mandarin, 

by 1922, when the republican educational system adopted the American model inspired by 

John Dewey. The Nanjing decade (1927-1937) brought a change when Nationalist party 

leaders, in order to consolidate power and secure the foundations of the party-state system, 

introduced Sunism together with Confucianism into school curriculum in 1929.198 The turn 

towards Confucianism, which peaked during the New Life Movement launched in 1934, can 

be interpreted as a defence against accusations that the Chinese government had abandoned 

the country’s cultural heritage,199 especially when compared to the Japanese empire’s claim 

on the orthodox Confucian Way. Other factors pushing the Kuomintang towards Confucianism 

and “traditional” Chinese culture was the need to not only combat the Communist social 

                                                             
193 Paramore, Japanese Confucianism, p. 160. 
194 Paramore, Japanese Confucianism, p. 161. 
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program and their influence among the common people, but at the same time draw a distinct 

line between the two parties and distinguish Nationalist party from the Communists on the 

level ideology. 

 The New Life Movement was aimed at reinvigorating behavioural patterns of 

"traditional morals" and enforcing public hygiene. The ultimate goal was to transform the 

whole nation 200  by revolutionizing the people’s lives to battle the spiritual and material 

"degeneration", to raise their national awareness at the time of national crisis, and to 

overcome the alienation between the Party and the people. 201  The messages of anti-

Communism, Confucian morals, and public hygiene were disseminated through the New Life 

Movement associations at national, county and city levels, and through schools.202 Curriculum 

was further modified to educate both children and adults about Sunism, Communist atrocities, 

traditional morals and citizenship. Physical education was emphasized in order to strengthen 

the citizens’ bodies and to teach them self-defence in preparation for the war against Japan.203 

The campaigns included purchase of national goods, or implementation of baojia system.204 

Kuomintang leaders were also trying to use personal connections to co-opt Christian churches 

to help in spreading the New Life Movement.205  

 Although the rhetoric of the New Life Movement was couched in a Confucian 

terminology, and emphasized traditional virtues of propriety (li 禮), uprightness (yi 義), 

integrity (lian 廉 ) and sense of shame (chi 恥 ), at its core was the idea of totalizing 

modernization, and terminology from the past was infused with new meanings of proper 

citizen conduct, i.e. discipline and commitment to nation-building.206 Filial piety was paired 

with loyalty to extend its sphere from parents to sacrificing oneself for the nation, in what 

Ferlanti calls “filial loyalty”. 207 Moreover, in a manner reminiscent of Neohinduists in India, 

New Life ideologues saw the Western modes of behaviour promoted though the campaigns 

as originally present in traditional Chinese culture and merely temporarily lost in the recent 

times.208 New Life Movement was a similar attempt at cultural fusion marked with colonial 

complex and inferiority vis-à-vis western culture, and utilized a high degree of selectivity in 

choice of native and “Western” cultural values and their reinterpretation. New Life discourse 

was marked with bifurcation between Western and Eastern culture, with “Western learning” 

being seen as useful in sciences and technology but not in other spheres of knowledge 

production. 209 The ultimate goal was to create a strong and competitive national state. To 

                                                             
200 Federica Ferlanti, “The New Life Movement in Jiangxi Province, 1934–1938,” Modern Asian Studies 44:5 (2010): 
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this end, Kuomintang ideologues adopted a modern mechanistic vision of society – with 

emphasis on total control from the centre, hierarchical organization of society, obedience, 

uniformity, efficiency, and productivity – that was coated in moral language borrowed from 

Confucian political discourse, which in contrast imagined state as a ritual and moral polity.210 

In the New Life Movement, moral and immoral was distinguished on the basis what advances 

national goals and increases power of the state.211 The core ideals of New Life Movement were 

thus militarization (jünshihua 軍事化 ), productivization (shengchanhua 生產化 ) and 

aestheticization (yishuhua 藝術化).212 Although frugality, which was also part of New Life 

Movement campaigns, could be identified as a Confucian virtue, given the context of the close 

ties to Christianity among the Nationalist cadres, especially Chiang Kai-shek’s wife who was 

one of the leading figures in the movement, it could equally well be a Methodist virtue. Given 

the overall ideological context, it can be identified with productivization. 

 Although the New Life Movement was a thoroughly modern movement, it was 

criticised by contemporaries as a conservative attempt at restoring he old social structures. In 

response to these charges, Nationalists explained that they did not want to restore the old 

society (fugu 復古) but to revive (fuxing 復興) its virtues, the value of which transcended time 

and socio-cultural context,213 and were at the core of the national culture of the Chinese 

people. However, New Life Movement was in fact influenced by the New Culture Movement 

perception and interpretation the traditional culture. New Life ideologues inherited the image 

of Confucianism by the New Culture intellectuals as an anti-individualist, hierarchical and 

undemocratic ideology; but what had been criticized by the New Culture Movement was 

appreciated by the Nationalists.214 Nationalists simply rejected the individualism of the New 

Culture Movement just as they refused the class struggle of the Communists. They also 

criticized the elitism of the New Culture Movement in contrast to the New Life Movement, 

which aimed at revolutionizing the lives of the people.215 In contrast to these claims, the New 

Live Movement proved to be a complete failure because of it contradictory nature, both on 

the level of ideology and implementation, and its inability to appeal to people; unlike the 

Communists’ programs, it did not improve the livelihood of the people. Nationalist 

government denied any responsibility for the state of affairs, instead laying the blame on the 

people and their cultural and moral deficiencies. Neither did the Nationalists have the force 

necessary to coerce people into cooperation.216 

 New Life references to Confucianism had a ritual aspect as well. The same year the 

movement was announced by Chiang Kai-shek in 1934, the Central Executive Committee 

invented a new public holiday to celebrate Confucius’s birthday.217 Qing government, as part 
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of its modernizing and westernizing reforms, similarly declared Confucius’s birthday a public 

holiday in 1904.218 Since the ritual sacrifices to Confucius had been banned by the Nationalist 

government, his birthday (the date of which was set on August 27th in the new Republican 

solar calendar) was meant as a secular commemoration of a Chinese cultural hero. The Party, 

government, military and police, and schools were all required to celebrate this holiday and 

hold their own commemoration meetings, which were to follow the same framework of the 

Republican civil rituals. The ceremony would begin with the party song sung by the 

participants who then bowed three times to the flag, followed by bowing to the portraits of 

Sun Yat-sen and Confucius. After this, the chairman would read the Sun Yat-sen’s last will and 

explain the meaning of commemorating Confucius. The ceremony would conclude with 

participants jointly singing a newly composed "Commemoration Song for Confucius". The 

lyrics were based on a chapter from Records of Rites (Liji 禮記) because Sun Yat-sen’s concept 

that "all under heaven belongs to the public" (Tianxia wei gong 天下為公)219 originated from 

its passage.220 The ceremony was not substantially different from other national ceremonies 

such as birthday of Sun Yat-sen. This absorbing of Confucius into the Party ideology and 

political ritualism was in fact a part of a larger trend of Nationalists’ efforts at co-opting ancient 

sages to serve the new regime.221  

 The New Live Movement ought to be viewed in the context of other contemporary 

efforts in quest for Chinese modernity, and the process of inventing “Chinese culture”. In 

campaigns against the practices of traditional culture that did not fit Republican visions of 

national culture and were labelled as “superstitions”, the Nationalists adopted the paradoxical 

discourse of other modernizing states. While the state claimed to be secular and upholding 

the freedom of religious beliefs, the state interfered into this sphere precisely because it 

claimed sole authority to define what constitutes religion, and what distinguishes religions 

from superstitions. 

 Search for national culture required to administratively and ideologically sort out 

multitude of cultural practices into novel categories of "religion" and "superstition", 

"Buddhism", "Taoism", or "Confucianism", which tended to emphasize beliefs and hierarchical 

organizational structure. This included regulation of other forms of organization and 

socialization, which were different from what the Kuomintang expected from modern 

Republican citizens. Coupled with aims to ascertain sovereignty of the national state, 

Republican government sought to suppress or co-opt other social institutions that might pose 

a challenge to state power, such as monasteries, local temples, local elites, lineages, together 

with plethora of religious specialists ranging from native Chinese-medicine doctors and 

fortune-tellers to Buddhist and Taoist clergy. Not only did temples often possess large holdings 

and posed a competition for nationalized enterprises, but religious economy in general was 
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adversarial to the kind of industrial economy Nationalists wanted to establish. On the one 

hand, Nationalist propaganda criticized religious practices, as excessive expenses because 

they did not contribute to the nation-building goals, on the other hand, cash-stricken 

government tried to include ritual products in its ever-expanding list of taxable items in order 

to secure income into government coffers.222 

 Common people and ritual specialist often protested, subverted the regulations, or 

used legal actions and turning the discourse of law and party ideology against the party itself 

in order to protect one’s interests against suppression and carve out their own niches inside 

the continually changing sphere of "religion" and "nation". As Government often altered its 

policies and suddenly permit or outlaw certain organizations, occupations, customs, or 

products, Buddhist, Taoist priest as well as other individuals and organizations reappraised 

their traditions of thought and practice, trying to establish institutions which would meet the 

state definitions and to adapt to ever changing ecology. Humanist Buddhism (renjian fojiao 人

間佛教), nowadays influential and widespread in Taiwan, was a product of these cultural and 

political negotiations. While the new conditions made it harder for some to avoid suppression 

and destruction, especially local community temples, the early Republican era saw boom of 

new religious organizations adapted to the contemporary Chinese modernity and its 

cosmopolitan context; these were the so-called the redemptive societies (jiushi tuanti 救世團

體), which flourished until 1940s.223 Religious organizations were not always at conflict or 

competing with the government, as Christians and Buddhists would often support Nationalists, 

and many members of political and cultural elite participated in redemptive societies.224 

 Republican cultural revolution started with the proclamation of Republic and change 

of calendar from the lunar reckoning and its various cycles, including agricultural, stem-and-

branch, personal and religious time markers, to a linear solar "national calendar" (guoli 國曆), 

which started with year one instead of 1912.225 New national holidays were meant to help to 

instil a sense of national identity, political consciousness, and propagate the new civic values. 

After standardization in 1928, there were only twenty-six holidays in Republican calendar, 

which were all commemorative days of major events in the Nationalist party history,226 and 

were ignored by the populace. In order to amend this, KMT decided to relocate dates of 

selected lunar festivals into the solar calendar. The holidays with less overt religious meanings 

could be easily instilled with the notion of civil celebrations. 227 Initially, there were eight 

festivals: Confucius’s birthday, Lantern Festival, Shangsi, the Dragon Boat Festival, Double 

Seven Festival, Zhongyuan Festival, the Mid-Autumn Festival, and the Double Nine Festival. 

Laba Festival was added into Republican calendar in 1931, but Tomb-Sweeping Day was 

ignored until 1935. 228  These reinvented "traditional festivals" with fixed solar dates and 
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prescribed modes of celebratory activities were meant to displace the plethora of local 

festivals, which were taking place at different times and often lasted for prolonged periods 

and encompassed a wide range of diverse activities.229 

 The change of calendar was complemented by efforts at creating a national history and 

a pantheon of national heroes (minzu yingxiong 民族英雄). The selected historic personae 

were dehistoricized and transformed into timeless national symbols. In this way, a “nation” 

was given ancient roots and unchanging essence that makes nation traceable through history 

as a distinct concrete entity (including peoples’ bodies, their language, and the area of nation 

state). In 1928, "Standards for Preserving and Abandoning Gods and Shrines" (Shenci cunfei 

biaozhun 神祠存廢標準) permitted only shrines under categories of "religion" and "former 

worthies" (xianzhe 先哲). Criteria for evaluation of former worthies were written from the 

perspective of nationalism and scientism, and the list of twelve already approved worthies 

included Confucius and Mencius.230 The line of national heroes originated with Huangdi 黃帝, 

a mythical ancestor of the “Chinese race” and symbol of Han nationalism since the late Qing, 

and included historical figures of Confucius and Mencius. End the end of the lineage was the 

figure of Sun Yat-sen. From the ideological viewpoint, it was not a contradiction to make claims 

about Confucianism and Sunism being consubstantial. However, co-opting the ancient sage 

Confucius to serve the Nationalist cause was not an easy task, and attempts to nationalize 

estates of his descendants in Qufu, who enjoyed support from imperial dynasties, did not 

initially succeed, thanks to the Kongs’ extended kinship network and connections in the 

government. Eventually, Kong Decheng 孔德成 (1920-2008) had to give up his hereditary title 

the Duke of Yansheng (Yansheng gong 衍聖公) in 1935, and the Kuomintang promised to 

sponsor the descendants’ education through the university.231 

 Although the spring and autumn sacrifices at Confucian temples were abolished, the 

temple buildings were protected by government from demolition. 232  Similarly, the state 

sacrifices to Guan Gong and Yue Fei 岳飛 were abandoned. However, their temples were 

shielded from anti-superstition campaigns aimed at mass destruction of temples, because 

they were both included among the twelve former worthies. 233 The attitude of Nationalist 

Party towards the Confucian temples was more ambivalent and ridden with contradictions. 

The temples were turned into public spaces as government allowed educator to convert many 

temples to schools to spread mass education, and in the case of those that remained standing 

as temples, local officials were supposed to ensure adequate open space in front of the 

temples so that the masses could gather to hear speeches on commemoration days. Spirits 

tables of Confucius, his disciples, and former Confucian worthies were to be preserved and 

stored together inside the temples, but it was forbidden to perform sacrifices in front of them.  
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234 These changes caused confusion as can be seen on General Confucian Society’s request for 

clarification on how to perform sacrifices under these conditions, to which KMT reiterated the 

difference between “sacrifice” (si 祀 ) and “commemoration” (jinian 紀念 ). Despite the 

prescriptions from the centre, many local officials still performed spring and autumn sacrifices 

instead of commemorating Confucius’s birthday.235 As Poon shows, the “commemoration” of 

Confucius in Guangdong in 1934 and 1935 was rather similar to religious imperial sacrifices 

than civic Republican rituals, and the dates were set according to lunar calendar instead on 

taking place on the day set as Confucius’s birthday in the solar calendar.236 

 Civic ceremonies devised by the Republican ideologues followed the same basic 

framework, difference being mainly in the scale and pomp. In an effort to extend the state 

control over its citizens’ lives and enforce vertical control over society, the family rituals such 

ancestral sacrifices, weddings, and funerals were all incorporated into secular state ritualism; 

family burial rites were just a small-scale reproduction of state ceremonies commemorating 

revolutionary heroes.237 While Confucians pressed for orthodoxy and proper way of ritual 

performance, Republican rituals emphasized simplicity and economy;238 the new burial rites 

got away with graded mourning garbs unifying them into white attire for all the relatives.239 

Just as the Republican ceremonial prescriptions tried to sanitize the rites and eliminate the 

influence religious ritual specialists, such as Buddhist and Taoist priests, or geomancers, they 

made no use of Confucian masters of rituals (lisheng 禮生) and ritual handbooks such as the 

Family Rituals (Jia li 家禮). 

 In 1929 the Ministry of Interior, proposed the standardizing names of Confucian 

temples to “Temple of Confucius” (Kongzi miao 孔子廟). Although the term itself was not a 

new invention, this change and unification implied that Confucius was an individual historical 

person, and not a part of larger cultural complex (social, intellectual, and political) as the name 

Temple of Culture connoted. 240  It was all part of the process of decontextualization of 

historical figures and their incorporation into nationalist pantheon. In contrast, newspapers in 

Taiwan under Japanese rule referred to Confucian temples as the Temple of Culture and the 

Sagely Temple (Shengmiao 聖廟). The Nationalist Party was not the only actor who was 

changing names of temples. Local communities devised strategies to avoid destruction of their 

temples, which included renaming the temples to bear the names Confucius, Guan Gong or 

other figures recognized by the state; Poon mentions cases of Guanyin 觀音  temple in 

Guangzhou and Mazu 媽祖 temple in Henan changing names to “Temples of Confucius”.241 

 In question in what aspects and to what degree the Republican policies were a 

continuation of the imperial state’s efforts to delineate orthodox and licentious cults. The 
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difference seems to be in context; imperial who officials criticized licentious cults were 

operating within the same cultural nexus, while Republican critique was using completely 

different cultural logic of modern scientism, and state secularism tried to eliminate both 

orthodox (zheng 正) a unorthodox (xie 邪) of the past as superstitious.242 The new conceptual 

framework included concepts such a religion, nation, national culture, citizenship, and 

competition between nation states, which were linked with new technologies of control and 

disciplination such as police and modern educational system. What changed was also vision 

of relationship the between state and people, who were supposed to transform from passive 

subjects into active citizens. 243  Republic enforced vertical social organization instead of 

horizontal one – vertical local temple networks, were to be replaced with horizontally 

organized "churches" and incorporate into vertical power structure of the nationalist state.244 

New life movement social transformation project was through was consciously modelled after 

hierarchical organization and disciplination in military. To this end, Great Learning (Daxue 大

學), one of the Four Books, served the Kuomintang nation building needs; as long as this guide 

for moral cultivation was interpreted in the spirit of the instrumental New Life morality and 

cultivation of proper civic conduct, and as a hierarchy of citizens’ loyalty with the Party at the 

top of the Panopticon. 

2.6 KMT Securing Foothold in Taiwan (50s-60s) 

 Although the Nationalist government was eager to appropriate the infrastructure and 

institutes created under the Japanese administration, all other aspects of Japanese influence 

in the island had to be eliminated, including language, every day practices, modes of thought, 

and political culture. Taiwanese were described as having been “enslaved” (nuhua 奴化) and 

thus unfit of a status of full citizens until having been educated and transformed back into 

proper Chinese nationals. The Kuomintang therefore launched campaigns of “de-Japanization” 

(quribenhua 去日本化) and “re-Sinicization” (zai zhongguohua 再中國化). 

 After the war, there were about 350 000 Japanese civilian residents in Taiwan who 

were classified by ROC and US authorities as either Overseas Japanese or Overseas Ryukyuans. 

Taiwanese inhabitants were designated “provincials” (benshengren 本省人) and those newly 

arrived “outside-provincials” (waishengren 外省人 ). 245  In 1946, Nationalist government 

banned publishing and circulation of all books and periodicals using Japanese language.246 

While the Japanese colonial representatives recognized and valued the shared cultural 

heritage they had in common with the colonial subjects, Nationalist regime rejected not only 
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the Japanese culture, but local Chinese cultures, i.e. Minnan 閩南 and Hakka 客家, as well. 

The Kuomintang saw Japanese culture as alien and tried to remove all its traces, including 

people, language, habits and modes of thought, and architecture. Yet, the targets were the 

Japanese-style buildings with symbolic connotations like Shinto shrines, and modern-style 

administrative or industrial buildings were eagerly appropriated. 

 In parallel with campaign against the old colonial language, the Kuomintang 

government started to propagate the use of the new national language, i.e. Mandarin Chinese. 

Although many Taiwanese eagerly studied Mandarin, language barriers proved to be an 

obstacle between the government and islanders, especially for those who aspired at positions 

in the provincial administration. Besides the language policies, “re-Sinification” campaigns 

aimed at instilling national sentiments in the islanders through the promotion of the Sunist 

ideology, i.e. the Three Principles of People (Sanminzhuyi 三民主義), and dissemination of the 

nationalist literature, such as writings of Lu Xun 魯迅 (1881-1936).247 Aboriginal inhabitants 

were also required to subscribe to the Nationalist mythology of the unified Chinese nation 

with Sun Yat-sen (1866-1925) as the founding father, and had to adopt Chinese-style names.248 

 In this era of political and economic turmoil, the Association for the Veneration of the 

Sage was re-established in 1946 with the goal to continue the sacrifices at the Taipei Confucius 

Temple. The new chairman was the mayor of Taipei City, Yu Mi-chien 游彌堅 (1897-1971), 

and the two vice-chairmen were the head of the Education Bureau, Huang Chi-jui 黃啟瑞 

(1910-1976) who was later mayor of Taipei from 1957 to 1960, and a businessman Koo Chen-

fu 辜振甫 (1917-2005).249 Yu was one of the so-called “half-mountain people” (banshanren

半山人). This term referred to the Taiwanese who during the Japanese era left island for 

Mainland and cooperated with the Nationalist government. After the Kuomintang gained 

control over the island, these Taiwanese served as a vital link between the Nationalist state 

and Taiwanese society. Many of them were of divided loyalties between the central 

government and the ties of locality. 250  Koo Chen-fu was an influential businessman and 

diplomat, who later became a chairman of Straits Exchange Foundation (Haixia jiaoliu jijinhui

海峽交流基金會) in 1991. In 1946, Koo was tried and jailed by the Kuomintang on the charges 

of treason and collaboration with Japan against Nationalist. After that, he developed close 

relations with the Kuomintang government. His brother, Koo Kwang-ming 辜寬敏 (1926), who 

left Taiwan for Japan after the February 28 Incident, is a strong supporter of Taiwanese 

independence, and later on fostered ties with the Democratic Progressive Party (Minzhu jinbu 

dang 民主進步黨). Their father, Koo Hsien-jung who in 1925 donated land for the Taipei 

Confucius temple, also engaged in peaceful surrender of Taipei to Japanese in 1895, and 

maintained close ties with the colonial administration. 
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 The monopoly on political power by newly arrived mainlanders frustrated many of the 

Taiwanese elites who tried to resume efforts, started during the Japanese era, towards island’s 

greater self-government. 251  Realization that Nationalist government operated just like 

another colonial regime, but was inferior when compared to the standards of governmentality 

established by the Japanese administration, together with economic exploitation, and political 

and cultural oppression led to increased tensions between islanders and mainlanders. Many 

Taiwanese were proud of their Japanese inheritance, 252  and many drew on the previous 

colonial experience to make open comparisons and evaluations of Nationalist government. 

Social tensions eventually escalated into the February 28 Incident (Ererba shijian 二二八事件) 

on February 28th 1947. An open revolt against Nationalist government was brutally suppressed 

by military forces arriving from the Chinese mainland. Different sources state different 

numbers of casualties, but a common estimate would be 10 000 killed and 30 000 wounded.253 

The island-wide massacres effectively silenced any voices of opposition and alternative 

interpretations of the Japanese heritage for several decades, and determined the 

relationships between the Kuomintang and islanders, and islanders and mainlanders up to 

present. Although the government blamed those Japanese who were still present in Taiwan 

for inciting the revolt, the February 28 Incident did not cause significant harm to the Japanese 

residents. It did increase the Nationalists’ sense of urgency to remove of any remnants of 

Japanese legacy in Taiwan.254 In the following years, Taiwanese Shinto shrines were either 

destroyed or repurposed for other uses, such as national martyr’s shrines. Several Shinto 

shrines located in schools were converted into shrines to Confucius. 

 After the Nationalist government forced to retreat to Taiwan in December 1949after 

the lost the civil war, politics of control and assimilation of the islanders intensified. To this 

end, the martial law restricting civic and political liberties, which was first issued during the 

February 28 Incident, was reinstated on May 19th 1949. Chiang Kai-shek (Jiang Jieshi 蔣介石, 

1887-1975) in his reflection on the causes of the defeat by the Communist Party in the 

Mainland argued that the blame was to be put on the ineffective education, which failed to 

inculcate young people with the nationalist spirit and comprehension of Sunism. 255  This 

analysis was a continuation of the line of reasoning behind the New Life Movement 

(Xinshenghuo yundong 新生活運動), which was initiated by Chiang and his wife Soong Mei-

ling 宋美龄 (1898-2003) in February 1934, and which effectively ended with the retreat from 

Mainland. Nationalist Party was gradually establishing its monopoly on Confucianism as 

national culture and national ideology. Rituals in the Taipei temple continued to be organized 

by local elites with participation of the Kuomintang government. It was at this time, that the 
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date of ceremonies was set to September 28th as joint celebration of birthday of Confucius 

and Teachers day. Confucian texts were not part of the school curricula, but Confucianism was 

taught in schools as part of Sunism and ethics classes. 

 After having relocated to Taiwan, KMT did not continue New Life campaigns, since the 

immediate objectives were to secure a power base and defend against an imminent invasion 

from the People’s Republic. Yet, after the Korean War had started in 1950, United States 

changed its policy of not interfering in the Chinese civil war, and resumed its economic and 

military support to the Republican government. Since the 228 Incident quelled any internal 

dissent, the Kuomintang could concentrate its full efforts on political dominance, social 

stability and economic development, which were main priorities until the mid-1960s. The 

issues of legitimizing government and cultural policies of turning Taiwanese into Chinese were 

not an immediate concern at this period,256 and the Kuomintang at first focused on more cost-

effective negative control over society across the spheres of social life ranging from politics, 

economics, religion, education, and language, to arts and entertainment.257 Because of the 

plans on retaking the Mainland, Taiwan was categorized as a province, and since it was 

impossible to hold national elections in what became the Peoples Republic of China, the 

Taiwanese were barred from access to ROC national government, effectively making Taiwan 

into a colony. The standing government officials had their posts extended indefinitely, until 

they eventually started dying off, and the Kuomintang had no choice but hold supplementary 

elections after 1969.258 

 The Kuomintang took over and expanded upon the Japanese schooling system, 

implanting mandatory universal education. Posts of school administrators were filled with 

Mainlanders, while Taiwanese teachers were usually relegated as secondary assistance.259 

Japanese era textbooks were forbidden, and the new ones compiled according to the 

prescriptions by Chiang Kai-shek were introduced into schools. These textbooks were 

compiled by cooperative university experts who lacked teaching experience at the elementary 

school level and were isolated from the teachers and students who actually used the teaching 

materials.260 Since the political requirements had a primacy over educational qualities of the 

textbooks,261 the contents changed little since the New Life Movement era curricula. Changes 

made in Taiwan took form of negative control and concerned mainly language policies, i.e. 

banning Japanese and local dialects. Mandarin was the only language allowed in schools, and 

students caught speaking in dialects were punished. 

 The purpose of education was to inculcate the Taiwanese with Sunism, anti-

Communism, national sentiment and sense of belonging to China, and military drill. Textbooks’ 
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contents concentrated on history and geography of China and national heroes, with Chiang 

Kai-shek as last in the line. There were no changes to accommodate Taiwanese population 

other than to emphasize uninterrupted ties with the Mainland. Japanese era was downplayed 

in an effort to erase memory of the Japanese heritage from the Taiwanese minds, and replace 

it with Nationalist historic narrative that vilified Japanese colonial rule. Positive aspects of the 

Japanese reign were omitted, and stress was on suffering and "nationally motivated" 

uprisings.262 Lessons on moral education continued to utilize Confucian terminology, and core 

values to be learned was obedience; obedience towards one’s parents was identified with filial 

piety and obedience towards political leaders with loyalty. Nation was personified by Chiang 

Kai-shek and Sun Yat-set whose portraits and statues were as omnipresent in school spaces 

as they were in textbooks.263 

 Viewed in this context, it is apparent that the perspective of continuity between the 

contemporary situation and the "traditional Confucian" education and its unquestioning 

respect towards authority figures, rests on the acceptance of Nationalist rhetoric that they are 

transmitters on uninterrupted traditional Chinese culture, and, in the case of Taiwan, ignores 

the fifty years of the Japanese educational system. It is important to take into consideration 

difference in social contexts of the imperial era private schools (shufang) and modern schools, 

in the role of the teachers, and in the purpose of education (for the state officials, parents, 

and students). The shufang were not under government control, it was up to families and 

communities who they chose as a teacher, and there were different teaching styles across 

different private schools as a result of social negotiation between families/communities and 

teacher and children, and personality and knowledge of teacher and preferences of the 

families or local communities. 

 We may hypothesize that passivity and obedience of students vis-à-vis teachers might 

have been shaped by modern classroom conditions within a larger context of authoritarian 

party-state with emphasis on military discipline, nationalism, patriotism, and vertical 

orientation of society, where teachers were an extension of authority of the state materialized 

though the gaze of the leaders’ statues and portraits. Teachers did not have much of an agency 

in a way of teaching methods, since the actual authority was vested in the textbooks. The 

process of curriculum reforms made teachers into passive reproducers of the books contents 

that expressed the absolute authority from government, which could not be questioned by 

students and neither by teachers. 264  The reasoning behind the Nationalist education was 

behavioural conditioning and mechanistic metaphor, where students were passive material 

to be moulded in the school-factory, and teachers were but machinery operators.265 

 Under these conditions, teachers would merely prepare courses in such a way as to 

help students prepare for written examinations and climb the educational ladder. There was 

a fixed set of answers to the questions in the textbooks, and teachers could be punished if 
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they did not follow the prescribed standards.266 As a result, the system was encouraging rote 

memorization through constant recitation, and conformity.267 Stress on memorization is often 

described as a relic of "Confucian education" by scholars and the Taiwanese themselves. Yet, 

this explanation overlooks historic discontinuities of the Westernizing reforms in late Qing, 

and fiercely liberal republican educators such as Cai Yuanpei who tried to sever all ties with 

previous education system and adopt an American model. This was followed by a turn to 

Leninist-style organization of state and society, which made education into a one-way channel 

of communication, where knowledge, technical skills and propaganda, were to be simply 

transmitted by teachers and memorized by students. The Leninist state imprinted itself into 

the structure and interpersonal relationships in public universities as well.268 

 After its arrival in Taiwan, the Kuomintang did not continue the temple destruction 

campaigns, Shinto shrines being an exception, since there were more pressing concerns, and 

mainly tried to restrict pan-Taiwanese cults, 269  and actively discouraged large religious 

festivals by criticizing their economic wastefulness,270 especially condemnable at the time 

when resources should be directed to the welfare of the nation. Performances of Taiwanese 

opera in local dialects, which was part of the festivals, were banned and Peking opera was 

promoted instead. Other public performances in dialects were prohibited as well. 271  The 

restrictive campaigns against religious festivals were effective in that regard that the temple 

festivals came to be held on the same date all-over island instead of different days throughout 

the lunar month according to local customs.272 

 The situation of organizations claiming Confucian identity or practicing Confucian 

rituals or self-cultivation etc. at the time of Nationalists’ arrival at Taiwan, and members of 

which organizations arrived in Taiwan, remains largely unexplored. There were several 

organizations in Taiwan, which made references to Confucianism, which were generally 

established before the martial law restrictions on forming non-government organizations. An 

emergence of a Confucian organization influential enough to challenge the state monopoly on 

Confucianism was impossible under corporatist means of control over religions. 

 Moreover, following the political and cultural debates in the Republic of China, 

Confucianism was not officially recognized as a religion, it was not feasible to try to appeal to 

religious freedom, especially since civil rights were curbed by the martial law. In a way similar 

to New Life era in the Mainland, Confucian temples in Taiwan have received special attention 

from the government. In contemporary Taiwan, Confucian temples, ancestor shrines, and 

public ceremonies, are all grouped together under supervision by the Department of Civil 
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Affairs in the Ministry of Interior.273 In contrast with New Life policies, the Kuomintang did not 

replace sacrifices to Confucius with civic ceremonies, nor did government seize control over 

the Taipei Confucius temple. Yet, the general framework created by legal system and 

government policies defined the range of possibilities for social action. 

 After the Association for the Veneration of the Sage was renewed in 1946, it adopted 

the Republican calendar and the date of autumn sacrifices to Confucius in the Taipei Confucius 

temple was thus changed from lunar date (27th day of the 8th month) to solar calendar (August 

27th).274 In 1952, the government then declared that the Teachers’ Day and the birthday of 

Confucius were to be celebrated together on September 28th. In 1950, members of the 

Association decided to register with the government as a civil association (remnin tuanti 人民

團體), but their application was rejected in 1951. Eventually, an association under a name of 

the Taipei Confucius Temple Governing Board (Taibei Kongzimiao Guanli Weiyuanhui 臺北孔

子廟管理委員會) was established instead in 1951.275 The chairman was a new mayor of 

Taipei (1951-54), Taiwan-born Wu San-lien 吳三連 (1899-1988), and the two vice-chairmen 

were Huang Chi-jui and Koo Chen-fu, i.e. the same vice-chairmen as in the renewed 

Association for the Veneration of the Sage. 

 In 1950, Chiang Kai-shek donated a plaque to the Taipei Confucius temple in order to 

commemorate the 2500-year anniversary of Confucius’s birthday. 276  The four calligraphic 

characters inscribed by Chiang read “Youjiao wulei 有教無類”. Nationalist interpretations 

emphasize a "democratic" reading of these Confucius’s words from Analects (chapter Wei Ling 

Gong 衛靈公) – “There are no distinctions in education”, i.e. education should be available to 

everyone. This reading points to Confucius’s willingness to teach anyone without making 

distinctions in class background of potential students, and makes him a precursor of modern 

universal education. Yet, in the context of the White Terror era, the quote has a rather 

ominous overtone, as it implies that everyone will be subjected to re-Sinicization and military 

disciplination. 

 At the same year, Chiang also dedicated a plaque with the same four characters to the 

Confucian temple in Tainan,277 thus symbolically asserting authority over the oldest temple 

(Tainan) and the temple in the capital (Taipei), and expressing the claim of continuity of the 

Chinese rule over the island. In Tainan, Chiang Kai-shek’s plaque hangs next to the plaques 

bestowed by Qing Emperors, while in the Taipei temple, it is the first plaque donated by a 

state representative. It is worth noting that, in the imperial times, bestowing placards was a 

prerogative of emperors. The prestige associated with this act survived into Republican era 

and attracted various political figures. Chiang Kai-shek established a precedent in Taiwan that 
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was followed by other ROC officials who donated plaques to various Confucian temples over 

the island; apart from Chairman of Taiwan Province Lin Yang-kang 林洋港 (1978-81) and 

Minister of Interior Chiu Chuang-huan 邱創煥 (1978-81), they were presidents Yen Chia-kan

嚴家淦 (1975-78), Chiang Ching-kuo 蔣經國 (1978-88), Lee Teng-hui 李登輝 (1988-2000), 

Chen Shui-bian 陳水扁 (2000-2008), and Ma Ying-jeou 馬英九 (2008-2016).278 

 In 1953, a committee for the construction of Minglun Hall in the Taipei Confucius 

temple was organized by the president of the Examination Yuan, Mainlander Chia Ching-teh

賈景德 (1880-1960), an important Kuomintang politician who assumed various official posts 

during his career. 279  Contributions towards the construction came from Mainlanders and 

Taiwanese, as well as the Taipei City government. The construction started in 1955 and was 

finished in 1956; the three characters in the Minglun Hall plaque were written by Chiang Kai-

shek as well.280 

 The architectonic design was created by Lu Yujun 盧毓駿 (1904-1975), a waisheng 

architect who previously designed buildings of the Executive Yuan and High Court in Nanjing, 

and in Taiwan, his designs include Syuentzang temple (Xuanzang si 玄奘寺) and Ci En Pagoda 

(Ci'en ta 慈恩塔) in the Sun Moon Lake area, and several buildings of the Chinese Culture 

University (Zhonghua wenhua daxue 中國文化大學). The style of these buildings, as well as 

the Minglun Hall, is the Chinese classicism (zhonguo gudian shiyang 中國古典式樣),281 which 

shares with the Renaissance Classicism and the Enlightenment Neoclassicism in Europe an 

element of cultural imagination directed towards an ancient past, together with selective 

appreciation of ancient values and virtues, and a desire to revive this "classical" culture in the 

present. Yet, given the strong political overtones, especially in the context of the New Life 

Movement and re-Sinification campaigns, I am inclined to call this architectonic style 

“Nationalist realism”. The respective works in accordance with ideological requirements of 

the Party imitate ancient northern Chinese architecture in order to revive the essence of the 

traditional culture in the modern era, and impose this vision of the genuine Chineseness on 

the landscape and cityscape (first, in the Mainland China, and later in Taiwan). As Fu Chao-

Ching argues, since Minnan architecture did not did not meet the requirements to represent 

the national Chinese culture, the classicist features are one of the most reliable indices in 

distinguishing between central and local government institutions as the initiating force behind 

construction of given buildings.282 

 It seems, that Minglun Hall was more of a symbol of Nationalist authority rather than 

space intended for lessons in a school-temple tradition, which contrasts with the Kimura 

Kyos’s original vision. From 1966 to 1983, Minglun hall served as temporary premises of the 
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Taipei Cultural Center (Taibeishili shehuijiaoyu guan 臺北市立社會教育館),283 and as a place 

for various cultural and leisurely activities organized by the centre during the era of Nationalist 

campaigns for the Renaissance of Chinese Culture. 

 In a fashion similar to the Japanese administration, the president Chiang sent his 

representative to attend the annual sacrifices to Confucius in the Taipei temple – the Chairman 

of Taiwan Province from 1949 to 1956, later replaced by the Minister of Interior in 1957.284 

Kong Decheng, descendant of Confucius and former Duke of Yansheng, who arrived at Taiwan 

together with the Kuomintang, was the main sacrificer. The post of the Sacrificial Official to 

the Ultimate Sage and First Teacher (Dachengzhisheng xianshi fengsiguan 大成至聖先師奉

祀官) replaced the title of Duke of Yansheng and was a salaried official post until 2008, with 

offices in Taizhong. The sacrifices continued to be performed in the pre-kōminka Qing ritual-

style and organized by the local society. The masters of ritual continued to be provided by 

local temples such as Baoan temple, and Juexiu temple. Students from Dalong elementary 

school, established in 1896 as a Japanese language school, acted as ritual dancers in the Taipei 

temple since 1931. 285 Ritual musicians recruited from the ranks of nonprofessional music 

bodies mainly from the Wanhua district since 1917.286 Substantial changes to the Taiwanese 

Confucian temples and their sacrificial rituals only took place during the Chinese Cultural 

Renaissance Movement when the promotion of the "traditional Chinese culture" by the 

Kuomintang reached its peak. 

 As has been mentioned, Juexiu temple began as spirit writing hall, and continued to 

publish morality books. Moreover, in 1954, The Taiwan society for publishing Zhengyan 

Montly was established with the seat in the Juexiu temple.287 It was publishing the Zhengyan 

Montly magazine (Zhengyan yuekan 正言月刊 ) until 1988. Judging from the style and 

contents, it continued tradition of Japanese era journals of encouraging moral conduct and 

spreading Confucian culture. In promoting moral conduct, Zhengyan was close to morality 

book genre, and did contain posts written during spirit-writing sessions. Readability and 

informative value made it similar to popular almanacs. 

2.7 Chinese Culture Renaissance Movement (1960s-1980s) 

 This era saw return of New Life policies, as the Kuomintang once again tried hard to 

legitimize its rule and establish an image of the Republic of China as the true China. As such, 

government sponsored publishing and translations of classical works, and construction of 

buildings in Chinese classicist style, which included reconstructions of Confucian temples and 

construction of new ones. This era is a watershed in the history of the Taipei Confucius temple. 

Firstly, a group of government-appointed scholars devised a new version of ritual to 

                                                             
283 The centre was established in 1961, and in 2015 was renamed Taipei City Arts Promotion Office (Taibeishi 
yiwen tuiguangzhongxin 臺北市藝文推廣處). 
284 Du, “Sikong renwen ji liyi kongjian zhiyanjiu,” p. 224. 
285 Taipei Dalong Elementary School Website, Accessed August 30, 2016, http://www.dlps.tp.edu.tw. 
286 Du, “Sikong renwen ji liyi kongjian zhiyanjiu,” p. 200. 
287 Li, “Haibin fushengdao,” p. 216. 
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commemorate the birthday of Confucius, which was first introduced in Taipei and then spread 

to other temples in Taiwan. Secondly, representatives of the descendants of those who 

initiated construction of the temple during the Japanese era donated the Taipei temple to the 

government. 

 In the mid-1960s, the position of Nationalist government on both the domestic and 

international scene was becoming less secure. Since the years of military drill and preparations 

did not yield any results, the rhetoric of retaking the mainland as the rationale behind the 

strict measures of the Martial law was being questioned together with the legitimacy of the 

nationalist government itself. The efforts by the Communist Party of China to seek 

international recognition and establish diplomatic ties with other countries posed another 

challenge to the Kuomintang Party as the legitimate representative of China.288 

 The Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution, which started in May 1966, and the slogan 

calling for the destruction of the "Four Olds" (i.e. old culture, ideas, customs, and habits) then 

served as an impulse for Chiang Kai-shek to announce the Chinese Culture Renaissance 

Movement on November 12th 1966, i.e. 100th birthday anniversary of Sun Yat-sen. The 

movement aimed at safeguarding the cultural and political legitimacy of the Nationalist rule 

by showing that the true China was in Taiwan. 

 Cultural Renaissance was supervised by two institutions: the Committee for the Revival 

of Chinese Culture (Zhonghua wenhua fuxing weiyuan hui 中國文化復興運動委員會) and the 

Bureau of Culture (Wenhua ju 文化局 ), which were both established in 1967. 289  The 

Committee published handbooks on revival and disseminated the movement though mass 

media, schools and government institutions.290 The chairman of the committee was Chiang 

Kai-shek, and one of the vice-chairmen was Chen Lifu 陳立夫 (1900-2001) was together with 

his brother Chen Guofu 陳果夫 (1892-1951) a long-time close acquaintance of Chiang. The 

Chen brothers were the leaders of the "CC Clique" inside the Kuomintang party. Both had been 

previously active in the Cultural Reconstruction Movement (Wenhua jianshe yundong 文化建

設運動) that was parallel with the New Life Movement,291 and Chen Guofu was one of the 

main ideologues of the anti-superstition campaigns.292 The Bureau of Culture, created by 

Ministry of Education, helped to promote the movement in the educational sphere, such 

establishing offices in schools and universities, and organizing lectures, or sponsoring local and 

international conferences on the Chinese culture.293 In addition, it aimed to promote arts 

through awards, yet, as Tozer notes, one the principal functions of the bureau was in fact 

censorship.294 

 Cultural Renaissance was a top-down movement propagating the Kuomintang version 

of the national culture, together with the virtues of patriotism and citizenship. Main difference 

                                                             
288 Wang, “Why Bother about School Textbooks?”, pp. 60-61. 
289 Katz, “Religion and the State in Post-War Taiwan”, pp. 402-403. 
290 Katz, “Religion and the State in Post-War Taiwan”, p. 403. 
291 Nedostup, Superstitious Regimes, p. 317n114. 
292 Nedostup, Superstitious Regimes, p. 18. 
293 Katz, “Religion and the State in Post-War Taiwan”, p. 403. 
294 Warren Tozer, “Taiwan’s ‘Cultural Renaissance’: A Preliminary View,” The China Quarterly 43 (1970): 86-87. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

68 
 

would be an absence of the temple destruction campaigns, which accompanied the New Live 

Movement, but which, at that time, had already became a part of the Cultural Revolution in 

the Mainland China. New elements were an emphasis on science, and a context of ethnic 

tension between the mainlanders who were active promoters and islanders who were the 

domestic audience of the campaigns. The Renaissance movement also aimed at the 

international audience of scholars and politicians. The government focused on the publishing 

and translations of works deemed classical, together with the building of stadiums, art 

galleries, concert halls, cultural centres, and Confucian temples. Promotion of classical culture 

and proper arts (e.g. Peking opera) went hand in hand with restrictions and censorship. In 

1970, the enforcement of Mandarin in schools intensified, and strict punishments for students 

caught speaking in dialects became an official policy. In addition, radio and television 

broadcasting time in dialects was severely restricted in 1976.295 As such, Cultural Renaissance 

was in effect a full-scale re-Sinicization campaign. The Models for citizens’ rites and 

ceremonies (Guomin liyi fanli 國民禮儀範例), promulgated in 1970, exemplify continuation 

of the New Life era efforts to unify and control everyday lives of citizens. The contents follow 

Chiang Kai-shek’s text Necessary Knowledge for New Life (Xinshenghuo xuzhi 新生活須知) 

from 1934 in setting rules and regulations for everyday conduct. These range from 

prescriptions of proper modern behaviour (e.g. eating, dressing, driving car, forms of greetings, 

public hygiene), private ceremonies (e.g. weddings, funerals, offerings to ancestors) to public 

ceremonies to former sages and worthies, which are structurally same as the ceremonies in 

honour of the Republican martyrs. 

 The Confucius-Mencius Society of the R.O.C. (Zhonghua min’guo jong-meng xuehui 中

華民國孔孟學會), which was founded in 1960, was a precursor to the official declaration of 

the Culture Renaissance Movement. It presents itself as a scholarly organization aimed at 

propagating the teachings of Confucius and Mencius. For this end, it started to publish the 

Confucius-Mencius Monthly (Kongmeng yuekan 孔孟月刊 ), and the Confucius-Mencius 

Bulletin (Kongmeng Xuebao 孔孟學報), which is published yearly on the September 28th. 

Although established as a non-profit organization, in practice, the Society have functioned as 

an extension of the Nationalist Party, gathering the Kuomintang affiliated mainlander 

politicians and scholars as its members. Chiang Kai-shek was appointed an honorary director, 

and Chen Lifu became the longest serving director of the society (1972-1984, 1996-2001). The 

Society functions to this day, and lists former president Ma Ying-jeou as its honorary director, 

yet its social influence seems extremely limited. In 2014, I visited two of their public lectures, 

and there was just a handful of attendees in a large hall inside the Taipei City Council (I am not 

sure how many attendees were members and how many were actual public). It is worth noting 

that one of the co-organizers was the Chinese Unionist Party (Zhonghua tongyi cujin dang 中

華統一促進黨), which aims for unification of Taiwan and Mainland China. 

 In 1962, another precursor to the Renaissance Movement was an introduction of Basic 

Teaching materials on the Chinese Culture (afterwards referred to as “Basics”) (Zhongguo 

                                                             
295 Wang, “Why Bother about School Textbooks?”, pp. 61-62. 
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wenhua jiben jiaocai 中國文化基本教材 ) into senior high school courses on National 

Literature (guowen 國文 ). This was in addition to already existing courses on ethics in 

elementary, junior and senior high schools.296 The Basics went through several editions, but 

their usage in schools can be divided into three eras. The first period ranges from 1962 to 1982 

and parallels the high tide of the Renaissance campaigns. Originally in three volumes, the 

Basics were later expanded to six volumes in order to cover the three years of the senior highs 

school at a rate of one volume per semester. 297  The teaching materials utilized selected 

passages from Analects and Mencius.  

 The general structure of the textbooks was such that paragraph with an original 

passage in Classical Chinese was followed by an explanation of meaning of several Classical 

Chinese phrases, next was a paragraph containing selections from classical commentaries with 

emphasis on those by Zhu Xi. The last paragraph was a contemporary explanation of the 

passage in modern Chinese. The two classical texts were in this way modified to fit into the 

framework of modern textbooks. Traditional commentaries since the Han dynasty were 

written in an interlinear form, i.e. a commentary and a text created a new whole, and as a 

result, the process of reading and understanding the text was different in the case of the Basics 

and the traditional editions. Although the instructions for teachers in the Basics refer to 

everyday life, the educational system as described above did not allow much space for 

cultivation. These references to individual lives rather point to another attempt of the state 

at governing the lives of citizens’ lives. The students were presented with a very restricted 

selection from the corpus of Confucian texts. The reduction of the diversity of the Chinese 

culture to Confucian school of thought has been one aspect of the native critique raised in 

Taiwan. The stress of memorizing the meaning without an opportunity to learn the skills to 

read the original text meant that even if the students had an interest, they did not possess the 

necessary language skills required to explore the corpus of Confucian tradition written in 

Classical Chinese. 

 In 1968, the Ministry of Interior promulgated the Methods of Commemorating the 

Supreme Sage of Great Completion and First Teacher Confucius (Dacheng zhisheng xianshi 

kongzi danchen jinianbanfa 大成至聖先師孔子誕辰紀念辦法), which remained in effect 

until 2003. According to this document, all levels of government were required to hold a 

general assembly presided by the highest local official to commemorate the birthday of 

Confucius, and if there was a Confucius temple in the area, the commemoration was supposed 

to take place there. The rules for the commemoration ceremony during the assembly were 

structurally same as the commemoration ceremonies introduced during the New Life 

Movement. After the participants had stood up and the chairperson assumed the place, music 

started to play and participants would sing the national anthem. After that, participants would 

bow three times to the national flag, and the portraits of Sun Yat-sen and Confucius. The 

chairperson would then make a report and talk about Confucius’s teachings. The ceremony 

would finish with a commemorative song to Confucius. 

                                                             
296 Chen Yihua, “Gaozhong Zhongguo wenhua jibenjiaocai bianzuan yange,” Guowen tiandi 27:7 (2011): 38. 
297 Chen, “Gaozhong Zhongguo wenhua jibenjiaocai bianzuan yange,” p. 38. 
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 Moreover, local governmental institutions, schools, and scholarly organizations were 

all required to follow the “traditional culture of the Six Arts” and organize sports competitions, 

lectures, or other arts and leisure activities to invigorate the minds and bodies. Schools and 

scholarly organizations were also required to publish and disseminate special commemorative 

publications or wall postings (bibao 壁報), which probably served as a form of reply to the 

“big-character posters” (dazibao 大字報 ), which became ubiquitous during the Cultural 

Revolution movement in the Mainland China. 

 The Methods of Commemorating also briefly mentioned regulations concerning 

sacrifices to Confucius, which ought to follow the “ancient sacrificial ritual protocol” (guli 

sikong yijie 古禮祀孔儀節). Consequently, in 1968, following an order by Chiang Kai-shek, the 

Ministry of Education established the Working Committee on Ritual and Music of the 

Confucius Sacrificial Ceremony (Jikong liyue gongzuoweiyuanhui 祭孔禮樂工作委員會). Just 

as the Japanese administration had the rituals in Confucian temples changed to a Shinto style 

during the kōminka campaign, the Nationalist Party, as a part of the promotion of its own 

cultural vision during Cultural Renaissance, decided to change the rituals as well. The 

committee gathered scholars and established four work groups to alter the dance, music, 

garments, ritual instruments, and the structure of ritual. The heads of the four groups were 

all born in the Mainland China. There was a scholar of ancient Chinese music Zhuang Ben-li 莊

本立 (1924-2001), a historian and Catholic priest Fang Hao 方豪 (1910-1980), Kong Decheng, 

and Wang Yuqing 王宇清 (1913) who studied historic clothing, and was the director of the 

National Museum of History from 1969 to 1973. Wang was also a member of the Confucius-

Mencius Society. 

 The final version of the newly invented sacrificial ceremony was finished in 1970, and 

is illustrative of the continuing antiquarian veneration of the “classical” past coupled with anti-

superstition campaign disregard for living tradition, and nationalist anti-Manchu sentiments. 

The changes authorized by the working committee served to sever the continuity of the ritual 

tradition in the Taiwanese Confucian temples since the Qing era in order to “restore” the pre-

Qing national Chinese (i.e. ethnic Han) tradition. The new musical instruments were based on 

Zhou and Song dynasty sources, while music, dance, and garments were modelled after Ming 

dynasty sources. 

 Although the changes made to the ritual has been acknowledged in the official 

discourse, the aspect of invention is obfuscated, and the new ceremony is presented as a 

simple restoration of an original ritual form, which had gradually become corrupted during 

the Qing and Japanese eras. Ritual was not so much newly created as rather reconstructed 

from ancient texts. In spite of the declared purpose of restoring ancient rituals, the new 

version did not include kowtow. Instead, there were three bows, which made ritual actions 

more compatible with the system of Republican ritualism, e.g. bows to picture of Sun Yat-sen 

or national flag. The invention of new ritual was a part of the process of creating collective 

memory that was characteristic of Chinese Culture Renaissance movement aiming at revival 

of an idealized image of ancient past. Just as Japanese era was erased from history textbooks 

in hope of erasing it from public consciousness, the ritual has aimed to establish and enact the 
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continuous spirit of Chinese nation as if uninterrupted by “Manchu invaders”, and to establish 

a link between present and antiquity. Since ritual is not constricted to intellectual and 

conceptual level, it is in this way more powerful than textbook discourse, since the editing 

process of textbooks can come under scrutiny, and historic interpretations in textbooks were 

criticised and eventually changed, but critique of ritual is not so simple.298 Yet, the limits of 

new ritual’s efficacy are embodied in the Tainan temple, which had been built during the era 

of Ming-loyalist Koxinga and continues to perform Qing-style rituals (this does not imply that 

Tainan rituals are not in fact changing too). 

 After the new ceremony had been introduced in the Taipei Confucius temple, it was 

gradually spread to other Confucian temples in Taiwan by officials and ritualists. In the end, 

the only temple that to this day continues to perform the Qing-style sacrifices is the one in 

Tainan. As Du Meifen observes, the elements from the ceremony in the Taipei temple were 

also incorporated into and transformed the rituals in the Chen family ancestral hall and the 

Baoan temple through the ritual masters who participated in the Taipei temple ceremony.299 

 In 1971, following the change of sacrificial ceremony, Koo Chen-fu and Chen His-ching

陳錫慶, as representatives of those who contributed to the construction, donated the temple 

to the state.300 After an approval by the Executive Yuan, the temple was transferred to the 

Taipei city government, and managed by the Taipei Confucius Temple Governing Board 

(Taibeishi kongmiao guanli weiyuanhui 臺北市孔廟管理委員會), established in 1972, under 

the Department of Civil Affairs (Minzheng ju 民政局). The committee regulations state that 

post of the director is to be held by the director of the Department of the Civil Affairs and that 

the total number of the committee members is to be from ten to sixteen, with two posts on 

the committee reserved for the donators (Koo and Chen family one post each). The committee 

members are appointed by the mayor and selected from the government institutions, scholars, 

or public.301 After its establishment, the committee members included the representatives of 

the donators (2), central and city governments (2+3), local Kuomintang branch (1), the public 

(3), the Association for the Veneration of the Sage (3), and academia (1). After 1991, the local 

Kuomintang, the Association and public were no longer among the members, and the majority 

has been held by scholars from that point on.302 

 After the government gained a full control over the temple, the sacrificial ceremonies 

continued to be periodically modified.303 Changes to the ceremony in 1975 concerned mainly 

its structure and shortening of its duration. In 1976, it was decided that no seats will be 

provided and that everyone has to stand during the ceremony.304 This served to approximate 

                                                             
298  See Chapter four for a description of an alternative birthday ritual designed as a counter-ritual to the 
ceremony in Taipei temple. 
299 Du, “Sikong renwen ji liyi kongjian zhiyanjiu,” p. 232. 
300  Official materials simply state as the reasons either high expenditure costs of managing the temple or 
patriotism, but given the overall context of the Martial Law era Taiwan, one has to wonder whether there was 
coercion that influenced the decision. 
301 Du, “Sikong renwen ji liyi kongjian zhiyanjiu,” p. 217. 
302 Du, “Sikong renwen ji liyi kongjian zhiyanjiu,” p. 217. 
303 For a detailed overview of the changes, see Du, “Sikong renwen ji liyi kongjian zhiyanjiu,” pp. 195-197. 
304 Du, “Sikong renwen ji liyi kongjian zhiyanjiu,” p. 196. 
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the commemoration of Confucius in the temple to the republican civic ceremonies, which 

required participants to stand as well. In 1979, parts of the lyrics of the ceremonial song based 

on Ming era text were altered by Chen Lifu. In 1997, the sacrifice of pig, goat and bull was 

changed to non-meat sacrificial offerings. In sum, the Cultural Renaissance set a decisive trend 

for the Taipei Confucius temple to shift from local society to the state management, and from 

sacrifices to civic ceremonies of Republican state ritualism. 

 The extent of the Nationalists’ promotion of Confucianism covered government-

sponsored reconstruction works and construction of new Confucian temples all over Taiwan. 

Cultural Renaissance era saw a surge of the Nationalist Realism in the architecture, and 

multitude of classicist buildings were being built under the government sponsorship all over 

Taiwan, including Republican martyrs’ shrines, Sun Yat-sen Memorial Hall, and Confucian 

temples: in Taichung (1976), Kaohsiung (1976), and Taoyuan (1989).305 The “classicist fever” 

lasted until the 1980s when the Kuomintang started to lose its grip over society, including 

architecture, and a monumental Chiang Kai-shek Memorial hall (1980) was one of the last 

buildings of this era.306 Since the majority of the construction works on Confucian temples 

were carried out during the Renaissance campaigns with direct support from government, it 

seems that due to the political, social and, economic changes after the handover, the local 

society was no longer capable of gathering required resources on its own, and the intellectuals 

who may have been attracted to Confucian temples did not have ties with local society or 

financial means for building and operating temples. 

 The design of the Taichung temple was based on the temple in Qufu and was overseen 

by Kong Decheng. It then became a model for other newly built Confucian temples in Taiwan. 

These new temples follow the general architectonic template of Confucian temples and 

include building such as Dacheng Hall, Minglun Hall etc., yet, the classicist style makes their 

buildings distinctly different from the older Confucian temples in Taiwan.307 When compared 

to Minnan style temples, the first striking difference is the monumentality of the classicist 

temples and the glazed roof tiles. It is worth noting that Taichung Confucius temple stands 

next to a Martyrs shrine, which was originally a Shinto shrine, and in 1970 was rebuilt into a 

classicist-style building. 

2.8 Liberalization and Taiwanization (1980s-1990s) 

 As the Kuomintang had been losing its political monopoly, which resulted in lifting of 

the Martial Law and political liberalization, it was losing its monopoly on interpretation of 

Confucianism and its role as a sovereign representative of tradition of Confucian orthodoxy. 

This was exemplified in a controversy over a new Basics of Chinese culture textbook. Revived 

interest in Confucianism among US scholars influenced developments in Asian countries and 

increased self-confidence of potential promoters of Confucianism, and as a result, this era saw 

emergence of group of university philosophers called New Confucians. Another important 

                                                             
305 Chuan Zhaoliao, Taiwan jianzhu de shiyangmailuo, p. 176-178. 
306 Chuan Zhaoliao, Taiwan jianzhu de shiyangmailuo, p. 178. 
307 Chuan Zhaoliao, Taiwan jianzhu de shiyangmailuo, 177. 
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development was emergence of the Classics Recitation for Children movement, which was a 

nationalist neotraditionalist movement in a sense that what kind of texts were identified as 

Classics and in what way they were read was determined by immediate political and cultural 

context, and that the movement was not a revival of the private schools from earlier eras. 

 Despite the attempts such as Cultural Renaissance to promote an image of the 

Nationalist regime as the only true China, Kuomintang’s situation on the international scene 

worsened considerably in the 1970s. In 1971, the Republic of China lost its chair in the United 

Nations, and in 1978 United States eventually severed diplomatic ties in order to establish 

relationship with the Peoples’ Republic of China. As more and more countries turned away 

from ROC towards PRC, the Nationalist Party could no longer rationalize its treatment of 

Taiwan as a mere province and its denial of civic and political rights to the populace.308 This 

period therefore saw rise of demands for equal political rights for the islanders vis-à-vis 

waishengren as various members of the opposition started to work closely together in an 

"outside the Party" (dangwai 黨外) movement.309 After the death of Chiang Kai-shek in 1975, 

the presidency of his son Chiang Ching-kuo (1910-1988), lasting from 1978 to 1988, was more 

open towards the liberalization. Chiang Ching-kuo recruited more Taiwanese into the 

government and in 1986, allowed the establishing of the opposition Democratic Progressive 

Party, announced that the Martial Law would be lifted in 1987, and allowed the Taiwanese to 

visit Mainland China in 1987. 310  After the death of Chiang Ching-kuo in 1988, the vice-

president Lee Teng-hui (1923) then became the first native Taiwanese president (1988-2000), 

and the process of political liberalization intensified. 

 Yet, as the Nationalist power monopoly started to crumble, the contents of the Basic 

Teaching Materials were changed to The Confucian Way: A New and Systematic Study of the 

“Four Books” (Sishu daoguan 四書道貫) by Chen Lifu. The book was first drafted during the 

New Life movement era in 1932,311 and published during the cultural renaissance in 1966. It 

was used a textbook for mere four years from 1983 to 1987. Chen, as a former minister of 

education (1938-1944), had commented on deficiencies of the Basics textbooks, which he saw 

as incomplete (based on two of the Four Books), unsystematic, and as a result, ineffective.312 

Different from the structure of these previous textbooks, where the passages from the Classics 

were accompanied by commentaries and explanations, The Confucian Way is a coherent 

political treatise, in which Chen presents his interpretation of the core message of the 

Confucian tradition as contained in the Four Books. The book is divided into eight topical 

chapters named after the eight sections from the Great Learning313 in order to lay out the 

                                                             
308 Wang, “Why Bother about School Textbooks?,” p. 65. 
309 Bruce J. Jacobs, “‘Taiwanization’ in Taiwan’s Politics,” in John Makeham and A-chin Hsiau (eds.), Cultural, 
Ethnic, and Political Nationalism in Contemporary Taiwan: Bentuhua, New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005, p. 20. 
310 Jacobs, “‘Taiwanization’ in Taiwan’s Politics”, p. 33. 
311 Chen Li Fu, The Confucian Way: A New and Systematic Study of the “Four Books”, London: KPI, 1986, p. vi. 
312 Chen Yiru, “Taiwan Zhongguo wenhua jibenjiaocai kecheng yange ji qi zhenglun zhi yanjiu,” Guoli zhengzhi 
daxue, 2015, pp. 62-64. 
313 These are The Investigation of Things (gewu 格物), The Extension of Knowledge (zhizhi 致知), The Sincerity of 

Thoughts (chengyi 誠意), The Rectification of Hearts (zhengxin 正心), The Cultivation of the Person (xiushen 修
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essential principles of the Confucian teachings on moral cultivation, and the book is presented 

as a guidebook. Chen’s narrative in each chapter is interlined with quotes from the Four Books 

(classical passages are in larger print than the rest of the characters, and are often interlined 

with small character rendition in Modern Chinese), and several quotes from Sun Yat-sen and 

Chiang Kai-shek. 

 As a sign of a changing political climate, this new curriculum provoked an upsurge of 

critique from teachers, educators, and intellectuals for being unsuitable as a textbook. The 

main points of concern were a high degree of subjectivity and overabundance of mistakes in 

the interpretation, strong political overtones, text contents being too voluminous and 

complex, thus making it difficult for students to understand, and a disruption of the structure 

of the original classical texts.314  Yet, it was staunchly defended in the Confucius-Mencius 

Monthly.315 Critical voices also appeared in a New Confucian journal Legein Monthly (Ehu 

yuekan 鵝湖月刊). Although the New Confucian articles opposed the “Party-state ideology” 

(dangguo sixiang 黨國思維), and identification of Confucianism with Sunism,316 they did not 

object to equating Confucianism with Chinese culture, neither its inclusion into mandatory 

school curricula. 

 

New Confucianism 

 New Confucianism (Dangdai xin ruxue 當代新儒學, or Xiandai xin ruxue 現代新儒學, 

usually shortened to Xin ruxue) is an umbrella term for a broad intellectual trend among 

scholars and university teachers concentrated in Taiwan, Hong Kong, Mainland China, and 

United States (the so-called “Boston Confucians”) who focus on philosophy and intellectual 

history. Yet, there is no consensus on definition of what constitutes core characteristics of the 

New Confucianism, and who ought to be included among the past and present New 

Confucians. Conventional accounts start form the forerunner Liang Shuming 梁漱溟 (1893-

1988), and continue chronologically through the first generation (1921-1949) and second 

generation (1950-1979), several of which left Mainland China after 1949 for Hong Kong and 

Taiwan, and continue with the third generation (after 1980), and lastly contemporary New 

Confucians. When trying to define the contents of New Confucianism, the Declaration on 

Behalf of Chinese Culture Respectfully Announced to the People of the World (Wei zhongguo 

wenhua jinggao shijieren xuanyan 為中國文化敬告世界人宣言) is conventionally described 

as the “New Confucian Manifesto” outlining the program of the movement, and values shared 

by New Confucians. The Declaration was published by Zhang Junmai, Tang Junyi, Xu Fuguan, 

Mou Zongsan in Hong Kong in 1958. Although they speak collectively as a group, the text does 

not use term “New Confucianism” or refer to concrete persons as representatives of the 

                                                             
身), The Regulation of the Family (qijia 齊家), The Government of the State (zhiguo 治國), and The Pacification 

of the World (pingtianxia 平天下). 
314 Chen, “Gaozhong Zhongguo wenhua jibenjiaocai bianzuan yange,” p. 39 
315 Chen, “Taiwan Zhongguo wenhua jibenjiaocai kecheng yange ji qi zhenglun zhi yanjiu,” pp. 92-99. 
316 Chen, “Taiwan Zhongguo wenhua jibenjiaocai kecheng yange ji qi zhenglun zhi yanjiu,” p. 83. 
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movement. 317  Its contents do not deviate significantly from contemporary cultural 

conservatism it remained largely ignored at the time.318 

 In contrast with the conventional accounts, Makeham convincingly argues that New 

Confucianism is a retrospectively construed school of thought, an invented tradition that 

incorporated selected thinkers from earlier era of Confucian revivalism, and cultural and 

national conservatism into a “line of transmission”, and that there was there was not a distinct 

New Confucian group identity before the 1980s. 319  The process of identity formation 

commenced in 1970s and continued through the 1990s and the “the third generation” is in 

fact the first generation of New Confucianism as a self-conscious philosophical school.320 Since 

New Confucianism started to be viewed as a philosophical school by academicians in the 

Mainland China In the late 1980s, who then attempted to define this school of thought, the 

period from 1985 to 1992 was an era of efforts to determine who was to be retrospectively 

labelled as New Confucian. This took form of discussions and arguments among and mainland 

scholars who were writing about the movement without claiming an allegiance and the third 

generation New Confucians, based in Hong Kong and Taiwan, who had been trying to identify 

the stages in the development of New Confucianism since the late 1970s. 321  Factors 

contributing to this rise of awareness were the death of Tang Junyi and Xu Fuguan, which lead 

to works evaluating their legacy, the “culture craze” in 1980s Mainland China, research on 

New Confucianism becoming a key project in the PRC five-year plan for the social sciences, 

and a number of conferences on Confucianism, which sprang up in East Asia in 1980s.322 

 According to Makeham, while it is not possible to determine when the term xin rujia 

began to be used to refer specifically to the group nowadays identified as new Confucians, 

first one to use the term was probably Feng Youlan in reference to Song and Ming 

philosophers in 1934. An English translation of his book then coined the term “Neo-Confucian” 

for Song and Ming era Confucians, which is used in scholarship up to now.323 For He Lin xin 

rujia was an endeavour of modernizing Confucian scholarship through interactions with 

Western culture, after the May Fourth critique helped to dismantle the negative aspects and 

reveal the core spirit of the teachings.324 In the latter half of the century, the term seems to 

have begun to refer to “second generation” New Confucians – Tang, Xu, Mou, Zhang, and Qian 

– and was later expanded to include the “first generation” as well.325 

 The emergence of New Confucianism coincided with revived interest in Confucianism 

among American academics due to the rise of the four Mini-Dragons in Asia at the time of 

decline of the core capitalist economics. This lead to debates on the role of Confucianism in 

                                                             
317  John Makeham, “The Retrospective Creation of New Confucianism”, in John Makeham (ed.), New 
Confucianism: A Critical Examination, New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003, p. 28. 
318 Bresciani, Reinventing Confucianism, pp. 28, 55. 
319 Makeham, “The Retrospective Creation of New Confucianism,” p. 25. 
320 Makeham, “The Retrospective Creation of New Confucianism,” pp. 33, 43, 68. 
321 Makeham, “The Retrospective Creation of New Confucianism,” pp. 34-36. 
322 Makeham, “The Retrospective Creation of New Confucianism,” pp. 33-34. 
323 Makeham, “The Retrospective Creation of New Confucianism,” pp. 25-26. 
324 Bresciani, Reinventing Confucianism, pp. 217-218. 
325 Makeham, “The Retrospective Creation of New Confucianism,” p. 27. 
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the process of modernization, defined in ethnocentric terms, and creation of a concept of 

Confucian capitalism.326 Owing to the influence of Chinese-American scholars, the American 

scholars set the course for the renewed discourse on Confucianism in Asian countries.327 

Leading role in this process was played by Tu Weiming,328 a student of Mou Zongshan and Xu 

Fuguan, who has been promoting his vision of Confucianism as liberal secular humanism 

among American academicians and conducted long series of lecture tours to China in late 

1970s and 1980s.329 The 1980s proliferation of international conferences on Confucianism was 

often sponsored thanks to an interest from politicians in Chinese societies such as Singapore, 

and Mainland China,330 heralding the discourse on the Asian values in the 1990s. Chen Lifu in 

a conference paper argued that Confucian modernity in Taiwan could serve as an alternative 

to communism and capitalism. 331  Singapore government invited a group of eight foreign 

scholars (seven of which were Americans, including Tu Wei-ming) to help design Confucian 

ethics school curriculum in 1982, 332  and in a parallel to developments in Taiwan, these 

Confucian values taught in English then served to suppress the local Peranakan culture.333 In 

a sharp contrast to American scholars who embraced an idea of Confucian capitalism, some 

seeing it as a cure for the ailments of the traditional capitalism,334 the scholars from Taiwan, 

South Korea, and Singapore were sceptical about the connection between Confucianism and 

modernization, or interpreted the relationship in negative terms.335 

 Outside of discussions on the Confucianism, a research project by waisheng scholars 

on the “Chinese character” in 1970-72 perpetuated dichotomy of modern and traditional, and 

identified the characteristics of Chinese people, irrespective of historical contexts, as basically 

based on Confucian ideas of filial piety, kinship networks, collectivism, particularism, and a 

blind support for authority. 336  This was similar to how American scholars understood 

Confucianism in their critique of Western individualism and appraisal of Confucian 

capitalism, 337  the difference between the two perspectives was positive or negative 

evaluation. From the perspective of “Chinese character” scholars, who perceived themselves 

as continuing the tradition of May Fourth movement in 1980s, Chinese people must continue 

to modernize by blending positivism with moderate liberalism.338 American scholarship seems 

to echo collective imagination of the Enlightenment era thinkers who, while facing cultural 

                                                             
326 Arif Dirlik, “Confucius in the Borderlands: Global Capitalism and the Reinvention of Confucianism,” Boundary2 
22:3 (1995): 236-237. 
327 Dirlik, “Confucius in the Borderlands”, p. 241. 
328 Dirlik, “Confucius in the Borderlands”, p. 241. 
329 Makeham, “The Retrospective Creation of New Confucianism”, p. 34. 
330 Dirlik, “Confucius in the Borderlands”, p. 238. 
331 Dirlik, “Confucius in the Borderlands”, pp. 247-248. 
332 Dirlik, “Confucius in the Borderlands”, pp. 239, 255. 
333 Dirlik, “Confucius in the Borderlands”, p. 271. 
334 Dirlik, “Confucius in the Borderlands”, p. 251. 
335 Dirlik, “Confucius in the Borderlands”, pp. 268-269. 
336 Chang Maukuei, “The Movement to Indigenize the Social Sciences in Taiwan: Origin and Predicaments”, in 
John Makeham and A-chin Hsiau (eds.), Cultural, Ethnic, and Political Nationalism in Contemporary Taiwan: 
Bentuhua, p. 227. 
337 Dirlik, “Confucius in the Borderlands,” pp. 252, 256. 
338 Maukuei, “The Movement to Indigenize the Social Sciences in Taiwan”, p. 228. 
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and political problems of their own societies, created an image of China governed by officials-

philosophers. As Dirlik argues, 1980s Confucian revivalism was in effect an affirmation of 

Orientalism and global capitalism.339 Instead of reflecting concrete historic experiences of 

people in specific societies and aiming at producing methods relevant for the lives of the 

people in East Asian countries, the revivalists served as brokers for their further exploitation. 

As mentioned earlier, the economic growth of the “Taiwan Miracle” was propelled by political 

and economic exploitation. 

 Despite the claims by Mou et al. about compatibility of Confucianism with democracy, 

and their critique of social and political order of imperial China in line with the May Fourth 

movement, New Confucians did not engage in movement for democratization in Taiwan. The 

question of reasons requires further study, but it seems that their main priority in the 1980s 

and 1990s, the period of democratization movement, was to secure their position as the 

representatives of the Confucian tradition, especially in relation to intellectuals in the 

Mainland China. For this purpose, New Confucians in Hong Kong and Taiwan advocated the 

most specific definition of New Confucianism restricted to those who belonged to the Xiong 

Shili’s line of transmission, and were excluding mainland figures such as Feng Youlan and He 

Lin from the New Confucian group.340 

 The critique of Cheng Lifu’s textbook might be interpreted as challenge against the 

weakening the Kuomintang regarding the right on writing the “genealogy of the Way” 

(daotong 道統), together with a need to demarcate clear borders due to the shared aspects 

in understanding of nature of Chinese culture (interpreted as homogenous, with unchanging 

essence, and connected with national polity rather than localized practice), and Confucianism 

(the core of national spirit and morality, equitable with the Chinese culture). 341 The term 

daotong342 was coined by Song “Neo-Confucians” as part of their effort to establish their 

reinterpretation of Confucian heritage as a direct continuation of the teachings of Mencius 

and a recovery of the orthodox Confucian Way after its transmission had been interrupted 

from Han to Song dynasty. The same term was used by the Kuomintang in its claims to 

represent the traditional Chinese culture, and was used by Mou Zongsan who played a leading 

role in establishing New Confucianism as a distinct group. By appropriating the term daotong, 

Mou helped to establish Xiong Shili as a direct successor of the Song-Ming Neo-

Confucianism.343 

 Focus of the contemporary New Confucian enterprise is philosophical scholarship 

(such as Mou’s attempt to synthesize Kant with Chinese philosophy) and defence of Chinese 

culture against danger posed by Westernization and Taiwanization. As such, New Confucians 

as a group do not stand out among conservative intellectuals, their promotion of Confucianism 

                                                             
339 Dirlik, “Confucius in the Borderlands”, p. 272. 
340 Makeham, “The Retrospective Creation of New Confucianism”, p. 38. 
341 Tu We-ming, residing in US, differs in this aspect and emphasises universality of Confucianism. 
342 For an overview of various ways how this term has been translated, see John Makeham, “The New Daotong,” 
in John Makeham (ed.), New Confucianism, New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003, pp. 55–78. 
343 Makeham, “The New Daotong,” pp. 61-65. 
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focuses on scholarly lectures, conferences, and articles published mainly in the Legein 

Monthly. 

 Legein Monthly was established in 1975 by group of students of Mou and serves as a 

platform for recreating New Confucian group identity. Its Chinese name is reference the Goose 

Lake (Ehu 鵝湖) where famous debate between Zhu Xi and Lu Xiangshan 陸象山 (1139-1193) 

took place. The English name is probably a reference to Heidegger’s philosophy. It is a modern 

philosophical journal that also serves as a forum for exchange of opinions such as critique of 

the Chen Lifu’s textbook, and it is thus different from Japanese era Confucian periodicals, 

which were aimed at broad popular readership with purpose of “changing society though 

education” (jiaohua 教化 ), and were written in accessible language, often containing 

serialized novels etc. While the Zhengyan journal continued this tradition, New Confucians as 

waisheng philosophers were not in a position to engage in this form of popular promotion of 

Confucian teachings and drafting guidelines for daily practice. Despite moralizing discourse, 

New Confucians did not they engage with wider society like Humanist Buddhism and create 

institutions in tradition of “beneficent societies” or private academies. Exceptions would be 

engagement in the movement of Classics recitation for children in the 1990s, and lectures on 

Four Books in the Taipei Confucius temple. Unlike the Song and Ming Confucians who 

emphasized import of rituals for social activism and moral cultivation, New Confucians, in 

accord with the mainstream scholarship on Confucianism, recast Confucianism into a moralist 

and intellectualist endeavour, with rituals and cultivation practices being absent from their 

writings. 

 

Classics Recitation for Children 

 Apart from the emergence of New Confucians, Taiwan saw rise of another cultural 

phenomenon linked with Confucianism in 1990s. The co-called Classics Recitation for Children 

movement (Ertong dujing yundong 兒童讀經運動) can be characterised as neo-traditionalist 

since it can be interpreted as a reaction to the perceived crisis of society (on cultural, social, 

economic, and political level), which led people to turn towards roots of national tradition as 

source of the fundamental values in order to cope with challenges in their lives. 

 Main initiator and the face of the movement in media has been Wang Caigui 王財貴 

(1949), a teacher from Taizhong who is conventionally included among New Confucians. The 

teacher the Four Books Study Group in Taipei temple refereed to Wang in inclusive terms as 

one of the New Confucians. Wang had undertaken first steps in 1991, and wide propagation 

in society started in 1994. Over a decade, the movement spread over Taiwan and into overseas 

Chinese societies, including Hong Kong, Malaysia, and Mainland China. 

 Classics recitation for children is a complex movement that involved different sectors 

of society, and different combination of the factors motivated individuals or groups to 

participate or actively propagate the movement. Yet, it seems that initiators and propagators 

have been motivated by a different set of factors than parents who have chosen to let their 

children participate. Yet, among the major interlinked cultural factors that played role in 
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starting and spreading of the movement were liberalization of education, Westernization, 

Taiwanization (bentuhua 本土化), and rapid change and moral decay in society. 

 1) Liberalization of Education: Liberalization of education seems like a most obvious 

factor, since the year when Wang started to occupy himself with children recitation was also 

a watershed year in the teaching of Confucian Classics at schools. The period from 1988-2005 

was the third era of Basic Teaching Materials, which abandoned the overly political text by 

Chen Lifu and returned to the composition style of the first era textbooks. Yet, Chen’s book 

did influence the successive textbook editing process in two aspects. First, the passages in 

third-era Basics were selected from the whole corpus of the Four Books and not just Analects 

and Mencius as previously. Secondly, passages were arranged thematically, which meant 

abandoning the structure of originals and arranging the text more like a modern textbook with 

passages on filial piety, learning etc. grouped together.344 Since this composition meets the 

needs of a classroom more than classical texts, it proved so influential that even after the 

textbook market opened to private publishing houses in 1996, versions from different 

publishers all followed the arrangement of the state-issued fifth edition of the Basics.345 In 

1991, as a part of gradual decentralization and liberalization of curricula and textbooks, the 

Four Books lost their exclusive status, and selections from other schools of ancient Chinese 

thought apart from Confucianism were to be included in curriculum on basics of Chinese 

culture.346 Shortly after these developments, Wang Caigui started to promote recitation of 

Classics by children outside of schools. 

 2) Westernization: Another factor, which was openly declared in Wang’s manual, was 

the need to combat negative influences of “Western culture”. Given the political context of 

the beginning “decolonization” after decades of Martial law, this development is a similar to 

cultural nationalism observable in other modernizing countries trying to establish their 

distinct national culture and identity. In case of Taiwan, there is also a possible role of a "post-

totalitarian syndrome", comparable to post-communist syndrome in the former Soviet-bloc 

countries. As the society may have experienced an anxiety caused by a sense of the loss of 

order due to a sudden opening to other cultural choices, and as the monolith of Chinese 

culture and nation from the Martial law era started to crumble, the Western culture was easily 

identified as one of the catalysts of social problems.  

 Given the identification of Confucianism with the essence of Chinese culture in the 

education system and writings of New Confucians, it is not surprising that Confucian classics 

were selected as the source of defence against the Western culture. As Wang’s manual 

outlines, different religions have their own scriptures, but the source of identity for Chinese 

people is to be found in Confucian classics, especially Four Books, and Wang places substantial 

emphasis on the Analects, elevating the text to “the Bible of the Chinese”. 347  For New 

Confucian Lin Anwu, the Classics are product of history of the nation and material 

                                                             
344 Chen, “Gaozhong Zhongguo wenhua jibenjiaocai bianzuan yange,” p. 40. 
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concretization of Chinese ethnic culture (minzu wenhua 民族文化).348 This resonates with a 

saying I often heard during the Four Book classes in the temple, that what one learns from 

Classics is “how to be a person” (zenme zuo ren 怎麼做人), which gives impression that this 

happens at more primary level than “religion”. One has to first learn how to be a person (i.e. 

learn national culture), and then can learn how to be a Buddhist or a Christian etc. The second 

step is not necessary though, and is a matter of personal preference. 

 3) Bentuhua: The role of “Taiwanization” as a factor behind the children recitation 

movement has not been mentioned, but it seems to be one of decisive factors. The 1980s saw 

an emergence of dichotomy between "China-centred" and "Taiwan-centred" paradigm, their 

contents and relationship contents were matter of continual negotiations, which continue to 

this day. Following political liberalization, there were voices calling for independent Taiwanese 

cultural identity, and many argued about essential difference between Taiwanese culture and 

Chinese culture with Taiwanization meaning de-Sinification, i.e. a reversal of the Kuomintang 

culture policies. Due to a massive promotion by the Kuomintang, Confucianism was included 

in the sphere of Chinese culture. This new political paradigm eventually extended into cultural 

sphere,349 such as wide public controversy about “Getting to Know Taiwan” textbooks in 

1997.350 Presidency Lee Teng-hui became an object of critique of many mainlanders who 

started to feel anxious about their future as a minority in the “Taiwanese-centred” Taiwan 

since the Kuomintang was becoming more “Taiwanized” and Lee himself talked positively 

about Japanese era. 351  In 1991, the Republic of China formally acknowledged that its 

sovereignty does not extend to the Mainland China, and Democratic Party at the same time 

campaigned for the independence of Taiwan.352 Open threats by People’s Republic then only 

intensified ethnic tensions between waishengren and benshengren. Open distrust towards 

mainlanders left them feeling discriminated and disturbed by the fact that their loyalty was 

being questioned simply on the basis on their ethnic background, or contacts with Mainland 

china.353 The role of waisheng/bensheng distinction in participation in recitation movement 

was not probably as important as role of China-centred versus Taiwan-centred paradigm, 

since subscription to a given worldview did not necessarily follow the ethnic divide as many 

benshengren were not willing to simply discard the Chinese culture and history they had 

become familiar with through the education system. 

 4) Social change and moral decay: This factor was probably experienced more intensely 

by participating parents than movement’s initiators and propagators. Outside of the political 

arena, Taiwanese society in this period faced multitude of social problems brought on by 

economic changes and rising urbanization. A lottery craze in 1980s evidenced rising 

materialism, social and family structure together with gender roles were rapidly changing, as 

both parents had to keep a full-time work, and shift towards nuclear family model meant 

                                                             
348 Lin Anwu, Lunyü - zouxiang shenghuo shijie de ruxue, Taipei: Mingwen shujuyinhang, 1995, p. 149. 
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loosening of extended family ties. One of the issues, which made parents worry was than a 

wave of youth delinquency. Recitation of Confucian classics was a feasible method of keeping 

children away from bad company and securing their moral development.354 Meyer’s fieldwork 

on public education in 1984 shows that thanks to the ever presence of moralizing in education 

system, morality was in the public eyes closely associated with Confucianism.355 Educational 

reform in 1994 left parents anxious about the unfamiliarity with the schooling system in a 

highly competitive environment, and started massively to send children to cram schools and 

tutoring lessons, which eventually became an indispensable part of education in Taiwan.356 To 

this day, there is a widespread conviction that recitations classes help children improve their 

memory and literacy skills, and for many parents in fact function as another cram school. 

 Wang started with classics recitation in 1991, but decisive moment that allowed 

starting up the movement was support from Lin Qimin 林琦敏 in 1994. As the founder and 

general director of E-Life Mall Corporation (Quanguo dianzi zhuanmaidian 全國電子專賣店), 

Lin had the available resources to sponsor printing of large volumes (over a hundred of 

thousands) of Wang’s manual on classics recitation (Dujing shouce 讀經手冊), which outlines 

principles and methodologies. In addition, Lin founded a Centre for promotion of classics 

recitation (Dujing tuiguang zhongxin 讀經推廣中心) in the Huashan Hall (Huashan jiangtang

華山講堂).357 In 2006, the recitation centre established the World Foundation for Classics 

Recitation Education (Quanqiu dujing jiaoyu jijinhui 讀經基金會) with Wang Caigui as the 

board head, and New Confucians such Wang Bangxiong and Lin Anwu as board members.358 

Thanks to Lin’s patronage, Wang was able to set out on lecture tours distributing books in 

1994. The movement was gradually joined by I-kuan Tao groups, city governments, Buddhist 

organisations, schoolteachers, and even Christian organizations. Eventually, associations 

aimed specifically for the purpose to organizing recitations of Classics appeared at the end of 

1990s. Most widely used text became Analects, followed by the Three-character Classic and 

Rules for the Young.359 

 In addition to support and promotion by these nongovernmental organizations, 

endorsement and support from government and the Kuomintang-affiliated organizations 

played a role in helping the movement gain momentum and spread over the island. The 

Committee for Cultural Renaissance joined the movement in 1997 under a new name,360 

which had to be changed after DPP party opposition in Legislative Yuan disbanded the 

Committee in 1990. It was revived as a formally non-governmental organization General 

Committee of the Movement to Revive Chinese Culture (Zhonghua wenhua fuxing yun dong 

                                                             
354 For a discussion of economic and social problems in relation to recitation movement, see Ke, “Jinshinian 
taiwan ertong dujing jiaoyu de fazhan 1991-2001. 
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357 Li, “Jingdian yü shijian: dangdai taiwan dujing yundong,” pp. 36-48. 
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zonghui).361 The Committee founded Association for Promotion of Classics Recitation Practice 

(Dujing fengqi tuiguang weiyuanhui) in 1998. 

 Competitions and examinations in classics recitations huikao 會考 appeared for the 

first time in 1998, and era of “exam fever” soon followed. 362  The exams in 1998 were 

organized by Buddhist and I-kuan Tao groups in Tainan Confucian temple, and since 2000, the 

national exams has been organized by the Committee.363 Although the names of prizes evoke 

imperial examination system, it is a thoroughly modern phenomenon comparable to spelling 

bees or competitions in poetry recitation and highlights the role of competitiveness in the 

movement. There is a role of an image of Confucianism in the collective imagination, 

supported by scholarly discourse, which identifies Confucianism with imperial bureaucracy 

and which probably resonated with an experience of examination ladder of modern 

Taiwanese education. The competitiveness and cramming of the education system in this way 

gained a tinge of “highbrow classical culture”, which consequently imparted sense of purpose 

and might have made bearable the stultifying memorizing in schools and cram schools and the 

pressures to compete with others in globalizing economy. 

 In response to the Classics recitation movement, the question of how to treat the 

“Classics” returned with renewed intensity. The issue has been hotly debated since the 

modernization campaigns in late Qing, and to the present day remains subject of arguments 

and controversies. Contemporary discussions seem to focus on two aspects. First, one is more 

general and concerns a question whether Classics are meaningful for modern life, and whether 

they have any value in contemporary society outside of history or literature classes. The 

second aspect is a more specific issue whether the Classics ought to be taught at schools, and 

if yes, then in what manner – whether small children should read Four Books, whether 

mechanical memorization is a reasonable teaching method etc. The second question remains 

an issue also due to categorization of Confucianism as “non-religion”, which allowed 

incorporation of Classics in schools, yet due to the Kuomintang culture politics, Confucianism 

has gained a taint of ideology, which ought to be kept out of schools. 

 Principles and methods outlined in Wang Caigui’s manual, which has become a 

mainstream in recitation classes for children, emphasize rote memorization without 

explanation, and refute the need to understand the contents of classical texts.364 Primary 

method of recitation classes is therefore very simple and consists of teacher reading one 

sentence and students repeating and so on with variations on this pattern. The manual 

strongly advises not only against explanations but also against games and other ways to 

enliven the lesson in classroom. 365  As such, according to guidelines, one only needs 

enthusiasm to establish a recitation class and take on a role of teacher.366 However, the centre 
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362 Li, “Jingdian yü shijian: dangdai taiwan dujing yundong,” pp. 51-52. 
363 Li, “Jingdian yü shijian: dangdai taiwan dujing yundong,” pp. 51-53. 
364 Wang, Ertong dujing jiaoyu shuomingshouce, p. 46. 
365 Ke, “Jinshinian taiwan ertong dujing jiaoyu de fazhan 1991-2001, p. 48. 
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for Classics did organize seminars for teachers. However, Wang’s principles of recitation 

without explanation may a problem in practice. 

 This methodology poses a question of how to meet expectations of parents who would 

hope for transformation of children’s moral character, and behaviour and whether classes 

that would explain contents and teach practice from simple primers were more effective. 

Efficacy of rote memorization may rest on a conviction that an exposition to the words of 

sages has an effect of transforming a person, or on the fact that children are provided with 

activities outside of the school. Second case poses a question why to choose Classics instead 

of Buddhist sutras, shoujing ritual in a temple, or secular activities such as sports clubs and 

music lessons. Otherwise, it would seem that needs and aims of initiators and parents might 

have been missing each other in this aspect because following Wang’s methodology children 

would not be learning morals and practice from the texts. The rote memorization is among 

the most frequent critiques of the Classics recitation classes. The manual also discusses 

classics recitation for adults, and understanding is not important in this case either, it is not 

necessary to learn classical Chinese grammar, just to read the passages repeatedly. 

 This movement was not a revival of the “traditional education” of private schools 

(shufang). Educators in imperial China composed primers because Classics were seen as too 

difficult for small children, and these texts were written with learning capabilities of children 

on mind, since the educators aimed at effective way of teaching both literacy and morals. In 

contrast, Wang’s emphasis on the Classics and his teaching methods seem to stem from 

realities of modern Taiwanese classroom enforcing disciplination and passivity of students. 

Moreover, before the reforms, the syllabus and structure of lessons were predetermined and 

little input was expected or allowed from the teacher. Authority of textbooks and 

memorization parallels the authority of the Classics in recitation movement. The relationship 

with shufang would be based on cultural image of education in imperial China rather than on 

a continuity of educational practice. 

2.9 Summary 

 In this chapter, I have looked at the developments of Confucianism in Taiwan, the 

changes and the ruptures. Latest one was caused by arrival of KMT and introduction of newly 

invented national culture, which linked Confucianism with nationalism, in contrast to Japanese 

pan-Asianism. I have provided an overview of schooling system starting with the Qing era to 

show that in contrast with later nationalist reinterpretations of national history and culture, 

the goals of the “traditional” Chinese private schools were to provide literacy, general 

knowledge, and social skills. The classes made use mainly of simpler texts such as primers or 

morality books, and the texts were selected and revised in attempt to balance contents with 

accessibility reflecting developments of learning capacity of children. Confucian Classics such 

as the Analects were therefore usually reserved for older children, especially those who were 

supposed to advance towards passing the imperial examinations to become officials. These 

schools displaced by modern Japanese schools, which provided popular physical educations 

and more career options. I described emergence of New Confucian schools of thought and the 
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Children Classics Recitation movement, which has given the Analects central role and purpose 

of study became to cultivate national identity.  

 I also looked at the history of the Taipei Confucius temple, which was originally a 

popular temple built and managed by local elites and supported by Japanese administration 

in order to facilitate cooperation between colonial administrations and local elites. After WWII, 

the role of temple shifted to a symbol of national culture, and eventually, it was donated to 

the government. I described the processes of invention of national culture during New Life 

Movement in the Mainland China, incorporation of Confucianism into national culture, and 

introduction of this culture into Taiwan. I explored the relationship of rituals in Confucian 

temples with republican civic ceremonies, and how these rituals were eventually changed 

during the Cultural Renaissance in Taiwan to help present Taiwan as bastion of traditional 

Chinese culture. 

 In the next chapter, I will describe Classics for Families in the Taipei Confucius temple. 

These lessons started as a part of the Children Classics Recitation movement, described in this 

chapter, but at present, differ from the mainstream recitation classes in several ways. 

Distancing from memorization, parents required together with children, national cultivation 

not primary aim. 
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3 Classics for Families 

 As I mentioned in the literature review, many theses on classics recitation focus on 

evaluation of results towards progress in literacy skills or understanding of morality. I looked 

from a perspective of lived religion, and explored how people reinvent tradition based on their 

social context and their goals. In this and the following chapter, I explored how people form 

relationships with texts, which texts they select as Confucian or classical. In addition, how they 

interpret and use the texts. I examined the motivations of parents and teachers, and observed 

how they combine classical texts together with other cultural elements. Based on what 

participants identify as problems in their lives and society around them, such as education 

system ladder-climbing and authoritative parenting, the classes aim to form a specific mode 

of interaction between parents and children and wider society, and cultivate habits of healthy 

eating and environmental protection. Distancing from memorizing, the lessons contain high 

degree of interactivity, physical activities, and outdoor activities. These aims and methods 

contrast with the New Confucian lessons in the next chapter, which are discourse oriented 

and focus on cultivating national sense in face of perceived dangers of Taiwanization and 

Westernization. 

 The lessons on classical texts for families with children, which are held in the Confucius 

temple, stand, in contrast to the mainstream lessons that follow the model of Wang Caigui in 

several respects. First, parents participate together with their children. While the Wang model 

emphasizes memorization without explanation, the lessons in the temple openly disapprove 

of memorization. The Classics for Families and not only provide explanations, but there is also 

a wide range of activities inside and outside the classroom besides simply reading books, 

because the aim to make the lessons both educational and entertaining. In contrast to the 

mainstream classics recitation movement and the Four Books Study Group exegesis, the 

aspect of nationalism is largely absent in the Classics for Families. Instead, it is possible to 

observe influences and elements of the New Age spirituality. 

 This chapter is divided into five sections. In the first one, I provide a general overview 

of the lessons, their main principles and history. Next, I will introduce the texts that are read 

during the lessons. The third section introduces parents and teachers, their motivations and 

interactions. Following is a description of the general structure and teaching methods, 

together with variations on this structure. In this section, I describe the aspects of the lessons 

that go beyond the texts, i.e. the "diverse education" which includes activities outside the 

classroom. In the last section, I discuss the guiding principles of the lessons and relation to 

practice I observed. Instead of cultivating a sense of nationality, the lessons aim at what is 

perceived as flaws of the education system, such as competitiveness, and the flaws of the 

society, such as the authoritative style of parenting or the environmental pollution. 

3.1 Overview and History 

 As mentioned, the Classics for Families lessons are not listed on the temple web page, 

unlike the classes on Four Books, which are advertised to passers-by at the webpage and with 
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a notice board at the temple. I had to search the internet to find the web page of the Chinese 

Classics Association, and directly contacted them over the telephone. When I started with my 

field research, I had missed the information meeting for parents (March 22) and the new 

school year opening ceremony when participant pay respect to Confucius (March 28). The 

date of my first visit to the class (April 11) was also the date of the first lesson of the school 

year in 2015. 

 The first encounter was marked by my expectation to simply take a look around to get 

an idea of what the classes look like, spend a few weeks observing the teaching methods 

(which I presumed would be quite simple and straightforward) and make several interviews. 

In this way, I could make comparisons with the Four Book Study Group. After that, I expected 

to look at other lectures in the temple such as poetry, or calligraphy, before eventually 

focusing on interpretations presented in the Four Books lessons and the ceremony in 

September. When I arrived for the first lesson at the temple, as I was going up the stairs to 

the second floor of Minglun Hall, I heard the sound of recitation from the classroom. I 

expected a rather monotone school-like class with emphasis on memorization, where the 

teacher stands at the front and parents with children sit in the rows of desks and repeat 

passages after the teacher. I expected that parent would simply accompany their children. 

Apart from these incorrect expectations, I was also worried about disturbing the lessons. 

However, I was welcomed by smiling teachers, and after short greetings, they lead me into 

the classroom. After briefly introducing myself to everyone at the front of the classroom, I 

took a place at a chair near the wall. 

 I was surprised by the lively and joyful atmosphere, and high degree and variability of 

the interactions between teachers, parents, and children, and between parents and their 

children. This struck me as a contrast with the stereotypical image of strict and serious 

Confucian education. Lessons include a variety of elements apart from the text recitation, and 

this sparked my interest. A “diverse education” (duoyuan jiaoyu 多元教育) section at the end 

of the lesson, which was based on PowerPoint presentation, puzzled a little as I tried to 

understand its connection with the classical texts, especially since I noticed what seemed to 

me as New age elements in these slides. I also wondered about the role of the Confucian 

Classics and tenets in the whole endeavour, the nature of the Association, overall goals of the 

lessons, teaching methodology, motivations of parents etc. Since my attempts at making 

sense of the lessons received heartfelt support from all participants, I spent a whole year 

attending morning and afternoon classes. 

 One of the most obvious distinguishing features of these lessons in the Taipei 

Confucius temple is the effort the teachers put to distance from the method of memorization, 

which has become a characteristic of the mainstream classics recitation classes for children. 

Over the period of one year, I repeatedly heard the teachers emphasize this point: during the 

introductory meeting for parents in the following year, when they talked with me about the 

lesson in the temple, and they occasionally reminded parents during the lessons as well. As I 

was told and observed, instead of “memorizing” (bei 背), the emphasis is on “reading and 

reciting” (niandu 唸讀) in joyful atmosphere, and with parents and children reading together. 
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As I gradually came to understand through observation and discussions with participants, the 

purpose of the lessons was to help create a nurturing environment for a development of close 

trusting parent-child relationship, and to create conditions for personal development of 

children. Yet, as several senior teachers pointed out, this underlying philosophy is a result of 

continual reassessment and development of the principles and teaching methods. 

 The founder of and current leader of the association is Hong Shuhui 洪淑慧. She has a 

background of a schoolteacher, similar to Wang Caigui. At present, she spends most of her 

time in the Mainland China propagating the classics recitation. Teacher Hong, as she was 

commonly called, started to participate in the classics recitation movement shortly after Wang 

Caigui began in 1991. At that time, the lessons followed the same model classics for children 

with emphasis on memorization. As the teachers related, “Eventually, we realized that having 

children recite texts alone is not enough, and it is vital to involve parents and to alter teaching 

methodology.” The lessons did not take place at the temple from the very start. It was in 1998, 

when the information meeting for parents on lessons of classics for families was held in the 

Taipei Confucius temple. Wang Caigui was invited as an honorary guest to make a speech. In 

1999, the association was established under a name Taipei City Classics Recitation Association 

(Taibeishi dujing xiehui 台北市讀經協會). In 2008, it was renamed Taipei Classics Association 

(Taibei jingdian wenhua jiaoyu xiehui 台北經典文化教育協會), and eventually, in 2009, it was 

changed to the current name Chinese Classics Association (Zhonghua jingdian wenhua jiaoyu 

xiehui 中華經典文化教育協會). 

 Over the course of time, the Association sprung several “sister classes” (jiemei ban 姊

妹班) in Taipei and outside, in addition to the four classes in the Taipei Confucius temple. Most 

of them are in the northern part of Taiwan. Although these classes keep in touch with the 

main branch in Confucius temple and participate in many of the activities (such as ceremonies 

at the start and end of school year and field trips), they are function independently, and 

organize their lessons according to the needs of their local social context. Most of the sister 

classes do not include the diverse education in their lessons, instead focusing mainly of the 

classical texts. 

 In addition to Taiwan, there are sister classes in several cities across the Mainland 

China including Shanghai, Kunshan, Changsha, Zhuhai, Shenzhen, Zhuzhou, Yiyang, or Miluo. 

The expansion of activities to China started in 2003, and at present, teacher Hong spends most 

of her time across the strait. It seems that spreading the classics recitation in the Mainland 

China seems to be the main agenda at present time. 

 When the lessons for families started at the Confucius temple, there were classes three 

times a week –evening classes on Wednesday and Friday, and on Saturdays, there were classes 

the whole day. The lessons took place not only inside the Minglun Hall, but also outside such 

as inside the Yi Gate. Teacher Guizhu recollected that, “At that time the interest in classics 

recitation was culminating,” and since the Minglun Hall could house several thousand people 

before its reconstruction, “It was such an enthralling atmosphere, created by such large 

numbers of parents and children all reciting together.” When I inquired about an advantage 

of smaller classes for a higher degree of classroom interactions, teacher Guizhu replied that 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

88 
 

each has its advantages, and that in the past, the atmosphere during the lessons was powerful 

(his description evoked an image or Turner’s communitas). The office of the Association was 

at the Confucius temple in the beginning, but they eventually moved out. The office is still 

near the temple, and only a few minutes’ walk away. During the time when the Minglun Hall 

was being renovated, the classes temporarily took place outside of the temple. Those two 

years the Association borrowed classrooms in the local schools – Dalong elementary school 

and Minglun junior high school. 

 The Classics recitation classes organized by the Association in temple started during 

the tenure of Ma Ying-jeou as the mayor of Taipei, and his support seems critical for the initial 

development and popularity of the lessons. At that time, Taipei city government under Ma 

organized the unified Classics examinations huikao 會考 in the Taipei Confucius temple. In the 

publication of the Taipei Classics Association on the occasion of the tenth anniversary of the 

classics recitation classes in the Taipei Confucius temple, Ma features prominently on 

photographs among children the contemporary newspapers, which include the China Times 

(Zhongguo shibao 中國時報), Taiwan Times (Taiwan shibao 臺灣時報), and Mandarin Daily 

News (Guoyü ribao 國語日報 ).367  When I browsed old pictures in this publication that 

documented the first information meeting for parents in 1998 and the founding meeting of 

the Classics Association in 1999, I noticed a ROC flag and a large portrait of Sun Yat-sen hanging 

above the stage inside the Minglun Hall. The Taipei Confucius temple and activities associated 

with classics recitation probably had quite a distinct feel of Republican nationalism at that 

period. It is worth noting that the founding meeting took place on October 10th, which is an 

important day in the republican calendar because it marks the Xinhai Revolution (1911). 

 At present, the lessons take place on Saturday morning (two classes), and afternoon 

(three classes), in the second floor (2F) and the basement (B1) of the Minglun Hall, and in the 

room in the back of the temple that is situated on the western side of the Chongsheng Shrine 

(CS). Individual classes (ban 班) bear names of Confucius disciples. In 2015 these were: 

 

Table 3. Overview of Classes 

Name Year Time Place 

Zigong 子貢班 1st year morning Minglun, 2F 

Ziyou 子游班 1st year afternoon Minglun, B1 

Zilu 子路班 2nd year afternoon Minglun, 2F 

Zichan 子產班 3rd year morning Minglun, B1 

Ziyuan 子淵班 advanced class (4+) afternoon Chongsheng Shrine 

 

 I often overheard comments of regret about the limitations of space available for the 

classes in the temple, especially in contrast with the situation before the reconstruction. Many 

mothers related to me that when registering for the classes, you are put on a waiting list and 

                                                             
367 Taibeishi jingdian wenhua jiaoyu xiehui: Shi zhounian huikan, Taipei: Taibeishi jingdian wenhua jiaoyu xiehui, 
2009. 
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it usually takes three years before there a place for you and your children. Children in the first 

year are around four years or five old, but they are often accompanied by older or younger 

siblings. Three years is also the time of schooling period for a given class, and after this, the 

students “graduate” from the class, vacating space for a new class named after a different 

disciple of Confucius. During my fieldwork, it was the Zichan class whose participants finished 

their learning. Parents with children who would like to continue in following year after the 

graduation can do so in the Ziyuan class, which is for those who have been attending for four 

years and longer. As such, the age of children in this class varies as some of the young 

participants continue to participate even when they are in junior high school and are therefore 

around twelve years old. 

 The lessons are free of charge, but parents need to purchase teaching materials: a 

sturdy green and yellow bag with stick figures of smiling mom a son with an open book in 

between them. Below, there are words “Comprehensive education – Classics education for 

parents and children” (Quanfangwei jiaoxue qinzi jingdian jiaoyu 全方位教學 親子經典教育). 

The bag contains all the necessary course books, a T-shirt, a contact book (lianluo bu 聯絡簿), 

and an honorary record book (rongyu bu 榮譽簿 ). The bag seems practical and many 

participants bring it every Saturday to the temple filled with books, a water bottle, clothing 

etc. 

 The idea of a contact book is borrowed from the Taiwanese school system. It contains 

class schedule, and its main purpose is to help parents and teachers cooperate and observe 

the child’s accomplishments at school, homework, daily habits, and development. The 

comments sections aim to foster communication between parents and teachers. In the 

Classics lessons for families, the contact book is a red notebook with a picture of standing 

Confucius on the cover. After the page for personal information (you can glue a photo or paint 

your own picture as some of the children did) follows a page listing the general rules such how 

to ask for a leave of absence, and the honorary prizes for attendance including Confucius prize 

(whole school year without a single absence) and Mencius prize (only one absence). These are 

awarded at end of the school year ceremony in January. Next, there is a page covering general 

principles and positive effects of classics recitation, and a page with boxes for stamps for 

attendance. Rest of the pages in the notebook contain sections for noting down a given week 

readings (which passages were read during lesson on Saturday), and for counting how many 

times the parents and children read these passages at home during the week. In addition, 

there are columns for marking performance of daily habits such reciting classics, brushing 

teeth, tidying up, and helping with the housework. At the bottom of each page, there is a 

section for written comments by the parents and the words of encouragement written by the 

teachers. 

 Honorary record book is a smaller red notebook and there is a picture of Confucius on 

the cover too. It serves for collecting encouragement stamps given out by teachers for various 

tasks during and outside the lessons. During the ceremony at the beginning of new school 

year, the children receive a small gift based on the total number of stamps. 
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 The T-shirt is of yellow colour, and both parents and children are supposed to wear it 

when attending lessons and during the out of class activities. It is worn by teachers as well, 

and serves as a sort of school uniform. On the left side of the chest, there are white characters 

written in a column from top to down “Decorum and rites will bring about the Great Unity” (Li 

yun datong 禮運大同). 

3.2 Overview of Texts 

 As the phrase “Chinese Classics” in the name of the Association implies, texts used 

during the lessons are not restricted to the “Confucian classics”. In fact, I did not hear anyone 

make a conscious proclamation about their Confucian identity or about a distinctly Confucian 

nature of the recitation classes. This stands in contrast to the Four Books study group on 

Sunday where the New Confucian self-identification was one of the prominent features, even 

though both types of lessons make oft references to the general notion of “Chinese culture”. 

On the other hand, the figure of Confucius played a prominent role since at the start and end 

of each lesson the participants bowed to Confucius, and same was true for the start and end 

of the out of class activities. The picture of Confucius also featured on teaching and promotion 

materials. Even though Confucius functioned in this way as a cultural hero, during the lessons, 

I observed other perspectives and relationships with Confucius, which I describe in the 

following sections. Moreover, a bricolage that makes use of Confucian elements alongside 

other cultural elements was observable in the Classics for Families. 

 The four course books used during lessons are all part of the Classics recitation series 

published by the Nengren Publishing (Nengren chubanshe 能仁出版社). The series has been 

edited by Wang Caigui, and individual volumes contain short introductory articles written by 

Wang. Interestingly, I did not hear references to Wang Caigui or his teaching methods during 

my field research in classes of the Classics for Families. The only instance his name came up 

was when I noticed a newspaper article about the recitation movement by Wang Caigui on a 

bookshelf in the Association’s office. I reacted by turning to teacher Guizhu and saying, “Oh, I 

have heard about him.” The teacher nodded head in response, “He and teacher Hong started 

promoting the classics recitation at the same time.” That was all. As such, distancing from 

memorization was not directed against Wang and his method in particular, but rather served 

as a remainder for the parents to modify their expectations. 

 The first volume of the four course books could be classified as Confucian since it 

includes three from the Four Books (the Great Learning, the Doctrine of the Mean, and the 

Analects). The second one contains the classics of the Taoist philosophy, Laozi and Zhuangzi, 

together with the Liaofan's Four Instructions (Liaofan Sixun 了凡四訓). Third volume is a 

selection of three hundred poems from the Tang dynasty. The fourth volume is most diverse 

and includes texts belonging into a category of primers (mengxue 蒙學) such as the Rules for 

the Young (Dizi gui 弟子規), the Zhu's Maxims of Regulating One's Family (Zhuzi zhijia geyan

朱子治家格言), the Three-character Classic (Sanzijing 三字經), The Hundred Family Names 

(Baijia xing百家姓), the Thousand-character Text (Qianzi wen千字文), and other short primer 
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texts. Included are also morality books such as the Treatise on the Response of the Tao 

(Taishang ganyingpian 太上感應篇), and there is also the Heart Sutra.  

 However, the lessons of Classics for Families only use a selection of the texts from 

these four books – the Analects, some of the primers, Laozi and Zhuangzi, Tang poetry, and 

the Great Learning and the Doctrine of the Mean. Buddhist texts are not included probably 

because of the problem that “religion” poses to lessons for wide public in a secular society. 

One mother told me that in the past, they had attended the Classics classes organized by a 

Buddhist organization, and that the children were reciting Buddhist sutras. However, she 

continued, “I think that the children are still too small to make an encounter with religion,” 

and they stopped attending these classes after a short time. Afterwards, they started to attend 

the lesson in the Taipei Confucius temple. The religious identity and practice of the 

participants was not obvious or openly proclaimed. The reason is probably that religious 

identity is often contextual and, unless motivated by missionary zeal, people do not put 

forward what they believe and practice. Since the classics recitation classes did not create a 

social space in which this aspect of people’s lives would play role, I only learned about 

religiousness of several of the participants when they made a mention in an informal 

conversation, or by a chance outside of the classroom. 

 Each lesson is divided into two parts, the first part is devoted to the readings and 

explanations of the texts. Second part of each lesson is the diverse education, which is based 

on PowerPoint presentations and introduces issues such environmental protection or healthy 

lifestyle habits. In the school year 2016/17, once in a couple of weeks, one class of the diverse 

education was devoted to learning the Book of Changes. The text used was a textbook 

introducing the Book of Changes to children that is published by a religious organization called 

Weixin Shengjiao 唯心聖教. The Classics part of the lesson is again divided into three parts, 

each concerned with different type of texts. In the first section, the participants read mainly 

“primers”. These texts are quite short and change rather quickly. In the first year, the 

participants would first read the Rules for the Young, Zhu's Maxims of Regulating One's Family, 

and then the Thousand-character Text. In the second year, the Book on Filial Piety, and the 

Great Learning. The third year is devoted to the Doctrine of the Mean. The second part of the 

classics readings remains the same during the three years and is devoted to the Analects. In 

the third part, the reading rotates between Laozi and the Tang poetry for the three years. In 

the advanced class, the participants read the Analects in the first part, followed by Zhuangzi 

in the second part, and in third part, there was the Tang poetry. 

3.3 Teachers and Parents 

 Social interactions in Classics for Families stand in contrast to the popular image of the 

“Confucian values” (or the “traditional Chinese culture”), characterized in relation to 

education by an emphasis and elevated status of the figure of a teacher, and which one might 

expect to encounter in lessons focused on recitation of the classical texts. To the contrary, the 

classroom interactions were very amiable, and the atmosphere was relaxed. In each class, 

there were around fifteen parents reciting together with their children. Parents were in their 
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thirties, some were with only one child, but many participated together with two children. 

Although the majority of the parents were mothers, they were often accompanied by fathers. 

It was not unusual to see a father accompany the child because mother did not have free time 

on Saturday. As such, the fathers would make up over one third to one-half of adult 

participants in relation to mothers. Some children were accompanied by a grandmother or a 

grandfather. In contrast to the parents, majority of the teachers were women and there was 

only a couple of male teachers. The teachers were similar age as parents, although around 

one third of teachers were pensioners. 

 It not easy to draw a clear boundary line between teachers and parents because the 

majority of the teachers are parents themselves. In fact, many of the volunteer teachers 

started as parents-participants, having attended the lessons with their children before 

eventually becoming teachers. This is fostered a high degree of inclusivity. In the classroom, 

teachers let children and parents take on the role of “little teachers”. During the activities 

outside the classroom, parents help to fill the ranks of the volunteers aiding with preparation 

and organization of the events. Several of the teachers’ children have grown up, but majority 

of the teachers has quite small children who accompany their parents to lessons. The teachers’ 

children sometimes help managing classes such as taking care of the front desk, or going 

around classroom and give out darling stamps. For example, if the teacher-parent has classes 

in the morning and afternoon and their child attends the advanced class in the afternoon, the 

child would arrive together with the parent and help during the morning class. Alternatively, 

in the advanced class, a teacher’s daughter oversaw the front desk until the lesson started and 

then changed the seat to attend the lesson together with others. 

 The teachers do not try to keep a social distance or maintain an aura of authority, and 

interactions inside and outside classroom are quite informal. Teachers would often squat 

down when speaking with children. Teacher Shuzhen, who has amiable personality, would 

sometimes greet with children by hugging. In addition, teachers refer to themselves as 

“volunteer teachers”. Other participants address them as “teacher + (first name)”, which is 

more informal form of address than “teacher + (family name)”. Bows at the start and end of 

lessons were a ritual element of indented to instil habit of decorum – greeting and thanking – 

not subservience to the figure of teacher. The bows as such were not a requirement in regular 

interactions. Because everyone usually wears the same yellow T-shirts, the surest way to 

identify a teacher is by the blue vests worn over the T-shirt. The vests are also worn by 

volunteers during the outdoor events and by teachers’ children when they help to manage 

the lessons. After-class interactions between participants included chatting about other 

activities in which they children participate, sharing parenting stories and exchanging 

experience. Parents (be they teachers or not) with older children would often give advice to 

the younger parents. 

 In the popular imagination, Confucianism is often identified with the male culture and 

their authority over women. In contrast, female participants predominate in Classics for 

Families, which were founded by a female teacher, Hong Shuhui. This is a result of the fact 

that in Taiwanese culture, children and their education are in the wife’s sphere of 
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responsibility. In the same manner, during a ritual for first-graders organized by the Rotary 

Club in the Confucius temple, many fathers were present. However, as I was talking with the 

participants and asking how they had learned about this ritual, the common reply was that it 

is the mother who learned about it at school or from her friend (another mother). It was the 

mother who signed the children up, and fathers then just arrived together to attend the ritual. 

However, even though mothers were in majority in the lessons on the Classics, there was quite 

lot of fathers and grandfathers. Several of them regularly helped as volunteers during the field 

trips and other events. Yet, in the case of teachers, the ratio was greatly in favour of women 

teachers, since there were only four male teachers. Even though, two of them, teachers 

Guizhu and teacher Chingching have been participating in lessons from the beginnings in the 

Taipei Confucius temple. Occasionally, a husband of a female teacher helps during lessons, 

and it seems that some would arrive after the lesson in a car to take the teacher and the 

children home. 

 It should be noted that when I talk about “parents”, the Chinese term that was used 

by participants was used jiazhang 家長, which has a broader meaning and includes not only 

the parents but also the child’s guardians in general. Apart from fathers and mothers, there 

were also aunts or grandparents among the participants. For example, when giving 

instructions for hugging during the ritualizing at the end of lesson, teachers would often say, 

“Turn towards and hug with dad, mum, or grandpa, grandma...” The form of address for 

parents is child-centred because the parents are not called by their personal name but a “mum 

of (name of a child)”. 

 In my case, teachers quickly dubbed me “teacher Yuan” (Yuan laoshi 袁老師), which 

then became a form of address by parents and children as well. One exception was teacher 

Chingching, who is one generation older than I am, and who has teased me on a regular basis. 

Another exception was teacher Yang-yi who over the duration of the school year, assumed a 

role of an elder brother – he would castigate me if I forgot to bring the T-shirt, reminded me 

to grab a lunch etc. – and who at the end of semester started to address me with a diminutive 

form of my first name, “A-Yu”. When the son of one of the teachers heard it first time, he 

found it hysterically funny and repeatedly called out “A-yu! A-yu!”, while laughing. 

 My position was sort of an “honorary teacher”. Although being addressed as teacher 

Yuan, I was in a position of a student in the classrooms. Yet, I was attending alone without my 

parents, or a child of my own. During the first lesson when I did not have neither T-shirt nor 

the texts, I consequently felt as an outsider. Once at the beginning of the school year, one 

mum asked me after the class has finished whether I came to attend because I am learning 

Chinese. However, after I had bought the teaching materials, wore the T-shirt every week, and 

followed the readings in the books in front of me, I started to feel like I fit more in the 

classroom. I have already mentioned the friendly and inclusive atmosphere. During the very 

first lesson, when the lesson was about to end with a bow, the teacher leading the ritual 

nodded towards me indicating that I should stand up just like the others and make a bow. In 

this way, she expressed that I am not situated outside of the group. Gradually I got more 

involved in the classroom interactions and teachers’ work. Sometimes, I took responsibility 
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for the counter in order to check contact books and give stamps, or to give out stamps inside 

the classroom during the lesson. When I helped as a volunteer during the out of the class 

activities outside the temple, I felt that my position lost its ambivalence. As a volunteer in a 

blue vest, I was same as other volunteers who included not only present and former teachers, 

present and former parents-participants, and grown up children who returned to help. 

Eventually, teacher Shuzhen told me that she hopes that after I have finished my thesis, I 

would take on a role of leading the recitation from time to time. 

 Concerning the motivations for signing up for the recitation classes, parents commonly 

mention language aspect, and that this kind of lessons help children improve their literacy 

skills and consequently make the beginning of schooling years smoother. Even later, the 

children would get better grades in classes such as Chinese literature. These effects of the 

classics recitation are declared on the association’s web page and in the contact book. During 

the lessons, the teachers did mention that going through the classics recitation the would have 

positive influence on children’s schoolwork and at elementary school, their Chinese language 

skills would be at the level of ordinary junior high school students etc. On the other hand, the 

teachers perceive these declared effects merely as positive side effects but not the main goal, 

which is to foster parent-child relationship and to transform their daily habits. During the 

after-class discussions, teacher Shuzhen once mentioned that one mother withdrew from the 

classes saying, “The lesson contents were not what she required.” I would guess that many 

parents would expect heavy focus on the classical texts and their repeated recitations. 

Consequently, elements such as diverse education could make them feel dissatisfied. 

Especially at the start of the semester, I observed that some parents played with their mobile 

phones during the diverse education section, and were not paying much attention to the 

presentation. This happened especially if the given presentation topic was discourse-heavy 

and did not provide much room for teachers’ input and classroom interactions. 

 The parents mentioned other motivations as well. A mother with a daughter and a son 

in the first year Ziyou class mentioned, “I wanted to give them an opportunity get to know a 

bit of the traditional culture. You know, the contemporary Taiwanese society is becoming 

more and more Westernized.” Apart from that, the lessons seem to function for many parents 

as one of the meaningful after-school activities such as sports clubs or music lessons. This 

mum also signed her children for piano lessons during the school year, and they transferred 

from the afternoon Ziyou class to the morning Zigong class, because the piano lesson was in 

the afternoon. As I saw in the Line group chat, parents would share posts about problems with 

contemporary educational system, and posts on how to nurture children’s natural talents and 

creativity. A couple mums also said that they have chosen the lessons in temple because they 

did not want to attend classes organized by the I-kuan Tao. One of them seemed to be a 

devout Buddhist and told me that they also recite Buddhist texts at home. However, religious 

identities did not play an open role in their interactions, and would appear only occasionally 

and indirectly such as during a field trip, when joined a conversation between two mothers on 

how to prepare vegetarian dishes. During this chat, I learned that the first one is a grandma 

who attended classes with her granddaughter whose parents are members of the I-kuan Tao, 
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and the second one is a mum whose husband recently joined I-kuan Tao, which lead to the 

need of adjusting family eating habits and food preparation. As I talked with them, I realized 

that it seems that socially most distinct characteristic of the I-kuan Tao members is their 

vegetarianism. 

 It is important to note that motivations might develop and change with passage of time. 

At the end of the school year, I was chatting with mum Rita during the preparations for a 

performance at the ceremony at the end of the school year. While she occasionally gently 

pulling her son back to her so that he would not to get in the way of those who were practicing 

their lines, she asked about my experience with reading the Classics. She then shared with me 

her discovery of how they can help in everyday live. Rita told me that although she had been 

previously attending lessons with her older son for four years, only recently she got deeper 

into the contents of the Classics. It is because there had been some problems at her work, she 

suddenly discovered that some of passages from the Classics helped her to cope with and 

solve those problems. Afterwards, she continued, she has been making notes and memos 

while reading the Classics and noting the relevance of certain passages. Laughingly, Rita 

concluded, “The Classics can provide guidance in solving everyday life problems. It is a pity 

that I only discovered this after several years.” 

 However, the Classics do not seem to possess an inherent magical power to transform 

the reader since when I talked with several grown up children asking whether the Classics had 

some influence of their lives, they would nod in general agreement without giving specific 

examples. On the other hand, several parents-teachers of those grown up children stated on 

several occasions that their children did learn better, and that there were no problems with 

their behaviour. During a lunch pause, while we were resting in B1, teacher Chingching was 

browsing through photos of his daughter on the phone, showing some of them to other 

teachers as he was talking about his daughter, who is now attending university at present. As 

teacher Chingching told us, she did not have any problems up at school or any problems with 

misbehaviour during her growing. Teacher Chingching attributed this directly to the influence 

of the Classics reading classes. 

 There are several ways of becoming a teacher. The most common seems to be that of 

having been a parent-participant. Teachers would actively look for enthusiast parents, giving 

them an opportunity to try leading the recitations during lessons, involving them with 

volunteering, until they eventually become teachers. One of the teachers is a former student 

who originally accompanied his younger brother, and gradually got involved by the other 

teachers. Several teachers told me that they first encountered the Association at a public 

event and because they got interested, they eventually joined the ranks of teachers. Ruth is a 

female teacher in late thirties with two children who both attend in the lessons. They have 

been participating and Ruth serving as a volunteer teacher from the early years of the 

Association. When I asked Ruth how they started to participate, she replied that they had 

learned about the lessons when they went to the temple as tourists just to look around. When 

I was helping as a volunteer during the events in the Confucius temple, passers-by would 

occasionally come over and ask about the nature of the event and the lessons. One teacher, 
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who joined one year after the founding of the Association, eventually quit her previous job to 

work full time in the Association. In contrast to the exegetical monopoly by university 

philosophers, there are not any formal requirements for teachers in the Classics for Families. 

Teacher Shuzhen told me, “We do not require any formal schooling such as background in 

Chinese literature. It is important that teachers have caring dispositions (aixin 愛心) and ability 

to interact with children.” 

 As there are different ways of joining the ranks of teachers, there are variations in 

degree to which a given teacher identifies with the overall goals of the Association. An elderly 

teacher told me during lunch, “I like children. In the past participated in readings to children 

in a library.” She learned about the Association at the library and became the volunteer simply 

because she likes children. On the other hand, when I was talking with teacher Guizhu, we 

would often touch on topics of environmental pollution, contemporary social problems, issues 

of education and raising children etc. With teacher Xiaotang, we would often talk about the 

texts and the meaning of passages and their context, such as different poetry styles and lives 

of the Tang poets. 

 It seems that in recent years, the Association have been having problems with finding 

enough teachers as the wave of interest in the Classics has waned. Once I heard several time 

discussions on the issue of where to look for new teachers as selections from among the 

participant parents does not seem to be enough. Teacher Chingching once said that it would 

be feasible to try to focus on looking for retired people like him who have more time available 

than younger parents who are busy with work and have to take care of their small children. 

 Being a volunteer teacher has high time requirements outside of making free time 

every Saturday. As a volunteer, I experienced this too, and that out-of-class events do require 

a good deal of time for preparations. In addition, there are online group meetings for teachers. 

On Monday evening, the teachers from classes in the Taipei Confucius temple discuss the 

lessons. On Tuesday evening, the teachers from the classes on the both sides of the Taiwan 

Strait meet, discuss, and plan the upcoming lessons’ contents. However, teacher Xiaotang told 

me with a cheeky grin that she does not participate in these discussions because, “I need to 

go to bed early and those meetings can sometimes stretch till late hours.” Therefore, she had 

found a way out. In addition to the weekly meetings, once every two months, the teachers 

will meet at B1 classroom during the pause between morning and afternoon classes in order 

to discuss upcoming events and activities. 

 Due to the importance put on the explanations of the passages from classical texts, an 

individual teacher’s preparations for classes could take a good deal of time each week. Once, 

when I was chatting with Xiaotang who can talk about the Analects, Zhuangzi or the Tang 

poetry for a long period and into a considerable depth, I asked with admiration of how she is 

able fully understands such a complex text as Zhuangzi. She replied, “You have to go through 

lots of different reference books, and that you will discover that different scholars offer 

different explanations. And so, in the end it is also about your own understanding of the text 

when you are deciding how to explain the passage to the students.” I saw the other teachers 

utilize the commonly available books on classical texts as reference, and there was no unified 
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interpretation of the texts recited during the lessons since different teachers would stress 

different points, and make introduce examples when explaining the passages. This is in 

contrast to the lessons on the Four Books, which presented New Confucian reading of the 

texts, especially the interpretation of Mou Zongsan. In addition, the selection of texts was 

guided by New Confucian understanding of Confucianism. It is important to note that although 

we can see here in the case of Classics for Families an influence of academic word on the 

grassroots movement, it is evident that people are not passive recipients of scholarly opinions, 

but are selective according to their needs, make comparisons with other interpretations, and 

ultimately presents their own understanding of the texts. 

3.4 Structure of Lessons 

 The description of a lesson in this section is an ideal type abstraction based on the 

participant observation in different classrooms during one school year. I spent most of the 

time in the two first year classes in order to be able to compare shared points and differences 

bases on different participant composition, personalities of teachers, or different time and 

place. Since the parents were new to the classes just like me, the first-year lessons included 

introductions to basic principles, which were not repeated so often in the later years. I often 

visited the fourth-year class to see changes over longer period. I visited the second and three-

year class less often than I visited the others. There is great deal of variability in contents even 

in the case of a single class from one week different to the next, i.e. lessons are not routine, 

but the lessons share general features and structural elements. Variations on this structure 

are topic of the following section. On the most basic level, a lesson lasts three hours and there 

is not break during this time. The time is divided into four sections, first three last 30 minutes 

each and are focused on different classical texts. The last section is one hour long and focuses 

on the “diverse education”. Remaining time is filled up with physical activities such as songs 

and dances. 

 When parents and children arrive at the classroom, they would greet with a teacher 

sitting at a desk in the front, and after a small talk, they give the teacher the contact book and 

the honour book and enter the classroom. The teacher immediately gives three stamps in the 

honour book for arriving on time, and if the child and parent wear the yellow T-shirt. After the 

lesson has started, one of the teachers remains at the desk in order to check the contact books 

and give out new stamps. They count how many times the participants have been reading 

together at home and how they performed in the daily habits during the past week. It is 

important to point out that purpose of honour stamps and home tasks is encouragement. I 

did this check at the front desk a few times myself, and when different teachers gave me 

instructions, they all pointed out, “These are not school marks but encouragement.” First time 

I counted the numbers in the contact book, I was nervous because did not want to make a 

faux-pas, and asked teacher Guizhu who was standing nearby, “The total count here is right 

between four and five stamps, should I give them four or five?” He replied smilingly, “Give 

them five. You do not need to be so meticulous. The point is to encourage them. If you give 

them one more stamps this time, they will try harder the next week.” 
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 Teachers at the front desk in the front greet with children and parents by their names, 

which they remember from memory. While waiting for the lesson to start, the parents and 

teachers would often chat about out of school activities and everyday life. For example, 

teacher Shuzhen once commented, “Today it is Dad coming to attend the lesson, how is mum 

doing?” The father replied that she had to go to work. Several minutes before the lesson starts, 

one teacher leads a warm up activity called “seven nimble hands” (qi qiaoshou 七巧手). Hand 

movements are accompanied with dance like movements of the whole body, and are 

accompanied by instrumental music. Children are clustered at the front of the classroom with 

the teacher who is performing the movements together with them. Parents remain in desks 

area, but they stand up and participate in the activity as well. New arrivals join one by one, as 

they enter the classroom. 

 Formal start of a lesson is marked by everyone standing up and facing in the direction 

of Confucius spirit tablet in the temple main hall. Then, all participants bow three times 

following the instructions of a teacher who thus acts as a ritualist (i.e. telling others what to 

do during a ritual). This is followed by bowing and greeting with the teacher who also bows. 

Afterwards the first teacher starts leading the recitation of the first of three texts that are read 

in a given class.  

 In each class, there are three teachers with each leading one session of the classics 

recitation – each teacher is in charge of the same section for a whole school year (e.g. 

Analects), and one teacher who leads the diverse education section. When one teacher leads 

the class, the remaining teachers would help out in the classroom – for example, if a parent 

has left for a toilet, one of the teachers would accompany the child and read together, or they 

would assist parents who have two or more children, or help out if a child suddenly starts 

crying etc. One of the teachers would usually remain at the front desk. There, he or she would 

make sure that children do not wander outside alone, review the text for their session, or chat 

with the participants who happen to pass by, e.g. late arrivals, those who go to a toilet or give 

their child a snack or go to refill a water bottle etc. One of the three teachers serves as the 

class leader. When parents need to take a leave of absence the contact this teacher and this 

teacher also leads the bows to Confucius, and is responsible for the diverse education session 

at the end of lesson. 

 

Table 4. Structure of Lessons 

Section (1st year) Themes Methods 

1. Primers 
Everyday life at home and 

school, good and bad habits 
Recitations and explanations 

2. Analects 
Text contents, Confucius 

disciples 
Recitations and explanations 

3. Tang poetry / Laozi 
Lives of poets, imagery in 

poems 

Recitations, songs, games, 

paintings, less explanations 

in Laozi 
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4. Diverse education 
Healthy lifestyle, 

environmental protection 

PPT, discussions, hands on 

experiences 

 

 After the 30-minute session on one classical text has finished, a new teacher will come 

to the front to lead the recitation of another text. This moment is marked by a distinctive 

feature of class interactions, the so-called “loving encouragement” (ai de guli 愛的鼓勵). 

These are short rhymes, which start with rhythmic clapping, and hand movements are an 

integral part of the rhymes. There many different rhymes and movements, which have been 

created by participants themselves. As such, I continually encountered new ones during the 

school year. Sometimes, new rhymes were also introduced by a teacher from a different class 

who was filling in for a teacher who had to take a leave that week. At the time of transmission 

from one text to another, the first teacher would ask the class, “Which of the loving 

encouragement will we use to welcome (the name of the second teacher)?” The children raise 

hands to offer opinions. The new teacher would then first thank everyone welcome, and then 

ask a similar question, “With what kind of loving encouragement will we thank (the name of 

the first teacher)?” 

 A key element of the sections dedicated to a different classical text, is an explanation 

of the meaning of the recited passages. Moreover, the explanations are not restricted to a 

language level and clarification of the meanings of individual characters and sentences. They 

focus on the meaning and purpose of behaviour described in a given passage. Teachers engage 

children and parents by asking questions about everyday live and daily habits. Teachers also 

askes children how they understand the meaning a given passage, and if they can make 

concrete examples of how one should (or should not) behave to be in accord with the text. 

The examples might cover issues such as taking things without asking, helping others at school 

and home, or eating habits. As memorization is deemphasized, the import is put on the 

practice inside and outside of the classroom. 

 When the three sections on the classical texts have finished, there is another 

movement activity, which called the Great Unity dance (Liyun datong 禮運大同), or the Three 

words dance (sangezi 三個子). The teacher asks children to group in front, parents stand up 

behind the desks, and everyone dances to the music. For example, the lyrics of the first dance 

based on the Great Unity chapter from the Records of Rites (Liji 禮記), and hand movements 

follow and express the meanings of the lyrics. After the dance and without a pause, the section 

on diverse education begins. Everyone puts away the books because this part of the lessons is 

based on the projections of PowerPoint presentations on the front wall. The contents of the 

diverse education lessons last one hour are not directly connected with the classical text and 

recitation. As the name implies, the contents are variable and cover topics of decorum, 

environmental protection, healthy lifestyle, eating habits and cooking tips, plans and 

recollections of the out-of-the class activities, or preparations for the performance at the end 

of the school year ceremony. 

 The end of each week’s lesson is again marked with the ritual bow. First, the leading 

teacher asks everyone to stand up, face the direction of the spirit tables and bow three times 
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to Confucius. Then, the teacher asks the other two teachers to come to the front and everyone 

bows to the teachers while saying, “Thank you, teachers.” The teachers then reply, “Thank 

you.” After that, the children are asked to face their parents and bow, and parents are asked 

to hug their children. Afterwards, the parents and children go to pick up the contact books, 

help to tidy up the classroom, and then one after another leave. During this time, the laptop 

used for the PPT projection plays a song “Mum and Dad, thank you” (bama xiexie ni 爸媽謝

謝你). After leaving the classroom, the participants would spend some time with small talk. 

After the lesson has finished, teachers would sometime sit together to discuss how the lesson 

proceeded, especially in the first-year classes. 

 In addition to the seven nimble hands, Great Unity dance, and loving encouragement, 

there are other movement activities and games, which pervade the recitations and enliven 

the lessons. Although the diverse education relies on the PowerPoint presentations, it 

provides opportunities for movement as well. Since participants do not spend the whole time 

sitting at the desks while passively repeating sentences, it is possible to have three-hour long 

lessons without a pause. 

 The lessons are marked with a high degree of interactivity. Teachers would converse 

with children about everyday habits and interpersonal interactions at home, kindergarten or 

school, and ask children for opinions how to read the texts, or what games to play. The 

interaction involves both parents and children as they would follow the lines of the text 

together, or cooperate on one of the many gaming tasks given by the teachers. Children would 

sometimes sit on their parents’ lap, or they would tease each other during the lessons. The 

teachers’ questions or tasks often relate to the contents of passages or about Confucius’s 

disciples to make the recitation more enjoyable. For example, a task might be to count all 

instances of one Chinese character within a given passage. For example, there was a passage, 

which mentioned the Duke of Zhou, and teacher Chingching asked the children, “We 

nowadays often use to say: Go see the Duke of Zhou. 368 But who knows who this Duke of Zhou 

was?” Teachers also mention the issues of proper conduct in the temple such as security 

(children should not go to the toilet alone), cleanliness (not to throw garbage, make mess in 

toilets). The teachers also remind of upcoming festivals such as Mother’s Day or Father’s Day, 

when the reminders are accompanied by activities of preparing presents for one’s mother or 

father. Despite general noisiness in the classroom, which might arise as result of all the 

activities especially in first year classes, I have never observed during my fieldwork a case of a 

teacher raising their voice or speaking in strict and angry manner in order to gain attention or 

to make everybody calm down. This applies both to inside and outside the classroom. 

 The method of text recitation in itself includes a variety of permutations such as girls 

reciting one sentence and boys other, teacher reciting three characters and the others reciting 

three characters etc. Such variations can be seen in other classics recitation classes held by 

other organizations elsewhere, but since the Classics for Families are not focused on achieving 

memorization, the recitations take more free-form style. Apart from various songs, the 

                                                             
368 Qu jian Zhougong 去見周公 is an idiom that means go to sleep. 
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teachers walk around with microphone letting children and parents read a section of text, and 

engage in conversations with the participants. 

 Teachers often ask children to go as a group to the front of the classroom and line up 

for recitation of passages from the last week. However, the purpose of this activity is not to 

show off individual achievements and to perform one’s ability to memorize the passages from 

the previous week, but to encourage children not to be afraid to stand and talk in front of a 

group of people. As such, those who want can bring a book and read the passages from the 

book. As such, some of the children go without books, some with the books and hold them in 

one or both hands, and some hold the books in front of their face so that cannot be seen. 

Teachers encourage all children to participate, but do not force anyone. As I noticed at the 

beginning of the school year in the first grade classes, many children were shy, afraid or simply 

not interested to go. Yet, over the time, majority of children would go and recite together with 

others in the front. Exceptions would remain, such as one or two children in a band mood at 

that time. Overly shy children could be accompanied by parents. This was the case of a boy in 

the Zigong class, who was shy to recite even while sitting at the desk when a teacher would 

come around with microphone. In the group line-ups at the front of the classroom, he was 

accompanied by his father who squat next to him with a book and recite together with him. 

Another similar activity is a “little teacher” (xiao laoshi 小老師), when usually a single child 

would go to the front, stand next to the teacher and lead the recitation. Sometimes, parents 

were asked to take on the role of the little teachers as well. 

 One of the intents of the lessons and these activities is to help children develop a 

healthy sense of self-confidence. This is in contrast to some models of liberal education which 

praise the value of uniqueness to a point of glossing over mistakes or lack of knowledge 

(because “everyone’s opinion is valid”), thus cultivating a rather arrogant self-confidence and 

hindering self-reflexivity. In the Classics for Families, the mistakes and missteps were 

acknowledged, but with a message that, “Although it did not quite work out this time, you will 

be better next time.” It is important to keep trying and not be afraid of failure because 

mistakes can be corrected. 

 As an encouragement, teachers give out the honour stamps. For example, everyone 

who would line up for the group recitation would receive two stamps (without assessment of 

their performance). The stamps are officially called the “honour stamps” (rongyu zhang 榮譽

章) but teachers refer to them as the “darling stamps” (baobao zhang 寶寶章). Each teacher 

has a fixed number of stamps to give during his session to keep different classes comparable 

and to avoid “inflation”. During the lessons, the stamps were awarded for group recitations, 

acting as little teachers, and for interactive activities at the classroom. When given a stamp, 

children would make a mark, such a tick or a circle, in the honour book with a pen or pencil. 

During the class, one of the teachers would go around and give out darling stamps, often 

letting children give stamps themselves. Especially upon arriving in classroom and checking 

the honour book at the desk, teachers hand over stamp seal to children to make stamps 

themselves for the marks from previous week that remained without a stamp. On several 
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occasions, several teachers put a darling stamp in my notebook, while I was writing the field 

notes in the classroom. 

 The institution of little teachers and the method of lining up in the front for the group 

recitation are both elements originating in general school education. When lining up in the 

front, the teacher would call out, “Attention” (li zheng 立正), to which children reply in loud 

voices, “One, two!”, and stomp with legs twice as if marching on place. The teacher then 

follows with an instruction to bow, and children bow while saying, “Hello, everyone.” After 

the recitation before returning to their seats, the bowing ritual repeats with children saying 

“Thank you, everyone.” Bowing to teachers, and marching until commanded to stop, to which 

students reply “One, two!” has been a steady element of Taiwanese education for a long time. 

The Classics for Families tolerate a certain degree of sloppiness in bows, and strict discipline 

is not required. Sometimes, the teacher would ask the children to repeat the bow, the bowing 

rituals were performed in a generally relaxed atmosphere. Although some of the classroom 

elements have been borrowed from the school environment, they are put in a different 

cultural context and used for a different purpose. The aim is not to inscribe into the bodies a 

habit of submissive obedience to the figures of authority who give out orders, but rather a 

reciprocal decorum (li 禮). Parents and teachers together reply to children greeting and 

bowing with “Hello children”, and the bow with thanks is reciprocated with an encouragement, 

“The children are all really great” (xiao pengyou haobang 小朋友好棒). 

 This is one of the many ritualizing actions, which can be observed inside and outside 

the classroom. Group bows, rhymes, hugging, dancing, and singing show that cultivation is not 

necessarily solely discursive endeavour, but may take form at the level of body. These 

activities function as habituation of the parent-child interactions. The loving encouragement 

rhymes helped to foster a sense of group identity as they were often used in interactions with 

the people outside the circle of classes, for example as a means to thank the guide after a tour 

round the Confucius temple, or to thank the bus driver during a field trip. 

 Bowing rituals at the start and end of a lesson serve as time markers not only during 

the lessons. Bows to Confucius feature in out of classroom group activities, and teacher 

meetings. It once happened that a meeting in the association office had concluded but the 

teachers forgot to make a bow. I remained seated at the table nibbling food, waiting for the 

bow. One of the teachers turned to me, “It’s late and you look tired, the meeting has finished 

you can go home and rest.” I replied with a question, “But what about the bow? To end the 

meeting?” The teacher laughed and called the attention of other teachers, and we all laughed 

at the ritual mistake and my degree of acculturation. After that, we all bowed to Confucius 

and I started to prepare to return home. 

3.5 Variations 

 Even though the structure and contents of the lessons were fixed, the classes in my 

experience did not feel monotonous. As I visited different classes, I noticed differences even 

among the same year classes given by different time of the class or different spatial 

organization. Teachers’ personality and classroom interactions played great role in making the 
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lessons variable, which meant that this week’s lessons often felt different enough from the 

last week’s lesson in order to help prevent the lessons from becoming boring over time. 

Spatial context. Simple fact that the classes take place at different sites inside the temple does 

have an influence on the lecture dynamics in several ways. In the case of the classroom next 

to the Chongsheng Shrine, passing tourists would often peek inside, even when the doors 

were closed, as they were drawn by the sounds of recitation from inside the room, after they 

had seen some of the participants go inside. Outside of the Chongsheng Shrine classroom, 

there is a temple corridor and the back courtyard, and so the front desk for the contact books 

is inside the classroom next to the door. However, since this room is larger, there is a distance 

between this desk and the desks where the parents and children sit. As such, when I sat with 

one of the teachers at this front desk, we were not fully part of the lesson, even though we 

could hear and see what was going on. 

 In the case of F2 and B1, there is another room in front of the classroom itself, and the 

front desk is situated there. That is why it was more convenient for parents to take their child 

outside the classroom during the lesson. They could sit there and let the child finish a breakfast 

or lunch, have a drink or simply play a bit in order to calm the child down. It was also an 

opportunity for informal chats with the teachers at the front desk or with other parents. For 

example, I and two mums, together with teacher Guizhu and his daughter once discussed the 

influence of contemporary mobile technologies on children. Other times, the topic might be 

afterschool activities of children or funny stories that happened at home or at school etc. 

 In B1, it is necessary to set up chairs and folding tables every time before the morning 

Zichan class, and then put them back after the afternoon Ziyuan class. Everyone was helping. 

Children usually carry the chairs and adults the tables; mums often carry tables in pairs, but 

fathers usually carry tables alone. The children are so eager to help that they help carrying 

tables as well. During the classes in B1 there is a transparent hanging on the wall with the 

words “Continuous Tradition, Walk Together in Love. The Chinese Classics Association, 

Confucius Temple Class of Classics for Families” (薪火相傳，與愛同行／中華經典教育協會 

孔廟親子共讀經典班), but it is not present in other classrooms. 

 Sometimes, the space would be adjusted ad hoc. Once after the morning lesson in B1, 

I helped a young teacher to carry away several tables and he thanked me explaining that there 

will be less participants in the afternoon, and so it is necessary to take away four tables to 

make space more compact. 

 Because there is polished wooden floor in both B1 and 1F classrooms, the participants 

are required to take off their shoes before entering. The lesson in CS does not have this 

requirement, and chairs with folding tables are arranged in the room permanently, because 

there are different classes on different days during the week (as calligraphy, music, and 

singing). 

 The participants of the advanced class at CS do not turn towards the spirit tablets in 

the main hall but towards the Chongsheng Shrine, which is next-door. I once heard Ruth who 

was leading the ritual of bowing to mention, “If they would to turn towards the main hall in 
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this room, we would be facing the buttocks of Confucius, this would be impolite.” Therefore, 

they turn towards the spirit tablets in the Chongsheng Shrine and bow in that direction. 

Year of a given class. There is a shuffle of teachers after each school year because some 

teachers do not have time to continue, or new teachers join up. Nevertheless, the teachers 

seem to remain with the same class over its three-year schooling period before being assigned 

to a new class. Long serving teachers would lead recitation of different texts at different levels 

over the course of time. 

 The age and experience of the students influences the classroom interactions too. The 

advanced classes require fewer games, and are not so noisy, because children are older and 

more independent. There is also wider range of age difference among the classmates because 

some children continue attending classes until junior high school. “Uncoordinated” noisiness, 

which was result of parents and children not paying attention during the lesson and talking at 

the same time a teacher, was more evident in the first-year classes at the beginning of the 

school year. The classroom atmosphere gradually settled over the course of time. Therefore, 

in first year classes, several minutes before the start of the lesson would be dedicated to 

calming down (jingxia 靜下). The teacher would ask children and parents to sit down on the 

floor, the lights are then turned off, and everyone sits quietly with closed yeas for several 

minutes while relaxing musing plays quietly in the background. 

 First year classes were also usually followed by after-class discussions among the 

teachers, which in the case of higher classes would be very short or absent. In the case of the 

first-year classes, the discussions can take 20 minutes as the teachers talk about what 

problems they encountered or noticed, and discuss how to solve them for the next lesson. 

Atmosphere of these after-class discussions was relaxed, and the teachers’ children would 

play around, or come to talk or hug with their parents. Topics include technical problems (such 

problems with microphone, classroom being too hot during summer etc.), and teaching 

methodology. In the Ziyou class, there was a young mother who was in a position of the 

volunteer teacher for the first time (her two children attended the same class), and during the 

after-class discussions, the other teachers together reflected on the course of the lesson and 

gave her advice. 

Nature of the texts. As mentioned previously, the selection of texts for recitation is related to 

the year of a given class. Primers such as the Rules for the Young, which were originally 

composed with a readership of small children in mind, are easiest to use in the classroom 

interactions. The children easily grasp the meaning and can share their experience. On the 

other hand, the teachers generally agree that Laozi is most difficult text to understand and 

explain, and one has to give up on explaining majority of the passages (although the 

explanation is due where possible). This puts more requirements on the creativity of the 

teachers to avoid children and parents getting bored and to come up with new ways such as 

singing to melodies of old Taiwanese song, counting Chinese characters. With Laozi, there is 

more focus on games. 

 Once during a discussion after a class, teachers discussed an issue that many rules for 

behaviour in the Rules for the Young are no longer valid in contemporary social context. One 
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of the teachers commented, “It is important to get to the principle behind the rule and to 

reform the rule to make it applicable in contemporary circumstances.” This is a rather 

common issue of how to reconcile the tradition with the need for change, which is commonly 

found in all traditions, not only religious. This is not a phenomenon of modernity (interpreted 

as a challenge of fast changes to static traditions). Common choices are either to stick to the 

texts and literal interpretations, or to try to reinterpret the passages by looking for a meaning 

“behind” the literal understanding. 

Time of the day. During the lessons in the morning and especially at the beginning or the 

school year in the first year, children were visibly more tired, and more often laid their head 

on the table, or were in bad mood and easily got angry. Once during an after-class discussion, 

one teacher mentioned that one mom told her that children went to bed at 11 o’clock in the 

evening. When the children got angry (due to a lack of sleep or for other reasons) and refused 

to read the text or even acknowledge the parent next to them, the teachers would try to 

involve them affably. If the children were not in cooperative mood at all, then the solution 

was to let them be (and to draw a picture, or have the parent take them outside to rest), but 

the teachers did not try to force them into participation through punishment or coercion. 

Sometimes, the child’s mood would improve over the course of a lesson. 

Variations in recitation. In addition to already mentioned permutations of reciting texts, 

engaging both parents and children, or using games to select whose to recite next, the 

language also played role. On several occasions, the teachers would lead recitation in the 

Minnan dialect instead of the usual Mandarin. In addition, the Thousand-character Text was 

recited using Holo pronunciation (heluoyin 河洛音). The recitation of passages had steady 

rhythm, which all teachers kept same. This aspect did not change. When the children were 

asked to go to the front to recite in group, the teachers would occasionally remind them to 

slow down the pace because the children sometimes adopted very fast pace. Once, I saw three 

girls who stood next to each other and who seemed to enjoy trying recite as fast possible just 

for fun. When I was asked to lead recitation for the first time, I adopted this rhythm and 

intonation without thinking since I became accustomed to the rhythm and had tendency to 

use it in the Four Books Study Group too. Besides this, I saw once in the Taipei Confucius 

temple a group of teachers with children from another group of the Classics recitation for 

children, which is organized by the Buddhist organization Fuzhi, who also used clapping and 

rhymes just like the Classics for Families. They were clapping in the same rhythm and the 

rhyme I overheard was the same one used in the Confucius temple.  

Teachers’ personality and classroom interactions. Although teachers shared basic 

methodology, different teachers would create different connection with the participants. 

Some teachers would use more visual aids, sing songs, tell jokes, walk around the classroom, 

share their own life stories and experience. Even explanations of the same text differ based 

on the understanding of a given teacher. One teacher was once read selected comments from 

the contact books and reflections by parents on reading at home. The new teacher often 

engaged me in the class activities. 
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 Teachers who are not leading participation pay attention to what is going in the 

classroom and to the interactions between parents and children. After the class, they discuss 

incidents such as when a parent hit a child or a child got angry, or started crying. Or when 

parents did not pay attention and looked at mobile phones. It is welcome when parents take 

photos and share them in the Line group, but they should not idly play. The teachers would 

remind parents that they are not simply accompanying children but they are participants too. 

It was evident from the discussions that teachers understand family background of individual 

participants and talk about their problems. Once, one boy brought a big toy into the class, 

which had a disruptive effect. One teacher then shared with others that the boy’s grandma 

told her that the parents are often away from home and maintain relationship with their son 

by buying expensive toys. In another case, one mum castigated her daughter who was very 

active during class and kept rising her hand. Teacher Shuzhen commented that the mum 

thought that daughter is too active, “Some parents are afraid of drawing attention. It is 

necessary to communicate with them and work out the problems and anxieties.” In another 

class, there was a mum with a toddler, who was afraid that the child’s cries would disturb 

others and wanted to sign out from the lessons. The teachers agreed to support the mum, and 

those who were not leading recitation would help her out. 

 While most teachers would lead the bow to Confucius by giving simple instructions, 

“Everyone, please turn towards Confucius and bow three time, first bow (pause) rise, second 

bow (pause) rise, third bow (pause) rise,” for example teacher Shuzhen would accompany the 

instructions by a simple “prayer”. After everyone turned in the same direction, she would say 

words along the line that, “We pay our respects to the former teacher Confucius and ask for 

peace (pingan 平安) and health. And hope that in the following week, everything will go 

smoothly at school and for parents at work.” Once, during a diverse education section, which 

was about recollecting a field trip, teacher Shuzhen said with laughter that, “Confucius does 

protect us because, luckily, that day was nice sunny weather.” Then, she added, “In previous 

year, when we went to Huafan University, the weather was nice too. It started to rain only 

after our field trip had finished.” She used the term baoyou 保佑, which is usually used in 

reference to protection provided by deities. On the one hand, it could be a figure of speech, 

and does not necessarily mean that Shuzhen views Confucius as a deity. On the other hand, 

Confucius is not just a passive symbol but does have agency, and we may establish a 

relationship with him. Confucius also possesses power which he can use to protect us, which 

on level of practice is more important that his metaphysical status. 

“Bureaucratization” (gongsi hua 公司化). This issue was introduced to me by the husband of 

Ruth, who has been a volunteer teacher since for a long time. She started to participate with 

the children in the lessons the temple before the reconstruction of Minglun Hall. Later, I also 

heard about the issue from several parents who had been participating for a while, saying that 

the lessons used to be more freestyle and with more room for an individual input and 

improvisation from the teachers. However, in recent years, the lessons follow a fixed 

timetable, which allocates 30 minutes for each session of the recitation and 60 minutes for 

the diverse education, and in this way also setting limit on the interactions and teaching 
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methods. Ruth’s husband talked about the bureaucratization as an unavoidable product of an 

organisation growing larger and branching out. The propagation of the Classics classes in the 

Mainland China brought about the need to synchronize weekly contents of the lessons in 

Taipei with the branches in China. The number of online meetings and discussions every week 

is another aspect of this development. Sometimes, I noticed the teachers checking the clock 

on the wall while they were leading recitation. During the after-class discussions, teachers 

occasionally mentioned that they had prepared more but did not manage to squeeze into 30 

minutes. Something, they would add saying to another teacher, “I was afraid to go overtime 

and take away time from your section.” This was most evident in the case of the new teacher, 

a young mother with two children, who at the beginning, prepared too many activities and 

then had to rush in order to finish on time. Rita did not directly mention the bureaucratization, 

but when she talked enthusiastically about the various creative activities in Classic for Families, 

she did mention that in the past, the lessons were more unrestrained (huopo 活潑) and the 

teachers had more room for input because the class schedule was not so tight. She mentioned 

an example of opera face paint during the lesson in the past. 

3.6 Diverse Education 

 In contrast to my initial bewilderment about the nature of relationship between the 

classical texts and the diverse education, two of the teachers told me on different occasions 

that the diverse education section presents the message of the Classics a in a more direct and 

concise form than simply reading the texts. When I mentioned how mother Rita made memos 

while reading the Classics with daily life problems in mind, teacher Shuzhen nodded, but 

added that, “Not all parents are so diligent (renzhen 認真) to study the texts deep enough to 

get to the core meanings. And that is why they need a slight push in the form of the diverse 

education.” As I observed in the Classics for Families, the classical texts are a part of a larger 

bricolage project with set goals. There is not emphasis on the texts themselves, which is typical 

for China-centred nationalists, but on how their messages, which originated in different social, 

contexts can be reinterpreted in a way to help meet the challenges contemporary life. This 

was expressed in the oft repeated principle “Infuse the Classics with daily life, and infuse daily 

life with the Classics” (Jingdian shengshuohua, shenghuo jingdianhua 經典生活化，生活經

典化 ), which is used in the mainstream recitations as well. Although several teachers 

emphasized that diverse education aims at the core of the teachings, which is to be found in 

the Classics, this element was only added to the classes seven years ago as a part of continuing 

development. In the Taipei Confucius temple, this meant that the duration of each class was 

extended by one hour, but for many sister branches this is a problem. It is often not practical 

to extend duration of the lessons since they do not have enough teachers or available time. 

Therefore, most of them do not include the diverse education, focusing on the Classics only. 

 Instead of texts, the main teaching tool in diverse education section is PowerPoint 

presentations accompanied with narration by a teacher. The topics concern mainly issues of 

environmentalism, healthy eating habits, parent-child relationship and personal development. 

Usually, the diverse education session starts with all participants reading aloud “I walk the 
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road of miracles” (Wo xingzou zai qijizhon 我行走在奇蹟中), or “Child, it is really great we 

have you” (Baobei youni zhenhao 寶貝有你真好) from the presentation screen. Sometimes, 

the teacher would ask one of the parents to lead the reading for others to follow. 

 Diverse education included activities, which did not fit into the first three sections that 

focused on text recitation. These included guided tour round the Taipei Confucius temple, 

teaching children and parents healthy eating habits, environmental protection, how to make 

a proper bow, teaching Book of Changes though games, mediation (jingzuo 靜坐), taiji dance 

(taijiwu 太極舞), or preparations for the performance at the end of school year. However, 

some of the topics were rather discourse heavy, leaving teacher, for the most part, to read or 

reword the text on the projection screen. As several teachers mentioned, the diverse 

education is directed more on parents and therefore it is more discourse-heavy. As such, the 

children would often pay less attention during this section of lessons. Other topics, such as 

healthy food, allow for more interaction interactions among teachers, parents, and children. 

Mums would often use mobile phones to take photos of the slides with tips on food. Topics of 

environmentalism, which included waste disposal, not wasting food, eating healthy food, or 

water conservation, were quite common part of the diverse education, and it was easy to 

engage children and parents. Rita mentioned that the older son, “Still remembers the lessons, 

especially those parts such as not eating junk food.” 

 A related theme was vegetarianism, which was also noticeable during the out-of-

classroom activities, because meals during the field trips or other activities were always 

vegetarian. Since some of the arguments for vegetarianism presented in the PPTs were rather 

emotionally aggressive (such as a video story of a calf separated from its mother who was to 

produce milk for humans), this often left me wonder about the connections between this 

emphasis on vegetarianism and the possibility of an influence of values propagated by I-kuan 

Tao. 

 The diverse education also paid attention to parent-child relationship with activities 

such decorating heart shaped cards for one’s parents (I was also given one to make for my 

parents), making presents for Mother’s and Father’s Day, or a task when the participants were 

given a piece of paper and parents traced the outlines of their children’s hand with a marker. 

The children then used various crayons to colour the hand and draw whatever they wanted 

on the rest of the sheet of paper. Diverse education presentations covered general moral 

educations such as importance of loving others as well as loving oneself. Interesting was an 

inclusion of issues of war and hunger on several occasions, and in a quite graphic way. When 

there was a picture of children in a war zone crying, the teacher asked the participants why 

the children in pictures cry and children immediately replied, “Because they are scared.” 

 The themes such as meditation, yoga exercises, or taiji dance, gave participants 

opportunity to try the movement for themselves and stretch their bodies. New age elements 

were quite prominent here, most evidently in a need to rationalize the benefits to health or 

brain capability by drawing on pseudo-scientific arguments made by some “distinguished 

scholars” in presentations. Once, when introducing the topic of meditation to the participants, 

the teacher emphasized that that “this is not religion”. This is an example of strategic, 
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contextually bound usage of the concept religion. Because meditation can be easily associated 

with Buddhism, which is, in Taiwan, understood as one of the prototypical religions besides 

Protestantism. Therefore, the teacher needed to remind everyone of the secular nature of 

this exercise, which should be rather compared to yoga as a body exercise. The purpose of the 

form of meditation thus introduced was to help calm down and alleviate stress. I have seen 

teacher Guizhu on several occasions during the lunch pause sit down on the floor in B1 with 

his back against the wall and meditate with closed eyes. His wife Shuzhen also said that he 

meditates in this way every day at 5 o’clock in the morning, and laughingly added, “I am unable 

to get up so early in the morning.” On another occasion, one teacher returned from “chan 

walking” (xingchan 行禪) course organized by teacher Hong in the Mainland China, and shared 

her experience with others. She showed us how to walk not only as a part of diverse education, 

but shared with us her experience during the lunch pause as well. 

 One of the most prominent of the New Age elements was “the Four Sentences”: I am 

sorry, Thank you, I love you, Please forgive me (sijuhua 四句話: duibuqi 對不起, xiexie ni 謝

謝你, wo ai ni 我愛你, qing yuanliang wo 請原諒我). The Four Sentences and emphasis on 

their transformative power originates in the book Zero Limits by Joe Vitale. This is a stream in 

the New Age spirituality called “Hoʻoponopono”, which claims the traditional Hawaiian culture 

as it source. The book was mentioned once during the lessons by teacher Shuzhen, and one 

father who he read the book shared his opinions. This phrase was used as language 

ritualization distinct from ordinary speech. It was often uttered together as a whole set – the 

words would be often recited by the participants during the diverse education, or at the start 

of ceremonies (together with I Walk the Road of Miracle etc.). However, these cultural 

elements are not equally widespread among different teachers. It seems that they are more 

important for the core teachers, who have served longer time and who participate in the 

meetings in the office to discuss the inner issues of the Association. Several of the core 

teachers would insert “Thank you, I love you” note at the end of Line messages. Once, I saw 

teacher Yu-hua apologize to another by saying: “I say to you the Four Sentences.” Teacher 

Yang-yi once reminded me, “You should say the Four Sentences every day.” In addition, some 

teachers had red heart-shaped stickers with the phrase pasted on their drinking bottles or 

mobile phones. Interestingly, the teachers who are members of I-kuan Tao (as far as I know) 

are among the core teachers, and they are using the New Age elements more often. It might 

be theme for further research, to expand study of I-kuan Tao beyond the canonical texts and 

official rituals, since in everyday practice, the members seem to draw on rather diverse set of 

cultural tools than the slogan “five religions in one” includes. In an unrelated visit to an I-kuan 

Tao home shrine, I heard the group use the same Four Sentences. 

 One of the various classroom activities, and one in a distinctly New Age style, was an 

experiment involving two bottles with a toast or rice inside them. The task was to talk to both 

bottles every day, and to use nice words (“I love you”, “You are beautiful” etc.) when speaking 

with one of them, and to use hurtful words (“I hate you”, “You are ugly”) when talking to the 

other one. After two or three weeks, teachers invited several parents who performed the 

experiment at home to go up to the front of the classroom. They stood there together with 
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their children, and first, they would introduce themselves and describe their experience with 

the experiment and the results. During this, they were showing the glasses they had brought 

from home to the other participants. In some cases, the results were as expected – the piece 

of a toast that heard only hurtful words got all mouldy, while the other one did not change at 

all. It was the same in the case of rice. However, in some cases, the differences between the 

two toasts were not apparent, and in one case, it was the toast, which heard nice words, that 

turned up mouldy. The perplexed mother wondered whether they had made a mistake in the 

process, but the teacher reassured her that the results vary. 

 Since it was beginning of school year, when I was still puzzled about the meaning of 

the diverse education, I kept asking myself how it is possible for the contents of the glass 

containers to change on the grounds of what kind of words people speak. I was rationalistically 

trying to grasp the meaning, until I eventually realized that that the experiment was not about 

the toasts or rice per se. It was rather a form of ritualizing intended to not only provide the 

parents and children with another shared activity to do at home, but to let parents and 

children experience the transformative power of language. The glass jars served as ritual 

objects that served the purpose to show the tangible effects of the how the ways in which 

parents talk to their children or children to their schoolmates. The experiment may serve as a 

reminder that our worlds produce social effects and seeing them materialized in the form of 

a piece of toast to serve as a motivator for changing one’s habits and interpersonal 

interactions. On a different occasion, one teacher mentioned during the lesson that angry 

words uttered by parents would remain firmly set inside the child’s heart for a long time. Once, 

teachers handed out to parents a list of one hundred sentences to tell children and twenty 

sentences that are to be avoided, and one of them commented that “One has to learn the nice 

words” (Haohua yao xue 好話要學). 

 Trying to understand the role of New age elements in lives of the teachers is a topic for 

another research, but in the context of the classics recitation lessons, it seems to be a part of 

a bricolage made from different sources outside the classical texts. The purpose of this 

bricolage is to work more effectively towards the goals of the lessons. 

3.7 Outside Classroom 

 Classics for Families are not confined to the classrooms inside the Confucius temple 

but include events as field trips, ceremonies, and performances. These activities are an 

extension and continuation of the principles from the classroom, especially the diverse 

education, combining the educational purpose with enjoyment, with an emphasis on practice, 

and accompanying learning with physical activities aimed at both children and parents. Each 

year, during the diverse education part of the lessons, the participants take a guided tour 

round the Confucius temple to learn about its history, architecture and symbolism. Teacher 

Guizhu once mentioned that in the past when the recitation fever was culminating, they 

organized much more activities, “We would hold more events in one month than other 

organizations would do in a year.” At present, the Association organizes many activities 

throughout the year, and these events are an opportunity to meet former teachers and the 
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former parents/children participants who in some cases keep in touch with the Association 

and come to the events simply to greet with everybody, or to help as volunteers. In planning 

the field trips and other activities, teachers take into consideration not only the entertainment 

value for children and parents, but emphasize educational import as well, such as 

environment protection and one field trip was to an ecological farm. In 2017, the Association 

started organize series of public lectures by invited specialists in its offices near the Confucius 

temple. The topics include etiquette (emphasis on decorum is part of message of the lessons 

in the temple), or Chinese medicine (extension of the emphasis on healthy lifestyle). 

 At the beginning of each school year in March, there is the opening ceremony in the 

Confucius temple, when the participants from all classes, including the branch classes outside 

the temple, gather at main courtyard of the Confucius temple to perform together the ritual 

of paying respects to the teacher (Confucius) and becoming his disciples (baishi 拜師). This 

ceremony is based on the official autumn Confucius birthday ceremony. However, in contrast 

to the official ceremony where only a select group of elites actually performs the rituals, in 

this opening ceremony, all participants take turns to ascend the platform at the main hall and 

bow to Confucius. In the following week, there is an information meeting for the new 

participants of the lessons at the temple, which introduces the purpose, principles, and rules 

of the Classics for Families. Before the start of the school year, teachers organize interviews 

with applicant parents. As I have been told, this selection process is necessary due to the 

length of the waiting list. It would be a pity if the participants would leave the lessons shortly 

after the start, while someone else would lose the opportunity to attend the lessons and had 

to wait for next year. 

 The ceremony at the end of the school year takes place in January in the local 

community centre. In contrast to the opening ceremony, which has more ritualistic form, this 

ceremony is more similar to a ceremony at the end of the school year. However, the ceremony 

starts and ends with the three bows to an image Confucius projected on a large screen on the 

stage. Again, the classes from the Confucius temple as well as branch classes all participate by 

preparing a performance – a short play, recitation, dance, musical performance etc. These 

performances make up the major part of the ceremony, accompanied by the speeches by 

invited guests (local government representatives, educators etc.), and awarding certificates of 

appreciation to invited guest, students, teachers, and volunteers. In addition, there is a 

ceremony celebrating the anniversary of the founding of the Association. Throughout the year, 

the teachers from the Confucius temple visit several branch classes one after another to share 

experience. 

 Every year in September, the lessons pause for a month due to the rehearsals for the 

Confucius birthday ceremony, which take place in the temple on Saturdays. As such, each year 

in September, there is a one-day field trip on Saturday. In 2015, we visited Huafan university 

(current president, Kao Po-yuan 高柏園, is a member of the Chinese Classics Association) to 

enjoy the location, learn about its educational principles, and engage in various games and 

other activities. 
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 Apart from these events for participants of the classics recitation classes, there were 

also events open to public. As the Association keeps ties with the local society in Datong area, 

some of the activities take places in Datong community centre. For example, twice a year, the 

Association organizes visits to an elderly care home in Datong. Children and teachers perform 

for the elderly and engage in activities such as tea offering, or handicraft. The teachers and 

students also performed a dance and song at the neighbourhood street festival in the evening. 

 In July 2015, the Association organized a Six Arts themed event in the Confucius temple. 

Parents with children in groups walked through the temple from one of the four checkpoints 

to another. Each stop included a part when the teacher introduced elements of the temple 

architecture, and the participants then performed a task connected to one of the four of the 

Six Arts. For example, the teacher at the music checkpoint would first talk about the temple 

drum and bell. After that, the children would draw a paper with a piece of Tang poetry and 

after choosing one of the musical instruments lying on the desk, they would perform the poem. 

In case of mathematics, the teacher first introduced the history and import of abacus, taught 

the children how to use it, and afterwards, there was a game of counting using the abacus. At 

the end of the event, the children learned how to make a literati hat out of paper. 

 In August 2015 and January 2016, the group of teachers, parents and children visited 

daily care centre for elderly. Previously, they had visited the centre once a year, but as teacher 

Shuzhen told during a meeting at the office, the grandpas and grandmas liked the children’s 

visit and performances, and so the management of the centre asked them whether it would 

be possible to arrange a visit twice a year. As I observed, the presence of children and their 

performances seemed to have a rejuvenating effect on the elderly who enjoyed the 

interactions with the children. The performances included a degree of interactivity such as 

clapping in the rhythm of music, but apart from the performances, the event included 

interactions such as when children offered a cup of tea to the elderly and rubbed their 

shoulders. Afterward the children handed out apple-shaped cards with words of wishes, which 

were made by the lessons participants few weeks before as part of the diverse education. 

 In October 2015, the Association organized an ecologically themed street fair (Yimai 

yuanyoyuhui 義賣園遊會), called the One Clean Planet (Yige ganjingde diqiu 一個乾淨的地

球). The stalls were set up in a small plaza between the Confucius temple and the Baoan 

temple. People could buy tickets to play games and win prizes. Unfortunately, it was raining 

the whole day and rather few people arrived at the fair. 

 The first week in January every year, there is a new year exchange between the classes 

from Taiwan and those in the Mainland China (teachers, parents, and children), which take 

place in different place in China each year. The event consists of field trips and New Year 

evening performances by the participating classes. Every year, there is another exchange 

during summer holiday, which takes place one year in Mainland, and one year in Taiwan. It 

also consists of field trips, performances and other activities. Through conversations with 

several teachers, I sensed a sense of mission to the help people in China rediscover the cultural 

heritage they had lost. Several parents from the Mainland China told me that they are learning 
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together with their children because they did not have the opportunity to get acquainted with 

the classical texts when they were growing up. 

 The contents of the diverse education are created in a cross-strait cooperation during 

online meetings, which include the teachers from Taiwan and China. As a result, the pictures 

in the PowerPoint presentation would often contain simplified characters – the accompanying 

texts were in traditional characters, but the pictures could not be readily edited. Some of the 

videos such as the taijiquan dance were spoken in the Mainland Chinese accent. However, 

despite this close cooperation and the fact that teacher Hong concentrates her effort on the 

mission in China, the language of politics was absent not only from classrooms but also from 

casual conversations among teachers. Even during the elections of the new president of the 

ROC, the teachers did not discuss politics. This stands in contrast to the Four Books Study 

Group on Sundays, where the politics and national identity was an inseparable component of 

the exegesis of Confucian teachings. The New Age eclecticism and universalism present in the 

Classics for Families lessons may play role in weakening the nationalist pull of the 

contemporary Confucian discourse in Taiwan. Interactions with Mainland China take place on 

the level of cultural exchange including not only the recitation classes but elementary school 

teachers too. However, there is a sense of shared Chinese culture, as teacher Guizhu once 

mentioned, “The cross-strait cooperation is necessary in the interest of next generation on 

both sides of the straits.” And it is possible thanks to the shared language, classical texts and 

Chinese culture. Unification was never mentioned neither, but a song and dance “We are all 

one family” (Women doushi yi jiaren 我們都是一家人) performed occasionally during the 

lessons might bear such connotations, even though it seems to follow from the emphasis on 

treating others with love and care. Yet, when I first heard it during a lesson, I instinctively 

checked the reactions of the parents whether there is someone who would feel embarrassed 

at this possibly implied unification. It is important to mention in this context, that all the 

teachers seem to be able to speak the Minnan dialect, and that the dialect was often used in 

casual conversations among the teachers. 

3.8 Tenets and Practice 

 Based on my observations of the classroom methodology, participants’ interactions 

and informal interviews, it is evident that the main goal of the Classics for Families is not to 

get children acquainted with classical Chinese texts and improve their literacy skills and school 

marks, or to cultivate their sense of national identity. Instead, the lessons are intended to 

amend concrete negative social and environmental issues. These are the negative effects of 

Taiwanese education system on children and society, a legacy of the authoritative parenting 

style with stress on children’s obedience in the name of filiality (xiaodao 孝道), and Taiwanese 

wild capitalism that results in families not being able to spend time together. It is because of 

the need to face these social issues, that the lessons are family centred. The logics is that in 

order to influence larger social trends, it is necessary to start not only change the habits of 

individuals, but to change relationships in families and the habits of family members. 
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Education System 

 Although majority of the children who start participating in the lessons at the temple 

are attending kindergarten, the critique was aimed at the education system starting with the 

elementary school and cram schools. I did not hear critical mentions of the schooling in 

kindergartens. One of the often-mentioned general problems with the education system is 

that parents have limited role in the education of their children, and even though schools put 

effort to involve parents in process of education such as the contact books, the parents receive 

a sort of “second-hand” information about their child’s schooling. In addition, there is believed 

to be a gap between the sphere of education at home and at school. This was one of the 

reasons, why the parents are required to actively participate in the lessons, and that their role 

in the classroom is not very different from their children. The teachers also often emphasized 

that they are volunteer teachers and they are learning together with other participants. Once 

during an after-class discussion, one teacher voiced an opinion, “Contemporary children lack 

movement, especially movement on the fresh air. It is because they are continually 

transported in a car from one place to other,” i.e. from home to the school, to a cram school, 

to a music class etc. Another issue that the lessons seek to amend is an aspect of 

instrumentality of education with focus on “climbing the ladder” and uniform written 

examinations, which was also described in the Chapter 2. As a result, the defining 

characteristics of the Taiwanese education system are focus on achievements and 

competitiveness, which consequently leads to vicious circle of cram schools. 

 Based on my observations during the three years I have lived in Taiwan, and discussions 

with the participants of the lessons on classics, the crams schools have two functions in 

contemporary Taiwanese society. First, they provide afterschool day-care because parents 

work late into night, and do not have time to take care of children. As a result, the children 

spend their afterschool hours in the cram schools, and return home in the evening for a late 

dinner, and then immediately go to bed (as I observed during a visit to a friend, even a pre-

schooler would stay awake until ten or eleven o’clock in the evening). Sometimes, the children 

would spend time with their grandparents, if they live nearby. In this way, they at least time 

with the family, but the time parents and children spend together is still very limited. Second 

function is competitiveness. Cram schools are meant to provide children with resources to 

keep up with others in the race for best marks. This why children have to cram after school 

and do not have time to play with friends or spend time with their parents. Even the pre-

schoolers are sent to English classes or English language kindergartens in order to increase 

their competitiveness and possibility to attend an overseas university, especially in the United 

States.369 

                                                             
369 This echoes efforts of the better-off families to have children study Japanese and sent them for studies to 
Japan during the Japanese colonial era in Taiwan. 
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Competitiveness 

 Hadley in her ethnographic study on the Taiwanese kindergartens describes how 

teachers publicly compare students’ performance and openly enumerate the individual 

student’s strengths and deficiencies. In addition, there is great emphasis on ranking and clear 

hierarchy among the students in the same classroom. 370 The Classics for Families stand out in 

this regard because I did not observe instances of competitiveness and hierarchy in the 

interactions. Moreover, teachers consciously work to avoid these elements from infiltrating 

interactions inside and outside the classroom. Once during an after-class discussion, teacher 

Yang-yi advised the new teacher not to use comparisons in praising participants. During the 

lesson, the new teacher had lauded one father with the words that his leading recitation was 

“even better than that of a teacher.” Yang-yi said that he avoids making comparisons (“You 

did better than...”) in favour of general encouragement (“Dad, you did really well”). Teacher 

Shuzhen, in order to protect the feeling of an inexperienced teacher, commented that she 

would see an advice by teacher Yang-yi as an encouragement (guli 鼓勵), and continued that 

it is best to avoid any form of comparisons. Another teacher added that it is same as with your 

children at home, you should say than one is better than the other one. At the end, they all 

lauded the new teacher for being brave and bringing her children to the lessons because it 

surely means a lot of fatigue and stress (especially since they are communing to Taipei). 

 As mentioned, the darling stamps serve to encourage and to make the lessons more 

fun. However, they are not a supposed to measure achievement, and thus stand in contrast 

to the grading system at school. From what I have observed, the stamps seem to work in the 

way they are intended. Children are happy whenever they receive stamps and occasionally 

showed me how many they had collected in the honour book but without making any 

comparisons with a sibling or a classmate. When receiving gifts after the end of school year, 

the children were curiously asking their friends and classmates what kind of present they got. 

The prizes for different ranges were not markedly different or easily identifiable as “better” 

than the others (at least in my eyes). Moreover, each of boxes with prizes for a given range of 

total number of stamps contained a selection of gifts, from which the children could choose 

whichever they liked most. I did not observe an instance when a child would say to others, 

“Look, I got a better prize than you.” 

Authoritative Parenting 

 Several teachers related to me that the emphasis on loving relationship between 

parents and children is meant to amend the authoritative parenting that was perceived as 

normal when they were growing up. This parenting style was actively promoted through the 

Kuomintang educational system, which not only steered children to be obedient but 

encouraged parents to be demanding and emotionally distant as well. 371  Temporary 

                                                             
370 Kathryn Gold Hadley, “Children’s Word Play: Resisting and Accommodating Confucian Values in a Taiwanese 
Kindergarten Classroom”, Sociology of Education 76:3 (2003): 197. 
371 Richard W. Wilson, Learning to Be Chinese : The Political Socialization of Children in Taiwan, Cambridge, 
Massachusetts; London, England: M.I.T. Press, 1970, pp. 62-63. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

116 
 

withdrawal of affection was a common method of motivating young students to obey.372 Even 

though this parenting style, such as the emphasis on the distance and emotional separation 

between the father and the children in family life, did not become the only parenting style 

even during the martial law era,373 it has been a lived experience for some who mentioned 

this and who still feel its influence even after they have grown up. The liberalization of 

Taiwanese society probably did not do much to alleviate this issue. Rather, the requirements 

of capitalism might push parents to outline the course their children’s lives with the aim to 

achieve the best-paid career, which means strict discipline and cramming without play. As 

such, filial piety has become a core term of Taiwanese education, and in the popular 

imagination, it is identified with the core of Confucian values or as a characteristic feature of 

the Chinese culture in general. In contemporary Taiwan, the Buddhist organization Buddha’s 

Light (Fo Guang Shan 佛光山) promotes the seventh lunar month as the “filial piety month”.374 

The mother of a friend of mine who is a devout Buddhist exercised very stern and authoritative 

style of parenting, strictly requiring absolute obedience from her daughter. 

 Filial piety has been mentioned during the lessons but not in a sense of obedience to 

one’s parents or the authority figures in general or as a basis for the behaviour a dutiful citizen. 

Similarly, interactions between the teachers and the children were not characterized by 

hierarchical, distant, and disciplining behaviour. Rather, filiality has the meaning of caring for 

the parents who also care for you (as embodied by the hugging during lessons), and the mutual 

emotional bond rather than one-sided control and obedience. During the lessons, filiality was 

mentioned in the contexts such as knowing one’s mum’s favourite food, or when the teacher 

reminded the students to dress well, or change into dry clothes so as not to catch cold, “So 

that mum and dad do not have to worry about you.” Apart from the emphasis of the reciprocal 

care between parents and children and the family members in general (as the foundation for 

a change in wider society), there is emphasis on being polite and greeting one’s elders (such 

as parents at home, or teachers at school). However, in the context of the lessons, this is 

explained as decorum (li 禮) rather than top-down requirement of subservience. 

 Instead of the “filial obedience” (xiao 孝 and zhong 忠), the central term in the Classics 

for Families is decorum (li 禮), which applies both to children and grownups. The character “li” 

is displayed visibly on the t-shirts worn by the participants. Decorum features prominently 

even in conversations among the teachers themselves. When teacher Yu-hua was giving 

organizational instructions to us volunteers in the backstage during an event organized on the 

occasion of teachers and children from China visiting Taiwan, she mentioned decorum several 

times in succession. It was not calculated use of the term because she was in a hurry and spoke 

increasingly quickly until she eventually switched into Minnan dialect on several occasions. 

During the teachers meeting at the Association office near the temple, we were all sitting 

                                                             
372 Richard W. Wilson, Learning to be Chinese, p. 74. 
373 Richard W. Wilson, Learning to be Chinese, p. 64 
374 This kind of Buddhist discourse, which contrasts the filial piety of Mulien saving his mother to the “popular 
customs” implicitly labelled as superstition, can be seen as a small victory of the republican campaigns against 
the Ghost festival and attempts to change its meaning, which go back to the beginnings of the Chinese Republic. 
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round the table and eating dishes arranged on the plates. Teacher Hong noticed that I am 

trying to reach for a piece of tempura, and used her chopsticks to pick up the piece and put it 

on my table. However, it fell on the tablecloth next to my place and teacher Hong picked it 

again and put it on her plate. She then looked at my surprised face and started laughing. Then, 

she called the attention of other teachers, “Guangyu is so cute,” and described what just 

happened. “I had to pick it because it had fallen on the table. I could not give it to Guangyu, 

because it would be impolite (buli 不禮). This is also an example of decorum.” Teacher Hong 

herself could not eat the tempura because of food restrictions, but as she explained to us, she 

did not break the rules because she was trying to avoid being impolite to me. Moreover, she 

added, “when you are vegetarian (su 素) in the heart, then it is vegetarian.” There are two 

aspects here, external and internal. Firstly, the requirements of decorum towards another 

person overruled the personal rules on allowed food. Secondly, the purity of one’s heart and 

intent allows for behaviour that would otherwise seem against rules. The rules are not 

absolute and need to be weighted according to the context. 

Habituation 

 The Classics for Families are intended to counterweigh the possible habits of strict 

parenting and the attitudes about the purpose of education focusing on academic 

achievements. Since the lessons point out to what is perceived as negative effects of the 

education system and try to ameliorate them, the previously mentioned elements that are 

borrowed from the education system but given different meanings can be interpreted as a 

kind of subversion. It is interesting in this regard, that several of the volunteer teachers have 

background as elementary school teachers. The children of several other volunteer teachers 

currently attend the Dalong elementary school, which seems to provide curriculum that 

focuses on personal and cultural development of children. 

 The main purpose of reading together at the classroom and then five times at home is 

to foster the parent-child relationship by creating emotional bonds. This is in contrast to the 

authoritarian interpretation of filiality, which tends to foster emotional distance. In addition, 

urging parents to read together with their children aims to motivate families to organize their 

schedule so that they can spend time together. Moreover, the lessons put emphasis on joyful, 

playful environment in order to provide nurturing atmosphere for the children and guide the 

parents to focus on loving encouragement of the child’s personality growth. This credo is not 

only verbally repeated by the teachers, but it is evident through observation of the classroom 

interactions, as I have described so far. When one young mum talked with teacher Guizhu 

after the lesson, she asked several questions about the purpose of the classics recitation, such 

as whether the observed improvements are the result of the classes or rather of the child’s 

development during over the three years period. Teacher Guizhu in his reply emphasized that 

in contrast to other classes, having parents reading together with children has practical 

purpose. The purpose is not reading for sake of reading itself, but so that family members 

practice together. 
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 In addition, as parents were encouraged to enjoy opportunity to participate in the 

education process of their children, the teachers would sometimes say that it is the parents 

who are the real students because children learn many everyday habits by observing their 

behaviour. Therefore, the aim is to work on changing the habits of the parents, which included 

healthy eating habits and environmental conservation covered under the section of diverse 

education. The in-class talks with children occasionally included topics such as smoking and 

alcohol drinking, which were aimed at the habits of adults. 

 The lessons have an atmosphere of relaxed family life, and parents and teachers would 

often bring delicacies to share with everyone.375 After the lesson, teacher Shuzhen often gave 

out stickers with various cartoon characters – children would line up and choose a sticker from 

top of the table in the classroom – sometimes, she would give out bonbons as the children 

were leaving the classroom (and hugging with them). On these occasions children would thank 

the teacher, or be gently by reminded parents, “What do we say?” This family atmosphere 

with hugging etc. in the classroom made me miss my family. On the other hand, lively 

atmosphere during the office meetings with chatting, teacher Yang-yi cooking meal in a big 

pot, everyone eating together, children running around felt like our family gatherings with all 

the uncles and aunties and cousins, and this aspect helped to sooth the homesickness. 

 When Meyer interviewed Taiwanese schoolteachers in 1980s, they often mentioned 

as the main problem of moral education at school its intellectualism and the absence of 

practice.376 The Classics for Families are designed in a way that tries to address this issue. From 

the structure of the lessons as described in this chapter, it is evident that practice is not limited 

to the discursive level but functions as a process of habituation that works on the level of body 

and in relation to other persons. Classroom interactions with abundance of ritualized 

elements seem to help habituate certain forms of parent-child interactions, group interactions 

and other habits. The intended aim is cultivation of reading habits, parent-child intimacy, 

emotional dispositions, and self-confidence in supportive environment. The bows to 

Confucius, methods of reading, basic decorum, and loving encouragement rhymes are also 

intended to become habituated strongly enough to extend outside the classroom into home, 

school or work environment until they become a lasting aspect of the participants’ everyday 

lives. When the new teacher once asked me to go to the front of the classroom and lead 

recitation, I bowed without much thinking, and greeted and thanked everyone in the same 

way as the children use to do. 

 The habit-forming aspect of classis is to a great degree conscious effort. The contact 

book contains daily tasks. When reading the Rules for the Young and other primers, the 

teachers’ questions focus on the daily habits of children and parents. At the beginning of the 

school year, the participants were given a habit-forming list for the month of May, which 

contains seventeen different tasks. Children were supposed to fill in the squares for each of 

the tasks every day (marking whether task was completed fully or only partially). During a 

lesson, teacher Guizhu talked with participants and asked how long it takes to form a habit, 

                                                             
375 I also brought traditional Czech Christmas decorations and wooden toys to give out to children. 
376 Meyer, “Moral education in Taiwan,” p. 29. 
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good one as well as negative one. Several parents replied together with teacher Guizhu that 

it takes three weeks. The list of the daily tasks in May included recitation of several newly 

composed short texts, sort of daily prayers: “I walk the road of miracles”, “Child, it is really 

great we have you”, “New spring prayer” (Xinchun qidaowen 新春祈禱文), and “World peace 

prayer” (Shijie heping qidaowen 世界和平祈禱文). These texts are often read at the start of 

the diverse education session, or at start of the ceremonies and other events. As a result, 

thanks to the repeated recitation, I was eventually able to recite from memory “I walk the 

road of miracles”. The sessions of diverse education sometimes tend to be rather discursive, 

yet they are also aimed at changing the participants’ daily habits and include elements of 

ritualizing, thus providing an opportunity to experience the message in non-discursive ways 

inside and outside the classroom. 

 The parenting styles I observed both inside and outside the classroom and described 

so far are antithetical to the popular image of Confucian education. However, as Hsiung shows 

in A Tender Voyage, the family and school education in the “traditional China” was not as strict 

and harsh as portrayed in the contemporary popular imagination. For example, Qing art 

depicts children playing or being cheeky even with the teacher being around.377 During after-

class discussions in the classroom, or meetings at the Association office, the children of 

volunteer teachers would freely play around, wrestle, read a book, play cards or sometimes 

watch a mobile phone. 

 Teachers were not giving out any punishments or raise voice during the lessons and 

did not punish their children either. At the beginning of the school year, some parents would 

occasionally hit their child during the lesson, but teachers paid attention to these incidents 

and discussed the problems with parents. As a result, this slowly changed – at least, the 

parents would not hit their child in the classroom. Although it is a question, whether this 

classroom behaviour was gradually habituated and influenced the home environment. 

Regarding encouragements for parent-child bonding, I often observed parents and children 

spontaneously hug or tease each other during lessons, which helped to the relaxed 

atmosphere of the lessons. When a child got angry, teachers encouraged the parents to calm 

the child down by methods such as hugging. Scolding or hitting was not advised. I had many 

opportunities for observations during the preparations for performances or even at one 

teacher’s home environment. The volunteer teachers not only promoted but also practiced 

this kind of parenting themselves. It is important to note that this is not a laissez-faire 

parenting; adults do set up limits and rules but do not require absolute obedience and 

submission, which is associated with popular understanding of filial piety. Teachers would use 

firm noise to gain attention of a child and they would let the child know that such behaviour 

is inappropriate. They do not raise a voice of hit a child. Once when teacher Guizhu talked with 

his daughters, he noted, “The younger one is more cooperative.” However, he described their 

behaviour in a sense, that it is a necessary process of growing up. “The older one is at the age, 

when she needs to establish her own self, independent of the parents.” 

                                                             
377 On discussion of art depictions of schooling in late imperial China, see Hsiung, A Tender Voyage. 
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 The ubiquitous distancing from memorization fits the aim of lessons to divert the 

parents’ attention from the obsessive focus on achievements, and instead create a non-

stressful learning environment with the focus on practice of the contents of the Classics (in 

regards to changing habits and morals), instead of mastering the texts only by memorization 

(in regards to language and memory). As teacher Guizhu mentioned in a conversation, “Some 

people are able to bear stress easily but some are not. The pressure on memorizing passages 

creates stress in the same way exams at schools do. And results are that both parents and 

children feel miserable (xinku 辛苦).” He then added that simply reading the passages joyfully 

will eventually lead to being able to remember their contents as well, but without the stress 

and pressure, the memory will be more lasting. Later during the lesson, teacher Guizhu 

reminded the participants that the task of reading aloud five times a day is not a requirement 

that should make them stressful. It better understood that if it is possible, read five times but 

two times is no problem neither. Jokingly, he then added, “But trying to avoid stress should 

not result in not reading even a single time,” and everyone laughed. On time, I was sitting at 

the counter in the Ziyuan class, and one teacher was at the front reciting passages for the 

students to repeat after her. Teacher Xiaotang, who was sitting next to me, was going through 

the contact books and giving out the stamps. In passing, she was saying in a silent voice the 

lines from the Analects together with the teacher at the front. “Oh, you do not need to look 

in the book anymore,” I remarked and Xiaotang replied giggling, “I just happen to remember 

this chapter.” She then reached into her bag and took out a pocket edition of the Analects 

with bookmarks taped to pages. She leafed through the book for a moment before opening 

on the page with the passages in question and handed the book to me so that I can follow the 

lesson. 

 During the ceremony on the occasion of teachers and students from the Mainland 

China visiting the classes in Taipei, we were eating lunch and teacher Chingching passed our 

table while jokingly teasing me, “You haven’t finished your bowl yet? Until you have finished, 

you cannot leave the table, you know?” Ruth’s nephew, who just arrived at the table to 

“report” to me on his explorations around the building, joined in and quoted a primer saying 

that I should eat all the grains of rice in my bowl. Previously, Rita also told me that her older 

son remembers especially the habit-forming aspects of the lessons such as concerning eating 

healthily without wasting food. 

 Although the initial impulse to sign up the lessons comes from parents, it seems that 

sometimes, it is the children who enjoy the reading in classroom and at home more than their 

parents do. When I was chatting with a group of three parents in the temple cafe, one mom 

related a story how she was tired and wanted to lay down and do nothing, but her daughter 

wanted them to read together. “So, I told her, you read and I will listen.” She herself then 

dozed off until suddenly, “Bang!” the mum exclaimed. “She hit me over the head with a book,” 

she explained laughingly and made a hitting gesture with both hands and continued in a 

pretend voice of her daughter, “Mum, you fell asleep!” The mum held the top of her head 

making a painful grimace, “It really hurt,” while laughing. 
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 When compared with the mainstream children recitation movement following the 

Wang methodology with emphasis on memorization, these two types of lessons utilize 

different methods and cultivate different habits in order to reach different goals. The 

mainstream recitations seem to be aimed mainly at forming national identity. The classical 

texts play central role as the materialization of the national culture accumulated over five 

thousand years, and memorizing functions as a form of ritualizing where by simply reading the 

texts one performs out his or her national identity. In contrast, the Classics for Families aim 

mainly at changing family relationships and other habits not directly associated with 

nationality. The two types also differ in the approach to the classical texts. In the mainstream 

recitation, the classical texts are object of revelations similar to the national flag. In addition, 

they are both means and goals at the same time. As the Classics function as ritual symbols in 

the process of recitation and memorization, and do not simply stand for Chinese culture but 

they are its materialization, the Classics themselves are the Chinese culture. In Classics for 

Families, the classical texts are a part of a larger bricolage project that utilizes New Age 

elements, which cannot be subsumed into the “traditional Chinese culture”. While the Four 

Books Study Group, discussed in the following chapter, is discourse heavy with emphasis on 

explanations and discussions, its aims same to be similar to those of the children recitation, 

and focus on the study of Confucian texts in order to cultivate sense of national identity. It is 

not surprising since the Study Group presents New Confucian interpretation of Chinese culture 

and history, and Wang Caigui is included among the New Confucians. 

3.9 Summary 

 In this chapter, I described how people use classical texts together with other cultural 

elements. I explored what problems the participants see in contemporary society and world, 

and how the aim of lessons is to amend these issues by facilitating amiable interpersonal 

relationships in families, healthy eating habits, or environmental protection. I described 

classroom interactions and variety of methods used to achieve these goals, which besides 

recitation of classical texts, include many activities outside classroom. The teachers distance 

from memorization against cramming and ladder climbing that are characteristic of Taiwanese 

educational system. However, I also observed plurality of motivations among parents and 

teachers, and consequently, initial motivation of some parents is to improve their child’s 

literacy. However, appreciation of national culture is not focus on the Classics for Families, 

and in this way, the lessons contrast with Four Books discussed in the following chapter, 

because the study group method of instruction is mainly discursive, and the aim it to cultivate 

sense of national and cultural identity. 
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4 Four Books Study Group 

 New Confucianism claims to be the direct continuation of Ming dynasty orthodoxy. 

Even though the lessons at the Taipei Confucius temple were heavily discourse oriented and 

similar to school classrooms, I had an opportunity to learn how scholars subscribing to Chinese 

nationalist worldview make use of Confucianism as a bulwark against Westernization, 

Taiwanization, Qing dynasty and Japanese heritage in Taiwan. Four Books Study Group was 

also an opportunity to observe how the Taipei Confucius temple propagates Confucianism 

among wide public. As New Confucians mainly use Confucianism as marker of national culture, 

the focus of the Study Groups on the Four Books and their New Confucian exegesis means 

that the cultural toolbox is relatively restricted in comparison to the Classics for Families, 

which make use of New Age spirituality and environmentalism. While the Classics for Families 

aimed at changing interpersonal relationships and daily habits, the aim of the Four Books 

Study Groups seems to be cultivation of sense on national identity thought the “study of the 

books written by the Sages and Worthies.” An interesting point is how cultivation of morality 

is tied with politics. I also paid attention to how the participants approached the issue that on 

the one hand, Confucianism is presented as the core of national culture supposedly shared by 

all Chinese, yet on the other hand, it is presented as philosophy veiled in jargon and Classical 

Chinese, and therefore is hardly accessible to everyone. 

 As I discussed in Chapter 2, New Confucianism is an intellectual current with 

nationalistic characteristics. I fully realized this close connection between the China-oriented 

nationalism and Confucianism during these lessons on the Four Books in the temple as I tried 

to understand why certain themes and topics were so prominent and recurring in the texts 

we read and in the explanations during the lessons. A considerable amount of time in the 

study group was spend on discussing past and present political issues in Taiwan and the 

Mainland China, the issue of national identity, and on contrasting “Chinese culture” with the 

“West”. This prompted me to consult general monographies on nationalism and to pay 

attention to the nationalist thought and policies in the Mainland China and Taiwan. 

 The Kuomintang and New Confucian nationalism share many common features as they 

both work on the same national project. The exclusion of the “others” as a basic characteristic 

of nationalism is present in both versions and aimed against the same targets with a shared 

rhetoric. The first shared “other” is the Qing dynasty, often addressed in racial terms as the 

Hans vs the Manchus. As mentioned, New Confucians understand themselves as direct 

successors of Ming Confucians and ignore the Qing scholarship unless they want to criticize its 

failures. Next, both groups share anti-communist orientation, which was recurrent during the 

lessons. The anti-Japanese sentiments, aimed against the colonial legacy in Taiwan and the 

war in the Mainland China, are strong with KMT, but were not very prevalent in the lessons. 

Still, they appeared on few occasions, especially in the group on Facebook. 

 This chapter is divided into five sections. In the first section, I shall introduce the history 

of the Four Books Study Group and the participants who attended classes together with me in 

2015 and 2016. Next, I will describe the structure of the lessons, first introducing the texts we 
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read, which were all of New Confucian provenience. They can be divided into two groups: the 

Four Books with New Confucian commentaries, and the articles, which were usually published 

in the Legein Monthly. The articles often were not directly related to the contents of the Four 

Books and the authors addressed rather general issues such as national identity or the 

controversy over the mandatory classes in high schools. I will also describe the way we read 

the texts and their exegesis. The section concludes with a description of classroom 

interactions. 

 In the third section, I shall discuss the New Confucian nationalism as I observed it 

during the lessons. I look at the connections between Confucianism, national Chinese culture, 

and philosophy as understood by New Confucians, and few problems that arise from these 

connections. A rather marked is an issue of Confucianism as a philosophy, rather inaccessible 

to large masses, because it poses a problem for the nationalist efforts, which present 

Confucianism as a widely shared national culture. 

 The exegesis in the study group put a lot emphasis on morality, which is a topic of the 

fourth section. New Confucian authors we read are accepting Orientalist dualism, and there 

was a recurring contrast between the Western and Chinese culture. The “West” was on 

different occasions identified either as rationalist or religious, and the Chinese national 

essence was then understood as morally oriented. The texts seem to press the issue that 

Chinese culture is superior to the Western one in regards to ethics. This seems to serve as a 

compensation linked to another recurrent theme, which was a feeling of national inferiority 

because China did not develop the democratic form of government and the scientific method 

of knowledge production. Morality was therefore one of the cornerstones of the lessons, 

often addressed in respect to school curriculum and everyday cultivation of the national 

identity. In comparison to the Classics for Families, the study group is discourse oriented and 

there was little instruction on habits or practice outside putting stress on studying the Classics 

at home. This is related to the fact that New Confucians ignore role of rituals in Confucian 

tradition. 

 In the last section of this chapter, I will make some concluding remarks concerning the 

political discourse which permeated the lessons and which has been addressed in other 

sections as well. Besides morality, politics was one of the cornerstones of New Confucian 

exegesis. This points to the role of intellectuals in the nation-building project. In this section, I 

look at an issue how to enforce Confucianism as national culture through education system, 

and then at the critique of KMT policies by New Confucians, despite the similar nationalistic 

orientation. The Kuomintang Party and New Confucians cooperated in the movement of 

Classics recitation for children, which emerged in 1990s, and the exegesis in the study group 

tended to be amiable towards KMT and critical of DPP. However, on many occasions, the New 

Confucians have been can be critical of the Party, especially when it seems they feel that 

political representation is not doing enough or betrays the nationalist cause. 
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4.1 History and Participants 

 Four Books Study Group is advertised on the official webpage of the Taipei Confucius 

temple, and on a portable signboard displayed at the entrance to the temple. Under a full-

colour picture of Confucius, the signboard states basic information about the lessons such as 

the time of lessons, how to register, and teacher’s academic background.378 My fieldwork was 

in fact the second encounter with the Four Books study group in the Taipei Confucius temple. 

When I first arrived in Taiwan to study the Religious Studies, I spent the time before the start 

of the semester visiting various temples and festivals, and taking note of other activities in the 

temples. At that time, I did not know anything about the history of the Confucius temple in 

Taipei, or Confucianism in Taiwan. I took the nationalist narrative as a simple description, and 

rather naively hoped to discover in Taiwan the continuity of local tradition and the forms of 

knowledge production, which would be different from the philosophical discourse I knew from 

the Euro-American academia. Consequently, the first visit to the study group left me quite 

disappointed due to the discovery that the lessons belong to the New Confucian school of 

thought with its secularized understanding of Confucianism cleansed of ritual and religious 

aspects. Yet, I was still interested. The very fact that a student of an influential New Confucian 

philosopher Mou Zongsan teaches classes open to wide public was intriguing. I had visited the 

lessons two or three times before the university school year started. The study group was on 

Tuesday evening, which collided with an important lecture at school, and after a period of 

consideration. I eventually decided for the school. Afterwards, forgot the lessons in the temple 

until I started to look for a place to do fieldwork on the nature of Confucianism in the 

contemporary Taiwanese society. In 2015, I started to participate in the study group at the 

beginning of the new semester, which started on March 29. I attended the classes every week 

until the end of February 2016. 

 When compared to the volunteer teachers and the structure of lessons of the Classics 

for Families, the study group neatly fits the popular image of Confucian orthodoxy. The classes 

focus on the Four Books, e.g. the Canon of Confucianism. Teacher Fan (1959), who has been 

organizing the study group from the beginning, is a representative of a philosophical school of 

thought with an academic background in the Chinese literature and philosophy. Yet, the 

teacher was also volunteering because he taught the lessons free of charge in his free time, 

and was motivated by his enthusiasm for Confucianism. 

 Teacher Fan wore the same clothing in the class over the year – a simple white Tang-

style shirt (tangzhuang 唐裝) with long or short sleeves, and with a pen in the breast pocket. 

On the heart side, teacher wore a New Confucian Lizhong Academy pin-badge. The white shirt 

was complemented by black trousers, and shiny black shoes. Students’ clothing, on the other 

hand, was quite casual and differed widely from person to person, and varied over time as the 

same person sometimes dressed rather casually and sometimes more formally. Once a 

                                                             
378 This oft-seen importance attached to academic credentials in the Confucian exegesis contrasts sharply with 
the critique of the education system from New Confucian perspective, which was one of the main topics of the 
study group. 
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student was too casual, and another student criticized his behaviour after class, especially that 

the other student took off sandals, which this student saw as disrespectful to the teacher. 

 The teacher’s family is originally from Henan, and arrived in Taiwan after the civil war. 

His father was a soldier, and since the mother was Catholic, teacher Fan went with her to the 

church every week until he started attending high school. “Formally, I am Catholic too,” said 

the teacher, while laughing, and explained that he is in fact baptized. After that, added that in 

Chinese culture there is more freedom for choosing religious beliefs as personal choice, 

because in contrast to Western society emphasis on religious loyalty, the family has had 

priority in China. 

 The teacher’s first encounter with Confucianism was the Basics of Chinese Culture at 

high school, although even before that, he “felt something drawing him.” Selections from the 

Analects and Mencius, which they read at school, were not enough and the teacher bought a 

Sanmin edition of the Four Books, which he studied on his own. It was also during the high 

school years when he encountered the figure of Mou Zongsan as he went to a bookstore and 

saw the Anthology of Lectures on Chinese Culture (Zhongguo wenhua lunwenji 中國文化論

文集) edited by the Department of Philosophy in Tunghai University. The four articles in the 

anthology written by Mou were a turning point in teacher’s life and set a clear course for his 

interest in Confucianism and the Chinese culture. At that time, Mou Zongsan was invited to 

present a lecture at National Taiwan University, but it took the teacher three tries before he 

could finally see Mou Zongsan because the lecture had been postponed two times. 

 The first real encounter with Mou Zongsan happened when Mou was invited to host a 

series of lectures at the National Normal University. Once after the class, teacher Fan gave 

Mou his number in case Mou required any assistance during his stay in Taiwan. Since Mou was 

also teaching at the New Asia College in Hong Kong, he spent two months each semester in 

Taiwan and two in Hong Kong. Teacher Fan then became one of the three students who 

together took care after Mou when he was residing in Taiwan, and was in this way introduced 

into New Confucian circles of Mou’s students who seem to have had a close relationship with 

their teacher even outside of the formal education system. Teacher Fan has also participated 

in the publishing activities of the Legein Monthly. During the lessons in temple, the teacher 

often mentioned Mou and showed reverence for his teacher, to whom he often referred as 

“my teacher, Mr. Mou Zongsan”. After Mou had passed away in 1995, teacher Fan periodically 

visits his grave in public cemetery in Taipei, as do other students of Mou. In order to honour 

the memory and contributions of Mou, teacher Fan founded the Lizhong Academy (Lizhong 

shuyuan 離中書院).379 Lizhong is Mou’s courtesy name, and the academy is subtitled the 

Research Society on Philosophy of Mr. Mou Zongsan (Mou zongsan xiansheng zhexue 

yanjiushe 牟宗三先生哲學研究社). Large wooden plaque bearing the name of the academy 

hangs next to the front door of the teacher Fan’s house, accompanied by a small pair of ROC 

flags in flowerpots. 

                                                             
379 Official Lizhong Academy Facebook Page, https://www.facebook.com/upgoing9. 
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 In addition to Mou Zongsan, teacher Fan often mentioned Cai Renhou 蔡仁厚 (1930) 

as his second teacher. Like Mou, Cai Renhou was also born in Mainland China (Jiangxi 

province), and later immigrated to Taiwan. Cai is a prolific author and has been publishing 

articles in Legein Monthly and as well as monographs on Confucianism. He one of the leading 

representatives of New Confucianism, and he has been a member of the Chinese Association 

of Philosophy (Zhongguo Zhexuehui 中國哲學會) in Taiwan, a member of the International 

Confucian Association (Guoji Ruxue Lianhehui 国际儒学联合会) in Mainland China, and a 

professor emeritus at Tunghai University in Taizhong. Teacher Fan said that since Cai Renhou 

lives in Taizhong, teacher Fan did not have the opportunity to attend his lectures and only 

studied his writings. However, nowadays, teacher Fan travels twice a year to Taizhong in order 

to attend spring and autumn series of lectures by Cai Renhou. These lectures are also an 

opportunity for the students of Mou and other New Confucians to meet and foster group 

identity. 

History and Present 

 Although some of the observations in this chapter are characteristic of New 

Confucianism in general, descriptions and analysis of the lessons applies mainly to the school 

year of 2015-2016. The Four Books Study Group has been evolving over the course of time 

since April 2003 when the temple board invited teacher Fan to open the lessons. Teacher Fan 

continues to modify methodology and structure of classes, and tries to respond to the 

interests of students. Given the small number of participants, a different composition of class 

participants would result in different emphases and classroom interactions. 

 The study group was initiated during the era of Ma Ying-jeou as the Mayor of Taipei 

when (1998-2006), as mentioned previously, he promoted Confucianism and Chinese culture. 

In the past, the classes took place inside the space of the Yi Gate in front of the main temple 

hall. Fanci, a university student who had previously attended lessons for three years before 

taking a pause for a several years, mentioned, “It was quite stressful to take lessons at that 

place because one was sitting with Confucius right in front one’s eyes.” Originally, the lessons 

took place four times a week with each of the Four Books being studied on a different day. 

Fanci said that he attended the classes on the Analects and the Doctrine of the Mean on 

Saturday and Sunday. This was later changed to a single class a week on Tuesday evening, and 

eventually to Sunday at the time of my fieldwork. 

 At present, the study group classes take place on Sunday afternoon from two to four 

o’clock, in a room in the eastern temple wing. As teacher Fan said, because of the busy 

schedule, this was the only time he could come to the temple this year. The school year of the 

study group begins in March and ends in December, with two-month winter holiday. It is 

possible to start attending lessons at any point during the year since the school year is not a 

fixed unit, and it is not necessary to register in advance. Each student has to bring two passport 

photographs and fill-in a registration card with basic information. After having attended 

lessons for one year, the participants receive a certificate from the Taipei Confucius temple 

board. In 2015, the teacher proposed at the end of the year that that if any of the classmates 
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were interested, he could open a winter seminar on Mou Zongsan’s thought. Since we all 

agreed, we met at the Lizhong Academy at teacher’s home and read Mou’s writings in January 

and February. There was a pause for Chinese New Year. After that, the study group on the 

Four Books in the temple resumed as usual in March. 

 In 2017, the teacher plans to open a Four Books class for elementary school students 

outside the temple. Teacher’s family starts to run a shop selling tea and other beverages in 

Taoyuan near two schools and since teacher Fan will have to spend time there, “If there is an 

interest, I want to give children an opportunity to learn the Classics.” The name of the class 

bears the name of the teacher’s mother, the Yunxia Classics Class (Yunxia dujingban 雲霞讀

經班), and the contents of readings is the Four Books. In 2017, teacher Fan also opened study 

group focused solely on Mou Zongsan’s philosophy titled the Mr. Mou’s Complete Writings 

Reading Group (Mou Zongsan xiansheng quanji dushuhui 牟宗三先生全集讀書會), which 

takes place outside the temple at the Lizhong academy on Wednesday evenings. It is intended 

as a long-time course; the aim is to read complete works of Mou. For this reason, teacher Fan 

reminded potential applicants to sign up only if they have strong commitment to finish the 

entire course. 

Place and Space 

 Lessons took place in the rear of the temple, in the corner of the western wing, 

between the rooms with installations on ritual musical instruments and the Six Arts. We 

usually closed the door after the class had started. However, on many occasions, when 

weather was not too hot or too cold, the door remained open, making the lessons visible to 

passers-by. Tourists would often stop to look inside the classroom and at the poster next to 

the door. Some of them stood at the doorway listening for a while before continuing their 

walk along the corridor. During the lessons, we could often hear music from the nanguan 

music class, which took place on the opposite side of the courtyard next to the Chongsheng 

Shrine. The passer-by occasionally hit a bell in front of the Chongsheng Shrine. What was 

disturbing was the noise of airplanes, which occasionally flew over the temple and drowned 

out the teacher’s speech. In such cases, teacher Fan usually paused and we waited for the 

plane to pass over. 

 The room, which served as classroom, is equipped with the air-conditioning. On the 

left side at the walls, there were several antique chairs, and we sit in them in a circle on several 

occasions, but we usually used folding tables and folding chairs. Two tables were at the 

classroom all the time. At the start of the school year, we brought chairs from the next room 

and sit in a circle around the two tables put together, with teacher Fan sitting at one of the 

shorter sides. Later, when the number of students increased, we arranged the tables in rows 

with three students sitting at one table. We would also bring in another table. There was a 

small antique-style table against a wall, which we put in the front for the teacher. In this way, 

the room then looked more like a traditional classroom with the teacher sitting in the front. 

Before and after the class, we spent some time moving the furniture and then returning the 

room back to its original state. The seating and the number of students influenced classroom 
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interactions. When we were sitting in smaller group around the table and closer together 

where possible to see faces of all the classmates and teacher, the atmosphere was more casual 

and spontaneous, more open for chatting before and after the class, and it was easier to ask 

questions and engage in discussions. In contrast, the arrangement similar to the school 

classroom, when the students can only see the face of the teacher and backs of those who sit 

in front them and do not see those behind, made the atmosphere more formal. 

 Winter seminar on the thought of Mou Zongsan thought was slightly different, since 

the lessons took place at the teacher’s home, in a room furnished as the Lizhong Academy. 

The room did not serve other purposes. On one wall, there was a framed calligraphy sign 

“Lizhong Academy”. Underneath the sign, there was a picture of Mou Zongsan with a pair of 

vertical calligraphic couplets on the sides. Under the picture, there hanged several pieces of 

Mou’s calligraphy and volumes of books written by Mou were arranged on table below. On 

the left side, there was the same picture of Confucius that is on the poster in the temple. 

Against a sidewall, there was a large bookshelf. We were sitting around a table so that we 

could see each other, which again lead to students asking more questions and discussions 

being livelier. Atmosphere was very informal, especially during a tea party before the Chinese 

New Year holiday. We were drinking tea, eating snacks prepared by the teacher and brought 

by students, and talking. In an informal mood, several classmates were asking teacher about 

his personal life. 

Students 

 There was a slight fluctuation of students during the year of my fieldwork. Over the 

course of the first lessons, around one-half of the attendees has changed over as some 

students would leave after a lesson or two and new students would arrive. Sometimes, 

students who attended the study group in the past would come back. In 2015, there were two 

such students. After a couple of classes, the attendance in our group steadied on eight or nine 

students. There was a significant drop out after summer and the number of students was 

around five, including the new arrivals. At the end of the year, I was the only student remaining 

of those who started to attend the study group in March. All the other classmates gradually 

dropped out. 

 Although New Confucianism is mainly an endeavour of male philosophers, the study 

group in the temple was composed of both male and female students in roughly equal 

proportion. Towards the end of the year, female classmates gained majority (4:2). Only female 

classmates attended the winter classes. The exception was Fanci as he was brought to the 

class by his mother, who started to attend lessons in October. 

 The age of students ranged from mid-20s to 60s. First time I attended the study group 

several years ago, there was a high school student brought by his mother who, based on a 

brief talk, seemed to hope that lessons would help her son enhance his erudition. 

 Teacher Fan would ask the participants about their academic background and 

motivations for attending the Four Books. Several of the students, mainly the elderly ones, 

mentioned a “general impression” (yinxiang 印象) from the school years when they had to 
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read or memorize Confucian texts. Most of them then added that, over the time, they had 

forgotten most of the contents of what they had learned. Classmate C, who is retired and like 

Fanci attended the study group in the past and this year resumed, told me, “We learned to 

memorize the Analects at high school, when we were fifteen to eighteen, because Mencius 

was too long.” Then added that he still remembers passages from the Analects. During the 

lessons, his participation in discussions often centred on the examples and comparisons drawn 

mainly from European history and culture he had read about. It seemed to me that for him 

the study group was another opportunity to expand his knowledge. 

 Many informants I encountered during the field research, besides the students of the 

Four Books Study Group, mentioned that their first encounter with Confucianism was in the 

form of textbooks at elementary school such as in the national literature classes, and later in 

the form of the Basics of Chinese Culture at high school. I heard this quite often also when 

talking with people outside the Confucius temple such as university students. This can serve 

as a mark that the Kuomintang attempts at monopolizing Confucianism and eradicating other 

interpretations and competing institutions have indeed been successful to a certain degree. 

For example, the I-kuan Tao, which now presents itself in the scholarly discourse as a major 

representative of Confucian tradition and the Chinese culture, seems to be reproducing the 

Nationalist interpretation, which has been “grafted” on the I-kuan Tao millenarianism.  

 Even though there are those, who try to diverge from the nationalism, their first 

encounter and basic understanding of Confucianism is still influenced by the education system 

and the works of nationalist scholars. This would also serve as a marker of a tendency towards 

“folklorization” in the process of creating national culture, which then becomes a museum 

exhibit similar to the treasures of national history in the National Palace Museum. The main 

channel is indoctrination through the educational system and media, the national culture is 

not learned primarily as part of everyday life. On the other hand, the children recitation 

movement seems to be aimed in this direction, to infuse the daily life with national spirit. 

Interestingly, none of the study group students mentioned the recitation of the Classics for 

children. For example, that they had attended these classes themselves or signed up their 

children for recitation classes. Teacher Fan mentioned this movement on a several occasions. 

It would seem that those, those who recite the Classics as children do not seem to find their 

way to the Confucius temple study group after having grown up. Again, these are observations 

based on a one-year long field research. 

 Even the participants of the Four Books study group, who were interested in 

Confucianism, did not know much about Confucian tradition, and it seems that long-time 

influence of the education system, such as the Basics of Chinese Culture, on understanding 

and internalization of the values and their connection with everyday practice is rather small. 

However, the Nationalist efforts were quite successful in inoculating the import of filial piety 

and social hierarchy, the creating a link between Confucianism and national culture, and 

restricting Confucianism to a status of “non-religion”. Moreover, Confucian tradition is 

restricted to the corpus of “Classics”, i.e. the Four Books, monopolized by state and 

intellectuals. The canonization is a process connected with power, at its core is establishment 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

130 
 

of boundaries of the orthodoxy, thus restricting the choice of available sources of tradition. 

New Confucianism expands on this canonization by providing their own interpretations of the 

Classics, and effectively elevating Mou’s writings to a status of contemporary Classics. 

 Ritual aspects of Confucianism have been reduced to the Confucius birthday ceremony. 

In the following chapter, I discuss its intended function as a republican ceremony celebrating 

the nation rather than a continuation of ritual tradition from the past. However, as mentioned 

in the previous chapter, people are not passive recipients of the state indoctrination, but are 

selective and critical, and can find alternative unorthodox sources of thought and practice. 

There is a friction between the Kuomintang and New Confucianism. In addition, not all who 

participated in the study group shared nationalist worldview, or simply accepted New 

Confucian exegesis. 

 Classmate A, a girl in mid-20s, mentioned attending the lessons simply as a part of 

learning more about Chinese culture. Her friend, classmate B, seems to come to accompany 

her, although he would attend the lessons even when classmate A could not arrive on a given 

day. 

 Susu was another long-term student. She is retired too. Since her children have not 

married and do not need help with childcare, she has a lot of free time. Moreover, since she 

did not want to stay at home by herself, she looked around for lessons to learn new things. In 

addition to the Four Books study group, she also attended Saturday lessons of Tang poetry in 

the Confucius temple, and learned to perform Taiwanese opera. 

 Wen Yi, who left the study group after a couple of weeks, likes to visit various public 

lectures and workshops on Chinese religions, classical texts, calligraphy etc. 

 Echo moved recently to Taiwan from Mainland. She started to participate in May 

because she had free time, lives not far from the temple, and thought the classes might be an 

interesting way to occupy oneself and learn new things. She likes reading, and spends her free 

time exploring Taipei libraries. She does not have many friends in Taiwan outside her 

husband’s family, so the Four Books group was also an opportunity for her to meet new people.  

 Motivation of Hsiu-hui, who joined the study group in June, was connected to her 

Protestant background. She has been in the church for over twenty years, and recently started 

to feel that it is a great pity to spend all the time only reading Bible and remain ignorant of 

one’s own culture. For this reason, together with several friends created a reading group on 

Doctrine of the Mean, and she started attending the study group in temple in order to ask 

teacher for advice for their reading group. Hsiu-hui soon became the most enthusiastic 

student of the group and she continues to attend the classes in 2016. She also attended the 

autumn ceremony to Confucius. Since her church is culturally chauvinist in that it seeks to 

replace Chinese culture with Protestantism, this has led to tensions within her church. She had 

been criticized by other members for reading Confucian texts, but she did not want to leave 

the study group. Neither did she want to leave the church because she had made many friends 

through the church contacts. 

 Fanci’s mum is another classmate who started to attend the study group at the end of 

the year 2015. Once, with her husband and son, they visited the Confucius temple at the time 
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when our lessons ended. Fanci’s mum talked with the teacher and us, and mentioned that her 

son, Fanci, attended the study group in the past. Fanci’s mum asked about the details of the 

classes in 2015, and starting the following week, she started to participate in the study group. 

Later, she brought her son to the winter seminar, and Fanci then started attending the classes 

on Sunday. 

4.2 Structure of Lessons 

 The classes started at 2 p.m. and officially ended at 4 p.m. However, at 4 p.m., teacher 

would usually say, “The lesson ends now. Those who have other things can leave freely, but 

those who still have time can stay and we can finish reading this passage.” Alternatively, we 

would continue in a discussion on that week’s topic. Usually, one or two classmates would 

leave at four o’clock, but the rest of us would leave the temple around 5 p.m. or 6 p.m. This 

shows the teachers dedication to the lessons in the temple. 

 The beginning and end of individual lessons was not marked with any form of ritualized 

behaviour apart from basic classroom decorum, not different from what I knew from the 

Taiwanese universities. When teacher arrived in the classroom, students greeted him, but 

those who were sitting did not stand up. When class ended, we would say together, “Thank 

you, teacher.” Teacher Fan would reply in a sense that, “No thanks are necessary.” In other 

instances, I noticed two of the classmates used both hands when they politely handed filled-

out registration forms to the teacher. Once, at the beginning of semester, one classmate stood 

up when it was his turn to read a passage during the lesson. In the past, when the lessons took 

place at the Yi Gate, everyone bowed to Confucius at start of each lesson. When I asked the 

teacher why we do not bow now, he said, “I simply complied with the students wishes. Some 

students wanted to bow.” However, since the students in the following years did not voice 

similar wish, the lessons do not start with a bow to Confucius. Ritualizing was not an important 

part of learning Confucianism in the study group, the emphasis was rather on the level of 

discourse. Rituals and decorum (li 禮) were occasionally mentioned on a general level. An 

article by Mou Zongsan we read at the class mentioned ceremonies in honour of Confucius as 

a custom expressing national identity.380 It seems that the New Confucians wholly abandoned 

the tradition of writing on rituals as well as the practice of rituals. 

 Focus of the study group in 2015 was on understanding instead of recitation and 

memorization that is characteristic of the mainstream classes of Classics for children. However, 

Fanci told me that, in the past, they had to memorize passages from the Four Books. When I 

started to attend the lessons in 2015, the teacher accentuated that it is important to read the 

passages from the Classics with full concentration and to reflect on the meaning of sentences 

and their connection with one’s life. “Simply glossing over the text is a waste of time.” Another 

important point was that it is important to read the Classics on one’s own at home. Although 

it is important to perform self-reflection (fanxing 反省) everyday as a form of cultivation 

                                                             
380 Mou Zongsan, “Jikong yü dujing," in Fan Kewei (ed.), Lunyuü leibian, Taipei: Taipei kongmiao jingdian yanxiban, 
2011, 2–10. 
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(gongfu 功夫), we did not discuss concrete methods in the study group. In addition, the 

teacher mentioned this principle of self-cultivation at the beginning of the semester, and the 

classmates who started to participate later were unaware of this requirement. 

Classics, Commentaries, and Other Texts 

 Teacher Fan once said that, as the very name of the study group expresses, the purpose 

of our study group is not to simply read or recite the Classics but to study and discuss in order 

to fathom gradually the layers of meanings of the Sages’ words. Consequently, we did not read 

the Four Books from cover to cover, passage by passage accompanied with an explanation by 

the teacher, as I had been originally expecting. Instead, we made use of a range of texts of 

New Confucian provenance, which included commentaries on the passages from Classics, and 

general explanations of the key concepts of the New Confucian teachings. 

 The Analects Arranged Topically (Lunyü leibian 論語類編) was a text we used at the 

start of the school year. The book was edited and self-published by teacher Fan, and it consists 

in selections of short texts by Cai Renhou and Mou Zongsan. The three texts stand as the 

book’s introduction. First, there is an article by Mou, originally published in newspapers, which 

discusses the national culture and the significance of respecting Confucius and reading the 

Classics. Cai’s text is an introduction to his topical arrangement of passages from Analects. The 

last of the introductory texts was written by teacher Fan himself and explains the aim of this 

compilation. 

 The rest of the book is made of topical arrangement of the titles of passages from 

Analects by Cai Renhou (original place of each passage in the classical arrangement is marked 

with the chapter name and the passage number), to which teacher Fan added the full wording 

of each of the passages. Commentaries are not included in the books. Instead, we used 

explanations written by teacher Fan on the blog,381 which includes a discussion forum, but 

interactions soon shifted to a Line group chat. In addition to these passages from Analects, 

the compilation includes short texts by Cai on Mou Zongsan’s concepts of daotong 道統, 

zhengtong 政統, and xuetong 學統, and texts by Cai and Mou on “inner sageliness” (neisheng

內聖) and “outer kingliness” (waiwang 外王). On the book cover, there is a picture Confucius 

painted by Cai Renhou’s wife. Teacher Fan gave each student a print of the book free and 

wrote a personalized dedication to each student. 

 Most of the time, we were reading commentaries on the Analects and later Mencius 

that were published by the Legein publishing house. We purchased the books together in bulk. 

Wen Yi first contacted the publisher and told us the books and prices. Each of us then booked 

the books with her and afterwards gave her money in class. We needed only two books, the 

Expounding the Teachings of Analects (Lunyü yili shujie 論語義理疏解) and the Expounding 

the Teachings of Mencius (Mengzi yili shujie 孟子義理疏解), but several students also bought 

the Expounding the teachings Great leaning, the Expounding the teachings Doctrine of the 

Mean, and the Four Books with classical commentaries by Zhu Xi. The Expounding books are 

                                                             
381 Taipei Confucius Temple Study Group Website, http://city.udn.com/11400. 
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selections from the classical texts. They do not contain all passages from the respective 

Classics, but only a selected number of sayings. The passages are rearranged into different 

topical chapters. 

 Both the Expounding Analects and Mencius were co-authored and edited Wang Pang-

hsiung 王邦雄, Tseng Chao-hsu 曾昭旭, and Yang Cho-Hon 楊祖漢. The three scholars share 

background in Chinese literature and philosophy, and participate in publishing activities of the 

Legein Monthly. The first commentary book is a selection of passages from the Analects 

arranged into six thematic chapters, three were written by Tseng, two by Wang and one by 

Yang. The second commentary is likewise a selection from Mencius arranged into three 

thematic chapters, each written by one of the authors. In both books, each passage is followed 

by explanation of several terms from Classical Chinese, and interpretation in modern Chinese. 

Although the passages have been rearranged, the original place in each of the respective 

Classics is marked by its chapter and number. 

 In addition, we read a selection of articles from the Legein Monthly, some of them 

were also written by Mou and Cai. During the winter seminar on Mou Zongsan’s thought, we 

read and discussed his Learning on Life (Shengming de xuewen 生命的學問). On several 

occasions, teacher Fan brought to the class monographies written by Mou and Cai, and 

introduced their contents at the start of the lesson and then let the books circulate among the 

students. We did not read these texts, but the teacher encouraged us all to read them at home 

in our free time. When teacher Fan attended a conference on New Confucianism, he also 

brought the conference materials, let us browse through them, and introduced the topics of 

some of the conference papers. 

Reading and Exegesis 

 Our readings in the study group started first with the articles in the Analects Arranged 

Topically, followed by selected passages from the Analects with teacher’s commentaries from 

his blog. As a side note of interest, when Fanci reflected on his experience with reading the 

Classics, he said, “One ought to start from Mencius, because the Analects is too abstract.” We 

only read several passages with commentaries from the website, before we continued by 

reading the Expounding the Teaching of Analects. We had not read the Analects in its entirety, 

and neither did we read the whole Expounding, when we moved on to the Expounding the 

Teaching of Analects Mencius. When we switched to Mencius, we had read only a small 

portion of the Analects. 

 During each lesson, we would only read couple of passages because lot of time was 

devoted to explanation, questions and discussions. During the lessons, we did not read the 

passages from Classics in a particular order. Neither did we follow the arrangement of the 

commentaries in the Expounding. Passages were read seems to be selected in a way to 

introduce key terms of Mou Zongsan’s philosophy, i.e. neisheng and waiwang, and zhengtong

正統, daotong 道統 and xuetong 學統. Readings also served to introduce issues and themes 

central to Mou and New Confucianism such cultural identity and its transmission in face of 
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Qing conquest, and the challenges of the “Western culture”. Several lessons introduced key 

New Confucian figures such as Mou Zongsan, or Xiong Shili 熊十力 (1885-1968). 

 During each lesson, all students took turn to read aloud from the texts. Teacher Fan 

would first ask one student to read one paragraph, and then another student to continue with 

the next paragraph. When we were reading commentaries on the Classics, we would stop 

after reading the whole commentary to a given passage from the Classical text. When reading 

longer coherent texts such as articles, we would stop after a page or after a logical section of 

a text. Occasionally, teacher Fan asked us first to read the classical passage together. Since we 

only occasionally read the passages in this way, we were not used to same rhythm and speed, 

and it took us few sentences to synchronize every time. This is in contrast with the Classics for 

Families, where I quickly learned the rhythm of reading aloud. After the students took turn 

reading a portion of a commentary or an article, teacher Fan read the whole section aloud by 

himself. Afterwards, he read the section again from the beginning, but this time he would stop 

after one sentence or a couple of sentences in order to explain the meaning of a given passage 

in his words. The commentaries and the follow-up explanations by teacher Fan usually 

addressed general themes and problems of the Chinese society in the past and present. 

Teacher Fan often referred to recent news reports, quoting both positive and negative 

incidents. Classical texts, or “the books written by Sages”, were in this way put in contrast with 

the current state of society, and served as a source of normativity and resource for the revival 

of individual morals and national culture. Having finished the explanation, teacher usually 

asked whether anyone had questions or comments. 

 Afterwards, we would continue with the next classical passage and its commentary. 

Since I had the same position in the class as the other students, I took the turns reading just 

like the others. The teacher did not tread me differently because I am a foreigner. Only, when 

I first arrived to the class, teacher Fan asked me, “We all take turns reading the texts. Do you 

feel you can manage?” The fact that I am a foreigner did influence conversations with 

classmates. Some of the classmates asked me whether I could understand the text in Classical 

Chinese or their modern commentaries. They were surprised when I said I could understand 

a little thanks to my background in Sinology. The classmates would often say that they do not 

fully understand Classical Chinese and are guess reading the classical passages based on 

modern Chinese explanations, 382  and at the end of the year, I took the written “exam” 

together with others in order to get a certificate from the Taipei Confucius temple. 

 Even outside of this winter seminar, the general orientation of lessons showed a 

profound influence of Mou Zongsan. This could be seen in the selection of passages we read 

and their explanations. Some of the teacher Fan’s explanations were direct paraphrases from 

Mou’s writings, which shows how familiar the teacher is with Mou’s teachings. On the other 

hand, a few months after the winter seminar, Echo asked me whether I continue to read the 

                                                             
382 In the probably most widely used edition of the Four Books, published by the Sanmin publishing house, the 
classical passage is followed by vocabulary, rendition of the passage in modern Chinese and explanation of its 
meaning in modern Chinese. The Legein books of commentaries, which we read in the study group, do not 
include the rendition of classical passages in modern Chinese. In this version, there was a vocabulary followed 
by modern explanation. 
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Mou Zongsan’s book at home, and added that she occasionally reads a chapter. When I asked 

whether she still attends the study group, she replied, “I do not feel that going to the temple 

to the class would give me anything in addition to reading at home. The teacher’s explanations 

do not go beyond the contents.” I also observed that the teacher closely followed Mou 

Zongsan’s exegesis, and did not introduce other sources of interpretation. On the other hand, 

she did not question the validity of New Confucian premises, and eventually signed up for the 

Complete Writings Reading Group the following year but did not continue to participate in the 

temple study group. As she clarified, the explanations in the study group were too simple, but 

the texts written by Mou are hard to understand. She then added that in the Complete 

Writings Reading Group, she can discuss the contents with others and that helps her 

understand. Otherwise, she would not read the Mou’s texts. “Neisheng” and “waiwang”, two 

key terms of Mou Zongsan’s thought, were among the most often mentioned terms and 

influenced the orientation of the study group: one pole being internalized morality, and the 

other issues of nation and politics. 

Classroom Interactions 

 In contrast to the popular image of a stern Confucian teacher and quiet classroom, 

teacher Fan often laughed while explaining texts and encouraged students to ask questions 

and share their opinions and interpretations. He was interested in students’ opinions, and 

motivations for attend classes. On the other hand, from what I heard from Fanci and his 

mother, the lessons used to be much stricter in the past, which also resulted in the steadily 

decreasing numbers of students. Despite being open, teacher Fan remained a figure of 

authority. In comparison, the classroom interactions in the study group were far removed 

from the relaxed family atmosphere of the Classics for Children. 

 During explanations, teacher Fan also changed intonation, used gesticulation, and 

often asked rhetoric questions, which immediately answered. Teacher Fan also often quoted 

sentences from classical texts in classical Chinese during the explanations. From time to time, 

he stopped and had to think how the passage continues. However, the teacher did not hide 

these occasional lapses, saying openly that he cannot remember and asked us to and check 

the full passage by ourselves at home. The classroom atmosphere was quite relaxed. For 

example, teacher Fan paid attention to the temperature and when someone coughed or 

seemed cold, the teacher turned off the air-conditioning or the fan. Once, the teacher brought 

biscuits and offered them to us. While he was explaining a passage from the commentary, he 

noted that although he himself cannot eat right now because he is talking, we are free to eat 

the biscuits while listening. I often arrived late because I stopped to talk with the volunteers 

in traditional garments, and teacher once jokingly and indirectly mentioned this while he 

explained a passage on learning. He said, “We come to temple to learn and not to idle away,” 

and all the classmates started to laugh. Classmate C patted my shoulder, “The teacher means 

you.” Because of this indirect light-hearted reminder, I tried to arrive on time each time. In 

summer, we spent a part of two lessons singing Chinese folk songs. Teacher Fan introduced 

the activity saying, “Because the weather is hot, we can rest a bit. There is no need to be 
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serious.” The teacher sung a couple of songs by himself, and then we all sang together from 

the notes, which the teacher had handed out. Teacher also asked Susu, who attended the 

temple classes on recitation of the Tang poetry and learns Taiwanese opera, to sing a song 

too. 

 Even though the relationship between students and teacher Fan was still rather formal, 

and the students addressed the teacher with respect, the classroom interactions were 

amicable. The teacher encouraging students to ask questions during the lessons or over the 

Line. If someone wanted, the students could visit teacher at home. “But let me know a couple 

of days in advance”, he added. Teacher Fan also made an offer that, provided I would not 

manage make plans for holiday with one of my university classmates, I could spend the 

Chinese New Year holiday in the teacher’s home. 

 Hsiu-hui and Susu expressed deep respect for the teacher and his knowledge of 

Confucianism. During the winter seminar, Hsiu-hui voiced a regret that there are not more 

students, and suggested that university students ought to come to the Academy and learn 

from the teacher as a sort of internship. Hsiu-hui spread then the word about the study group 

among her friends. At that time, Fanci’s mum also helped to make flyers for the new school 

year starting in March 2016. Hsiu-hui was eager to help distribute the flyers. On a few 

occasions, both Susu and Hsiu-hui used a phrase, “We, the New Confucians.” Thus, including 

us, the participants of the study group, among the New Confucians. 

 Despite the rather informal atmosphere, the teaching methodology and classroom 

interactions were in many respects similar to a class at school. Most of the students would 

scatter after the class without establishing closer relationships with other classmates. There 

was not a strong sense of group, probably because some participants would leave and new 

ones would arrive. Over the time, I grew closer with Susu, Hsiu-hui, and Echo because we 

walked together to MRT station and then travelled together couple of stations. During this 

time, we continued to talk about the some of the themes we discussed that day at class, and 

everyday life issues. After summer, our class got smaller and the interactions during the 

lessons were livelier. With the next school year, the rules got stricter, and students had to ask 

teacher for permission in they wanted to skip a class. When I attended the study group, we 

had to announce in advance that we would be absent. More than two absences also meant 

that the student would not receive a certificate after a year of attendance. 

 The winter lessons were more serious because they included homework, and teacher 

set up a website for posting written interpretations of passages, which were then read and 

discussed briefly at the beginning of the class. On the other side, the winter classes fostered 

closer interactions among participants, which included Fanci and his mum, Susu, Hsiu-hui, 

Echo, and me. After each class had finished, we all walked together from the teacher’s home 

and travelled by MRT. 

 A platform for interactions outside of the classroom was a Facebook group and the 

teacher’s blog. In April, teacher created an online chat group using the Line. Later, he created 

a separate Line group for the winter seminar of Mou Zongsan. Both group were moderated 

by teacher Fan and he would occasionally delete posts. Posts in the Facebook group included 
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links to web articles related to New Confucianism, or videos from lectures by Cai Renhou in 

Taizhong sot that those who could not travel to Taizhong could see them online. 

4.3 Confucianism, Philosophy, and Chinese Culture 

Problem with Philosophy 

 As I discussed in the literature overview, the mainstream of Confucian studies 

interprets this tradition as philosophy. This understanding seems widespread among the 

Taiwanese due to the influence of educational system, and when the Taiwanese talk about 

Confucianism, they usually use wording “Confucian thought” (rujia sixiang 儒家思想). During 

the time, I was attending the study group, I gradually realized that this categorization of 

Confucianism as philosophy brings problems for New Confucian propagators. Since the Asian 

modernizers and Euro-American scholars redefined Confucianism and claimed monopoly on 

its exegesis, which in Taiwan is held by those who graduated from the Departments of Chinese 

Literature and Philosophy, Confucianism might seem intimidating to many people who may 

fear that without proper educational training they are not equipped to understand the texts 

of Confucian philosophers. The comments of my classmates in the study group made this clear. 

 In 2015, there was a New Confucian conference 11th Contemporary New Confucianism 

International Conference –In Memory of Mou Zongsan (Dishiyi jie dangdai xinruxue guoji 

xueshu huiyi – jinian mou zongsan xiansheng shishi ershinian 第十一屆當代新儒學國際學術

會議 - 紀念牟宗三先生逝世二十年). It took place at National Taiwan Normal University 

(Taiwan shifan daxue 臺灣師範大學), National Central University (Zhongyang daxue 中央大

學), and Legein Academy (Ehu renwen shuyuan 鵝湖人文書院) on October 22-25, 2015. The 

last day in Legein Academy was for general discussion, and visit to the graves of Mou Zongsan 

and Tang Junyi 唐君毅 (1909-1978). Several classmates, especially Hsiu-hui and Susu, showed 

interest, but eventually, the classmates did not participate because they felt discouraged. 

They were afraid that their level of understanding Confucian thought is not high enough, and 

that they “would feel out of place among the other participants. They all deeply understand 

philosophy,” as Hsiu-hui noted. There were two other New Confucian events in 2016. First, 

the International Conference of Current Issues and Development of Contemporary Neo-

Confucianism in the 21st Century (Ershiyi shiji dangdai xinruxue zhi yiti yü fazhan guoji 

yanjiuhui 二十一世紀當代新儒學之議題與發展國際研討會), on June 17-18 2016. The 

second conference was the Development of Contemporary Neo-Confucianism: In Honor of 

the Retirement of Professor Lee Shui-chuen (Dangdai xinruxue weilai fazhan: li ruiquan 

jiaoshou rongtui xueshu huiyi 當代新儒學未來發展」：李瑞全教授榮退學術會議). Both 

events took place at National Central University in Taoyuan, and I am not aware of classmates 

attending any of these two conferences. Teacher Fan attended the conference in 2015, 

brought the materials to the class, and briefly introduced the topics of the conference papers. 

Both events were presented as scholarly conferences, even though they could be classified as 

New Confucian theology judging from the lists of participants and paper topics. Nevertheless, 
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the participants were intellectuals with degrees in philosophy or Chinese literature, and the 

events seemed rather inaccessible to interested public. 

 There seems to be a general impression that without proper educational background, 

one is not fully equipped to understand Confucianism. In many instances, is not simply an 

impression because Confucianism can be made challenging to understand and inaccessible to 

the uninitiated due to the use of specialized philosophical jargon that can obfuscate otherwise 

clear meanings. This problem was markedly evident during the winter seminar. My classmates 

struggled with Mou Zongsan’s texts. Once, after the end of lesson, Hsiu-hui and Fanci’s mum 

were discussing how the concepts and the language used by Mou are difficult to understand. 

Fanci’s mum compared winter seminar with the lessons in the temple, saying, “I can still 

understand the Analects and Mencius, but this is too difficult.” Hsiu-hui nodded in agreement. 

When Fanci’s mum visited a public lecture on Confucianism, she later shared with us her 

impression saying that she had not understood much of the lecture contents. In addition, 

reduction of the corpus of the texts that are considered Confucian to those texts that are 

philosophically relevant, while omitting tradition of popular sourcebooks on daily lives 

(including primers, ritual handbooks, manuals for merchants, morality books etc.). 

 The classification of Confucianism as philosophy goes against the attempts at 

popularizing Confucianism, such as the study group at the temple or the books by Cai Renhou, 

which aim at making Confucianism available to wide population as their national cultural 

heritage. These popularization works by Mou’s students seem to be more accessible. Hsiu-hui 

who has been buying and reading books by Mou and Cai together with issues of the Legein 

Monthly, shared with us her reading experience on several occasions. She concluded that 

Mou’s texts are simply too difficult, but those written by Cai are much easier to read. After 

one lesson at the temple, Hsiu-hui mentioned that while reading at home, she encountered 

terms that she did not understand, and teacher’s explanations during that lesson helped to 

clarify some of these terms. When Fanci’s mum went to listen to Cai’s lecture on Analects in 

Taizhong, she had been afraid, but discovered that, “Teacher Cai talked very clearly, in a way 

that we all can understand.” Hsiu-hui replied that it is not necessary to travel to Taizhong, “He 

wrote a lot of books. They are easy to read.” She followed by recommending us the Legein 

Monthly. However, when Echo decided to travel to Taizhong to listen to Cai in April 2017, she 

also felt nervous despite having attended the study group for a year. 

 I sensed a tendency among New Confucians to detach Confucianism from philosophy, 

which was indicated more or less clearly in the study group explanations and texts we read.383 

Teacher Fan on several occasions empathically stated, “My teacher, Mr. Mou Zongsan was not 

a philosopher but a Sage.” During the winter seminar, the teacher reflected on his studies of 

Confucianism within the framework of university system. He recollected how first studied 

Chinese Literature department and was disappointed with their understanding of 

Confucianism. Afterwards, he put hopes in the department of philosophy but was 

disappointed again since both departments treat the Classics as a kind of literature and do not 

offer courses on moral cultivation. The starting point of the teacher Fan’s critique of the 

                                                             
383 This issue is also discussed in the following section of the moral discourse. 
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philosophical approach to Confucianism was not the reason it might make Confucianism seem 

intimidating to non-specialists. The teacher criticized compartmentalization of knowledge and 

the fact that philosophic or linguistic approach, “Only touches the surface without grasping 

the deeper meaning and significance of the Classics.” It is important to remember that in New 

Confucian understanding, the Classics embody the essence of Chinese national culture. 

Consequently, New Confucians are convinced that the classes at school ought to aim at 

cultivating national spirit and inducing it into daily life of citizens, instead of simply providing 

information about the contents of the classical texts. 

 Following Mou Zongsan’s interpretations, teacher Fan traced the source of this 

problem to the Qing dynasty, when government sought to restrict control thought through 

censorship and political repressions because it feared insurrections by Han people. Under 

these conditions, scholars turned to evidential research, which emphasized philological 

analysis of texts to the detriment of moral cultivation. This focus on words then in this 

narrative remains characteristic of contemporary scholarship. Looking at this historic narrative, 

we can see how this description of decay of Confucian scholarship and Chinese nation under 

a foreign rule, which made China unable to meet the West on equal terms, is linked with the 

New Confucian nationalism and their claims to continue the line of Ming era Confucian 

orthodoxy. This might elucidate positive references to Sun Yat-sen and the Xinhai Revolution 

during the school year because it freed the Chinese (i.e. the Han) from oppression by an alien 

ethic group (i.e. the Manchus). On the other hand, this narrative overlooks the import that 

many Qing local elites put on Confucian rituals as means of stabilizing social structure and 

rectifying public morality.384 

 Consequently, the New Confucian critique of philosophy and philology is not aimed so 

much at replacing the methods but rather goals towards which these are used. Mou Zongsan 

seems to have aspired to create a synthesis of “Western and Eastern” philosophy in order to 

allow China to be allowed to participate on the project of the Civilization. The study group at 

the temple did not leave an intellectualist framework and the texts introduced many 

philosophical concepts such as inner sage and outer king, santong 三統 (daotong, zhengtong, 

xuetong), or dualism of essence (ti 體) and function (yong 用) when discussing topics of 

morality and national culture. New Confucians has been utilizing the philosophical methods 

they criticized – analysis of passages from classical texts, and focus on discourse while omitting 

non-textual tradition of rituals and bodily cultivation. The dominant knowledge production 

has been criticized because it does not aim at cultivating sense of national identity, which 

would treat Confucianism and the Classics as shared cultural heritage of the Han Chinese. 

 I would argue that the reason for breaking away from philosophy was that 

Confucianism equals national culture for the New Confucians. Here, we can see a paradox of 

nationalism because the national culture, and in this case Confucianism, is presented as a 

culture that is shared by all members of the nation and that has been transmitted from one 

generation to the next since the ancient times. However, the supposedly widely shared culture 

                                                             
384 See Chow, The Rise of Confucian Ritualism in Late Imperial China. 
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still has to be imposed from the above. It has been invented by state officials and intellectuals, 

and the people are not supposed to participate in this process of invention, only to behave in 

a prescribed manner. Common culture does not mean equal access to exegesis. Even though 

Confucianism is said to represent core of everyday values, people are not taught the skills such 

as classical Chinese in order to be able to read the Classics directly. The schools do not teach 

the grammar of classical Chinese, and neither did the students in the study group learn how 

to read classical texts on their own without explanations in modern Chinese by New Confucian 

commentators. In addition, despite the critique of the educational system, categorization of 

Confucianism as philosophy helps New Confucian intellectuals to secure their authority on 

exegesis using philosophic jargon and requirements of university degrees. 

Confucianism as Chinese Culture 

 When I started to attend study group, I was at first confused with the interpretations 

of Confucianism in the texts and accompanying explanations in the classroom, until I realized 

that in the New Confucian understanding, Confucianism is not simply one of many constituting 

elements that make up a larger set of Chinese culture. Instead, it is the core of Chinese culture 

or the Chinese culture itself, meaning the national culture linked with ethnicity, and polity. 

The Chinese terms used were Zhongguo wenhua/minzu 中國文化/民族 (in the contemporary 

political climate in Taiwan, this can be often understood as “non-Taiwanese”), Zhonghua 

wenhua/minzu 中華文化/民族 (this term is rather neutral and refers to ethnicity, “of Chinese 

descent”), and Huaxia wenhua/minzu 華夏文化/民族 (this term refers to mythical Xia dynasty, 

and brings up an image of the “five thousand years of Chinese culture”). Chun observes that 

in contemporary Taiwan, Huaxia wenhua is a nationalist term, which defines China culturally 

unique vis-a-vis other nations and against Communists as a way to legitimize the Kuomintang 

government.385 The readings and lectures in the study group were devoted to discussions on 

the nature and import of this national culture. Over the course of school year, I was gradually 

starting to understand how New Confucians reinvent the tradition according to their socio-

cultural context and issues they are facing. 

 New Confucian discourse on Confucianism in the texts and explanations were in many 

cases occupied with drawing boundaries and making exclusions. The aim of delineating 

outward borders was to distinguish Chinese nation as a unique entity in contrast with other 

nations. In this regard, the main counterpart was the “Western culture” (in singular), and 

coping with Western influences was set within a dualistic framework that is similar to 

nationalisms in other parts of the world. The issue at stake was how to allow only the desirable 

alien elements, which can enhance national culture without endangering its purity. The key 

terms here were democracy and science. Inward oriented drawing of boundaries was set 

against Communism and Taiwan-centred nationalism as competing versions of national 

culture. Contrast between Confucianism on one side and Taoism and Buddhism on the other 

side served a purpose of locating the core of national culture in the non-religion of 

                                                             
385 Allen Chun, “From Nationalism to Nationalising,” in Ungern and Barmé, Chinese Nationalism, pp. 132-133. 
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Confucianism, which does not have to be compartmentalized into the social sphere reserved 

for religion but can be described as all-permeating national culture. 

 We discussed the concept of santong 三統 on many occasions in the study group. Once, 

teacher explained that, “Confucius was, on the level of governance (zhengtong), a transmitter 

of the foundations laid out by Yao and Shun.” Yet, on the level of “teaching” (daotong and 

jiaotong), which in this context refers to Chinese culture, “Confucius was a founder who 

opened new way of moral cultivation for everyone.” Morality, as mentioned, has been 

identified as the distinctive feature of the Chinese national culture, in contrast with 

rationalism of the Western culture. In this respect, Confucius was understood as a Sage, which 

is a category that cannot be reduced into a box of a specialist profession (zhuanjia 專家) such 

as philosopher, or teacher. Here, teacher Fan made a comparison to Jesus, “He was a 

carpenter but this profession is not what defines him, because he is also a sagely figure 

(shengren 聖人). He is respected by people from all walks of life, while Confucius has been 

reduced into a representative of the teachers.” In the New Confucian perspective, Confucius 

was a cultural hero, and an important figure in the development of national culture. 

Consequently, the Confucians (rujia 儒家) are presented as the main bearers of the Chinese 

culture since its beginnings until the Qing dynasty, when the continuity of the national (i.e. 

Han) culture was severed. One of main self-defining points of the New Confucian identity is 

that they are direct successors of the Ming tradition and bridge the gap of the Qing rule. This 

anti-Qing narrative permeating the New Confucian exegesis brings to mind an observation by 

Gellner: 

But there is one particular form of the violation of the nationalist principle to which 

nationalist sentiment is quite particularly sensitive: if the rulers of the political unit 

belong to a nation other than that of the majority of the ruled, this for nationalists, 

constitutes a quite outstandingly intolerable breech of political propriety. This can 

occur either through the incorporation of the national territory in a larger empire, or 

by the local domination of an alien group.386 

 A key theme, which to a greater or lesser extent pervaded weekly exegesis irrespective 

of given week topic and which seemed to guide the selections of classical passages with 

corresponding commentaries, was a necessity to preserve and revive the Chinese culture in 

face of challenges posed by the Western culture and modernization. This necessity concerned 

issues of education, and cultural and political identity. The “West” is in this context a culturally 

construed image that serves as “the Other”, i.e. an object of comparison and contrast which 

helps to define distinctive features and unique of the Chinese culture. The “Western culture” 

was therefore represented as monolithic and defined by three constitutive elements of 

democracy, science and religion. While the New Confucian viewpoint argues that the Chinese 

have to import democracy and science from the West, it is set against wholesome 

westernization. Despite their critique of The May Fourth Movement, which appeared in 

articles, New Confucians adopt the enthusiasm of The May Fourth Movement about Mr. 

                                                             
386 Gellner, Nationalism, p. 1. 
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Science and Mr. Democracy. These two terms appeared most often during the lessons 

(together with neisheng and waiwang), and correspond to the two focal points of the study 

group, i.e. morality (to complement the deficiencies of the Western science and contribute to 

the Civilization), and politics (how to implement the Western democracy in Chinese society). 

 Yet, if the Western culture was a blank canvas that could be painted according to the 

needs of comparison, Chinese culture as discussed in the commentaries and explanations was 

also a monolithic cultural body, which has transmitted from ancient times and shared by all 

Chinese, which implicitly implied Han ethnic group. Changes only concerned the periods of 

flourishing or decline of national culture, not changes of its essence. This emphasis on 

essentialism and dualism of Chinese vs. Western in respect to differentiating Chinese nation 

from other nations meant that Korean or Japanese Confucians and their interpretations were 

not mentioned in the study group. The focus was on role of Confucianism in the fate of nation 

and on what this nation can contribute to the world Civilization. Writings of Korean or 

Japanese Confucians were therefore irrelevant for the nationalist project of the New 

Confucians. 

 New Confucians attempts at securing equality of Chinese culture vis-à-vis the West, 

bears similarity to developments of nationalism in post-colonial countries. By defining Chinese 

culture as morally oriented, and Western as knowledge-oriented, it was possible to stress the 

importance of mutual exchange instead wholesome westernization, and thus avoiding the 

complex of cultural inferiority. Immanuel Kant was mentioned on several occasions by teacher 

Fan as an outstanding representative of Western culture because he initiated a turn towards 

morality in the West, which occurred in China at the very beginnings of national history. 

Because China has been focused on internal morality, it did not develop science. Nevertheless, 

there has been a potential in Confucianism for developing democracy, but it was not realized. 

As teacher Fan further explained, Mou distinguished between zhengtong (governance), which 

has been autocratic in China, and daotong/jiaotong (culture), in order to account for this. Even 

though the texts repeated the need to adopt science and democracy, they reminded that, 

“We must not forget our own culture.” This echoes late Qing and early republic intellectual 

discussions on the function and essence, and I was very surprised to encounter the issues I 

knew from books on history at present day Taiwan. Classmate B once expressed a similar 

concern regarding an article from 1982 we were reading, when he asked whether the question 

of science and democracy was still a relevant issue in 2015. Teacher replied that this adoption 

is a two-step process, and that the process of “digesting” (xiaohua 消化) and integrating into 

one’s culture, which ought to follow simple imitation, had not been initiated yet. “The society 

is at the state of transition, and while Taiwan seems modernized, it is a Westernization 

because many of the Kuomintang leaders were Protestants.” 

 While China-centred identity seems to be a defining characteristic of New 

Confucianism in Taiwan, the issue of Taiwan vs. China-centred cultural and political paradigm 

was hinted on several occasions in the study group, but the distinctiveness of Taiwanese 

culture or that of others ethics in Taiwan or in China was not discussed. The Taiwanization did 

not seem to be among the main foci of boundary drawing effort. The occasional critique was 
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not aimed not at the Taiwanization per se, rather against the Taiwan-centred nationalists who 

reject the Chinese culture as a whole and delineate identify in opposition to Chinese. This 

notion of the Taiwanese as the non-Chinese was likened by the teacher to “a dog in the garden 

who barks madly and anyone who happens to pass by.” 

 Theme of “religion” was another way of defining Chinese culture and Confucianism. 

The exclusion typical of nationalism worked here on both internal and external level. The 

object of contrast was not only the “Western religion”, but Buddhism and Taoism as well. In 

this case, the purpose was to explain why Confucianism represents the core of Chinese culture 

rather than Buddhism and Taoism. In this line of reasoning, Confucianism is understood as 

more than philosophy or religion because its fundamental function is to teach “how to be a 

person” (zenme zuoren 怎麼做人 ). “This is most basic but also most complete set of 

knowledge,” said the teacher, but “Buddhism and Taoism only teach how to become a Buddha 

or an immortal.” On different occasions, we learned that all religions share the same purpose, 

which is teaching the people in respective cultures or nations “being a good person” (zuo 

haoren 做好人). Yet, the New Confucian argumentation continued, because Confucianism 

teaches the most fundamental principles of being a human being, this is the reason, why 

Confucianism is primary and necessary for an individual and society. Buddhism and Taoism 

are supplementary and matter of personal choice. We can see how this definition of 

Confucianism as non-religion then serves as rationalization for its introduction into mandatory 

school curriculum without violating principle of separation between religion and politics. 

 Since the Western religion (again in singular) has been identified with Christianity, the 

teacher argued that the Westerners learn knowledge “how to be person” from the Bible. On 

a functional level, Confucianism and religion were therefore seen as comparable but different 

in essence. In this New Confucian understanding, Western religion as a logical system requires 

God, i.e. an outward force, to make it meaningful, while Confucianism thanks to being human-

centred avoids this problem. In addition, we learned in during the lessons that religion is the 

primary object of identity and loyalty in Western societies, but in Chinese culture, family has 

the primacy. It is in the family, where one learns how to be a person. However, the role of 

family was not elaborated since more space was devoted to discussions on the public 

education system, especially that school ought to teach “how to be a person”. As mentioned, 

Teacher Fan learned Confucianism at high school. It is also possible that New Confucians hope 

that Classics recitation classes of Wang Caigui will inspire people to read the Classics at home. 

Teacher Fan mentioned Wang Caigui on several occasions, but we did not discuss the 

principles and practice of recitation movement in detail. 

 This is one of the aspects where the nationalist perspective is most evident and we 

further learned that each ethnic group or nation has its distinct source of tradition, which 

defines the very essence of a given nation (ethnicity and nationality were often blended in the 

New Confucian discourse in the study group). While the cultural exchange is possible, there is 

a limit to its degree because the exchange takes place between two national bodies with clear 

boundaries, history, and mentality. The argument then continued that the Chinese should 

start by reading the Chinese texts first. Reasoning given for this stance was that the Chinese 
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people ought to become familiar with the Classics in the way that the Westerners are familiar 

with the Bible, because it is the core of their culture. In New Confucian worldview, even 

though Christianity and Confucianism perform the same functions in their respective societies, 

Confucianism cannot be replaced by Christianity in the Chinese society. The reason given is 

that, in the Chinese context, Christianity is on the same level as Buddhism and Taoism. The 

Chinese cannot abandon Confucianism without losing their national identity. 

 The New Confucian perspective can be compared with a counter-project by elites in 

Hsiu-hui’s church who hold negative view of Chinese culture, deny it any value, and aim to 

replace it as a whole with their version of Protestantism. Hsiu-hui herself does not identify 

with this position. In fact, on several occasions she mentioned this issue and was very critical 

of her church. Once, after I had arrived at the classroom and sat down at the table, she put a 

book in front of me and pointed at a passage highlighted with a yellow colour marker pen. 

“Look, this is what I was talking about last week,” and added, that for their pastors, this 

passage stands for the superiority of Christianity. The book in question is From Pagan to 

Christian by Lin Yutang (1895–1976), a modern Chinese writer and intellectual. It was originally 

written in English, and Hsiu-hui showed me the Chinese translation.387 

Blow out the candles! The sun is up!” said a great recluse philosopher when Emperor 

Yao mounted throne. Such is the natural imagery when mankind sees an incomparable 

light. The world of Jesus is the world of sunlight by comparison with that of all the 

sages and philosophers and schoolmen of any country. It is like the Jungfrau which 

stands above the glaciers in the world of snow and seems to touch heaven itself. Jesus’ 

teachings have that immediacy and clarity and simplicity which puts to shame all other 

efforts of men’s minds to know God or to inquire after God.388 

 Although some commentaries on the Classics and journal articles we read in the study 

group referred to daily practice (shijian 實踐 ) or customs (shenghuo liyi 生活禮儀 ) as 

constitutive elements of the way of life the Chinese people, these mentions remained 

constrained to general statements without providing any concrete guidelines for daily practice. 

Instead, the overall focus was on cultivating national sentiments, inspiring readers to identify 

with certain set of symbols and narratives – the Classics, Confucius, national history, literature, 

geography, and customs. These are the markers of national identity dislodged from local 

contexts because all Chinese people are supposed to celebrate national festivals such the New 

Year, or the Tomb Sweeping, Dragon Boat, and Mid-Autumn festivals. As discussed in the 

section on the Kuomintang culture politics, these are secularized, nationalized versions meant 

to replace local traditions and customs with a homogenous national culture. 

 

                                                             
387 Lin Yütang, Xinyang zhi lü - Lin Yütang xiansheng lun dongxifang de zhexue yü zongjiao, trans. By Hu Zanyün, 
Taipei: Daosheng chubanshe, 1999. 
388  Lin Yutang, From Pagan to Christian: The Personal Account of a Distinguished Philosopher’s Spiritual 
Pilgrimage Back to Christianity, World Publishing Co, 1959, p.223. 
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4.4 Moral Discourse 

 A distinctive characteristic of the Four Books study group was the ever-present 

emphasis on morality. Echo once told me that explanations seemed to her too much common 

sense as she had expected deeper analytical approach, such as comparison of different 

exegeses of the same passage, or an overview of historic developments of Confucianism. On 

the other hand, teacher Fan once said that it is important for us to read at home and that 

lessons are meant as a push forwards. Consequently, introducing Mou’s writings and New 

Confucian interpretations in general to a student might be interpreted fulfilling as at least 

partially the purpose of the study group. Yet, her comment may illustrate contrast between 

the study of Confucianism as one among many other traditions, and an engaged study of 

Confucianism as cultivation of national identity. 

 However, immediate result of Confucianism being identified with Chinese national 

culture, which in turn was understood as essentially morally centred, is that morality became 

inseparable from politics. Consequently, the study group discussions of morality were 

intertwined with issues of governance, nation state, or cultural identity. At the beginning, I 

kept wondering why the lectures on morality so often lead to discussions of political issues. 

Gradually, I started to understand that moral conduct in the New Confucian perspective 

seemed to be understood primarily as that of a citizen in a national polity. An issue of everyday 

conduct of citizens being vital for the nation building was the reason why the Kuomintang 

made use of the Great learning, because it provides a local national source of authority, which 

links the purpose of everyday life with the fate of nation. 

 New Confucians seem to share this vision of national body and, probably due to an 

influence of Immanuel Kant, they understand morality as individualized and internalized and 

in the texts, we read, I did not notice any mention of the role of rituals for moral cultivation 

though habituation. Much of the moral discourse in the classroom revolved around contrast 

between the West and China. However, the “Western” tradition of moral philosophy has been 

reduced to Kant, because, in Mou Zongsan’s narrative, it Kant represents watershed in 

Western philosophy thanks to his emphasis on morality and metaphysics. During the lessons 

and readings at home, I could not help but to feel that Mou overstated Kant’s cultural 

significance for the moral thought of practice of those living in the “West”, and that the New 

Confucian image of the “West” was distorted by selective philosophic reductionism. Another 

aspect of linking morality and nationalism was distinction between “civilization” (wenming 文

明) and “culture” (wenhua 文化). The civilization concerns science (kexue 科學), and is 

characteristic of the rationalistic West and of modern education focused on knowledge. In 

contrast, the culture concerns morality. 

Confucianism and Education 

 In popular consciousness, Confucianism is often primarily associated with education. 

Confucius is understood as a famous teacher, and import put on study and good grades in 

many East Asian societies is presented as their shared Confucian heritage. However, the 
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critique of public education system, which has had long tradition in the Confucian discourse 

and was impulse behind establishment of private academies since the Song dynasty, is missing 

from this picture. In contrast, several lessons in the beginning of school year in the temple 

were devoted to discussion of meanings of the term “learning” (xue 學), and difference 

between education in Confucian sense and what would be in pre-modern Confucian 

terminology called “vulgar learning” (suxue 俗學 ). It is important to examine methods, 

resources and purpose of learning. Teacher Fan explained that in Confucianism, education 

means moral learning, that is learning how to be a proper person, and as such is different from 

general school learning. 

 Throughout the year, the lectures in the study group often returned to the critique of 

modern education system. This critique focuses on pointing to one-sided emphasis on 

intellectual knowledge (zhishi 知識) to the detriment of morality (daode 道德), and that 

obsession with “practical” results leads to ignoring humanities. When the main purpose is to 

secure the best-paid job, education is an instrument of attaining goal instead of being goal in 

itself (i.e. constant moral cultivation). The critique continues by stating that in contemporary 

education system, moral character of students (pinde 品德) means simply doing homework 

and passing exams. Moreover, teachers are understood as being “reduced to specialists who 

sell knowledge (mai zhishi 賣知識),” public schools are not different from private cram schools. 

Following in this critique, teacher Fan briefly touched upon the relationship between teacher 

and student and emphasized that teachers’ role is to point students to their mistakes in order 

to correct they character. Role of the teacher was likened to a ship captain. “The sailors have 

to listen and do what they are told; otherwise, ship will not sail and might sink,” explained 

teacher Fan. On the one hand, this interpretation of respect for teacher is different from 

unconditional obedience based on position in social hierarchy, which has been enforced 

through the Kuomintang education system. On the other hand, the New Confucian 

argumentation followed to a degree from the dualism of Western education, oriented on 

external knowledge and science, and Chinese education oriented internally towards morality. 

The New Confucians also criticize contemporary Taiwanese education for being based on the 

Western model, which is deemed unfit for Chinese nation. The proposed goal of educational 

reform, which should for example include classes on moral cultivation, show that the New 

Confucian critique of education is in effect a political project along nationalist lines. 

 The Basics of Chinese Culture were mentioned on several occasions but in an 

ambivalent manner. The articles and teacher’s explanations agreed that the Four Books ought 

to be mandatory. On the other hand, they were critical of the form that the Classics are taught. 

Teacher Fan once noted that the Basics are on the same level as physical education classes, 

and therefore need modifying with emphasis on morality, “More thoroughly and into more 

depth.”389 This reasoning for the mandatory curriculum followed from nationalist worldview 

because the purpose of national state is to transmit national culture through education system, 

“Schools teaching students about their culture is a common sense in democracy,” said once 

                                                             
389 My impression after browsing through Basics manuals was that the materials are quite moralizing. 
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the teacher. Since culture is tied with nationality in the New Confucian discourse – “The 

Chinese ought to study the Chinese classics” as mentioned by the teacher – New Confucians 

were in the camp supporting the mandatory classes on Four Books in the classrooms in the 

Republic of China. 

 Since the focus on inner moral knowledge was defined as a distinctive feature of 

Chinese culture, a critique of education system might be understood as a form of nationalist 

defence. The emphasis on teaching the Classics was aimed rather at fostering national and 

sentiments than morality itself. As the teacher once explained, “The relation with one’s 

culture is the same as with one’s parents,” and added that, “It does not mean blind obedience, 

but does should not can rebuke and loudly criticize mistakes.” This comment was aimed 

against modernizers and educators who would simply imitate other nations, particularly the 

West, and without any attempt at cultural fusion, would turn back on their own tradition. 

 Teacher Fan once said, “The traditional culture teaches principles how to be a person 

(zuoren de daoli 做人的道理). If you think that the methods are no longer appropriate, then 

you should make innovations.” However, one should not cast away one’s culture. “We are 

people, so we ought to learn how to be a person,” concluded the teacher. 

 Due to the New Confucian dualist perspective, which identifies the West with science 

and rationality, the critique of knowledge-based education was also an implicit critique of the 

“Western” model of education. The call for reform meant returning to a culturally imagined 

“Chinese style of education”, which was deemed to the Chinese national dispositions towards 

moral education. The reasoning to replace Western textbooks with Chinese Classics was 

behind the movement of Classics recitation for children initiated by Wang Caigui in 1990s. 

Since national culture is understood as all encompassing, New Confucians argue that should 

not be restricted to one class subject (Basics of Chinese Culture) or academic subject 

(Philosophy, or Chinese literature). The purpose of moral cultivation in this sense seems to be 

cultivation of national identity, to be to mobilize national consciousness and infuse all aspects 

of life with national spirit. However, in spite of emphasizing difference between knowledge-

based and morality-based learning, New Confucians seem to accept the notion that morality 

can be taught discursively at schools in a classroom setting. In addition, in a way similar to the 

problem of philosophy, the critique of education was not aimed at methods but rather at the 

contents of curriculum. In fact, the study group on the Four Books in the temple was not 

substantially different from classes at school, or other study groups that include reading and 

discussions. We did not learn any concrete methods of moral cultivation, and neither did the 

study group provide a model how the reform national education should look like. 

Everyday Life 

 As mentioned, the readings from the Four Books and their commentaries were often 

put in contemporary context through references to recent news reports covering range of 

current issues. These included ordinary touching stories such as when a sister returned for her 

younger brother into a burning house and both burned to death, or children who took care of 

their aging parents. Besides that, we discussed more general news topics such as political 
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controversies. This was the time when support for President Ma and his politics plummeted. 

Teacher Fan’s comments tended towards defence of Ma against the critique in public 

discourse. The framework for discussion of social and political issues was that Taiwanese 

society is presently at a stage of turnover. Lessons topics also referred to social problems such 

as decline of family (for example, that mothers quickly return to work after birth, or that 

parents pick up children late at night after work), or ecological problems (pollution brought 

on by rapid Taiwan’s rapid industrialization). However, teacher Fan pointed out that while 

these serious issues are now reflected by the public, equally serious issue of spiritual (xinling

心靈) problems of Taiwanese society have not been yet reflected. For example, we read a 

passage from Mencius (Book 1A5), which is titled “The humane has no enemy” (renzhe wudi

仁者無敵) in the commentary. In his explanation of this passage, teacher Fan emphasized 

how important it is to provide people with free time for cultivation (xiuxing 修行), and how 

this aspect of life is overlooked in the modern society. Apart from this general social critique, 

the importance of reading the Classics was the most concrete mention of daily practice. 

 However, concrete issues of everyday life were usually introduced by students through 

questions or comments during lessons. These covered not only topics of filiality, but also other 

relationships among relatives, including economic relationships, or the position of women in 

contemporary society. These questions were usually accompanied with concrete examples 

from the students’ lives, and were not general topics for the sake of discussion. For example, 

one short-term student once asked, “Is mourning in the modern society possible just like in 

traditional society?” On the other hand, classmate A often asked questions that probed 

deeper the theme of neisheng/waiwang and their practical manifestations. In general, the 

students’ questions and comments generally leaned towards concrete topics, and most often 

concerned family life. 

 During the very first class at the start of the school year, we did not have course 

materials and sat in a circle when each of the participants introduced themselves and their 

motivations for participation. Teacher Fan encouraged students to ask questions, and large 

portion of this lesson was taken up by a free discussion about filial piety. The students, who 

were all in their twenties, shared with others the hardships brought on by authoritarian 

demands of filial piety. Everyone had a story to share, and, for the most part, the discussion 

was between the students. Teacher Fan did not interrupt, only at the end when students 

turned to him and asked for consultation on such questions such as, “Why should you defer 

to someone who constantly mistreats you?” 

 Teacher Fan’s answers to these and similar questions, which occasionally appeared 

during later classes as well, were framed in a sense of individual moral cultivation. This moral 

sense was based on distinguishing between the principle of result (my response is conditioned 

by how the others treat me) and the morality for the sake of itself (I act according to what is 

proper and what is improper, not according to how others treat me). In this understanding, 

proper moral behaviour is without ulterior motives, and one acts in a certain way because it 

is proper to do so and one cannot act otherwise despite the potentially harmful consequences 

for oneself. Moreover, since it is natural for parents to care for their children, if parents behave 
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differently, it is a result of external factors. For this reason, the action should aim at changing 

these factors in order to restore the parents’ natural tendencies. For example, when we talked 

about news report about a person who had killed children and then committed suicide, 

teacher Fan commented that even though affection among family members is inborn, it is 

necessary to possess a moral consciousness (daode zhijue 道德知覺 ) and to work on 

maintaining these relationships. Otherwise, the relationships will crumble and result in such 

tragedies. Apart from the discussions in the classroom, teacher Fan also served as an exemplar 

in how he took care of his aged mother. Since it can be seen in contemporary Taiwan that 

children are not interested in taking care of their parents and try to devolve responsibility to 

other sibling, the classmates in the study group were moved by the teacher’s behaviour.  

 The question of ancestor veneration and its relation to Confucianism was often 

introduced by Susu through her questions. On one occasion, her question was a part of a larger 

issue of transmission of tradition from one generation to another. Susu often reflected on 

lifestyle of her children who are not married and focus on their leisure such as travel, and 

sighed that, “People nowadays rarely discuss the topics that we do here.” She added that she 

started to appreciate the classes in the study group more over the time, “It’s a pity that 

Confucian culture is disappearing.” From the mentions made by the classmates in the 

classroom and outside, it seems that relationships with one’s ancestors are not oriented only 

on a vertical line but also on a horizontal. The vertical line is oriented along the past-present 

axis and concerns relations between different generations. The horizontal line concerns one’s 

place in the family, such as men and women have different relationships with the ancestors 

play different roles in the family. Ancestors also link different family units, and Susu raised an 

issue of who ought to take care of the spirit tablets, what the tablets and ancestors mean for 

different parties. The horizontal level seems to be a source of tensions and conflicts. Such was 

the case of Susu and her husband’s family. 

 In response to the question, teacher Fan talked about general meaning of ancestor 

veneration, and explained that the purpose is not to ask for blessings (qiufu 求福) but to 

express gratitude (baoen 報恩). He then contrasted this custom with the Western religion, 

which does not practice not praying to ancestors and instead praying to God. However, during 

my stay in Taiwan, I observed people asking for help from ancestors, using divination to ask 

for guidance, or how fengshui links graves with the family fortune. Teacher Fan spoke in 

general terms of the national Chinese culture and not in a narrower sense of the Confucian 

interpretation of the purpose of ancestor veneration. This was probably because Chinese 

culture and Confucianism have been fused together in New Confucian worldview and there is 

no distinctly “Confucian way” of venerating ancestors that could be distinguished from the 

“Chinese way”. As mentioned in the chapter on history, the Kuomintang was in certain periods 

opposed to ancestor rituals, until they have been eventually incorporated into nationalist 

project. Nowadays, ancestor rituals function as one of the characteristics of the national 

culture distinguishing the Chinese from other nations. This standpoint seems to be shared by 

both the Kuomintang and New Confucians. 
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 Yet, the teacher’s perspective on ancestor veneration was not fully secularized. Once 

during the lesson, he explained that in Confucian understanding, the world of humans and 

world of spirits exist separately, but when a ritual is performed, the worlds are connected and 

contact between them is made possible. Teacher Fan himself has an ancestral altar at home, 

and had it made according to the model of his teacher’s ancestor altar – he took a picture at 

Mou’s home and gave it to the artisan. When Susu asked teacher for opinion on young people 

who are less interested in having ancestral tablets at home, teacher’s response was rather 

practical as he pointed to the problems with modern housing. 

Moral Cultivation 

 As mentioned, the term practice was mentioned in the New Confucian discourse, but 

in a sense that it is up to each person to link the Classics with their life (shengming 生命), and 

the commentaries and articles did not describe concrete methods of reading and meditating 

on the contents of the Classics. Neither commentaries nor the teacher’s explanations in the 

classroom introduced instructions for every life. Once, shortly after I had started attending 

lessons, Susu asked teacher whether he could give us with an advice how to get to the inner 

moral heart and set the direction of one’s life-course. Teacher Fan replied that since 

everyone’s life situation is different, it is up to each one of us to decide by themselves. The 

process of moral cultivation was not discussed in detail, only in general terms as a two-step 

process. In teacher’s explanation, one starts with cultivation of one’s own moral 

consciousness, which seems to be imply that by reading the Classics, one cultivates one’s 

“moral heart” (daodexin 道德心), and this moral heart then has to be expressed though action 

in the second step. During lesson, morality was presented foremost as internal quality, and 

moral action was discussed as an outward expression of this inner moral heart. Habituation 

and internalization by performing good deeds, or cultivation within community was not a topic 

in the New Confucian moral discourse, as far as I saw during classes and readings. In contrast, 

reading of the Classics and leading moral life seems to be important for New Confucians as 

the practice of national belonging, and serves as outward markers of being Chinese besides 

identification with the national symbols. This understanding of morality was shaped by the 

needs of modern national state for disciplined and well-behaved citizens, and New Confucians 

seem to accept nation state as given. 

 This model of moral cultivation that has to be practiced by each person alone was then 

during lessons contrasted with the role God in the Western religion as guiding moral force and 

recipient of pleas when one’s efforts are failing. In this way, the practice of Western religion 

was explained as different from human-centred Confucianism focused on human actions. 

When I ate dinner with Susu after one lesson, she mentioned that she does not like religions. 

“My daughter once asked me: Why don’t you read the Bible like many others in your age? But 

I am not interested to pray to bodhisattvas,” and continued that she can connect with what 

teacher talked about that day, that everyone has to rely on their own efforts. On a side note, 

although Susu on several occasions voiced her distrust of religion, this did not negatively 
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influence her relationship with Hsiu-hui. In fact, they became rather close friends and kept in 

touch even outside the temple study group. 

 The intellectualist and internalized understanding of morality faces a possible problem 

that it might lead to divergent behaviour patterns because New Confucian exegesis did not 

provide any external measures or norms for moral evaluation of behaviour. Only when I asked 

about comparison between Confucianism and Humanist Buddhism, the teacher mentioned 

that intent of action is important when judging its moral value. Then, he also pointed out that 

action aimed towards achieving merit could not be considered moral. However, there 

remained the question what the proper behaviour according to New Confucianism would be. 

That is to say, in a sense of behaviour that would be different from conventional morality. In 

addition, the lessons did not pose a question why moral cultivation ought to rely solely on the 

Confucian texts not use Buddhist, Christian, or Islamic sources to cultivate one’s moral heart. 

Another question is whether reading classics alone is enough to cultivate morality, even 

though this seems to be implied by insistence on moral essence of Chinese culture.390 An 

answer to these issues seem to be provided by the nationalist framework of interpretation, in 

which morality is tied with Chinese culture and learning “how to be a person” means to 

internalize national identity with its cultural, political, or ethnic specifics. Consequently, in this 

nationalist perspective, Chinese people ought to learn morals from Confucian texts, while 

Westerners learn from the Bible. My general impression was that New Confucian discourse 

on morality seemed to focus on cultivating appreciation for national culture, rather than what 

it means to behave morally or immorally. 

 Despite the constant contrasts with the Western culture, there was a marked absence 

of a dialogue with, for example, Aristotelian or Stoic ethics, 391  which might be actually 

productive for comparison with Confucian moral theory and practice, rather than Kant. The 

purpose of New Confucian moral discourse does not seem to focus on developing a better 

practice of moral cultivation by consulting different sources, but to draw and protect the 

boundaries of national culture. Borrowing from others takes place within a framework of 

colonialist ranking of world cultures. Elements of democracy and science have been ranked 

high and necessary to be allowed to participate in the project of the Civilization. In the past, 

such high-ranking element would have included monotheism as well. Since rationalism is 

ranked high, New Confucians ignore religious and ritual aspects of Confucianism and Chinese 

culture, and put emphasis on rationalist and internalized understanding of morality. Mou’s 

writings on Kant seem to fulfil the nationalist purpose. First, Kant is identified as the most 

influential representative of Western philosophy and moral thought. In the second step, 

Mou’s argumentation aims to show that Kant’s moral philosophy imperfect. 

 Teacher Fan explained, “It was Kant who discovered that the ultimate goal of 

knowledge accumulation is morality. This is something that the ancient Confucians knew long 

                                                             
390 This can be contrasted to novel The Scholars written by a Qing Confucian, which presents a social critique 
aimed at scholars who are well-versed in classics and able to quote, but their conduct is quite immoral. 
391 For an example of such comparison see Chen Yudan, “Two Roads to a World Community: Comparing Stoic 
and Confucian Cosmopolitanism”, Chinese Political Science Review 1:2 (2016): 322–35. 
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before Kant.” This statement reappeared several times during the lessons and seems to stem 

from feeling of colonial shame that China did not discover science and democracy, which was 

then turned around against West. The critique of the West pointed to its one-sided pursuit of 

empiric knowledge and lack of deep understanding of morality, which had been possessed by 

China since the ancient times. Since in New Confucian exegesis, the ultimate goal of 

knowledge is morality, the Western discovery of science does not make it fully superior, it fact, 

the West has to learn from China. In this way, New Confucians can argue for participation in 

the world Civilization because China is an equal partner in cultural exchange and not simply a 

recipient. 

 This is not to say that discursive treatment of morality in the study group was 

inefficient. Ever-present talk of morals can cultivate moral reflexivity, and the Classics can 

serve as a normative standard. On a few occasions during the lesson, we discussed theme of 

profit in Mencius (Book 1A1). Once, after the lesson, we walked with classmates to the Metro 

station and Hsiu-hui started to talk about another problem in their church. A group of people 

who were not members of the church had been using the premises to meet and sing songs, 

but the new leader of congregation wanted them to join the church. Otherwise, they would 

not be allowed to use the space of the church. Hsiu-hui strongly disagreed with this behaviour, 

“Just like teacher taught us today, this is a selfish behaviour. It is motivated by profit (li 利). 

Gaining more members will make his leadership look better.” This is an example of moral 

reflexivity, which uses contrast between concepts from the Classics and the social reality to 

face issues of everyday life. The critique was earlier, but now it could be grounded in Confucian 

tradition. I had a feeling that attending lessons was for Hsiu-hui a way of dealing with internal 

tensions in their church. 

 Susu also shared with us her experience saying that reading the Classics helped her to 

calm down and reduce stress when she felt depressed, and that it works with Confucian and 

Buddhist texts as well. I eventually discovered too that sometimes, it helps to simply browse 

through the Analects (passages in Mencius are too long) and open at a random page or skip 

pages until I eventually stop at a passage that resonates with the problem that is troubling my 

mind. Then, I would read the passage with corresponding commentary by Zhu Xi, usually 

several times. Since I attended classes on the Classics two days a week (Classics for Families 

and the study group), the contents of the Analects, Mencius or primers were on my mind, and 

occasionally, a passage would spring to my mind when I encountered a problem. However, 

the study group did not purposefully cultivate this technique. 

 Concerning absence of embodied forms of cultivation such as rituals, I had a feeling 

that teacher Fan, in his constant experimenting with the contents of the lessons and methods, 

tried to move beyond the classroom discourse. The teacher was available for consultation in 

case that the students had any problems. Echo once sought the teacher’s counsel on issue of 

relationships in her family. It seemed that for some of the students, especially Hsiu-hui and 

Susu, teacher Fan was not simply transmitting knowledge but was also a figure of moral 

authority. However, limits of the new Confucian moral discourse followed from the fact that 

morality was closely tied to nationality and politics. After reading a passage with 
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interpretation, teacher often asked students to reflect whether they had any personal 

experience, which would relate to a given theme. This often proved to be a problem, to 

connect rather abstract topics such as neisheng and waiwang with an example from everyday 

life. 

4.5 Political Discourse 

 During the time, I spend in the Four Books study group I gradually realized that 

Confucianism in Taiwan is inseparable from issues of politics and national identity. Another 

moment of realization was the autumn ceremony commemorating the birthday of Confucius, 

which I discuss in Chapter 5. Political discourse pervaded the readings and explanations, such 

as that morality is an essential part of the national building project in New Confucianism. In 

this section, few general observations on the New Confucian nationalism and its relationship 

to the Kuomintang policies. 

 Serina Chan has touched upon the nationalist elements in Mou Zongsan’s writings.  392 

However, she adopts methodologically problematic distinction between different forms of 

nationalism such Western political and Eastern cultural, or civic and ethnic, and talks about 

Mou’s “cultural nationalism”. Such dualistic distinctions are not tenable because, on closer 

observation, we might discover that movement classified as culturally nationalist follows 

political goals or links culture with ethnicity.393 I touched upon this in the introduction to New 

Confucianism in the first chapter, and I have shown on several places throughout this chapter 

that the worldview Mou Zongsan and New Confucians does not solely concern “culture” but 

has very clear political or civic aspects such as the vision of Chinese nation state with 

Confucianism as national ideology. There are also ethnic or racial aspects, which merge state, 

nationality, culture, and race by following the republican anti-Manchu sentiments and Han 

chauvinism. Nationalist features of New Confucians seem as a probable the reason why the 

Taipei Confucius temple administration invited a student of Mou Zongsan to open New 

Confucian lessons in the temple. 

 On several occasions, the official Facebook page of the study group shared links to 

posts from internet forums, discussions groups, and other Facebook pages, which helped me 

to realize the existence of the China-centred vs. Taiwan-centred nationalisms. In addition, I 

realized that the ethnic divide between waishengren and benshengren is still a lived reality, at 

least for some, and that Confucianism plays a key role in this cultural and political conflict. 394 

While the Kuomintang nationalism has been fiercely anti-Japanese, this aspect was largely 

missing from the discussions in the study group. However, in 2015 and 2016, the official 

Facebook page reposted several anti-Japanese posts from other Facebook pages and internet 

blogs. These articles usually present narratives of history written from a nationalist 

                                                             
392 Chan, The Thought of Mou Zongsan. 
393 For a discussion on the problems with such classifications, see chapter 4 in Spencer and Wollman, Nationalism, 
pp. 94-120. 
394 At first, I was puzzled why themes of politics and national identity play such a central role, but after reading 
on the history of Taiwan, this clash of paradigms seems rather obvious. This points to the import of studying 
“Confucianism” in an immediate social and cultural context. 
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perspective with a purpose to counter the Taiwan-centred nationalism, which in contrast 

occasionally reflects on the Japanese colonial period in positive terms in order to criticize the 

Kuomintang rule over Taiwan. At the start of the semester when I started to attend the study 

group, I was at first slightly surprised by positive references to Sun Yat-sen. Teacher as well as 

the articles often referred to him using the republican appellation the “Father of the Nation” 

(guofu 國父) instead of one of his names. New Confucians seems to be strong supporters of 

the Republic and the national culture invented by the revolutionaries. This explains another 

aspect of lessons, which left me puzzled and that is staunch anti-Communism. At first, I did 

not quite understand why a study group on the Four Books would devote time to critique of 

the Chinese Communist Party, especially when the critique did not reflect the current social 

and political reality in the Mainland China, but was focused more on the issue of legitimacy. 

However, this topic was characteristic of Mou’s thought, and New Confucians adopt a role of 

transmitters of traditional Chinese culture in contrast to anti-traditionalism of the 

Communists. Once during a discussion at the end of the lesson, I presented an opinion that 

Cultural Revolution had a precursor in republican anti-superstition campaigns, and that 

republicans shared with the Communists similar aims of suppression of local cultures and their 

replacement with new national culture. However, my comment was met with silence from the 

teacher. 

 At the beginning of semester, I asked several questions concerning rites and decorum 

(li 禮), because at that time, I was still pondering the question whether Confucianism is 

“religion” and whether “li” still has the meaning of ritual, or whether it means only decorum. 

The teacher’s replies left me perplexed at the time. I learned that “li” was understood by New 

Confucians primarily as decorum rather than rituals, and more importantly, this decorum 

seems undistinguishable from civic regulations comparable to when one is allowed to drink 

alcohol at the age of eighteen. When I asked about specifically Confucian regulations of 

everyday conduct, the answer would often be that, “It depends on what the people of the 

country decide upon as the rules to follow.” Confucianism seems to play here the same role 

as secular Shinto invented by modern Japanese nationalist, i.e. “non-religion” that has been 

part of national history and mentality since the birth of the nation in antiquity and possesses 

distinctive features, which can be contrasted with Western culture, but conforms to the 

principles of secularist modern nation state. 

 However, New Confucian efforts at presenting Confucianism as national culture and 

aims at making it a state ideology through education system have to face challenges from the 

liberal camp. Liberals, in tradition of Cai Yuanpei and the liberal current of Chinese 

republicanism, understand Confucianism as one tradition among others and deny it any 

privileged status. Since liberalism has globally dominant position, the lessons at temple on 

several occasions addressed the issue making Confucianism integral part of education system, 

and values that the government is permitted to introduce into education system. The teacher 

implied that while the government was too restrictive in the past (probably reference to the 

Martial Law era), at present, the government simply passively reacts to requests of people 

instead of providing moral guidance. This standpoint corresponds with previously mentioned 
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critique of contemporary education as simply providing knowledge instead of teaching 

morality. These issues resulted in contradictions about role of Confucianism in society and role 

of the state as discussed during the lessons. On the one hand, the texts and explanations 

emphasized the independent role of Confucian academies in propagating “national culture”. 

On the other hand, they required that the state makes Confucian classics mandatory at schools. 

However, the current educational system helps New Confucians to secure their position as 

qualified exegetes. The authors of the articles we read and the papers at the New Confucian 

conferences have graduated from departments of Chinese literature or philosophy. The public 

is passive recipient of education designed by elites in the project of nation building. Besides, 

previously mentioned comment such as “The thought of Mou Zongshan is deep and one can 

spend whole life just trying to understand” served to dissuade participants of the reading 

group from possible criticism. 

 It seems that in this worldview, the very act of reading or reciting Confucian classics 

constitutes practice of national identity, irrespective of whether a given person understands 

contents. This is similar to the way in which the children recitation movement emphasizes 

memorization. The main function is to make readers-citizens habitually accustomed to the 

Chinese classics, thus making them part of their cultural reference framework. In addition, 

Classics recitation serves as a public symbol expressing national and cultural identity. Having 

children read the Classics at schools can then be a source of national pride. 

 Later during the school year, rites and decorum (li 禮) were mentioned again, and at 

that time, they were defined as what distinguishes humans from animals with weddings, 

funerary rites, or festivals as examples. Yet, the discussion was not concerned with how to 

perform these rituals, or how to perform them properly. The “li” in the New Confucian context 

does not refer to individual ritualized practice or community rituals. Instead, “li” was discussed 

on national level, and the focus was on contrasting the Western rule of law with the emphasis 

on “li” in China. In this understanding, the “li” operates one level higher than the law, because 

it refers to the cultural system and general rules of conduct operating on more basic level of 

“being a person”. In this way, the Chinese have to import the system of law from the West, 

but the laws are supposed to be incorporated into a larger system without endangering the 

integrity of national culture. Ancient rites and decorum (guli 古禮) were relevant in their time, 

and every era needs its own rites, but the contemporary Taiwanese society has not yet 

established its rites yet. The reason is that the society is still in a phase of cultural turn. The 

argumentation then concluded that only after the Western culture has been assimilated, a 

native cultural system can be established. However, there were contradictions between 

statements in different texts on different occasions whether the new “li” should be a result of 

popular cultural movement, or whether they are a responsibility of government. New 

Confucian nationalism thus again faced the problem that government in secular democracy 

does not have right to establish “teaching” (jiao 教), and that the impulse has to from the 

people. 

 New Confucians share with the Kuomintang similar orientation of cultural 

conservatism and nationalism, and can cooperate on nation building project such as children 
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recitation movement in 1990s, which was enthusiastically propagated by New Confucian 

intellectuals and Kuomintang politicians, with I-kuan Tao joining in the nationalist current by 

emphasising its Confucian identity. However, they do differ on several key points, and New 

Confucians thus serve as an example that nationalism is not simply imposed by the state and 

political elites, as the New Confucians try to draw boundary lines between the two currents 

of the Chinese nationalism. 

 Firstly, New Confucians put emphasis on humanness (ren 仁) as the central virtue, and 

not filial piety and loyalty. However, filial piety was most often mentioned by the classmates 

during the lessons. This is as result of the Kuomintang cultural politics, which forced 

authoritarian interpretation of Confucianism and parenthood upon populace. In contrast, 

teacher Fan usually explained that filiality should not be not understood as complete 

obedience. Instead, it is one’s duty to try to change the wrong conduct of one’s parents; the 

emphasis was on doing so politely instead of angrily criticizing their mistakes. Parents are 

supposed to set example to their children by how they treat their own parents. Because 

children learn by observing the conduct of their parents, it is important to be an exemplar 

instead of requiring strict obedience. Later, when we were reading Mencius, teacher Fan 

explained that filial piety could not be equated with loyalty because family relations are inborn 

(xiantian 先天), while political relationships are product of culture (houtian 後天) and political 

relationships are subject to negotiation, change, and, above all, they can be terminated. 

 Insistence that Confucius should not be reduced to a representative of teaching 

profession can be interpreted as a reference to the Kuomintang making Confucius birthday 

and the Teachers day into one holiday. Teacher Fan once mentioned that although the Taipei 

Confucius temple sends him an invitation for the autumn commemoration ceremony, he 

stopped attending them. One time, teacher Fan directly criticized the pretentious nature of 

these ceremonies, “A single event once a year does not mean respect for Confucius and his 

teachings.” We were all surprised by the sudden change, when the always-laughing teacher 

became so serious and seemingly angry. It was as if the temperature in the classroom got 

colder. However, immediately afterwards, teacher Fan laughed again, “I got carried away.” On 

another occasion, the teacher commented on the popular slogan “Education without 

distinctions” (youjiao wulei 有教無類 ). In contrast to the widespread “democratic” 

interpretation often presented by Kuomintang politicians, teacher Fan introduced the moral 

interpretation of this sentence by Zhu Xi. In this way, indirectly criticized the government for 

not serving as a moral exemplar, and for not providing people with opportunities for moral 

education and cultivation. 

 While the teacher’s argumentation on political issues usually leaned towards the 

Kuomintang over the Democratic Party, the reason seems to be that that the former supports 

China-centred cultural identity. On the other hand, political bickering between the two parties 

was occasionally criticized during the lessons. In addition, when we were reading passages 

from Mencius that make contrast between “profit” (li 利) and “righteousness” (yi 義), there 

were many opportunities to criticize politicians who seek their personal or ideological goals 

instead of working for the welfare of the people. As such, the contents of lessons occasionally 
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showed ambivalence towards the Republic of China. On the one hand, the exegeses were 

subscribing to basic republican ideal; on the other hand, they were critical of the actual results 

and policies. “Two thousand years of moral education was severed with the establishment of 

Republic, and even after one hundred years of the Republic, we have not reached the state of 

true democracy.” Yet, the follow-up criticism that people have not learned yet how to think 

and behave in democracy was also interpreted as result of the Qing conquest. Despite the 

generally positive attitude to Sun Yat-sen, a deficiency of the Republic was identified in placing 

Sunist ideology (i.e. zhengtong – politics) at the top, while it ought to be below the Classics 

(i.e. daotong – culture). This can imply that the claim by New Confucians on the role of bearers 

of the Confucian orthodoxy might be extended to a possible claim on their role in politics. 

 We spent few lessons learning about Confucian academies, and the theme of cultural 

legitimacy of New Confucianism vis-à-vis the Kuomintang then reappeared in a reaction to the 

news of the plans of President Ma to establish the “Taiwan Academy" (Taiwan Shuyuan 台灣

書院) as a competition for the Confucius Institutes (Kongzi xueyuan 孔子学院). Since 2011, 

Taiwan academies has been opened in US, UK, Germany, France, Spain, Japan, Hong Kong, 

and Malaysia. They function in the same way as Confucius Institutes, i.e. offer Chinese 

language lessons, and folklorist events promoting “traditional” culture. 

 New Confucian critique of Ma’s proposal was similar to the critique from some of the 

Kuomintang politicians who opposed the change of name from Chinese Academy to Taiwan 

Academy.395 In addition, New Confucians criticized that just the proposed academy is only 

aimed at teaching language, and raised a question who represents the Chinese culture. “Why 

does Taiwan distance from Chinese culture only because the Mainland uses the name of 

Confucius? In fact, it is Taiwan that has the continuity. It has the right to represent the Chinese 

culture.” This was an instance of critique aimed against the Kuomintang for not being 

persistent enough in the nationalist cause. 

 During this critique, we read an article by Cai Renhou,396 which argues that Taiwan had 

been infused with the spirit of Confucius since the “old times”, and interprets academies as 

popular institutions, which should be outside government control. The state ought to provide 

support but not extend its control. This is paradoxical, when compared to New Confucian 

conviction that the Four Books ought to be a part of mandatory curriculum at state schools. 

Moreover, the article presented a nationalist reading of Chinese history: before the Qing 

dynasty, academies were popular institutions and spread national culture. After the Qing 

conquest, they became government institution and served the purpose of imperial 

examinations. The article serves four purposes: 1. to emphasize that Confucianism has been 

widely spread among common people as the national culture, 2. to reassert the legitimacy of 

New Confucians on the Confucian exegesis vis-à-vis the government, 3. to assert the 

legitimacy of New Confucians as vox populi (i.e. to represent Confucianism as popular culture 

in Taiwan), 4. to devaluate importance of Qing Confucians. 

                                                             
395  See for example “KMT lawmakers miffed at Taiwan Academy’s name”, Accessed April 20, 2017, 
http://www.taipeitimes.com/News/taiwan/archives/2011/11/02/2003517276. 
396 Cai Renhou, “Cong shuyuan shuodao rujia jiaoyu de luoshi,” Ehu yuakan 419 (2010): 0–1. 
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 As I indicated in this chapter, the students participating in the study group were not 

simply accepting the New Confucian nationalism, and the interpretations of the Confucian 

tradition or Chinese history. For example, during an exegesis on why state ought to engage in 

propagating Confucianism as national culture, classmate B asked, “Why, when Confucianism 

was the state teaching during the Han dynasty, was then so much chaos and decline?” 

Classmate A and classmate B often asked probing questions that touched upon basic premises 

of the New Confucian narrative. When we reading an article written by Wang Pang-hsiung,397 

classmate B asked, “This article is from the year (a short pause, during which he turned to the 

first page) seventy-one of the Republic (1982). It has been thirty years. Is the problem of 

developing democracy and science still relevant now? It is not, or is it?” 

 Sometimes, I felt a presence of revolutionary mission in the writings of New Confucians, 

whose mission is to revive the national culture after what they see as ethnic suppression under 

Qing, Westernization under the Kuomintang, and dangers of Taiwanization under Democratic 

Party. New Confucianism does not move beyond the boundaries of nationalism shared with 

the Kuomintang, the critique remains within this sphere and does not aim at the nationalism 

itself, but in contrast to the Kuomintang, New Confucian nationalism does not seek 

suppression of other identities, but rather ascertain the primacy of the national Chinese 

culture. As mentioned, Buddhism or Christianity are understood as matters of personal choice, 

and have to be accompanied by national culture. 

 Although I was treated in the same way as other classmates, the theme of national 

culture made me feel like a foreigner. Together with the classmate from the Mainland China, 

we were in the same position of outsiders because we often did not fully understand 

discussion on contemporary issues of the Taiwanese society. The study group did introduce 

ideas and interpretations, which are usable for everyone interested in moral cultivation, but 

these were doused by the political overtones given by the overarching nationalist framework. 

In contrast with the lessons in the mosque, which I mentioned previously, I felt alienated by 

New Confucianism despite welcoming atmosphere in the study group. As a European with 

background in historiography, I simply cannot subscribe to the republican nationalist narrative 

of Chinese history, which is reiterated in the New Confucian discourse.  

 I had a feeling that New Confucianism in Taiwan is rooted in immediate social and 

political context that it is not culturally transferrable. The version of New Confucianism 

specially created by Tu Weiming for the consumption by US academics has replaced this 

nationalism with philosophical universalism. However, New Confucianism that is spread 

among US academicians, many of which have theological background, is a part of nationalistic 

project as well. It helps to gain recognition in the US academy and consequently allow 

Confucianism be invited among the world schools of thoughts. It is reminiscent of the World's 

Parliament of Religions in respect to colonialism and the need to appeal to colonial powers for 

recognition. It is reminiscent of state nationalism oriented inward to change identity of the 

people and outward to stress its own uniqueness and gain recognition. 

                                                             
397 Wang Bangxiong, “Cong zhongguo xiandaihua guochengzhong kan dangdai xinrujia de jingshen kaizhan,” Ehu 
yuekan 100 (1983): 2–10. 
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4.6 Summary 

 In this chapter, I described how New Confucians relate to and reinvent Confucian 

tradition. I discussed texts and methodology used in the study group, and showed how these 

lessons in the Taipei Confucius temple aim to cultivate sense of national identity, using 

Confucianism as bulwark against dangers seen in Westernization, and Taiwanization. 

Consequently, morality in New Confucian discourse is tied with politics, and individual’s life is 

linked with nation building, and fate of the national state. I also looked at different motivations 

and interpretations of the lessons’ participants, and showed that with messages and purpose 

of the lessons do not necessarily resonate with the students. 

 I discussed how New Confucians compared their vision of Chinese national culture to 

the Kuomintang vision and policies. In the following, chapter I will describe at how the 

Kuomintang has made use of rituals in the Taipei Confucius temple in order to display 

continuous tradition of Chinese national culture in hope that participation in rituals will instil 

people with appreciation for nation culture. Apart from this, I look at how people make use of 

the temple and ritual beyond the scope of nationalism. 
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5 Rituals 

 In this chapter, my interest is in not only the autumn Confucius ceremony but also 

other official and non-official ceremonies and forms of worship. Apart from describing the 

structure of ritual, my interest was in the participants, their motivations for participation, 

understanding of what rituals do. Continuing discussion from Chapter 2 on changes by KMT 

government to rituals in Confucian temples, I looked at how ritual tradition is continually 

reinvented, and how this invented culture is in some instances presented as ancient tradition. 

As I explore intentions, functions and effect of rituals, I noticed how elites aim to propagate 

national culture trough rituals, and explore how other participants reflect, accept or subvert 

these intentions. Despite impression of unity given by official narratives, I heard other voices 

concerning the role of rituals, and look at how temple utilized by for different purposes, such 

as how many people pray in the same way as in public temples, even though the Taipei 

Confucius temple does not provide incense or divination slips. 

 Even though, in the popular consciousness, the Taipei Confucius temple is associated 

with the autumn Confucius ceremony, it is a place for other official and non-official rituals too. 

In this chapter, I will first discuss the autumn ceremony and the cancelled spring ceremony, 

and then describe adulthood ceremonies organized by Taipei city government and local 

schools, followed by a ceremony of bowing to the Teacher organized by Rotary Club. The 

chapter concludes with discussion on official and non-official modes of worship and praying. 

 Therefore, the reason that this chapter starts with the autumn ceremony, is not due 

to a conviction that this ceremony is more important that the others or that it represents the 

Confucian tradition in a purer form. The reason simply is that since the republican government 

appropriated Confucianism for its political goals, it exerted influence over other interpreters 

of Confucianism. As discussed in the Chapter 2 on Temple and History, the nationalistic 

reinvention of the autumn ceremony, which was introduced during the Cultural Renaissance 

Movement, lead to changes of rituals in Confucian temples over the island, which all adopted 

new form or ritual, with an exception of Tainan Confucius temple. As such, many of the rituals 

organized in the Taipei Confucius temple, be they official or non-governmental, often follow 

the model of the autumn ceremony, utilizing its elements such as structure, music, and dance. 

Moreover, some of the participants in the autumn ceremony participate in other rituals. 

The autumn ceremony does possess a distinct political and nationalistic character, 

which provides context for understanding of other rituals, which are not openly nationalist, 

but make use of the nationalist symbols, and sometimes for different purposes. Therefore, I 

will discuss a ritual designed as a ritual critique of the official ritual in the temple. In the 

descriptions of rituals, I will discuss who organizes a given ceremony, with what intentions, 

and at whom is the ritual aimed. Besides describing its structure and meanings, I pay attention 

to competing interpretations, which can be seen in in autumn ceremony and other rituals well. 
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5.1 Confucius Ceremony 

 In this section, I first describe the structure of the autumn ceremony, the participants, 

and their roles and interpretations of the ritual. Following is the topic of ritual and nationalism 

where I explore role this ritual plays in the political and cultural legitimization of the republican 

regime, together with an issue of secularization and transformation of a sacrifice ceremony 

into a republican ceremony of commemoration. I discuss the aims of the officials and these 

official intentions are contrasted with interpretations and actions by other participants. The 

last part of this section deals with the topic of ritual change presenting differing viewpoints on 

changes introduced to the autumn ceremony. 

Structure and Participants 

 As discussed in the history overview, the ceremony celebrating the birthday of 

Confucius has been set to take place on September 28th. Conventional descriptions of the 

ritual might start with the drum sounds at six o’clock and end with the ritual master chanting, 

“The rite has finished” at 7:30. The official brochure one gets upon entrance lists in addition 

activities such as the speeches and gifts given by presiding government officials, thus ending 

the event at 9 o’clock. Still, there is a lot to observe which precedes and follows the birthday 

ritual narrower sense. 

 On the same day, at five of clock, the ceremony is preceded by an ancestor sacrifice 

performed by the descendants of Confucius, Mencius, and Zengzi at the back of the temple in 

front of the Chongsheng Shrine. One day before the ceremony, on Saturday 27th in the 

afternoon, there is a “rehearsal ceremony” (shidian xiyi 釋奠習儀), which is structurally the 

same as the ceremony held on 28th. The only difference is an absence of political elites who 

arrive only on the following day. Two weeks before the ceremony, the temple starts to hand 

out entrance tickets, which are free of charge and serve to limit the number of people arriving 

at the temple. The audience has assigned place where to stand during the ceremony and 

cannot walk freely or leave the designated area. Each year, there are 400 individual tickets (2 

per person), and 300 group tickets. Moreover, on the day of the ceremony, before the gates 

open, people can queue for another 100 tickets given out on the spot. The representatives of 

local governmental and educational institutions receive VIP entrance passes, which are sent 

by post directly to the address of a recipient. One month before the ceremony, preparations 

and rehearsals in the temple start on the first Saturday in September, and take place on each 

following Saturday. The ritual offerings on 28th end at 7:30, but are followed by half an hour 

of speeches by politicians, which last until 8 o’clock when the officials start to distribute 

wisdom cake and other gifts to the audience. The ceremony de facto ends with everyone 

taking photographs and wandering around, or leaving the temple. Some people ascend the 

platform to look inside the main hall, and or pray in front the spirits tablets. The photos after 

ritual (politicians with ritualists, ritualist with their family members) are also form of ritualizing 

and can be included as a part of the ritual event. 
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 The ritual brings together different groups of participants, including the temple staff 

and volunteers who are responsible for the administrative affairs, temple space and ritual 

utensils. The Kai Ping Culinary School (Kaiping canyin xuexiao 開平餐飲學校) prepares the 

sacrificial offerings and "wisdom cakes" that are given to the public at the end of the ceremony. 

There are dancers and musicians from local schools, officiates who perform the sacrifices, and 

masters of rituals. In total, there is over two hundred direct participants, plus several hundred 

people in the audience. 

 

Structure 

 Both the autumn and now-abolished spring sacrifice to Confucius follow the same basic 

structure of sacrificial rituals commonly performed in Taiwan, which are generally called 

“three-offerings” (sanxian li 三獻禮) and can be classified as Confucian rituals. The name 

refers to the three stages (chu xianli 初獻禮, ya xianli 亞獻禮, zhong xianli 終獻禮) when the 

offerings are presented to deities (in a temple), or to ancestors (in an ancestral hall). The three-

offerings in the Taipei Confucius temple have been modified to suit the political needs, such 

as inclusion of president offering of incense and sacrificial text. Consideration of politics and 

tourism lead to shortening and simplification of the ritual, and invitation of public to attend 

the ritual as audience. 

 The ritual can be divided into phases of preparation, sacrifice, and conclusion. In the 

preparation phase, the ritual participants assume their designated places and the “sacrificial 

remains” (animal blood and hair) are buried outside the Lingxing Gate. Ritual masters then 

walk out of the main hall in two rows and pass through the side doors of the Lingxing and Yi 

Gate into to courtyard in front of Pan Pond to welcome the spirit of Confucius. Then, they 

accompany the spirit by walking back through the central doorway of Lingxing and Yi Gate, 

and back to the main hall. In the sacrificial phase, the offerings of foodstuff are presented on 

tables, and incense sticks are burned in front of the spirit tablets in main hall, in the western 

and eastern halls, and in front of the tablet of the local worthy. This is followed by three 

offerings: first, the main officiant offers silks and wine, and ritual master chants sacrificial texts, 

and wine is offered for the second and third time. In the Taipei temple, the president or his 

representative enters the temple at this phase, and offers incense in main hall. The ritual 

master then chants the presidents’ sacrificial text. Afterwards, Confucius descendant offers a 

stick of incense, and sacrifice is concluded by drinking wine and removing the foodstuff. In the 

concluding phase, ritual masters see the spirit of Confucius off, and silks and sacrificial texts 

are burned outside the Lingxing Gate. Officiants then return to their places in front of main 

hall, and the ritual master on the platform calls out ceremony finished. After this, everybody 

claps their hands, which is something I have not seen in rituals in other temples, and it seems 

to be an indicator of a rather secular/republican nature of this ceremony. 

 

Time 

 Although the date of the ceremony is September 28th, in recent years, it was changed 

due to the typhoon warnings. In 2015, the ceremony took place on October 9th, and in 2016 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

163 
 

on October 1th. Ritual master Sun, who is responsible for instructing musicians, once 

mentioned that in the past, the ceremony would have taken place regardless of the weather, 

thus being ritually appropriate, but in recent years, it is often postponed because of bad 

weather. With a smile, he then recalled the time when the temple was being reconstructed in 

2007, and the ceremony took part outside the temple on a square between the Confucius 

temple and Baoan temple. “The strong wind was blowing and spirit tablets kept falling down,” 

master Sun laughed. 

 Rehearsals on Saturdays in September proceed with an increasing degree of ritualizing. 

At first, the rehearsal is mainly pretending and practicing. The participants wear casual clothes, 

and do not actually pour wine, or burn incense. However, on the last Saturday, they are all 

dressed in ritual garments. The ceremony on 27th is open to public, yet it is called a “rehearsal 

ceremony”. Can we call it a ritual? When does ritualizing during rehearsals become a full-

fledged ritual? Official answer would be that ritual for real when the offerings presented by 

the officiants together with speeches and gift of wisdom cake. On 27th, the incense was 

burned but the sacrificial text recited by a ritual master clearly stated the date as 28th, making 

clear that this ceremony does not stand on its own, and is intended as a preparation for the 

proper ritual on September 28th. 

 The last two days of final rehearsal on 27th and “real ritual” on 28th are physically 

tiring for all the participants, including the temple staff and volunteers, but not the officiants 

who arrive only for a short period of time to attend the ceremony. The final rehearsal takes 

place in the afternoon, and after it has finished the ritual masters, dancers, and musicians 

quickly change clothes, and return to their homes to eat dinner and sleep for a few hours. 

Early in the morning, they return to temple. Ritual masters have to arrive early to put on ritual 

garments, and then perform the ritual at the back of the temple at 5:30. The children arrive 

later, and prepare for the main ceremony, which starts at 6 o’clock. For example, the 

musicians do not return home at all, but sleep at the school. Since both daughters of KU 

participated in the ritual as dancers, she described once during the Saturday lesson how they 

get up from bed at 3 o’clock in the morning, at 4 o’clock arrive in the temple, and have one 

hour to dress up and prepare. KU then added, “If you have been there, you have noticed that 

the musicians and dancers are the first to arrive and last to leave the stage.” When I asked the 

older daughter of KU in the afternoon on September 28th about the morning ritual, she 

summed up her feelings with one word “tired”. 

 

Audience 

 While the public is encouraged to attend the ceremony, there are distinctions among 

the members of the audience. The VIPs, who are members of the governing board and local 

government institutions, receive the entrance tickets by post irrespective of whether they 

actually intend to attend the ceremony. The two also stand in different sections inside the 

temple. VIPs enter through the Hong gate, pass the Li gate, and continue to the eastern side 

of the main courtyard. Ordinary spectators enter though a secondary gateway next to the 
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Hong gate, and walk past the Minglun Hall into the western part of the main courtyard. The 

VIP zone is less crowded that the other one. 

 Given the crowded space forbidding movement, the audience can see only certain 

elements of the ritual. For example, one cannot see what is going on in the main hall, and 

unless standing next to the side winds, one cannot see inside the halls with former Confucians 

and Worthies. The ritual burying and burning is completely out of the sight. To compensate 

for this, there are two flat-screen TVs on the western and eastern side of the main courtyard, 

which broadcast the parts of ritual audience could not otherwise see. 

 

Officiants (xianguan 獻官) 

 The officiants are not dressed in the new Ming-style garments, but wear the long qipao

旗袍  from the Qing and Japanese era. While the mandarin jacket is black, the qipao 

underneath is of blue republican colour. There are four kinds of officiants: 

(1) Main officiant (zheng xianguan 正獻官) (one person). This post is held by the mayor of 

Taipei who presents three offerings to Confucius and accompanying sages inside the main 

temple hall. Previously, the Kuomintang mayors had attended the ceremony, but the new 

mayor, Ko Wen-je, sent instead his vice-mayor, Deng Jiaji 鄧家基. The accompanying officiants 

(peijiguan 陪祭官 ) are selected by Taipei city government from among teachers, local 

government, and non-governmental organization etc. Their task is to accompany the main 

officiant (正獻官), and they are divided in two groups consisting 20-24 and 16-20 people: one 

group stands in the main hall at the eastern and western side (20-24 people), and another one 

is at eastern and western sides of the Chongsheng Shrine (16-20 people). 

(2) Corollary officiants (fen xianguan 分獻官) (8 people) present incense, wine and silks in the 

western and eastern wing to sacrifice to Past Confucians and Former Worthies, and to the 

local Worthy, just like main officiant makes offerings at the main hall. They are usually heads 

of various local government bureaus, members of the temple governing board, and foreign 

envoys in Taiwan. Moreover, one is from Cheng and Koo families each because they are 

donators of the temple. 

(3) Correcting officiant (jiuyiguan 糾儀官) (one person) is responsible for correcting any 

mistakes should they happen during the ritual, and this post is held by the Commissioner of 

Department of Civil Affairs (民政局長), under the jurisdiction of which the temple government 

board falls. 

(4) Sacrificial officiant (fengxianguan 奉祀官) (3 people). Their role is to perform sacrifices to 

Confucius, Mencius, and Zengzi at the Chongsheng Shrine. The three officiants are the 79th-

generation descendant of Confucius, Kung Tsui-chang 孔垂長 (1975), appointed in 2009, the 

76th generation descendant of Mencius, Meng Lingji 孟令繼 , and the 75th generation 

descendant of Zengzi. Zeng Qinghong 曾慶泓. It is worth noting that this is not a family ritual 

but a part of the larger set of nationalist ritualism, and co-opting the descendants of the Sages 

is important symbol in claims on cultural legitimacy. For example, in 2016, Meng Lingji 

participated in a commemoration ritual in the Mencius temple in Zoucheng in the Mainland 
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China, at the birthplace of Mencius. I learned from one of the descendants in the Kong 

Decheng line of descent that their ancestor rituals at home are very simple because there was 

not time to take the spirit tables when they were fleeing from the Mainland China. On the 

other hand, the Kongs who immigrated to Taiwan during the Qing dynasty do have an 

ancestral hall. In this way, the main lineage might be more dependent on the state. This can 

be contrasted with what I learned from the master Chen concerning their ancestor being 

enshrined in the temple as the Local Worthy. Master Chen said that it is an honour for them, 

but concerning the spirit tablet in the temple, “It is their thing (meaning Confucius temple), if 

they want to enshrine him.” The Chen family does not make sacrifices to their ancestor in the 

temple, they have spirit tablet in their own ancestral hall and that is where the sacrifices take 

place. 

 In the Taipei Confucius temple, there is an element differentiating it from ceremonies 

in other Confucius temples, and that is the presence of president, or his representative, who 

offers a stick of incense in the main hall after the three offerings part of the ritual concluded. 

In 2015, President Ma attended the ceremony as he did previously in years 2008, 2009, 2013. 

New president, Cai Yingwen 蔡英文, did not attend the ceremony in 2016. 

 

Ritual Dancers (yisheng 佾生) 

 As mentioned, the ritual dancers in the Taipei Confucius temple has been selected from 

the students from Dalong Elementary school since 1931. This is one of the sources of prestige 

for the school, and some mothers decide to sign up their children here because of the bayi 

dance. The dancers are students from the third to sixth grade (eight to eleven years old). In 

contrast to the musicians, the dance classes are not mandatory, and students sign up (or are 

signed up by their mothers) based on interest. The teacher of yi dance told me that every year 

he asks children, “Have your parents or grandparents danced [in the temple]? And great 

number of children rises their hands every time.” Some of the parents thus sign up their 

children to this school because they themselves had danced in the past and still feel a 

connection. 

The dance teacher is a young man in his thirties, who arrived to teach at the school in 

2002, and as he said, he did not know very much about the dance back then. He saw the ritual 

at the temple for the first time in 2006 when the teacher Zhuang Wenzhen selected him 

together with three other teachers to be her successor. Teacher Zhuang, to whom the yi dance 

teacher referred respectfully by using an appellation “master” (shifu 師父), had been teaching 

yi dance for two decades. Her disciples had been learning how to perform and teach the yi 

dance at her side for 5 to 6 years, and after she retired in 2014, the responsibility is now at 

the hands of the next generation of teachers. “I learned about the dance properly only after I 

had arrived here”, said yi dance teacher, and added that although he as a child had read 

Confucian texts at school, it was after seeing the dance at the temple that he was enchanted 

by the discovery that, “We have such beautiful traditional culture”. Through years of teaching 

yi dance, he got more interested in Confucian culture, which has had “great influence on the 

Chinese. Confucius’s thought has relevance even today.” When I asked the yi dance teacher 
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whether he plans to teach the dance until his retirement, he nodded saying, “Bayi dance is an 

important aspect of Confucian culture. Since I had an opportunity to encounter it, I have to do 

it dutifully and do it properly.” 

The two dance teachers teach other classes because the yi dance is not part of the 

school curriculum. Each year, there are from 50-60 to 70-80 students who learn the yi dance. 

The teachers decide who will eventually dance based on the students’ progress. Students learn 

and practice dance in the morning before the start of the school day, three days every week, 

about one hour each time. The classes begin in January and last until June. During the summer 

holiday, there is a two-week summer course. In September, the preparations intensify, and 

students often practice in the morning and afternoon. Students dance with pheasant plumes 

in right hand and a bamboo flute in the left hand. The handle of the plumes is in the shape of 

dragon, while the plumes themselves symbolize phoenix. Following the structure of ritual with 

offerings on three occasions (sanxian li), the dance has three accompanying sets of 

movements for the first, the second, and the third offering. Each set consist of 32 movements 

(96 movements in total), which might look similar but are in fact quite distinct and the 

movements do not repeat very much across the three sets. The dance teacher pointed out 

that for this reason, the dance “puts a lot of requirements on the children’s memory.” In his 

experience, the dance has influence on children’s personality and learning abilities. In addition 

to memory, it cultivates their ability to focus, their self-confidence, and patience. 

Dance movements are based on the Ming-era dance manuals, but as the yi dance 

teacher explained, the manuals depict only static postures and the movements of changing 

from one posture to another are different among different dance teachers. As he added, 

different temples have their teachers as well, and there are differences in their performances. 

However, the movements not change, and they themselves did not introduce any changes 

after teacher Zhuang’s retirement. The stage in temple was originally build for a six-row yi 

dance, but since Ma Ying-jeou elevated the status of Confucius temple to eight rows of dancers, 

the platform in the main courtyard has to be temporarily enlarged each autumn in order to 

accommodate the larger number of dancers. 

Apart from performance at the autumn ceremony, the students were in the past 

invited to Mainland China, Korea, Malaysia and other countries to perform, but in recent years, 

they perform only in Taiwan, often in temples. 

 

Ritual Musicians (yuesheng 樂生) 

 After the ritual was changed in 1970s the ritual musicians were recruited from the 

Taipei Municipal Chengyuan High School (Chengyuan gaozhong 成淵高中), but since 2013, 

they come from the Chongqing Junior High school (Chongqing guozhong 重慶國中). They are 

first year students for whom the classes are mandatory. Teacher Sun explained that it is 

because of the need to have a guaranteed participation by a fixed number of musicians, and 

if they were relying of volunteers, it is not sure that the required number of people would 

have free time and arrive to participate. The students start practicing in October and continue 

through the summer holiday until September. Afterwards, the new students take over. 
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 During the summer holiday, they rehearse under guidance of teacher Sun and their 

schoolteacher in the temple in the morning. They learn not only music, but also when and how 

to enter and leave, and teacher Sun instructs them in the rhythm of walking, where to stop 

and how to turn, so that the whole movement is fluent and synchronized. In addition, since 

weather in September can still be very hot and long standing without moving is tiring, summer 

holiday classes include a “crash course” on endurance. Both teacher Sun and the 

schoolteacher mentioned, “The children’s physique and endurance is not strong enough”. But 

during the ceremony they had to stand for an hour, and so in order to help children grow 

accustomed, so that they do not all faint, the teachers let them train to stand without 

movement for an extended period of time during the summer. 

 When the rehearsal in front of the main hall finished, and after a pause, they all moved 

into the shade of Lingxing Gate, and at half past ten started the endurance session. Children 

lined up in rows inside the space of the gate holding music instruments, and out of collegiality, 

I remained standing as well. Since this was endurance-oriented exercise, they did not practice 

music this time; instead, the teacher played the ritual music from the CD. Focus was on the 

physique. Yet, at the specified moments, they were still required to put up their musical 

instruments as if they were playing, since holding instruments is tiring as well. When they put 

the instruments down again after a few minutes of pretend playing, several children breathed 

out deeply with relief. This whole time, teacher Sun walked around and occasionally tapped a 

student with a paper folder or a pencil to correct their posture. During the one-hour duration, 

several children asked their teacher for a toilet leave, and several children sat down out of 

exhaustion with their head on the knees, or their face in the palms. Some got up after a few 

minutes, but some only stood up at the end of training. 

 The performance is indeed exhausting, and I noticed four or five children fainting on 

the stage during the autumn ceremony on September 28th. In one case, I first noticed a 

women from temple staff running across the courtyard, as the staff would take children in 

backside of the temple into a temporary first aid room. Teacher Sun once said, “When only 

four of five children faint, I consider it a success.” 

 Teacher Sun recently handed the student instruction over to his long-time student, and 

in the future plans for the student to succeed him in this post of ritual master in the temple. 

Later, when I met the student and asked him how the instruction proceeds, he replied that 

classes are very exhausting because children are not paying much attention. His mother, who 

was in the room, added, that the children behaved in this way even when they had been 

instructed by teacher Sun because “It is mandatory. They are not interested in this kind of 

music.” During the September rehearsals, an elderly ritual master, who works as teacher, took 

me on a tour of the temple, and as we passing through Yi gate, we looked at the musicians 

standing at the platform in front of the main hall, and he commented, “These children who 

attend the ritual are not good students, you see. They have no interest, but since their grades 

are not very good, they need extracurricular activities.” 
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Masters of Ritual (lisheng 禮生) 

 The role of ritual masters is to guide other participants through all the steps of the 

ritual. During the autumn ceremony, two masters stand at edge of the platform next to a stand 

made from red-painted wood, on top of which there are large sheets of yellow paper. Each 

page, vertically written in red characters, identifies a concrete stage of the ritual such as “First 

drum roll”, “Inviting the spirit”, or “Ceremony concludes”. One ritual master turns over the 

pages while the other chants in loud voice the ritual steps which are about to be performed. 

Other ritual masters accompany officiants – lead them to their positions, take over incense 

and put into incense pots etc. – they also welcome and see off the spirit of Confucius, burn 

sacrificial texts and bury the “blood and hair”. An important observation, to which master Bai 

alerted me, was that ritual master do not bow. They do bow when it is a part of their ritual 

role such as when those who welcome the spirit bow in front on the Lingxing Gate, but on 

other occasions, such as when calling out for participants to bow, the ritual masters 

themselves do not bow. 

 Ritual masters in the Taipei Confucius temple, majority of whom are elderly men, are 

a closed group with strong outer borders. I asked master Bai during a paper folding activity in 

how long he has been a ritual master, and he replied that over 13 years. “It is predetermined 

(yuanfen 緣份)”, he added and explained that lot of people would like to be a ritual master 

but do not have the opportunity because it is not open for everyone. 

 On a group level, members of the Chen family and the Baoan temple ritual masters are 

invited to take role in the Confucius temple. On the level of an individual, it is possible to 

inherit the position from one’s father, but in most cases, the only way of becoming a ritual 

master is through personal connections such as by an introduction by a current ritual master. 

For this reason, many ritual masters repeatedly commented that becoming a ritual master is 

a matter of fate – one is either predetermined to become a ritual master or not. One ritual 

master said that he had been a ritual master for ten years and inherited the post from his 

father who used to be ritual master until having passed away. He added, “But it is not a rule, 

children are not necessarily interested, it is important to have it in your fate.” Another master, 

who is a doctorate student in department of Chinese literature, told, “My older schoolmate is 

a ritual master, and when I told with him that I am writing thesis on rites and decorum (li 禮), 

he suggested that I participate together with him.” 

 Although the outer borders are clearly defined, the ritual masters in the Confucius 

temple are not a homogenous group. There seem to be several different backgrounds: Baoan 

temple, Chen family ancestral hall, Juexiu temple, and recently, many ritual masters come 

from the ranks of Minglun Junior High School (Minglun gaozhong 明倫高中 ) students. 

Moreover, while some of the masters have background as masters of ritual in ancestral halls 

or temples, many do not have, especially the young students. Concerning the professional 

background, apart from students, it seems that most masters have business background. 

There are also different motivations for participation, some participate mainly out of the 

respect for Confucius, teacher Sun is an example. Master Chen often simply said, “We just 

come to help out”. In the case of Baoan temple, one of the reasons they lend their ritual 
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masters to participate is as an attempt to extend control over the Confucius temple as part of 

the local and national political struggle between the Kuomintang and the Democratic Party. 

Therefore, Baoan temple withdrew its support on several occasions when its leadership was 

displeased, and this caused quite trouble for the administration of the Confucius temple as 

they had to find replacement – for example among quickly trained university students, or 

recently by drawing from the pool of Minglun Junior High School. From what I overheard in 

the temple, the political aspects are quite widely reflected. One ritual master shared with me 

a hearsay that the leader of the Baoan temple used his connections to the top ranks of 

Democratic Party to successfully press a demand that whenever there are plans to renovate 

the Confucius temple, the Baoan temple must first be asked for consultation. 

 Among the masters of ritual whom I met and talked with most often was already 

mentioned teacher Sun who has been ritual master since 1987. As he recollected, one day, he 

got a call asking him whether he has free time on this and this day. He said that yes, and on 

the 24th went to the temple to see rehearsals. On 27th, he was already in the ritual garment, 

and on 28th took part in the real ritual. Teacher Sun laughed saying that he “had no idea what 

was going on and what was the meaning of all this.” Although he “naturally, made mistakes, 

but musicians have good memory” and during the very first observation he paid close 

attention and put everything in his memory. Afterwards, his teacher called him again asking 

whether there were any problems, and teacher Sun replied that it went well. As such, his 

teacher told him that he could participate next time as well. 

 From what I have seen, Confucius is a model of behaviour for teacher Sun, his 

relationships with students can serve as reference for the teacher’s own relationship with 

students and teaching approaches. Teacher Sun has very cheerful personality and sense of 

humour. He talked about how many teachers are overly serious, aloof, and strict, but 

Confucius and his students were not so serious, it is important that the teacher-student 

relationship is friendly. “This way, for me as a teacher it is also relaxing (qingsong 輕鬆).” It 

does not mean to be lenient, it is not possible lower the bar, but it is not necessary to be strict 

either (yansu 嚴肅 ). “The teacher-student relationship is also determined by the fate 

(yuanfen).” During the rehearsals, I could observe teacher’s cheerful personality, emphasis on 

detail and precision of action coupled with joking and encouragement for good performance. 

When students practiced how the ritual walk and to ascend and descent the platform, teacher 

Sun explained that it is important to keep the same distance from the student in front of 

oneself. “What to do when distance too short?” he asked the students, and laughingly 

answered: “Scold him”, and made an exaggerated gesture of kicking towards a boy in front of 

him, which made us all burst in laughter. “It is not his mistake, but mine. He cannot know what 

goes on behind him, just as I do not know the distance of the person behind me,” concluded 

the teacher. 

 Teacher Sun has visible Buddhist inclinations. When I visited his home I notice a small 

statue of Buddha, and before I left, the teacher walked over to a bookshelf, and gave me a 

comic book version of the Heart Sutra, saying that he had bought 300 copies, which he gives 

to friends. Afterwards, he continued saying that every day he writes characters from the Heart 
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sutra by hand, and picked up a stack of papers from the library covered in handwriting and 

with several pages clipped together several pages forming several sutras. This serves as 

another example of non-exclusivity of identity, possibly because Confucianism is not “religion” 

for the teacher Sun, and it is possible to draw on different sources. Teacher’s home was also 

filled with many books about Confucius and Confucianism. Most are secondary literature, and 

teacher explained that when the Taiwanese read classical texts, they do not understand the 

meaning, and that he himself relies on modern renditions written by scholars. Jokingly, he 

added, “We musicians are used to reading notes, and reading long passages of text gives us a 

headache.” 

 Ritual master Chen is over sixty years old, tall and balding man, who was often smiling, 

and teasing me because of the age difference since I am younger than his children are. He is 

a retired banker, and has been a ritual master in their ancestral hall for 20 years and in the 

Confucius temple over 10 years. As he said, one becomes ritual master usually when the 

children had grown up and one has free time, and explained that one learns rituals through 

practice, as there are many practical and aesthetic details involved in the proper performance 

of ritual. He also mentioned that he attends lectures on religion in the Baoan temple. “Because 

of my position in the ancestral hall, people ask me about rituals and gods, and I should be able 

to answer them”, it is important to continue educating oneself. Another master from Chen 

ancestral hall is over sixty years old, and has been doing ritual master in their ancestral hall 

since he was 22 years old. 

 Master Bai, also already mentioned, had been a member of Rotary Club for a time and 

persuaded them to organize a ritual for children passing from kindergarten to elementary 

school. During the September rehearsals, he took me around and explained various aspects 

of ritual. Besides the ritual, he and his wife help in the temple by organizing paper-folding 

activities. 

 Next, there were two young ritual masters, Eric and Hai-hung, who are university 

students and both learn to be Taoist priests. Eric had a long time interest in rituals and because 

of this, he became a ritual master in the Confucius temple. This was before he started to learn 

to be Taoist priest, and plans to act as ritual master at the Confucius temple as long as he is 

able. The two know each other from the Taoist classes, and Eric brought Hai-hung with him to 

the Confucius temple. Hai-hung has had a previous interest in traditional culture and often 

participated in religious events as spectator. Yet, he saw the ceremony in Confucius temple 

for the first time the previous year (2014) when Eric took him there. 

 Eric explained that most ritual masters are businessmen and bankers. As an interesting 

side note, he mentioned that, in the past, there was one ritual master who was a Christian, 

but obviously, this did not pose problem for him to participate in ceremony in the Confucius 

temple. This can be compared with my observation in the temple when bowing in front of the 

spirit tablets in the Confucius temple posed a serious problem for a junior high schoolgirl who 

came on a school excursion with her teacher and classmates. The teacher explained, “She is 

from a Protestant family and is afraid that by bowing, she would violate their religious rules”. 
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He then explained both to me and the girl that bowing in front of Confucius is to show respect 

for teacher and is not a an act of “worship”, but did not force the girl to participate. 

 We also talked about contrasts based on their training as Taoist priests, and I asked 

whether any form of purification was required before the ritual. They replied that in the past, 

it used to be so, but nowadays not anymore, and Eric added explanation that “the ceremony 

in the temple is only a performance; it does not have religious aspect.” 

Ritual and Nationalism 

 In 2013, I first attended the ceremony as a tourist without knowledge of the history of 

Confucianism in Taiwan, history of the Taipei Confucius temple, and knowledge of the 

backstage of the ceremony. For such an ordinary member of audience, the autumn ceremony 

presents a wholesome image of a public display of respect for Confucius and his teachings, 

and of Taiwan as a Confucian country that has preserved traditional culture even on the level 

of state since the officials perform “traditional sacrifices”. Yet, as I learned more during the 

field research and started to gain insight into the history of the Republic of China, Nationalist 

Party, nationalism and nation-building, and other issues described in the Chapter 2, the image 

started to get its tears. As I was observing and talking with people, I learned about the 

multiplicity of meanings drowned out by the official interpretative voice. I peeked into the 

negotiations over meanings and practices in the temple, and political bickering. The result was 

an image that is more plastic and colourful than the officially painted monochromatic picture. 

 Moreover, I fully realized that in studying rituals, it is important is to observe concrete 

performances of rituals in specific contexts and that the interpretations cannot be restrict to 

one general function of the ritual, such as that ritual instils social norms or recreates the social 

structure. This is not to say that such interpretations are wrong, but rather than there are 

more functions which a given ritual can perform. These depend on perspectives of ritual 

participants, observers and critiques, and the socio-historic context in which the ritual is 

performed and interpreted. Various participants have different intentions when they organize 

or take part in a ritual, and rituals may fail to work or attain the desired effect, producing 

instead different results or unforeseen side effects. This is the case with Confucius birthday 

ceremony in the Taipei Confucius temple. For the republican ideologues, it has been one part 

of a larger set of political ceremonies and has served to display the continuity of national 

culture and the unity of nation. However, as I observed in situ, this is not necessarily how this 

ritual works and what it achieves. 

 This section on the connections between the ritual and nationalism starts with 

description of intentions of national elites (politicians and scholars) and how others view, 

interpret and challenge these official intentions. The others include ritual masters, Baoan 

temple, and participating and non-participating public. I begin with the intentions of the elites 

because they not only organize and finance the event, but also possess the power to 

disseminate their interpretations of the meaning of the ritual. Media reports on the 

ceremonies in the Confucian temples in September quote official representatives such as 

mayor in elucidating the purpose of ritual, and the interpretations of politicians are often 
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bolstered by scholars. Moreover, the elites assume a privileged role in ritual. Even though the 

national elites (officials and scholars) have the means of imposing their worldview, and their 

interpretations are the mainstream image of the temple and ritual, the public and other 

participants are not passive recipients,398 and do not necessarily subscribe to the nationalist 

worldview. The following section therefore describes how the republican mode of 

commemoration contrasts with the perspective, which sees the presence of Confucius and 

other spirits in ritual as real rather than metaphorical. Afterwards, I deal with issue how ritual 

aimed to serve as political and cultural legitimization, and what role the ideologues ascribe to 

participating audience. Yet, the participants do not necessarily feel any special connection 

with Confucian culture, and the ritual does not necessarily make them infused with the 

national spirit. The section ends with a brief description of a “counter-ritual”, which takes 

place on the same day to celebrate the birthday of Confucius, but is intended as a challenge 

to the ritual in the temple. 

 

Official Intentions 

 Following my observations, the autumn ceremony can be included among the 

republican civic rituals of commemoration. The asserted purpose is to celebrate Chinese 

nation and its ancient history, and the ritual structure bears many similarities to ceremonies 

commemorating Sun Yat-sen or national martyrs mentioned in the Chapter 2. As mentioned 

in the chapter on Classics for Families, there was a portrait of Sun Yat-sen hanging in the 

Minglun Hall in the past. Statements about “expressing reverence and veneration to Confucius” 

refer to Confucius as an important symbol in the national pantheon of de-historicised cultural 

heroes, which I described in the introduction chapter. Confucius as a public symbol differs 

from figures such as Guan Gong who also plays role in Buddhism, Taoism, or “popular religion” 

since Confucian figures have been wholly appropriated by the republican ideologues to a 

degree that is not easy to encounter interpretations of Confucianism that would stray outside 

the boundaries set by nationalism. The strong dichotomy between the Kuomintang officials, 

who are more likely to support this nationalist narrative, and the Democratic Party, who is 

more likely to object, is obvious in the Taipei Confucius temple both during and outside the 

autumn Confucius ceremony. Republican imagery is accentuated through the speeches at the 

end of the ceremony, and accompanying printed materials and news reports. A book about 

the Taipei Confucius temple compiled by temple governing board was published in 2011 in 

order to commemorate 100th anniversary founding of the Chinese republic.399 Interestingly, 

the official discourse repeatedly asserts that the ceremony is performed according to or 

following “ancient ritual prescriptions” (yixun guli 依循古禮). This catchphrase is not limited 

only to sacrifices to Confucius, and other rituals, such as walking around the temple with a 

                                                             
398 I have mentioned this topic in the Chapter 3 on Classics for Families when discussing how the volunteer 
teacher interpret and explain the classical texts. 
399 I refer to Tung, Confucius: the Sage Adaptable to Change. The commemoration intent is stated in the foreword 
by the mayor of Taipei on page 7 in both Chinese and English version of the book. 
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censer, are referred to as “ancient rituals”, irrespective of their origins and the degree of 

invention. 

 While the purpose of ceremony is commemoration, and it serves this purpose, there 

are nevertheless differences in comparison to the style of other republican commemoration 

ceremonies because the ritual in the temple utilizes elements from Confucian ritual repertoire. 

During the New Life Movement era, the government performed republican ceremonies with 

national flag and picture of Sun Yat-sen next to Confucius in the repurposed Confucian temples, 

and these civic ceremonies continue to be used in government institutions under KMT rule. 

However, the Nationalist party decided to emphasize the “ancient rituals” during the Cultural 

Revolution because of needs for cultural and political of legitimization, and a public ritual in 

temple can make the (claimed) legitimacy visible and material. An appropriation of the figure 

of Confucius into republican symbolism served in the past to contrast Nationalists with 

Communists during New Life era, and Cultural Revolution and Cultural Renaissance. At present, 

it continues to support the claims on cultural legitimacy in face of the Mainland government, 

which started to appropriate Confucius as a political symbol as well, such as by establishing 

Confucius Academies all over the world, and reinstating ceremonies to Confucius. Here lies 

another reason why it is important to emphasize an uninterrupted tradition and ancient rituals. 

In contrast to the Confucian state revivalism in the Mainland China, the republican state can 

claim that it represents the true core and uninterrupted transmission of Chinese culture, while 

the rituals in Mainland China are newly re-created. For this purpose, the public is called on to 

participate in the ritual in the Confucius temple in order to serve as witness.  

 

Commemoration vs. Real Presence 

 During the field observation, it is possible to distinguish two distinct perspectives on 

Confucius. The first one is often assumed by officials and scholars who see Confucius as a 

symbol that is a part of larger national symbolism. In this perspective, Confucius is not present 

during the ceremony, which only serves the purpose of commemorating the national hero and 

celebrating national culture. The people who incline to the second perspective allow for the 

possibility that Confucius is actually present during the ceremony. For them, Confucius in not 

simply a passive symbol but does possess an agency, and may be understood as a deity. It is 

possible to reference Robert Orsi’s term “real presence” of deities, ancestors, and ghosts in 

everyday life,400 which stands in contrast to the republican campaigns against superstition and 

appropriation of selected figures such as Confucius and recasting them into metaphors. The 

position of Confucius is somewhere between those fully metaphoric symbols such as Sun Yat-

sen, where state ideology claims monopoly on symbols, and the figures such as Guan Gong, 

which the republican state tried to appropriate but which have powerful grounding in wider 

religious culture and institutions such as Buddhist churches. As such, the state does not have 

exclusivity on the latter. 

 Every year, the official materials and news report painstakingly state the number of 

years since Confucius birth; in 2015, it was 2565th anniversary. In contrast to Christmas in 

                                                             
400 Robert A. Orsi, History and Presence, Cambridge, Massachusetts: Belknap Press, 2016. 
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Christian tradition, in which the birthday of Jesus celebrated too but the exact number of years 

since this event is irrelevant outside of the millenarian movements, and there may be 

similarities between these and nationalist movements regarding the time (past, present, and 

future). In the religious culture in Taiwan, temples celebrate birthdays of their respective 

deities, but the exact number of years is not the focus. In the republican ceremony, one of the 

key aspects is to exemplify the ancient nature of Chinese culture. The politicians, even though 

they are far for being alone, use the phrase of “five thousand years of Chinese culture”, which 

is questionable from the historic perspective but unquestionable from the nationalist one. An 

information brochure, which the audience receive upon entrance to the temple, describes the 

event as a "Commemoration of the XXX anniversary the birth of the First and Ultimate Teacher 

Confucius (大成至聖先師孔子).” The sentence includes several key nationalist concepts: 

“commemoration” (rather than sacrifice, jikong 祭孔), counting out the years of the long-

lasting national culture, and presenting Confucius as a cultural hero. 

 The official book that describes the history and present of the temple presents a 

narrative of the ancient roots of the Confucius ceremony, and emphasizes the role local elites 

in the construction of the Taipei Confucius temple, completely omitting the role of Kimura. A 

chapter on the birthday ceremony shows a distinctly secular understanding of the ritual as a 

civic ceremony. The section describing the structure and steps of the ceremony states that, 

although there are phases called inviting and sending of the spirit, “It is not really believed 

that the spirit actually descends during the ceremony The ceremony is regarded as a means 

by which the living can fulfill their desire to express reverence for the deceased.”401 This is an 

English version of the book, which is aimed at foreign audience, and the passage is descriptive. 

It explains that the Chinese are civilized and do not believe in any superstition. The voice of 

the Chinese version, aimed at local audience, is prescriptive, “There is no spirit of Confucius. 

The ritual was invented to accommodate reverence of the living for the deceased.”402 In both 

versions, there is no spirit that could descend, it is only “make-belief”, and the purpose of 

ritual is a commemoration. The author of the respective chapter is a Professor of Chinese 

Literature, Tung Chinyue 董金裕, who is influential both in academic and political world in 

Taiwan and in the Mainland China.403 From the perspective of the republican ritual logic, 

Confucius is an abstract symbol and not an independent agent. As such, he is not supposed to 

be actually present during the ceremony. Another reason for historicizing Confucius into a 

teacher-philosopher and eschewing religious elements is to avoid the issue of presence, i.e. 

that although politicians often use deities for their own goals, the deities are still popularly 

perceived as agents and may thwart the politicians’ efforts. Their power is less prone to 

control than the purely symbolic power of figures from the repertoire of political mythology 

such as Sun Yat-sen, who do not possess much characteristics outside the discourse of political 

propaganda and slogans. As such, Confucius’s teachings are reduced in the official discourse 

                                                             
401 Tung, Confucius: the Sage Adaptable to Change, p. 124. 
402 Dong, Sheng zhi shi – Taibeishi kongmiao de shuibian yü chuancheng, p. 124. 
403 For example, he was a member of the Curriculum Commission and recommend making the Four Books part 
of mandatory high school curricullum in 2011. 
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to several key values such as filial piety and catchphrases such as “Learning without 

distinctions”, which are reiterated in speeches after ritual, and serve to show the ancient roots 

of the contemporary republican ideology and national culture.404 

 An intention behind public commemorations with the participation of public is similar 

to the efforts of propagating the Classics and trying to put them into school curriculum, i.e. a 

belief that an exposure to these symbols will make people internalize the values contained 

herein, or more precisely their official interpretations. To these ends, the ceremony ends with 

a lengthy political speech by a presiding official, who explains the significance of the ritual to 

the people in audience. This can be interpreted as another aspect of republican secularism. 

Instead of trying to weed out superstitions, officials try to grasp direct control by participating 

and supporting rituals while recasting them into “culture festivals” (wenhuajie 文化節) under 

sponsorship and organization supervision by the Departments of Cultural Affairs. Even though 

officials do not participate in preparations and rehearsals, they are eager to talk about the 

meaning and significance of rituals. In this way, they try to shift the focus of rituals to political 

speeches and sanitized performances performed, instead of religious aspects such as 

sacrifices, or lewd performances (such as spirit media, or votive dances). Performances by 

students from local schools then replace private festival troupes. Moreover, after the 

ceremonies in the Confucius temple has concluded, people often start clapping hands. This 

surprised me first time I saw it because I have not previously seen applause during other rituals 

I attended in Taiwan, and as such, this element makes autumn rather similar to a civic 

ceremony or an artistic performance. Teacher Sun told me that in the past, they would 

perform the autumn ritual irrespective of weather. “We would take rain suits, but still perform 

the ritual.” However, in recent years, with a shift towards tourist performance, the rituals have 

been postponed almost every year due to bad weather. 

 The republican understanding of Confucius stands in contrast to those who would see 

Confucius as an agent rather than passive symbol, such as KU mentioned in the chapter on 

Classics for Families. People often visit temple in order to pray to Confucius. After the autumn 

sacrifice or any other official event has finished, people usually ascend the temple platform to 

pray in front of the spirit tablets in the main hall. They do so in a way similar to prayers directed 

to gods of learning such as Wenchang. The logic of prayer presupposes a counterpart to whom 

the prayers can be addressed, who can listen to them, and who eventually has the power to 

act in order to help the supplicant. This is a kind of power that Sun Yat-sen and other 

republican symbols are denied. 

 For some ritual masters Confucius is more than an abstract national symbol. When I 

was talking with elderly masters in the temple plaza about how to perform rituals and perform 

them properly, I lauded their practical knowledge, to which one of them replied, “The one in 

the middle, he is the one who is really great.” While gesturing towards the main hall behind 

the Yi gate, he added, “Confucius”. I heard similar statements by other ritual masters on 

different occasions. These comments did not reference Chinese nation or national culture, 

                                                             
404 In the contemporary morality books available in temples in Taiwan, Confucius often speaks in a different voice. 
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and it seemed to me that they rely on an appreciation of Confucius’ characteristics outside of 

nationalist significance. I did not hear ritual masters talk about “following ancient ritual 

prescriptions”. Rather, they talked about details of performing ritual properly, and need of 

modifications to changing times and situations. Discussions with masters of ritual revolved 

around various aspects of ritual practice rather than cultural or political significance of 

ceremonies. 

 When I asked the master Chen how one learns to perform rituals, he replied, “The 

teacher can use the words to explain, but it would not have probably much effect. It is 

necessary to play the different roles in the ritual and learn through practice.” Later on, during 

the rehearsals, master Chen took me to the eastern wing and showed me several possibilities 

of inserting incense sticks into the censer, and pointed to problems with some of the 

arrangements, such as aesthetic aspects, or danger of burning oneself. I saw master Bai 

correct less experienced ritual masters on how to hold the lampoon and censer, which they 

use when welcoming and seeing off the spirit. After the rehearsal, he came to me and 

explained the reason for the correction. Once, I asked a group of ritual masters about a 

difference between rituals in an ancestral hall and those in the Confucius temple. An elderly 

ritual master, who was well over 80 years old, had a long speech in the Taiwanese dialect, 

from which I understood only the main points, and had it explained in Mandarin by another 

ritual master afterwards. The difference is that ancestors represent a given family, but 

Confucius represents a “teaching” (jiao 教). It is worth noting that he used the word teaching 

(with its pre-republican connotations), instead of “thought” (sixiang 思想) which is most often 

used in reference to Confucius teachings in contemporary discourse. 

 Teacher Sun emphasized difference between Confucian temple and temples dedicated 

to Taoist and Buddhist deities, but not from a secularist perspective, which would put 

Confucian temple as symbol of national culture over superstition of the common people. 

Teacher Sun has Buddhist inclinations, yet in his eyes, there is a difference between the two 

kinds of temples, “Although the Confucius temple is called temple (miao 廟), it is not same as 

a common temple.” In a Confucian temple, one performs the ceremony in honour of Confucius, 

while in the other temples, people turn to buddhas and bodhisattvas with pleas for help. I did 

not sense a judgmental meaning of this differentiation, rather simply a need to point out their 

different functions. 

 Over the course of the fieldwork, I had opportunity to encounter teacher Sun inside 

and outside the temple. I could see that some of the developments of Confucius temple left 

him frustrated, and I had the same feelings concerning several other long-time masters of 

rituals, such as master Bai, who had endeavoured to reinstate the spring ceremonies. 

Eventually, they were let down by political disputes, which lead to the recent abolition of the 

spring ceremonies, or by the fact that the mayor does not attend the autumn ceremony. 

Despite this, teacher Sun said, “I am here because of him”, nodding towards the spirit table of 

Confucius. On a different occasion, he said, “I will be here every year as long as I have the 

strength, no matter what. And when I am not capable, I will hand over my post to (name of 

his student)”. For him, the ceremony had personal meaning independent of the republican 
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symbolism and references to Chinese culture or nation. He did not see the Republic as 

something eternal, and could well imagine its ending and being replaced by another dynasty 

just as the Republic replaced the Qing dynasty. The key point of the ceremony was Confucius 

as a person and not the political symbols and institutions. 

 Master Chen had no problem saying that Confucius is a deity, explaining that this is 

because everyone can approach him. In this respect he is different from ancestors because 

“You cannot call parents of some else Mum or Dad, can you?” When I asked whether the spirit 

of Confucius is actually present during the ceremony, and enters and leaves though the door, 

master Chen replied that the temple is like a Confucius home. Since there are many temples, 

he can choose where he wants to stay. “We are simply a custodians taking care of his home.” 

Their duty is to prepare everything for his arrival, but it is up to him whether he shows up here 

or in a different temple. Yet, “We still have to make the preparations diligently.” He added 

that we cannot be sure, whether he is actually present or not. “I do not have the ability to see 

spirits”, laughed master Chen. This is not a simple figure of speech since in Taiwan there are 

many ritual specialists who do have the ability to see or communicate with various spirits, 

ghosts and deities. The famous phrase “Make sacrifices as if the spirits were present”, which 

had become a favourite line among some exegetes, including scholars, who would like to 

project onto Confucius their cultural values in a sense that Confucius was a secular humanist, 

gets a different meaning from the perspective of ritual practice.405 

 When I asked the same question, “Is Confucius a deity?” the young Taoists, Eric replied, 

“From the perspective of a Taoist priest, yes, from personal viewpoint, he is an important 

historical person.” Hai-hung commented that his view is similar, and added that during ritual, 

it is necessary to be serious about taking Confucius as a deity, ending with a quote from the 

Analects, “Make sacrifices as if the spirits were present.” This points to the importance of 

context when interpreting classical texts, and that in the context of contemporary Taiwanese 

ritual practices, this Confucius’s statement might be a piece of common-sense practical 

knowledge. 

 

Legitimization 

 Despite the popularity of the slogan “There is no distinction in education” which is 

repeated by the officials, the autumn ceremony is a display of difference is social hierarchy 

and dichotomy between the cultural and political elite, and people. In contrast to imperial 

sacrifices in Confucian temples when the public was not allowed inside, the republican state 

invites public to participate because the of the nationalists seem to be a hope that the 

presence of audience will serve two goals: 1) The audience will stand as witnesses to ROC 

political and cultural legitimacy. Participation by foreign delegates from the countries with 

formal relations with ROC as officiants also serves this legitimizing role. 2) Through 

participation, the audience will gain an affinity for national culture, and will be infused with 

                                                             
405 This reminded me of a talk I had with a caretaker of a “popular temple” near my home who referred to the 
temple as Taoist, and when we were talking about the statues of deities, she told me that a deity may enter the 
statue, but from our perspective, it is hard to say when the deity is actually present. 
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the republican norms and values, including the Kuomintang version of Confucianism since filial 

piety is often mentioned. To these effects, the government motivates people by gifts and 

limited number of entrance passes. In my observation, this strategy works and there is great 

demand for tickets for the ceremony on September 28th. 

 When listening to official speeches in September, one can often hear that the 

politicians hope that young people will participate in greater numbers in order to get in touch 

with Confucian culture, and consequently learn to appreciate the cultural values. This implies 

that although the republican culture policies tends towards secularism and rationalism, the 

way that the republicans (politicians and scholars) understand the ceremony tends towards 

magical understanding of the ritual, i.e. belief in a transformative power of ritual. A conviction 

that simply by participating, the minds of people will be instilled with the values, which are 

played out in the ritual, and their perception of world will change so as to identify with the 

nation and the national government. National-building efforts seem to call for the necessity 

to transform people into citizens through constant exposure to national symbolism. The 

similar cultural logic seems to be one of the reasons behind the Classics recitation movement 

and attempts to introduce the Four Books into mandatory curriculum, i.e. that simply reading 

the Classics will transform students into conscious members of the nation. It seems that ritual 

participants who respond to the republican symbolism have already identified with the 

nationals culture. Those who come just to see a once-in-a-year spectacle seem to remain 

unchanged in their worldview and cultural values. 

 The participation of public also gives rise to what can be called a mistake in the ritual. 

When the rituals master calls out instruction for all to bow when the spirit enters and leaves, 

only one or two people would bow the first time. While the number increases the second time, 

it does not seem to exceed 3/4 of the audience. It seems that people in the audience are not 

quite clear about their role in the ritual, and whether the instructions to bow apply to them 

as well, or only to the officiants. The matter is further complicated by the fact that the ritual 

masters do not bow, which can make people more uncertain whether they are supposed to 

bow or not. 

 In addition, I observed that for many members of the audience, the charisma 

generated by political status (the post of the president) could be more important than that of 

Confucius, sages or other symbols. Several people mentioned the anticipation of seeing the 

president as their motivation for coming to the temple. When the ritual master announces 

point in ritual when the president is to enter through the temple, a forest of hands with mobile 

phones appeared above the heads of the audience as people started to take pictures or videos. 

This repeated when president was leaving the main courtyard. Another comparable focus of 

photo and video taking were ritual dancers ascending the platform and dancing. 

 Another focal point of the ceremony was gift giving. Apart from motivating 

participation, it serves to confirm the legitimacy of the national government. The act of giving 

and receiving gift symbolically affirms the relationship between citizens and the government. 

This also calls attention to different functions of ritual. Despite the hopes of the nationalist 

elites that the ritual will infuse people national spirit by participating works, some people 
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might simply wait for all this to end so that they can finally get the gift. In the past, people 

used to compete over the “wisdom hair” from the sacrificial bull, although this was not part 

of an official intention of the ceremony at that time. This popular custom ended with the 

abolition of blood sacrifices. The “wisdom cake” (zhihuigao 智慧糕), which only appeared in 

1997 when the sacrifices were changed to non-bloody ones, purposefully serves the function 

of a gift from the government to the people. The wisdom cake itself is a part of a gift parcel 

handed out by the political elites at the end of the ceremony. The package also includes 

writing utensils with the temple logo and quotes from Analects. In 2015, the temple 

announced that a small school bag would be a part of the gift package, and it caused a 

sensation. I did not understand the obsession with a bag that I personally found very 

impractical because it is too small for anything but a mobile phone or a money purse. When I 

made an inquiry, the young ritual master Hai-hung hypothesized that recently, this kind of 

small school bag has become quite popular in Taiwan since “People think it is cute” (keai 可

愛). Many schools have such bags with their own logos, and that temple administration 

probably tried to follow their example and make its own bag. Some of the people from the 

audience told me that they planned to give the bag to their children. The small school bag was 

motivation for a large portion of participants. During the ritual, I observed how the mass of 

people started to flow towards the sides of the courtyard in order to queue for the gifts at the 

time when the ritual was about to finish with the end of the political speech. 

 On September 15th, when the temple started to hand out the entrance passes for the 

ceremony, I went to the temple with intent of distributing the questionnaires I had prepared. 

Soon, I realized that I could learn much more by observing and listening to interactions 

between the temple staff and the people who came to pick up a pass. The boy and a girl 

working for the temple, who were sitting at the counter in the front hall of the Minglun Hall, 

were patiently repeating to all who came late when the passes for 28th had been given out, 

“There are still many passes for the 27th ceremony. The ritual is exactly the same, the only 

difference is that there are not the politicians”, while pointing towards the boxes full of passes. 

Nevertheless, majority of the late comes just shook their heads and left. As such, while the 

passes for 28th disappeared within two or three hours, the 27th passes remained available 

even during the following day (or days). The people who came late for the 28th passes quite 

often asked directly, “When the ceremony finishes? Can we wait outside the temple and when 

the ceremony ends, enter and queue for the small bag?” 

 In the afternoon, I was sitting in the temple office when we heard a commotion from 

the outside, and one of the volunteer came inside saying the there is an angry woman asking 

about tickets. One of the staff went to talk with her. We could not hear the words, but could 

hear the calm, apologizing voice of the staff and much louder, accusing voice of the angry 

woman. She felt entitled to the entrance ticket and got irritated when she discovered that all 

the tickets had been given out. After some time, an elderly man with newspapers in his hand 

peeked into the office, explaining that he learned from the newspapers that the temple is 

giving away small bags and one can come to pick up a ticket today. Upon learning that the 
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tickets for 28th ceremony are no longer available, he did not get angry, but just explained that 

he only now learned about this and arrived as soon as he could. 

 When I was talking with a group of students from Mainland China queuing for in front 

of the temple before entering on September 27th, these was a Taiwanese woman standing in 

line behind them. She seems to live nearby and when I asked why she arrived in temple she 

replied, “I do not care, I just came for the small bag.” An elderly man standing behind her in 

line explained that it is on 28th that the president participates and the small bags are given 

out. This discovery made the women very angry, and she complained several times that the 

government cheated people. Since I attended the ceremonies on both days, I could easy to 

spot the difference the two. On September 28th, the people were queuing in front of the 

temple in long line. Upon entering the main temple courtyard, it was impossible to move 

because there was no space. 

 There were also other voices beside those who focused on the figure of president or 

the small school bag. Some people would simply say that arrived because they live nearby and 

were curious. When I asked a university student (girl) when she was picking up an entrance 

ticket, she replied, “Because I am studying in the Department of Chinese Literature.” Several 

volunteer teachers from the Classics for Families participated as audience. Apart from their 

interest in the classics, several of them have children at the Dalong Elementary School. The 

opportunity to see their children perform as musicians, dancers, or ritual masters seems to be 

a reason for attendance for many people. When I happened to see the rehearsal by chance in 

2013, I talked with a couple of young ritual masters probably from the Minglun Junior High 

School. They said that they personally are not much interested, but their parents and very 

happy and excited to see them on stage. 

 A female teacher, who teaches lessons on Confucian teachings at a medical university, 

takes her students to tour the temple and attend the ceremony every year, so that they are 

not buried in books and experience the temple for themselves. A man around age of fifty said 

that it is important to preserve traditional culture, and in order to do so, it is necessary to 

participate, and continued that the performance here in temple is of good quality. An 

interesting point is that although he lives Taipei, he had not been in the Confucius temple 

before. A group of university students (girls) from Mainland China told me that they heard 

that the rituals are well preserved in Taiwan, and that is why they would like to see them with 

their own eyes when they are here. One of them added that Confucius teaching still have 

social influence. Even if one did not read the books, one would still be influenced by their 

norms. Continued that some aspects of Confucius teachings are tied with the imperial order, 

but others are still meaningful today. She continued that at school, they only read short 

selections as part of their examinations. Another student added that their teacher let them 

read complete Analects and Mencius. 

 In comparison of several different rituals that take place in the Taipei Confucius temple, 

the audience does play different roles in each of them. In the Confucius birthday ceremony, 

audience serves as witness to cultural and political legitimacy, and is supposed to partake in 

national culture. There are those who come mainly as tourists to see the performance and 
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political celebrities. In the counter-ritual, described in the following section, the audience can 

be direct participant, and people are invited to enter the ritual space to bow and make offering 

as a group. Each school year for Classics for Families starts with a ritual of bowing to the 

Teacher. All participants of lessons – parents, children, and teachers, including those from the 

sister classes outside the temple – are direct participants in ritual. In the beginning, a portion 

time is devoted to calling out the individual classes from the Confucius temple and sister 

classes from different places. “Where do we have you?” To which a respective classes respond 

with raising hands and loud cheering. After a short part of ritual where ritual masters present 

sacrificial offerings, large part of ritual is spend by individual classes going up the platform to 

bow to Confucius as groups. This is more similar to sanxian sacrifice than the commemoration 

ceremony. 

 

Counter-ritual 

 As discussed previously, the legitimacy of the Kuomintang and its republican ideology 

has been constantly challenged by the Democratic Party on political as well as ritual level. 

Outside of this political battleground, I also encountered an example of a counter-ritual 

organized by a non-governmental educational organization called 31-Ontop Cultural Centre 

(Sanyi Huanyu Wenhua Xiehui 三一寰宇文化協會). The centre holds lessons for children and 

parents on Chinese as well as “Western” Classics and arts, and every year, the centre organizes 

its own celebration of Confucius’s birthday on September 28th. This is not out of ordinary, 

since many groups, including Buddhist organizations, at present perform their own 

ceremonies on the day of Confucius birthday, and do not rely on the authority of government. 

The head of group said that he had decided to organize the ritual because he was critical of 

the ritual in the temple. Yet, celebrating the birthday of Confucius instead of spring and 

autumn sacrifices, they would seem to accept the republican tradition of national culture. 

Even though both rituals take place on the same day, this one starts later, at nine o’clock. It 

takes place in New Taipei City Xinzhuang Stadium. 

 I learned about the group from teacher Sun when we talked about the new ritual music 

he composed, and how the temple authorities rejected the new composition. He mentioned 

a non-governmental group, which performs their own autumn ceremony to Confucius and 

uses his composition as part of their ritual music score. He knows the founder and chief 

executive, Yang Qingliang, well. They have cooperated on a CD of stories for children, for 

which teacher Sun composed the music. Teacher Sun said that they had been inviting him 

every year, but because it takes place on the same day as the ceremony in the temple, he 

cannot manage to go over there after the ceremony. Once, the ceremony outside the temple 

started later and he was able to run over there. He was very moved, not because they used 

the music he composed, but because the ceremony is organized, like other popular 

ceremonies, because of the sincere personal commitment. In this way, they contrast with the 

official (guanfang 官方) ceremonies, which are linked to politics and all the accompanying 

problems. 
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 The ceremony was organizationally more open. After I saw a poster with a telephone 

number, I called to inquire about entrance tickets, afraid that it was too late knowing how 

tickets for the ceremony in the temple disappeared in one day. Yet, the women on the phone 

said that it is no problem, and that I do not in fact need a ticket. “Simply arrive and get the 

ticket at the entrance.” Because of the typhoon warning, the official ceremony in the temple 

was postponed, but when I checked the 31-Ontop announcement on Facebook, the ceremony 

was to take place as planned “in spite of wind and rain”. In the mooring, the wind started to 

blow, but it was quiet inside the stadium. Lights were turned to illuminate the large space 

below and this helped to create a vast darkness above, which made the space of the stadium 

seem larger. The ritual took place in an illuminated space floating in the vast darkness. 

Although the duration was similar to the ritual in the Taipei Confucius temple, the structure 

was shorter. It consisted twelve steps: drums sounding three times, inviting the spirit (the 

score composed by teacher Sun was used in this section), three offerings, read the sacrificial 

text, remove the offerings, and send off the spirit, after which everyone leaves the ritual space 

and the ceremony finished. After the ceremony had finished, everyone gathered in the hall to 

mingle freely. Parents and friends were taking photos together, greeting with the leader Yang, 

chatting and taking pictures together, and then slowly leaving for home. 

 There was not a pretend-play that this is an ancient ritual. The invented nature of the 

ritual process and the performance was made obvious. Although the costumes of participants 

were in the Ming-style, the use of modern musical instruments was visible to the audience. 

Performative aspect was also more distinct, since in addition to bayi dance, there were other 

groups in variously coloured garments performing other dances in front of the altar and image 

of Confucius. Performances included contemporary orchestral music, and the songs had lyrics 

with solo and group vocals. The groups of singers were another difference from the Confucius 

temple. The number of performers was much larger than in the temple, yet the space could 

accommodate larger numbers and it did not seem crowded. Politicians were invited to offer 

incense, but their role was not as prominent as in the temple where they play the main role. 

The three officiants were Hou You-yi 侯友宜, at that time deputy-mayor of New Taipei City 

(zhengxianguan 正獻官), the founder Yang (zhujiguan 主祭官), and Huang Lihui 黃麗惠, who 

is a teacher in the 3-ontop (liyiguan 禮儀官). Yang was the main ritualist, and the politicians 

present an incense sacrifice by giving the incense sticks to the main ritualist who then passed 

them to another ritualist who put the incense on the altar. The politicians were only in the left 

side of the stadium, i.e. the side farthest from the altar, and did not move near the altar before 

leaving after the handing the incense to the main ritualist. 

 An interesting point of note is that audience could become direct participants of the 

ceremony, in contrast to ceremony in the temple where people tend to see themselves as 

observers and not participants. We lined up and entered the ritual space in several rows. 

When we stopped in out places, Yang as the ritual master recited a prayer to Confucius, and 

afterwards, we all bowed together. The leader was standing in front of us, with backs towards 

us as we all faced a large image of Confucius, and the prayer to Confucius used pronoun “we”, 

as a representative of the whole group. 
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Ritual and Change 

 Throughout this work, I have repeatedly pointed to the invented nature of 

contemporary Confucianism in Taiwan and the autumn ceremony held in the Confucian 

temples. It seems that the representatives of both major Taiwanese political parties accept 

the nationalistic interpretation of Confucianism as real. The Democratic Party does not 

challenge the Kuomintang interpretation of Confucianism by trying to re-invent the tradition 

in a different way by disentangling it from nationalism. Instead, it accepts the nationalist 

narrative, which identifies Confucianism with the national (China-centred) culture, and rejects 

Confucianism as a whole together with the rest of the Chinese culture that has been promoted 

by the Kuomintang. The competing China-centred and Taiwan-centred versions of nationalism 

are not limited to contest in political arena, but include fights over national symbols in the 

ritual sphere of the Taipei Confucius temple as well. The Taipei Confucius temple has become 

a battleground in local and national politics, and people who do not care for politics and would 

like to simply pay respects or worship Confucius are caught in crossfire. 

 The changes are naturally motivated different aims and goals. Some may be rather 

practical reacting to problems encountered and seek to make the ritual swifter, while others 

may be more ideologically motivated. There may be more factors at play at the same moments. 

For example, heard different versions of reasons why the sacrifice of bull, goat, and pig were 

changed to non-bloody offerings. According to the official discourse, it was because of hot 

weather in September, the meat would spoil. This connects well with Nationalist emphasis on 

hygiene, and anti-superstition discourse. There may also be a motive connected with an 

appeal to foreigners, dignitaries and tourists, by removing the elements that may seems 

“barbaric and backward” to foreign eyes. It is worth remembering that one of the ritual 

functions of the autumn ritual is a Potemkin village of Chinese culture that is presented both 

to citizens and to foreigners, and this function may motivate what to change. Master Bai said 

that people were rushing to pick up the hair from the sacrifice and the change was introduced 

because such a behaviour was undignified. Master Chen himself remembers when the 

sacrifices were for real and people plucked the hair. He explained that with the development 

of the society, “People now think it is too cruel (can 殘)”, and so the bloody sacrifices were 

replaced with animals made of sweet rice. 

 I have mentioned how KMT mayors propagate the temple, and DPP mayors do not 

participate in the autumn ceremony. This section will open with description of some of the 

changes made by Ma ying-jeou as a mayor and president, followed by description of the spring 

ceremony abolished under Mayor Ko. Next is description of two different approaches to ritual 

change I encountered during the fieldwork. The first one, connected with the republican 

viewpoint, emphasizes the fixed nature of ritual rules after they were previously set by the 

Nationalist government. The other viewpoint is rather practice-oriented, and allows for 

modification of ritual, taking the regulations more as guidelines. 
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Changes Under Ma Ying-jeou as Mayor and President 

 Changes in local or national government tend to bring about politically motivated 

changes in the temple. The DPP aims to remove the elements of “Chinese culture”, and while 

KMT has tended to portray itself as a guardian of the traditional culture since the era of New 

Life movement, its promotion of Confucianism often leads to what can be interpreted as 

violations of Confucian principles. One such case was President Ma passing through main gate 

during the autumn ceremony. Another incident was when Ma decided to change the ritual 

dance from six rows of dancers (liuyiwu 六佾舞) to eight rows (bayiwu 八佾舞) in 2008. Both 

incidents were clearly a political move concerned an issue of legitimacy. By symbolically 

elevating the status of Confucius, the prestige of the participating president simultaneously 

elevated as well. From what I heard from my informants in the temple, many people do 

interpret this as Ma’s ambitions to claim a position symbolically equal to the emperor. Even 

though KMT politicians like to talk about the autumn ceremony as an expression of the respect 

for Confucius, one ritual master commented on both political parties, “They only care for 

politics.” 

The dance teacher commented on two problems connected with the changes of the 

rows of dancers. The first one concerns ritual aspects. Confucius is not entitled to use eight 

rows of dancers, because, in the ritual system, this is reserved for the Son of Heaven only. 

Several ritual masters have mentioned this problem as well. Ironically, in the chapter of 

Analects called “Ba Yi”, Confucius frowned upon the Ji clan transgressing ritual prescriptions, 

“Eight rows of dancers dancing in the main hall. If such a thing is bearable, then what is not 

bearable?”406 The second issue concerns the temple space because the platform in front of 

the main hall was built to accommodate six rows of dancers. Even though, it is temporarily 

expanded for the ceremony every year, the space is still too confined and the dancers cannot 

fully perform their movements. 

 In 2017, I heard that the temple plans to return to the six rows of dancers this autumn. 

Teacher Sun laconically commented that it is a result of aging population, and explained that 

the Dalong elementary school has less students every year. “If you have bayiwu, that is eight 

times eight rows, the total is 64. But if you only have six time six, that is 36. And that is a big 

difference, right?" He smiled and continued, “We have problems to fill the required numbers 

(of ritual musicians) each year too.” Teacher Sun nodded his head, as this was obviously of a 

great concern for him. He mentioned the problem of finding enough students on several 

occasions when we talked in or outside the temple. 

 Linked with the issue of legitimacy is also a decision by Ma Ying-jeou, after having won 

presidential elections, to attend the ceremony in the Taipei Confucius temple personally. In 

fact, Ma was the first president to do so. Politics of ritual is visible on the controversy caused 

by Ma passing though the main entrance of the Lingxing and Yi gate together with his 

bodyguards. On the one hand, this is ritually problematic, but the Baoan temple used it as a 

reason to withdraw its ritual masters at the time when there was an issue of city funding giving 

                                                             
406 「孔子謂季氏，八佾舞於庭，是可忍也，孰不可忍也？。」《論語·八佾第三·1/1》(Translation from 

the Thesaurus Linguae Sericae.) 
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priority to the Confucius temple over the Baoan temple. From what I heard, the Baoan temple 

ritual masters returned to the Confucius temple in previous year, but that does not mean that 

the relations between the temples are especially amiable. I already mentioned the hearsay 

about the need to consult the Baoan temple on any changes made to the Confucius temple. 

“Why should they have any say about reconstructions in the Confucius temples?” rhetorically 

asked the ritual master who shared the story with me, while frowning about the pettiness of 

politics. 

 The central gates of Taiwanese temples are usually closed, and only open during rituals. 

It is because they serve as an entrance and exit for the deities. People are supposed to use the 

smaller entryways on the sides. One exception was the Emperor who as a Son of Heaven had 

the right to walk through the main gate. As several ritual masters told me, President Ma 

therefore overstepped his status, which is not only a ritual problem but also it is questionable 

in a context of a difference between president in a democratic society and an emperor. That 

this posed a ritual problem was affirmed even in the comments by ritual masters whom I know 

do not care about politics, such as teacher Sun, or the young Taoists. Master Bai mentioned 

that this was also a matter of face for Baoan temple, “How could they face other temples after 

they had taken part (in a ritually incorrect act)?” 

 

Spring Ceremony 

 This newly created ceremony was more experimental than the birthday ceremony in 

autumn, and its elements were changing from year to year before its cancellation. Ritual 

garments and music, and elements of ritual dance, were different from the autumn ceremony. 

As the yi dance teacher recalled, Dalong students participated once or twice, but the dance 

has been then performed by university students, and it was not the yiwu. Different set of ritual 

utensils was made for the use during the spring ceremony. However, the basic structure of 

the ritual was same, but shorter mainly due to the absence of the steps in the ritual linked to 

the role of the president or his representative. Drumbeats at the beginning were shortened 

too, and other steps such as burial of the sacrificial remnants and burning of the sacrificial 

text407 were removed. On the other hand, several new elements were introduced. Such a new 

inclusion was reading of passages from the Four Books in Mandarin, Hokkien, English, Korean, 

and Japanese, which indicated a move towards internationalization beyond the presence of 

foreign dignitaries. These languages were used in welcoming and concluding words and in a 

reminder to turn off the phones as well. The text of the eulogy was read in Hokkien instead of 

Mandarin. Just like in autumn, the ceremony concluded with political speech and gifts handed 

out by the vice-mayor. While people mingled freely around the temple taking photos, or taking 

the opportunity to fold an official’s hat from paper, the platform became a stage for musical 

performance, modern ballet and wushu performance. After these performances had finished, 

                                                             
407 An official source, written by professor of Chinese literature Tung Chinyue 董金裕, states as the reason the 

worldwide efforts at reduction of carbon emissions. This reminds of contemporary public campaign in Taiwan 
aimed against the practice of burning incense and sacrificial paper money. Instead of language of superstition, 
the religions are now attacked under a guise of ecology as one of the main polluters. 
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the staff and volunteers started to work on removing the ritual utensils and cleaning the 

temple. 

 In the past, Chen Shuibian as the mayor of Taipei tried to abolish the autumn Confucius 

ceremony. The new administration of Mayor Taipei Ko Wen-je (2014), decided to abolish the 

spring ceremony. In the case of Chen, the reasoning was motivated by Taiwan-centred 

nationalism. However, the decision of the Ko administration seems to be based on financial 

reasons to cut unnecessary expenditures. Yet, because the previous year budget already 

allocated finance for the spring ceremony in 2015, it was still performed that year. Even 

though my field research had not properly started at that time, I had an opportunity to observe 

the spring ceremony in 2015 (March 22nd) even though I did not know then that it was the 

last performance. Although the spring ceremony did not have such strong republican 

overtones as the autumn ceremony, it was probably easier to abolish then the autumn 

ceremony, which also functions as an international tourist attraction. It is beneficial to the 

propagation of Taipei city and helps the city coffers. During the interactions with ritual masters, 

I noticed those who had worked to persuade previous temple and city bureaucracy into 

organizing spring ceremony, such as teacher Sun, and I gradually started to understand how 

their efforts are continually thwarted by the DPP politicians, or repurposed by KMT politicians. 

For both parties, the negotiations over Confucius as an impersonal political symbol take 

precedence over considerations of ritual propriety. 

 Although Mayor Ko did not participate in the spring ceremony on March 22nd, and 

sent the vice-mayor in his stead, he did attend another spring event called the Taipei Confucius 

Temple Spring Tour (Taibei Kongmiao xingchun 台北孔廟行春), which is one of the tourism-

oriented events organized by the Governing board throughout year. This one takes place for 

several days around the Chinese New Year, usually starting on the on the second day of the 

Chinese New Year. The event consist in activities during which people can obtain free 

calligraphy couplets written by calligraphers on the site, cards with blessings, or pencils and 

bookmarks with quotes from Analects (in Chinese and English), and other similar 

commemorative souvenirs. In 2015, it took place on February 19th, and preceded the spring 

ceremony. 

 The phrase “xingchun” in title of this event could be read an allusion to the inspection 

tours of imperial officials, and indeed, the central point of this day was the meeting of the 

mayor with public. The whole event started at 10 o’clock. The mayor was giving out 

commemorative presents, which were notebooks with sentences from Analects that year. 

Afterwards, people lined up in order to take a photo and exchange few words with the mayor, 

who was dressed in brown jacket and white shirt without a tie. Apart from that, I noticed 

several people who walked up the platform, and silently prayed while standing in front on the 

main hall, or took family photos with the temple hall in background. At 10:55, those who were 

on the platform were asked to leave in order to clear the space for a performance. What 

followed was a twenty-minute long performance that is performed in the temple on weekend 

mornings. Half-way through the performance, around one-third of people in the audience 
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started to line up at the tables, which were arranged along the Yi gate, and where calligraphers 

were preparing to write custom new year couplets for public. 

 When I inquired about the change, the financial issues were mentioned. The spring 

ceremony was a too large of an expense for the city budget. It seems that the guiding vision 

for the development of the temple was to encourage people to come on different occasions 

throughout year, instead of organizing a single large event once a year. This is why an 

emphasis was on small-scale tourist events such as calligraphy cards, paper folding, cultural 

performances etc. Tourism and finances seem to be the guiding principle behind the way the 

city government administers the temple. However, the fact that mayor cancelled the spring 

ceremony and did not attend autumn ceremony, yet did attend other events in the temple 

non-related to Confucius, such as the spring tour and the ceremony of adulthood, and in the 

both cases the mayor was the central focus, it seems safe conclude that politics is a significant 

factor as well. 

 

Fixed Regulations vs. Flexible Practice 

 In the historic overview discussed how the temple rituals were modified under 

changing social, cultural and political conditions. Last major set of changes were introduced 

as a part of Cultural Renaissance movement. In the field, I observed two contrasting 

approaches to the ritual change, which are similar to the dichotomy of commemoration versus 

presence. They concern new set of ritual music composed by ritual master Sun, ritual 

garments worn during the autumn ceremony, and an issue whether it is permissible for a ritual 

master to have long hair. 

 Teacher Sun composed a new music score for the autumn ceremony several years ago, 

but the temple administration has rejected the change. Teacher Sun explained his motivation 

saying that though the history, every dynasty after the Sui created its own set of ritual music 

for the sacrificial ceremonies to Confucian. Even the Yuan dynasty did so, but the Republic has 

not created its own ritual music in one hundred years, and instead uses the Ming music scores. 

Seeing that no one is interested in composing the new set of ritual music, teacher Sun decided 

to do so himself. Yet, after they performed the new music to the temple administration, it was 

rejected. 

 It is not clear, whether the motivation was rather tourist or political, because both 

perspectives would prefer to show the “ancient traditional Chinese culture”. Previously 

mentioned the Kuomintang veneration of the antiquity saw the purpose of the ceremony as 

expression of national spirit and its ancient roots documented in classical texts. The 

contemporary authorities adopted similar “antiquarian” approach, which understands 

tradition as national, and fixed in the past. At present, the goal is to repeat what was written 

down in ancient texts. The emphasis of fixed nature of regulations for performance of rituals 

and resistance towards the changes may be linked to an effort of obfuscating the invented 

nature of the ritual, regardless of whether it is motivated ideologically, or a by desire to 

promote tourism. The ritual is presented as an ancient sacrifice, despite the fact that its 

structure and intentions make it a civic republican ceremony designed to serve declarative 
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and legitimizing functions. Nationalist aspect might be present in the relationships between 

the Taipei Confucius temple and Confucian temples and organization in the Mainland China 

or Korea, since the prestige of the temple would rest on hiding the invented nature of ritual, 

presenting it more authentic than the Qing-style rituals in the Tainan temple. The previous 

changes during Cultural Renaissance have been presented as “restoration”, while Sun’s new 

music could possibly be perceived as unwanted “innovation”, which is undesirable for 

understanding of national culture as essentially unchanging. 

 This standpoint contrasts with other rituals, which are not purposefully nationalistic 

and their organizers are open about the invented nature. The perspective of teacher Sun is 

rather pragmatic, and grows from his personal relation to Confucius and practice as teacher 

and ritual master. In his perspective, innovation part of ritual tradition, and as such, there is a 

requirement for every era to compose its own ritual music, because each time period ought 

to use its own contemporary forms of expressing the its own respect for Confucius. Teacher 

Sun once grinned while talking about the Ming score, “This music sounds very unpleasant,” 

and indicated the monotone nature of the tones with a horizontal gesture of his hand. Yet, it 

must be remembered that even though many ritual masters emphasize respect to Confucius 

and ritual propriety instead of five-thousand years of national culture, their worldviews have 

been shaped by the republican education system and their understanding of ritual is situated 

within the framework given by the republican state’s prescriptions on religion and ritual. Many 

learned the ritual performance in the temple without previous knowledge of Confucian ritual 

theory and practice. In addition, the rituals in ancestral temples were probably to a degree 

influenced by the republican state rules and writings of nationalist scholars. 

 Movements promoting “traditional Han clothing” in Taiwan and in the Mainland China 

tend towards understanding culture in national terms since they usually turn to Ming rather 

than Qing style clothing. This was probably one of the reasons why the administration of the 

Confucius temple approached the two traditional clothing associations with a proposal for the 

weekend activities. In September, the temple administration asked them to introduce the 

garments worn by the participants in the autumn ceremony. As I listened to a volunteer talking 

about the garments on one weekend in September, a critique of these clothes as impractical 

caught my attention. The volunteer explained that the scholars designed them by studying 

ancient texts and pictorial depictions. With an assistance of another volunteer, he showed the 

difference between this design and the clothes they were wearing themselves. Their design 

seems to be based on practical knowledge and experience with wearing and modifying the 

clothes. The volunteer commented that the scholars designing the clothes had never worn 

them, because when you try wearing them, the problems of the cut become apparent. He 

pointed to several such issues, so that we in the audience can see how the sleeves are too 

short (when the hands are put together, there is still a gap between the tips of sleeves), or the 

cap does not sit on the head properly etc. I thought that these practical observations quite 

useful and asked whether they had summed them up in an article, but the volunteer I asked 

just shook his head in negation saying that those important scholars would not pay any 

attention to their opinions. 
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 The tension between textual knowledge, legitimated and strengthened by formal 

degrees and positions at universities, and practical knowledge, which is perceived as inferior, 

has been seen previously in the case qualification to lecture or make exegesis on Confucianism 

being a background in Chinese literature or philosophy. Similarly, when I was looking for a 

thesis topic, I encountered a ritual master from family of descendants of Chu Xi. He has over 

twenty years of experience with performing Confucian rituals in ancestral hall and funeral rites, 

and his familiar with different ritual handbooks. I was impressed by his knowledge. I had not 

previously encountered in academia, and suggested he ought to teach a course at university 

to share his experience. Again, the reply was simply that he does not qualify. 

 Although rituals are often understood as behaviour that is prescribed, fixed in nature, 

and resistant to change, though talk with ritual masters from the temple, it seems that they 

are very open about to change and modifications. Rather, there seems to be a contrast 

between flexibility of ritual practice and rigidity of official bureaucratic regulations. Master Bai 

once remarked, “It is important that the ritual proceeds fluently. The actions and steps we do 

were not prescribed by Heavens.” There are basic principles, which are to be followed but 

modifications can be made according to the needs. One ought to evaluate the motives for 

change, though. He also reminded me to pay attention to political context and avoid simple 

descriptions of rituals or ritual utensils, as he continued to talk about the problem with 

President Ma Ying-jeou walking through the main temple gate, and how from the ritual 

perspective, it “ought not to be done”. Master Chen also talked about learning through time 

and practice in order to achieve fluency and easiness of ritual performance. This viewpoint 

seems as not restricted to ritual masters in the Taipei Confucius temple, because I had an 

opportunity to meet ritual master from a large family clan, who also provides ritual services 

such as funerals to general public, and has over twenty years of experience with performing 

rituals. When he commented the video recordings of rituals, he talked a lot about the 

necessity of modifying aspects of rituals according to the setting, for example when it is not 

permitted to handle open fire on the premises. 

 Concerning the change and socially conservative image of Confucianism, the ritual 

masters in the temple are men. However, when I asked about age and gender composition, 

master Chen said that in the past, in feudal society, all ritual masters were men, but since 

nowadays less children are being born, it has become increasingly difficult to get together 

enough people. For this reason, one can see women as ritual masters now. Young Taoist Hai-

hung mentioned that since Confucianism is not a religion, it is easier to people to accept 

women, but in case of Taoism it not so easy and Taoist priests are still men. 

 When I first started with the fieldwork, the temple administration mentioned a 

possibility for me to participate in the autumn ceremony as a ritual master, as there is a 

precedent of a Japanese scholar who was studying music instruments used in the ceremony 

and who had participated. Yet, this possibility was not eventually realized. I did not get a clear 

answer, why this became a problem. One explanation was that this year, the necessary quota 

of ritual masters was filled without problem. Therefore, there was no free place for me. 

Another answer was that as a foreigner, I would draw too much attention. The latter seems 
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to me as the main reason. However, another issue had been present from the very beginning. 

Even at the time, when it seemed that I could attend the ritual, there was openly stated 

condition that I would have to cut my long hair. At first, I reacted with a reference to the Classic 

of Filial Piety without insisting on my participation. 

 This is an interesting issue, since a member of the temple administration brought it up 

on several different occasions, such as when we were talking with ritual masters. The two 

respective masters are over sixty years old, and with long-time experience in rituals. They 

were not worried over the long hair, and both came up with the same conclusion, “He can 

bind his hair to a top-knot and put a cap on. No one would see anything, and it is not a 

problem.” Even though the long hair in itself was not problem for them, since they understood 

that it might be a problem for temple and city administration, they came up with a practical 

solution how to solve this problem. Nevertheless, from perspective of republican ritualism, 

this solution did not solve the issue, since the core of the problem seems to have been centred 

on the control over body, and “republican body” being characterized by its shaved facial hair, 

and short hair. A manual for the ritual masters who take part in the autumn ceremony in the 

Taipei Confucius temple (Shidianli lisheng liyi guifan 釋奠典禮禮生禮儀規範) prescribes basic 

rules, movements and actions during the ritual, such as how to handle various ritual 

implements. On the page six under the heading Common standards (共同準測), it states, 

“Because the sacrifice is an event of great state import ... (the participants) ... are not allowed 

to grow beard and long hair.”  

 This is another aspect indicating the civic republican nature of the ritual. It is also telling 

of how Confucianism was appropriated into the republican ideology. In this case, filial piety 

became one of the pillars of the state ideology, but it has been understood in a sense of social 

hierarchy and obedience, bodily aspects of protecting one’s body were cast away. This 

reminds of an incident, described in the historic overview in the Chapter 2, when the Japanese 

governor-general Kodama, on one hand, praised filial piety of anti-foot binding association, 

and on the other hand, the Japanese administration was forcing male population to cut their 

long hair. Both cases seem to be a part of efforts at modernization in a sense of the control 

over the bodies of citizens. 

5.2 Rites of Passage 

 In this section, I move beyond the autumn Confucius ceremony that is most often 

associated with the temple in popular consciousness, and describe other the rituals preformed 

in the temple. The rituals in this section can all be classified as rites of passage. First, I discuss 

the adulthood ceremony organized by the Taipei City Hall and make a comparison between 

the structure and ideology of the ceremony under Mayor Ko in 2015 and under Kuomintang 

mayors in the previous years. Next, as another contrast, I describe an adulthood ceremony 

organized by Tatung High school, and a ritual for pre-schoolers organized by the Rotary Club. 

 All these rituals have been newly invented, and none of the rituals was self-referenced 

as Confucian, although there were occasional references to (national) Chinese culture. None 

of the inventers seems to have consulted Confucian ritual manuals with an exception of the 
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adulthood ceremony organized under Kuomintang mayors. As is already a common usage, the 

Kuomintang rallied scholars who consulted classical texts, even though the ritual functioned 

as nationalist republican ceremony. However, all the rituals share a function of marking a spot 

in the passage of time. The Kuomintang adulthood ceremony was a visibly nationalistic, 

republican ceremony. The passage was about becoming a citizen, member of nation. The 

temple played role as a national symbol. Ceremony under Mayor Ko was highly de-ritualized, 

function of passage into civic adulthood. It did not reference or make use of the temple space. 

Ceremony organized by school lead by the young adults’ natural authorities (principal and 

teachers). It functioned as a civic ritual to adulthood with an interesting difference that the 

initiates had to pass several trials, which they were passing together with classmates. Rotary 

ceremony, similarly to others, was a reaction to an absence of rituals in modern lifestyle, and 

motive for the organizers was to help children and their parents mark an important passage 

from kindergarten to elementary school. 

Taipei City Hall 

 In 2009, Taipei city government organized first joint adulthood ceremony (Taibeishi 

lianhe chengnianli 台北市聯合成年禮) in Confucius temple. Judging by its structure and 

symbolism, this was intended as a civic ceremony. Participants were at the age of legal 

adulthood, i.e. 18 years, and were selected from schools in Taipei administrative districts, with 

boys and girls undergoing the rite together, and in 50:50 ratio. Every year, the city government 

also invited different celebrity role models to make a speech, in a move in which state and 

celebrities supplanted authority of family, clan or community. In 2015, Mayor Ko did organize 

the ceremony of transition to adulthood but in a reworked fashion. This year was also the last 

year when the City hall organized the adulthood ceremony. The temple will only continue to 

provide space for rituals organized by other institutions. As such, the autumn Confucius 

ceremony remains a single highly ritualized event organized by city government, other events 

and activities are more “secular”, and tourist oriented. 

 The date of the adulthood ceremony in 2015 was Saturday afternoon on 

November 21th. Participants started arriving at half past twelve to sign in when they all 

received and got dressed in the same black shirt (also worn by the mayor) with an English 

inscription “Ya! We are going on / 2015 Taipei”. Before the ceremony began at 14:30, there 

was a rehearsal of student performances on the platform in front of the main temple hall. 

Since a motto of the ceremony was “Show yourself”, when the students registered, they could 

also sing up to perform and participate in competition, where winners received a monetary 

award from the mayor. 

 Ceremony begun with participants lining up in the back of the temple according to the 

numbers they received during registration. Then, they received a flower, and in succession, 

passed through a gate with archways made of purple and white balloons on the western side 

of the main hall. There were around 250 registered students, some of them walked together 

with their parents, some with their friends, and some walked alone. Having passed the gate, 

the participants had a photo taken by the staff. Another photo was taken when they stopped 
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in front of the main hall. Afterwards they left passing between the chairs on the main 

courtyard towards the Yi gate. This walking away was to symbolize that the young adults set 

up on the way towards adulthood. Afterwards, ceremony staff in western suits (boy 

volunteers) and skirt suit (girl volunteers) to their seats, according to the students’ numbers. 

Students were sitting on folding chairs in the courtyard, while parents sit or stood behind them 

at the Yi gate. At 3 o’clock, the performances started. They lasted about half an hour, and 

included violin, singing, and dancing performances. At the end, the students in audience were 

to cast votes. As I noticed during this part, most of the students were not paying much 

attention to the stage. Instead, they looked into textbooks and exercise books on their knees. 

I met a mother, whom I knew because she was a volunteer dancer at the temple, and she 

waved and me and said, “Over there, that is my son. I had to persuade him to come; he 

thought it was waste of time.” She explained that students now prepare for the university 

entrance exams, and that is why her son would rather stay at home and study. While mum 

appreciated his diligence, she thought that this was a rare occasion, and he ought to go get 

fresh air, as too much diligence is not good. Although the mum has been at the temple every 

weekend, for her son, this was the very first time he visited the Taipei Confucius temple. 

 At four o’clock, the mayor took the stage and had a speech lasting over a half an hour. 

At this point, students put the textbooks away. When the speech started, I had to leave, and 

when I returned twenty or thirty minutes later, I was crossing the plaza in front of the Minglun 

Hall, when I saw another familiar face and asked, “Has the ceremony finished?” “No, the 

mayor is still talking. The speech takes way too much time!” The mayor’s speech was followed 

by a short (circa 10 minutes) capping ceremony. The mayor put baseball caps with the same 

logo as t-shirts on the heads of several students acting as representatives of the whole body 

of participants, and the degree of ritualizing was very limited. This was followed by half-an-

hour long ritual of taking pictures with mayor. Afterwards, the mayor awarded prizes in the 

form of large a symbolic cheque, which he gave to the groups and individual students who 

participated in the competition. 

 At the end of the ceremony, the mayor went down from the stage and, together with 

the students, called out the slogan of the ceremony and everybody threw their caps into the 

air. After that, the participants were invited to write down hopes and plans addressed to their 

future themselves, and put them into a mailbox in the main courtyard. At the very end, the 

participants and their parents etc. took turns in taking photos with the mayor. 

 I did not have opportunity to observe directly the ceremonies in previous years, but 

from the written records and recordings, it is evident that the 2015 ceremony was significantly 

different from the previous republican ceremony under a Kuomintang mayor. Yet, both 

version of an adulthood ceremony were first political events, differing only in focus and 

execution. Modern state’s efforts to take over the spheres of life previously governed by 

families, communities, and religious groups include rituals too. This can be seen on state 

requirements for marriage registration, or Taiwan government’s guidelines and handbooks408 

for republican-style marriages, funerals, childhood rituals, or ancestor rituals, together with 

                                                             
408 These are available online and for download on government websites. 
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the Kuomintang policy prescribing government organizations to commemorate Confucius 

birthday, and other newly invented national holidays such as the Constitution Day. 

 The Kuomintang adulthood ceremony was characterized with a high degree of 

ritualizing, and was heavily infused with republican nationalist symbolism. The ritual was 

based on prescriptions for adulthood ceremonies contained in The Models for Citizens’ Rites 

and Ceremonies (Guomin liyi fanlie 國民禮儀範例). An entry into adulthood equalled here an 

entry into nationhood. In contrast, there was very low degree of ritualizing the 2015 adulthood 

ceremony, which seemed purposely anti-ritualistic. The gravity point was the person of Mayor 

Ko rather than overarching symbolic system, and the ceremony followed from globalized 

values with focus on entry into capitalist job market. 

 In the KMT version, before the ceremony itself, the participating youth, whom could 

be around 100, had to undergo one-day workshop on tea ceremony under instruction by Lin 

Gufang 林谷芳, the founder of the Taipei Academy (Taibei shuyuan 臺北書院) and head of 

the Graduate Arts Institute of Arts Studies at the Fo Guang University. Instead of the t-shirts 

with modern design worn by everyone in 2015, the Kuomintang ceremony had students wear 

Tang-style jackets, blue for boys and pink with flowery decorations for girls. Moreover, boys 

and girls were standing in two separate groups. Overall, the ceremony was highly ritualistic, 

and utilized a tree-offerings ceremony with assistance of masters of ritual in white Tang 

jackets, while the mayor and VIPs were dressed in the long-garbs (qipao 旗袍) worn by 

officiants during the autumn ceremony. The KMT adulthood ceremony included offering of 

tea to one’s parents. At the end, all participants had to perform three bows, first to Heaven 

and Earth, second to the forebears of the Chinese nation (zhonghua minzu 中華民族). The 

third one was to Confucius and the Former Worthies and Sages, who were thus incorporated 

into national cosmology. During the bow, the mayor presented incense and alcohol. The young 

participants ritually drank a sip of alcohol at the end of the ceremony. This was followed by 

three-offerings and another three bows to Chinese ancestors and Confucius with other Sages 

and Worthies. A large spirit tablet of the shared Chinese ancestors (zhonghua minzu 

liezuliezong shenwei 中華民列祖列宗神位) was installed on the platform in front of the main 

hall. The writing of a letter to one’s future self was present in both versions of the ceremony. 

The Kuomintang emphasized high degree of ritualizing to not only demarcate the event in 

time and place to enhance its uniqueness, but to express the KMT monopoly on access to 

symbolic power located in the roots of the Chinese nation in the ancient past. The tablets of 

Chinese ancestors functioned as a materialization the shared past of all those belonging to the 

Chinese nation, and served to make the invented construction of nation seem real and pre-

existent. This shared national ancestry has been imposed upon the populace within the state 

boundaries under the control of ROC. 

 In 2015, the ceremony had a form of a mainstream youth festivity with a duo of comical 

cross-dressing moderators as if from a youth TV show. In the case of the Kuomintang, there is 

a clear cultural logic for choosing the Confucius temple, the symbol of Chinese culture, as a 

place for a ceremony that might otherwise take place in an ancestral hall or in front of home 

altar, because national pantheon takes a precedence over one’s ancestors. In the case of 
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Mayor Ko, the choice of place is not so clear, because the ceremony could have taken place at 

a school gymnasium or a culture centre without affecting its structure or meaning. The 

ceremony was rather like a school celebration, and did not utilize the specifics of the space 

configuration inside the temple. The reason for staging it at the temple might have simply 

been to continue an established tradition that city government organizes joint adulthood rites 

in the Confucius temple, which also serves as a way of propagating this historic site and 

contributing to tourism. 

 Other differences between the two versions were that, in 2015, students signed up 

online by themselves, and the registration and selection did not go through schools in the 

Taipei districts. The whole ceremony was conspicuously anti-ritualistic and even when the 

mayor was putting cups on heads of student representatives, his movements seemed 

intentionally “sloppy”. For example, when some of cups were askew on the heads of students, 

the mayor did not attempt to straighten them. Since it took place in the same place but in a 

highly different manner, the 2015 ceremony could be interpreted as a direct mockery of the 

highly formalized, solemn, adulthood rituals full of pomp that had been performed by the 

Kuomintang in the past. News report also commented of the different style of the ceremony, 

quoting some of the parents who made comparisons to previous year. 

Tatung High School 

 The structure and symbolism used in this ritual are more fitting an image of initiation 

and adulthood rituals as described in secondary literature on rituals of passage starting with 

van Gennep. In the case of passage to adulthood organized by Taipei city hall in 2015, it falls 

into a category of a civic ceremony. Obvious contrast was that this ritual was that, since 

organized by schools themselves, the students attended in the company of their classmates 

and underwent the passage into adulthood together. They were guided by their teachers and 

headmaster whose authority stems from everyday interactions, and is of different sort then 

the political authority of a mayor. 

 I happened to observe this ritual by chance before my fieldwork started, and did not 

have an opportunity to observe it in full, because at that time went to temple to meet with 

the representatives to discuss possibility of field research. Students dressed in school uniforms 

started arriving in the temple around half past eleven, and the ceremony started at two o’clock 

under the guidance of two teachers (man and woman). There were roughly 150 students, who 

were 3rd year in senior high. 

 The ceremony had two parts; the first stage took place in the courtyard in front of the 

main hall, and included direct participation by parents. Students kneeled and offered tea to 

their parents at the platform, and parents in return put a white colour sash followed by a 

yellow colour sash over children’s head on their shoulders. The rest of students were standing 

in rows divided in groups in the courtyard. In the second part of the ceremony, students 

divided into small groups were passing the tests of adulthood in the back courtyard. 

 There was a ten-minute pause in the middle of the first section of the ceremony, so 

that the students could go to the toilet or water machine. The ceremony resumed at 3 o’clock 
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with a speech by the headmaster who spoke about taking responsibility for one’s actions, 

working for the benefits of family and society, and import of decorum (li), which is the reason 

why this event took place at the Confucius temple. Then, the female teacher wished students 

success at study and work, and reminded them to treat others with kindness. Representatives 

of students, a boy and a girl, ascended the platform and called on students to stand up and 

bow to headmaster and teachers standing on the stage, who then bowed in return. Afterwards, 

they all raised the right hand and recited a pledge. After that, they turned towards the Yi gate 

where parents were sitting, and bowed once again. Afterwards, another round of students 

offered tea to their parents, who put flower wreaths on their heads. Everyone was laughing 

merrily. Around ten pairs of parents and children then took turns on the platform where each 

had a short speech. This was followed by another round of tea offering and parents putting 

white and yellow scarves over children’s heads. 

 The first part of ceremony ended before four o’clock, and before the second part 

started, a group of students explained the process of the second part. Students would walk 

around the eastern side of the main hall in groups, where they passed the first test of 

adulthood, which was modesty (xianxu 謙虛), followed by social interaction (hudong 互動) in 

the backyard, and courage (yongqi 勇氣) to the eastern side of the main hall. The trial of 

modesty consisted in bending down to pass under a pole held by two other students at the 

height of their waist. Occasionally, the two would jokingly put the pole extremely low. In the 

trial of interaction and cooperation, the students had to form a circle where each student 

leaned against the classmate behind him/her, thus half-standing and half-sitting on each 

other’s knees in such a way as not to fall down. There was much laud laughter in this part of 

the ritual. In order to pass the trial of courage, students had to take off their shoes and pass 

across a line of blunt rubber spikes on the ground. In this part of the ritual test, one group of 

students cheered loudly for their overweight classmate as he was slowly going across. In 

another group, a student decided to cross the obstacle not by walking but by taking a harder 

way of crawling over the spikes. In the end, students returned to sit down the front courtyard 

by passing through the gate of adulthood, with the two pillars made of dragon and phoenix, 

on the western side of the main courtyard. 

 After all students had passed, they then handed in their pledge cards and received a 

plastic document folder with the school logo and a picture. In the end, participants were taking 

photographs, including group photos, photos with their parents and classmates, and 

eventually leaving the temple in groups lead by teachers and going back to school. 

Rotary Club 

 The ritual of passage for the to-be first grade primary school students was organized 

by the Rotary Club District 3480 on August 15th, and in 2015, it was the sixth time. This ritual 

is a result of efforts by ritual master Bai who used to be a member of Rotary club for several 

years, and suggested organizing this ritual as a form of service to the society. There were 

around 150 children participating in the ritual, and in addition, there were three Caucasian 

exchange student girls. People started to gather at the temple after 8 o’clock, the ritual started 
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at 9 o’clock. When everyone gathered in the main courtyard, we first waited for three temple 

volunteers to finish the ritual of walking round the table with incense. The ritual itself started 

with the sound of a drum and bell in a rhythm used during autumn ceremony. The instruments 

included the wooden tiger. Percussions were followed by a performance that was the same 

as the one on the weekend mornings, or the Spring Tour event. It was performed by temple 

volunteers, majority of them being elderly women. Musicians wore ochre coloured Han-style 

clothing with blue and yellow decorations, dancers were dressed in purple Ming-style long 

garments similar to those worn by the bayi dancers during the autumn ceremony. There was 

a table on the platform in front of the large censer in front of the main hall, which was 

removed during autumn ceremony, and offerings of flowers and fruits were arranged on its 

sides. Two women volunteers dressed in the garment worn by ritual masters during autumn 

ceremony presented green plants in pots, which they put in the middle of the table. This was 

followed by the yayi dance. 

 After the dance had finished, the members of the Rotary Club in white Tang jackets 

with short sleeves, and trousers of varied colour (including jeans) assumed roles of ritual 

masters. First, they ascended the platform as the ritual master at the top of the platform called 

out using their English names. There, they presented flowers and incense, and then bowed 

three times in front of the main hall. Several remained on the platform, while others walked 

down in order to guide the groups of children paying their respect to Confucius. The groups 

were each lead by a Rotary member in short-sleeved blue shirt with the Rotary logo on the 

breast pocket. Before ascending the platform, they waited at the western side of the main 

courtyard. 

 As the ritual master at the platform called out the names of schools and children, the 

white-jacketed ritual master led each group, with an adult in a blue shirt at the front and 

followed by a line of children. In this manner, they ascended the platform from the eastern 

side. When on the platform, the children were lined up, and then both the children and the 

adult in blue shirt in front of them bowed together. Afterwards, they descended via the 

western stairs and went alongside the corridor to the back courtyard. When all groups finished 

their bows, several of the organizers held speeches, followed by speeches by invited VIPS 

(representative from ministry of education). After this, ritual master invited a group of people 

composed of school headmasters and a representative from the temple on the platform. 

Standing side by side, they received diplomas of appreciation. This was followed by another 

round of speeches. During this time, the children sitting at the side of the courtyard were given 

certificates of participation. In the context of the republican ritualism of the official 

ceremonies in the temple, there is an interesting sentence in the certificate mentioning the 

“protection (by Confucius) after worshiping” (youbai youbaobi 有拜有保庇). The ceremony 

ended with a group photo of the participants on the platform, and after that, the participants 

could pick up gift packets at the booths in the plaza in front of the Minglun Hall. I looked inside 

a gift packet in 2014, and they contained writing utensils, exercise book with picture of 

Confucius, candy, juice, and a CD with the Rules for Disciples. 
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 When I asked several of the organizers from the Rotary Club about the reasons why 

they created and organized this ritual, they told that now, entering the school years is a big 

milestone in one’s life and it ought to be marked with a ritual to help children remember the 

moment. They did not consult any ritual handbooks, and designed the structure and contents 

of the ritual based on their own consideration of what is appropriate to the purpose and meets 

the requirements of marking the passage from kindergarten to primary school. 

 I spoke with several parents about their motivations, and they told me that this was a 

rare occasion, only once a year, and therefore worth attending. Others mentioned that 

because they did not manage to attend the Confucius ceremony, they came to temple at least 

to attend this ritual. Another said that this would serve as a memory the child could recall in 

the future. Some parents said that children are still small and do not understand what was 

going on, but when they start to learn about Confucius at school they will retrospectively 

understand the significance of attending this ritual. One mum talked about Confucius being 

an extraordinary teacher, and that participation in the ritual on one hand serves as a reminder 

that playful childhood ends now and serious study is about to start. On the other hand, she 

hoped that Confucius would keep an eye on the child, and hoped that the child would be 

diligent, or that thanks to undergoing the ritual will be cleverer in his studies. While one mum 

said that this was the very first time they were in the Confucius temple, other parents told me 

that they had already participated in this ritual with their older child and now came again so 

that the younger sibling had the same experience. 

 In all these cases, it was the mother who learned about the ritual, usually from 

kindergarten or school, or her friends. Some had friends in the Rotary club (all were women), 

and some moms mentioned that four or five other children from the same kindergarten class 

attended the ritual on this day as well. From what I observed, it seems that children were 

accompanied either by both parents or by the mother, and in many cases, were accompanied 

by friends, who in some cases attended the ritual together with their own children, or other 

relatives. 

5.3 Prayers and Worship 

 In this section, I first look at how the public utilizes the temple for private worship, 

followed by description of regular rituals organized by the temple administration. The section 

concludes with group prayers organized by temple each year before exams. 

Private Worship 

 Even though there is a large incense burner on the platform in front of the main hall, 

temple authorities do not provide incense for people who come to the temple in order to 

worship. The temple does not actively support people coming to pray and worship in temple 

but does not actively discourage them from doing so. 

 One of volunteer guides, who has been volunteering for a long time, recalled that in 

the past, the temple was quite empty and the only visitors were foreign tourists. The Confucius 

birthday ceremony in September was also attended mainly by foreign tourists. In recent years, 
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the trend has been changing. She added that it is because the temple was originally a school, 

“our parents did not bring us here to worship, we would not think of it.” However, later people 

started coming to pray before examinations in a way similar to Wenchang temples. On 

another day, when she was guiding a group of university students, she explained to them, 

“Confucius teaches us to study diligently, if you want to pray before the exams, you ought to 

go next door [indicating the Baoan temple]. There is this special god, his name is Kuixing. Do 

you know him?” 

 When people worship privately, they usually clasp hands and bow, and then stand 

silently in front of the main hall while talking with Confucius in a manner that is not different 

from common religious practice that one be see in other temples in Taiwan. People often 

come in small groups of three of four, such as families, and groups of friends or classmates. 

Occasionally, I saw people walk through the temple, and for example at the Yi gate, stop to 

bow and then continue their walk without ever going up the platform to pray. This bowing 

gesture is thus an act of respect and is not connected with presenting a request to Confucius. 

One elderly man stopped to bow towards not only the main hall, but also turned 45 degrees 

to the both sides in order to bow to the spirit tablets in the eastern and western wings. 

 One can often see parents and grandparents teaching children how to show respect to 

deities such as they should bow when passing through the temple, or how to put hands 

together and bow when praying in front of the main hall. On occasions, I heard parents 

reminding children not to shout loudly because, “This is a temple!” Sometimes, children would 

bow by themselves such as when I saw a girl together with her younger sister bow saying, 

“First bow, second bow, third bow,” while mother was walking behind them. While in most 

cases, people prayed only with their hands together, it is not uncommon to see people bring 

offerings and arrange them on the table in front of the main hall. These offerings are often 

presented by parents who come together with their children to pray for success at school and 

express gratitude for passing examinations. Again, this is similar to worship in other temples. 

Yet, I soon realized that people in their everyday lives do not think about classifications such 

as whether Confucianism is religion, and questions “Is Confucius a god” only leave people 

perplexed as they search in their memory for what they had heard about this at school in order 

to reply to an inquiring foreigner. Nevertheless, in most cases, the behaviour in the Confucius 

temple follow the same cultural logic as in other temples. 

 Once, I talked with a family of father, mother and two daughters whom I saw arrange 

an assortment of biscuits, fruits, and beverages in front of the main hall and who were waiting 

at the side of the platform. They told me that they prepared this in order to repay the kindness 

(huanyuan 還願) for children’s success at school. There is no fixed time how long to leave the 

offerings before taking them back. When I asked about the nature of offerings, noticing the 

absence of meat, the mum replied, “Yes, deities eat this kind of offering, the vegetarian.” I 

continued asking, “Meat is not possible? I have seen some people to present chicken or duck?” 

Mum confirmed that people do so, but reiterated that the deities only eat vegetarian food. 

After next question, whether they are now waiting to bring the offerings home and eat, she 

explained that deities only eat the fragrance. After that, she leaned closer and in a quieter 
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voice added, “I will share a secret tip with you. They do like alcohol.” She nodded towards the 

main hall. “That’s why I always include a little of alcohol among offerings.” It does not matter 

what kind of alcohol, and when I commented that, I had no idea that Confucius likes alcohol, 

the mum nodded with laugher saying that he really does. I asked, “And why did you come here 

instead of a temple of...,” together we said “Wenchang”. The mum confirmed that they had 

been there just then, and commented that the Confucius temple is quieter. When I mentioned 

that the Baoan temple is quite busy, she confirmed but added, “They have meat offerings 

there, it is cleaner (ganjing 乾淨) here.” 

 The worship by temple visitors provides an example of blurring boundaries between 

such categories as secular, sacred or religious. On an occasion of a rather mundane, secular 

event where calligraphers write wish cards for temple visitors, one mum got her card, and 

went up the temple platform. There, she stood in front of the main hall with her palms 

together in praying gesture. She held the card in her hand together a photocopy of her child’s 

schools index. During this, she spoke silently with only her lips moving. Having prayed for 

about a minute, she slipped the index into a box on the table in front of main hall. Then, took 

a step back, and with the red wish card in both hands continued praying. After another minute 

or so, she finished her prayer, and made a circle over the incense censer with the card in one 

hand. Afterwards, she left. 

 Since I spent quite a lot of time in the temple, I grew accustomed to bowing in the main 

courtyard in the three directions every time I visited the temple. Probably due to an influence 

of reading classics, I would not pray for success in examinations, and I would go to the temple 

of Wenchang near my home with these issues. 

Temple Administration 

 Although temple does not provide incense to the public, a representative from the 

temple puts an incense stick in the censer on 1th and 15th day in the lunar calendar. Moreover, 

temple volunteers perform a ritual where they walk round the temple with an incense censer 

(xunxiang qifu 巡香祈福) every day from Tuesday to Friday, twice a day at 9 o’clock and 4 

o’clock. The purpose is to express reverence (zunchong 尊崇) to Confucius and Former Sages 

and Worthies. It also serves as a performance for the visitors to enjoy in a way similar to the 

performances on weekend mornings. The ritualized action is performed by three volunteers, 

and most of them are elderly women. In the group of three, there are often three women, or 

two women and one man. The one at the front holds in both hands wooden clapperboard, 

and sets the rhythm for their walk. The second one carries a small censer hanging on a long 

pole, and the last one carries a lampoon on a long pole. The three volunteers usually wear the 

garments worn by ritual masters during the autumn ceremony. They set of from a room at the 

northern part of the eastern wing, and walk slowly to the main hall where pick up the censer 

and bow once. The clapperboard sets the rhythm of walk and bows. They leave the main hall 

walking to the Chongsheng Shrine where they bow once. Then they continue to the eastern 

wing, pass the Yi gate to the western wing. After that, they return to the main hall, entering 
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through the right door. Once again, they bow, and then leave the censer in the hall, with the 

clapperboard walk round corridor into back of the temple and to the western side room. 

 I asked one ritual master, who has been ritual master over ten years, about the nature 

of this ritual, and he replied that he does not know much about it, and that it is probably 

something they invented in recent years. Then added, “They probably have it based on some 

passages in ancient texts.” 

Group Prayers Before Exams 

 On several days in May and June (May 2nd, 3rd, and9th; June 6th, 7th, 13th and 14th), 

the temple organized an event for students to pray for success in upcoming examinations. In 

this way, it is accommodating public interest in worship despite the lack of incense in the 

temple. This ritual thus reinforced the popular image of Confucius as a teacher and his 

association with school examinations rather than moral learning. This was a group worship 

under the guidance of ritual masters. The ritual started at 10:30 in the morning and later at 

2:30 in the afternoon each day. The ritual itself lasted around 15 minutes, and as such, there 

were four rounds of worshippers in the morning and in the afternoon. 

 Master Chen told me that the ritual changes year from year. Previously, it was only 

once a year, and so fewer ritual masters were required and it was less tiring. The structure 

also kept changing, “For example, previously, we did not give them the celery.” 

 On the day of rituals, office staff arranged a table in the plaza in front of the Minglun 

Hall where the participants could sing in. The desk was attended by two women from the 

office who were explaining the nature of event to passers-by, giving instructions on how to 

sign in, and that participants are not required to give the filled-out card back to them, but 

instead carry the card during the ritual. The ritual part was under supervision of six ritual 

masters dressed in white Tang-jackets and black trousers, because Taiwanese weather in May 

and June was too hot for the full ritual garment. As master Chen said, “They contact me when 

they need help with some event, and I will check who has free time.” Not all the attending 

masters were Chen, there was, for example, young Taoist Eric too, and the six masters 

changed slightly depending on who was available on a given date. Master Chen also explained, 

“Praying cannot replace diligence and effort. Ritual helps to attain peace of mind, not only for 

the students, but also their parents.” 

 During each round of group worship, there were usually fifteen to twenty-five 

participants, although the ritual attracted attention of passers-by and tourists who would 

often follow behind, and so the whole group may be over thirty people. Some of these 

observers even bowed together with the others in front of the spirit tablets in the temple main 

hall. Participants were most often young adults (high school, university) who were sometimes 

accompanied by grand/parents, or came together with a friend. Younger children were 

brought by the parents, and sometimes parents arrived alone in stand of their child. Once, I 

encountered a volunteer teacher from the Classics for Families. Several volunteers from the 

temple also participated, including a member of traditional Chinese clothing society, and a 

temple guide with her daughter, while the guide herself participated in stand of another 
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student. Parents sometimes accompanied their children in the procession, sometimes walked 

alongside the procession and took pictures from different angles. Since some of the 

participants were in the temple for the first time, it would seem that the intent of organizing 

various activities does have an effect of spreading the name of the temple and making people 

come (and possible spend money in the gift shop and in restaurants of shops in temple 

surroundings). The motives for participation were quite straightforward – entrance exams into 

universities, exams at school, or vocational exams. 

 When the ritual was about to start, the temple staff instructed the participants to form 

double file behind the two ritual masters, who called out instructions during the ritual. As they 

were setting out, the drum sounded from inside of the temple (with increasing speed, then 

slowly, and followed by a bell, then the drum and bell were taking turns, this is the same 

rhythm used during the autumn ceremony). First, they went to the Li gate. There was a table 

with a washbasin and a ladle, the same as used in the autumn ceremony. It was attended by 

another ritual master who washed the hands of each participant with the ladle and water from 

washbasin. After the purification, the procession passed through the Li gate, and stopped at 

the side of at the Pan pond. There was another ritual master, who gave each participant a 

bundle of celery. In this case, the “participant” meant a student or, more generally, a 

supplicant praying before the exam. As such, after this point, the group visually changed as 

some of the participants were carrying the celery while others (parents, friends) were not. In 

the next step of the ritual, sometimes the two masters lead the group round the pond together, 

sometimes one ritual master lead participants walking round the pond. They crossed the Pan 

bridge, where were joined by the second master and together they lead then the participants 

though right door at the Lingxing Gate and Yi Gate to the main courtyard. As they passed the 

gate, two other ritual masters hit a large bell and a drum at the Yi gate. The procession then 

walked up on the right-side steps to the main hall, and entered through the right door. The 

drum and bell stopped after the participants had entered. 

 Inside the main hall, temple staff helped line up participants in a way that five 

participants were standing in a line next to each other. In this manner, they usually made four 

or five rows in front of Confucius’s spirit tablet. The two ritual masters stood to the left and 

right side, and first instructed supplicants to bow in front of the spirit tablet, and then to read 

the card they filled when signing in, and to say their prayers silently in their mind. After a 

minute or so, a ritual master chanted instruction to make three bows, and another ritual 

master walked around with a tray and gave each participant a plastic bag with writing utensils. 

Afterwards, they left the main hall through western door, and walked alongside the western 

corridor, first stopping in front of the Chongsheng Shrine. There, the ritual master called out 

for one bow to the ancestors of Confucius, and procession continued along the corridor to the 

eastern wing with the spirit tables of former Sages and Worthies. After a bow, they continued 

to walk pass the Yi gate and stopped at the western wing in front of the spirit tables. There 

was a final bow, and ritual was complete. 

 At the end of the ritual, the participants thanked the ritual masters who wished the 

students success in exams, and gave them tips on how to prepare to celery. One ritual master 
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reminded participants that they could put the copies of the school exam sheets in the box in 

front of the main hall –the same box is in temples in front of the deities connected with 

education such as Wenchang or Kuixing. Some participants would then return in front the 

main hall and stand there in silent prayer. Once, I saw a pair of girls go back on the platform, 

and make a circle over the incense censer with the writing utensils and exams sheets in their 

hands. Another girl from a different group of petitioners did the same. This is another common 

ritual act, commonly seen in Taiwanese temples. The incense smoke from the censers gives 

the power to amulets and it is generally beneficial as some people use both hands to fan the 

smoke over their heads. One day, during the pause between the rounds, as we were resting 

under trees in the plaza with the ritual masters, we noticed several tourists trying to wash 

their hands using the ladle. One of the masters commented, “They probably do not 

understand the meaning of these.” As I talked with master Chen, we walked towards the table 

where he took the ladle in order to take it back to Minglun Hall so that people would not be 

tempted “to idly play” with ritual utensils. 

 One group was composed of foreign exchange students who came to temple for an 

excursion, and were offered an opportunity to participate in the ritual as a form of “cultural 

experience”. They had a Taiwanese guide who spoke English, but they were also given under 

my supervision, as I was to take on the role of ritual master and guide them through the ritual. 

The task started by helping them to fill-out the registration prayer cards. At the same time, 

several Taiwanese signed in as well. They were lead in the front by the master Chen and 

another master, and shortly after them, I followed leading the group of foreign students. I 

took them thought the ritual steps that I had observed during previous days, and whole time, 

I tried to maintain a solemn composure and walk as I observed the ritual masters. 

 One obvious discovery I made, was that since the exchange students lacked the cultural 

knowledge possessed by the Taiwanese on how to behave during rituals, or how rituals 

function, I felt this round quite disordered when compared with the Taiwanese. The foreign 

students walked in a disorderly manner, and on occasion, few of them walked away in 

different directions then others. Yet, they seemed to have enjoyed the experience, as some 

of them said when I was also trying to explain meanings of actions and answer their questions. 

When they were about to wash hands and Li gate, one of them asked me, “Is this a holy water?” 

I explained that no, and that the purpose is to simply cleanse oneself before ritual. At the end, 

one told, “Thanks man, it was interesting,” accompanied with a gesture of thumb up. 

Afterwards, master Chen thanked me for taking care of these students, and commented that 

they were “quite lively” (huopo 活潑), and while in ritual, it is important to have a “sincere 

heart” (chengxin 誠心). Since the foreign students came to the temple “have fun” (wan 玩), 

there was no need to try to correct them and simply to take them around was enough. 

5.4 Summary 

 In this chapter, I first discussed the autumn Confucius birthday ceremony and official 

intentions for organizing this event in connection with republican nation building. In addition, 

I explored perspectives of different participants, and showed plurality of motivations and 
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worldviews hidden under official discourse, which can be seen in media. I described different 

approaches to ritual practice, and understanding of Confucius as a symbol in republican 

discourse in contrast with the participants in ritual who see Confucius as independent actor. I 

described that official intentions succeed in making the ceremony a rare and special occasion, 

which is in high demand. On the other hand, the intentions to instil sense of national identity 

seem to fail in many cases, because I observed that main motivation for many members of the 

audience was to receive the gifts after the ceremony.  

 The adulthood ceremonies organized by the Taipei city government show contrasting 

visions of adulthood for the Kuomintang in the past, when ritual purpose was to for 

participating youth to become a member of nation, while this year under the new mayor, the 

adulthood ceremony was similar to a school graduation ceremony. Apart from this, I described 

how other groups, such as local schools, Rotary Club, or Chinese Classics Association make use 

of the temple space to organize their own rituals of passage, or the ritual at the start of new 

school year of the Classics for Families. In addition, with the loss on monopoly on Confucian 

exegesis and rituals, other groups organize their own Confucius birthday ceremonies, and I 

described on such case, which is intended as a counter-ritual to the ritual at the Taipei 

Confucius temple. 

 I also paid attention to both official and nonofficial forms of worship. The Taipei 

Confucius temple goes to meet popular demand by organizing group prayers before 

examinations. It can be seen how both modes merge, since after the group prayer finished, 

people would pray individually, circle the temple censer etc. Although the Taipei Confucius 

temple does not provide incense, people worship there in a similar way to other temples, and 

often bring offerings of fruits, biscuits, drinks and present in front of the main hall. 
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6 Conclusion 

 The aim of this thesis has been to engage in a dialogue with Confucian studies and 

explore the possibilities of expanding the scope of research beyond sole focus on philosophical 

thoughts and textual analysis. I tried to avoid generalizations such as speaking about a 

“Confucian society”, and following the research of social historians on Confucianism, I 

explored how contemporary Taiwanese use the texts in concrete social contexts, how they 

define and reinvent “Confucianism” and “Confucian texts” in order to meet the challenges of 

their lives or larger social and global issues. I tried to look at Confucianism as a reinvented 

tradition, as discussed in Chapter 1, and to analyse how towards what purposes people 

reconfigure this set of cultural resources, and combine them with other cultural tools. In this 

regard, the Taipei Confucius temple, thanks to its history and as well as its present state, 

proved to be a useful site for this kind of research. 

 A common expectation would be that practices observed in the Taipei Confucius 

Temple represent the “official” or “state” Confucianism. However, this thesis showed that 

while local and national politics does have an influence on the temple, there is a variety of 

practices hidden under the official discourse. Although the temple is managed by the Taipei 

city government, it serves as a site of activities organized by other groups and individuals with 

different worldviews and different interpretations of Confucianism. Two types of the classes 

on Classics in the temple highlight this diversity in understanding of Confucianism. They use 

different methods towards different purposes, and cultivate different subjectivities and social 

relationships. The lessons of the Classics for Families present an interpretation of filiality not 

as a hierarchic relationship of obedience but rather as an emotional bond of reciprocal care 

among relatives. On the other hand, New Confucianism present in Four Books study group 

shares the nationalist vision of Chinese culture and Chinese state with the Kuomintang. 

However, New Confucians can take differed stands on certain issues and do not act as an 

extension of the state/party, and might be therefore contrasted with organizations such as 

Confucius-Mencius Society, which is closely affiliated with the Kuomintang. This all points to 

the main theme of this thesis, which is the necessity of field-based research in the study of 

Confucianism to supplement overreliance on the “philosophical” texts, or on the official 

discourse produced by politicians, intellectuals, and media. 

 Another issue discussed in this thesis concerns methodology and terminology, such as 

problems of trying to fit social reality into a priori categories derived from culturally 

conditioned understanding of religion, philosophy, and religious or national identity etc. 

Instead of trying to define who is Confucian or whether Confucianism is religion through 

applications of concepts such as belief, confession, or belonging, we ought to understand 

these categories as ideal types, which need to abandoned when they do not advance our 

understanding. Instead of trying to identify the “Confucians”, it is more important to analyse 

what it means when someone identifies as a Confucian. For example, in the Classics for 

Families, the figure of Confucius has prominent role and the classes use texts understood as 

Confucian, but neither the group nor the individual participants identify themselves as 
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Confucians. On the other hand, in case of New Confucians, we can observe that, in the social 

practice, the self-identification as a Confucian is closely linked with China-centred nationalism 

that is referencing Confucian tradition as a symbol of the national Chinese culture. For this 

reason, if we interpret Mou Zongsan and other New Confucians solely through a category of 

philosophy, we limit our understanding because we will be missing their political goals, and 

how they utilize the symbolic capital derived from their posts at universities to advance these 

goals. The exegeses in the Four Books study group revolved around issues of politics and 

national identity. Morality was indivisible from politics and concerned with learning to act as 

a nationally conscious citizen of the national Chinese state. This again shows the need to move 

beyond the study of philosophical discourse towards fieldwork based discursive analysis and 

analyse the contents of these concepts, i.e. what people actually say and do in relation to 

“Confucianism” or “filial piety”, why they select some concepts as core values while choosing 

to ignore other. 

 In the first chapter of the thesis, I presented an overview of developments of 

Confucianism and the Taipei Confucius temple, stressing the continuous reinvention of 

Confucianism and changing understandings of its role in society, and that the role and 

significance of the Confucius temples and the rituals performed in them changed in different 

eras and political contexts. During the Qing era, Confucian temples were part of state cult, 

inaccessible to common people. However, Confucius and Sages could be worshipped in other 

places such as academies or schools, and Confucian culture was not restricted to the state 

ideology and ritualism. However, it was not a national culture as understood by contemporary 

nationalists. During the Japanese era in Taiwan, Confucian temples and sacrifices became a 

domain of local elites who were filling the social vacuum left by the imperial state. For the 

Japanese colonial administration, Confucianism served as guarantee of social stability. The 

administration supported reconstructions of temples, but would tear down the temples when 

the modernization of city infrastructure took priority. Moreover, the Japanese administration 

did not try to establish direct control over Confucian temples or Confucianism in Taiwan. On 

the other hand, Confucianism was heavily appropriated by WW II Japanese militarism and 

incorporated into the ideology of pan-Asianism. In contrast, the Kuomintang incorporated 

Confucianism as a “non-religion” into the national Chinese culture, and its exegesis was 

monopolized by the state and intellectuals. Confucian temples became symbols of Chinese 

culture and stages for republican ritualism. The result of the KMT nation building and 

invention of national culture, especially during the Chinese Cultural Renaissance, is that many 

social and cultural elements, which are in fact cultural products of the KMT authoritarian 

policies, are popularly labelled as the “traditional Chinese culture” or “Confucian heritage”. 

 For this reason, I also paid attention to how people cope with the paradox that 

Confucianism is on one hand presented as common cultural heritage of the Chinese, yet, on 

the other hand, it is presented as philosophy, which is accessible only to a select few. As I 

observed, people are neither passive objects of education or indoctrination nor passive 

consumers of the texts produced by officials or intellectuals. The students of New Confucian 

texts do not necessarily subscribe to the nationalist message but have their own motivations 
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for reading these texts. They may ignore the message, or use only the parts that useful for 

their own purposes. Similarly, the volunteer teachers in the Classics for Families do not have 

academic background in philosophy, but engage in a dialogue with scholarly writings based on 

their own reading and understanding of the classical texts. 

 Another issue addressed in the thesis is the dichotomy between “official/state” and 

“popular/religious” Confucianism, and the need to move beyond these general labels and look 

at the complexities of social interactions, which cannot be grasped in the terms of binary 

oppositions. An obvious weak point of this distinction is that treats politics and religion as two 

isolated social spheres, giving an impression that religious organizations do not have political 

motives and do not role in politics. A topic for future research might be to explore to what 

degree are practices and values promoted by I-kuan Tao different from those propagated by 

the KMT, and to what degree is this “religious” Confucianism different from the “official” KMT 

Confucianism. Due to a monopoly on the Confucian exegesis held by the KMT, school 

textbooks have become a major source of Confucian terminology and influenced popular 

understanding of what constitutes Confucianism regarding the doctrines and practices. In 

addition, given the close relationship between I-kuan Tao elites and the KMT representatives, 

it is worth exploring whether the distinction between these two kinds of Confucianism help to 

promote nationalist Confucian discourse and practices outside and inside the education 

system through the classes organized by an organization, which is, in this context, presented 

as independent and apolitical. 

 This would be a part of larger issue, which is the relationship between different 

sections of society, and the groups and individuals promoting Confucianism, who include the 

KMT party officials, New Confucians and other intellectuals, I-kuan Tao etc., and what kind of 

practices, beliefs, and values labelled as Confucian these social actors promote. To reiterate, 

it would be necessary to look beyond the elite discourses at the social practices and 

interactions, including groups dynamics of the organizations such as I-kuan Tao. In the Classics 

for Families, I met several members of I-kuan Tao, and discovered that New Age spirituality 

plays a role in their lives and does not collide with the Classics. However, I am not aware of a 

study on the role of New Age spirituality in I-kuan Tao. In this thesis, I also discussed several 

different understandings of filial piety in the Taipei Confucius temple, which might 

conventionally be labelled as a place of official Confucianism. The Kuomintang has been 

stressing hierarchic, authoritarian relationship of obedience to authority figures, while the 

Classics for Families aim to practice filial piety as reciprocal care and emotional bond between 

parents and children. 

 In popular consciousness, traditional Chinese education is often linked with 

Confucianism. However, in the historic overview I showed the variations in the teaching 

methods, the texts used, and the purposes of education. This contrasts with re-imagination of 

the past and reinvention of Chinese tradition during the Classics recitation movement, which 

emerged in Taiwan in 1990s. Moreover, the methods and aims of the Classics recitation 

movement has more in common with the KMT educational system than with the education of 

the previous eras. The Classics for Families and the Four Books study group both make use of 
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texts understood in contemporary Taiwanese society as Confucian. However, the 

interpretations, the practices associated with the texts, and the goals of the two classes are 

widely divergent. 

 The Classics for Families place the Confucian texts in a bricolage together with other 

cultural elements. Apart from the Analects, which play a prominent role, they make use of 

primers and non-textual resources and methods. The aim is not to cultivate a Confucian or 

national identity. Instead, the classes go beyond national culture by incorporating New Age 

elements and topics such as environmentalism. In contrast to the popular image of Confucian 

education, the Classics for Families reject the method of memorization, and emphasize 

interactions among participants in order to foster close relationship between parents and 

children and with the society and the environment. However, the teachers and parents have 

different expectations and motivations for participating. In contrast to the Classics for Families, 

the Four Books Study Group utilized a rather restricted scope of cultural tools, i.e. the Four 

Books and New Confucian commentaries. These classes aim towards cultivating national 

identity and emphasized discursive method, which contrasts with plurality of interactions in 

the Classics for Families. Despite this, I tried to analyse the writings of New Confucians not as 

philosophical thought but in the social and political context. While New Confucianism can be 

critical of many aspects of KMT cultural policies, it does not cross the boundaries of cultural 

nationalism shared with the KMT. Moral cultivation in New Confucianism means “civic 

cultivation”, i.e. learning to behave as a member of the Chinese nation. While the Classics for 

Families put emphasis on family education and do not aim to enter the sphere of school 

education, New Confucian standpoint is such that public schools ought to teach national 

culture, i.e. Confucianism. 

 Despite the appeals to “tradition”, the KMT nationalism, modernization, and 

secularization under one party dictatorship severed the continuity of local cultures. In order 

to create stratified culturally homogenous society, the KMT aimed to control all aspects of the 

citizens’ lives, and emphasized filial piety as obedience to parents and as an extension of the 

loyalty to the country. This legacy of KMT hegemony from the Martial Law era still serves as a 

referential framework for how people understand Confucianism, which is usually identified 

with social hierarchy, sexism, obedience to authorities, and emphasis on education in a sense 

of memorization and ladder-climbing. The scope of available cultural tools and the image of 

Confucianism has been restricted through the influence of the KMT education system. The 

participants in the Four Books Study Group and other informants often mentioned that their 

first encounter with Confucianism was at school, even though they later forgot most of what 

they had learned at school. Moreover, as I observed in the field as I interacted with people 

who engaged in the study of the classical texts, the Taiwanese are not able to read classical 

Chinese. In the contexts of the KMT education, this means that people are expected to rely on 

what they are told about the contents of normative texts, but are not taught how to read the 

texts by themselves and use the language skills to move beyond the boundaries the officially 

sanctioned canon. 
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 However, as can be observed in the field, people are not passive recipients of messages 

from textbooks of media, and especially after the end of the Martial Law era, they have more 

levy to reinterpret and reinvent the norms and practices. Some openly reject the culture 

propagated by the KMT, and even those who are interested in Confucianism and come to the 

temple have different motivations and reinterpret the messages to suit their needs. Filial piety 

was often mentioned in the field, and I learned that, for many informants, it does not emerge 

from the subconscious Chinese mentality, but it is rather a result of social coercion and 

negotiation. This ongoing process of negotiation and reinterpretation means, for example, 

that the Classics for Families puts forwards a non-hierarchic understanding of filiality that 

emphasizes reciprocal affection instead of obedience. 

 In the last chapter of the thesis, I described different rituals that were performed at 

the Taipei Confucius temple. I did not only focus on the Confucius birthday ceremony in 

autumn, but included other official and non-official ceremonies as well as private worship at 

the temple. In addition, after the end of Martial Law era and the KMT gradually losing its 

monopoly on Confucianism, different groups organize their own rituals. 

 The Confucius birthday ceremony and the Taipei City joint adulthood ceremony show 

how the temple serves as a symbolic battleground between competing China-centred and 

Taiwan-centred nationalisms, and how the changes after elections result in the changes in 

temple ceremonies. Moreover, I observed that different participants often have different 

motivations and understanding of a given ceremony. This again points to the importance of 

looking behind official narratives and to the problem with taking normative declarations at 

face value, and thus regarding Taiwan as a Confucian society, or the Confucius birthday 

ceremony as a joint celebration of an uninterrupted transmission of national Chinese culture. 

It is also important to note that rituals do not necessarily work the way they are intended. In 

the case of the Confucius birthday ceremony, many participants do not care for the continuity 

of the Chinese culture, which the KMT hopes to express and disseminate through ceremony, 

and have other motivations. In the Taipei Confucius temple, I encountered people with 

different views on what rituals do, ranging from political and cultural legitimacy, tourism, 

expression of relationship with Confucius, to prayers for protection. Through the discussions 

with ritual masters, I learned that participation does not mean that participants subscribe to 

same worldviews as organizers, share the same motivations, or that the ritual does the same 

thing for them. For some of the participants, the ritual is a celebration of national culture and 

Confucius is a symbol and is not actually present. On the other hand, the real presence of 

Confucius is a possibility for others. Even if they would not necessarily refer to Confucius as a 

“deity”, they understand him as an independent actor and not a passive symbol. 

 A deficiency of this thesis is an omission of the microsociology of interactions and of 

the discourse analysis because many of the discussion in the thesis revolve around reading, 

recitation, and exegesis of the texts understood as classical. Therefore, it remains a possible 

direction for future research, which ought to include approaches from linguistic anthropology 
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and fieldwork based discourse analysis as proposed by Apter and Saich409 and explore the 

attempts to establish a Confucian “discourse community” in Taiwan. This thesis also discussed 

the role of New Confucians and other intellectuals in this endeavour of “exegetical bonding”. 

In the follow-up research, I would analyse how various groups and individuals define 

Confucianism, what are the aims of their efforts, what discourses and practices they promote 

or forbid, the role of politics, or their ties with governments, and what role Confucianism plays 

in their constructions of individual and group memory and identity. Another topic is how 

nationalist governments and intellectuals appropriate Confucianism, and the role of 

intellectuals in advancing political agenda. This can be compared with similar appropriation of 

“traditional culture”, such as Islam, Hinduism, Catholicism etc., by state officials and 

intellectual in other parts of the world. 

 In addition to already mentioned directions for the future research, other possibilities 

include comparison with the Tainan Confucius temple, including the role of the temple in local 

and national society, its rituals, or a detailed ethnography of a single ritual. For example, there 

are many groups perform Confucius birthday rituals, do they all follow the republican model 

or do they reinvent and improvise? Since Buddhist organizations also perform these 

ceremonies, what role do these rituals play for these groups, who are the participants, is 

Confucianism understood as national culture and Buddhism as religion, and thus compatible? 

Another possibility is to look at the lives and interactions of individuals and groups promoting 

Confucianism in Taiwan, Hong Kong, Mainland China, Japan, or Singapore. For example, the 

Classics for Families have branched to the Mainland China in propagating the “traditional 

Chinese culture”. 

 Since I had an opportunity to meet the descendant of Confucius, including those in the 

main descent line, the themes for future research might include their exile from the Mainland 

China, social pressure of expectations towards the descendant of the ancient sage, their 

relationships with the KMT government, their role in the state rituals in an absence of an 

ancestral hall, or relationships between different descent lines in Taiwan and other countries. 

  

                                                             
409 David Ernest Apter and Tony Saich, Revolutionary Discourse in Mao’s Republic, Cambridge, Mass: Harvard 
University Press, 1994. 
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