國立政治大學亞太研究英語碩士學位學程
International Master’s Program in Asia-Pacific Studies
College of Social Sciences
National Chengchi University
碩士論文

立

Master’s
政 治Thesis

大

‧ 國

學

新瓶舊酒：中國文化與中共政權正當性之研究
Old Wine in a New Bottle? The Role of Confucianism in

‧

the Legitimacy Strategy of the Chinese Communist Party

n

er

io

sit

y

Nat

al

i
n
U

Ch

v

i 范德銘 101926022
e n gder
c hMeer
Student: Alexander van
Advisor: Professor Chien-Min Chao 趙建民

中華民國 2014 年七月
July 2014

新瓶舊酒：中國文化與中共政權正當性之研究
Old Wine in a New Bottle? The Role of Confucianism in
the Legitimacy Strategy of the Chinese Communist Party
研究生：

Student: Alexander van der Meer 范德銘
Advisor: Professor Chien-Min Chao 趙建民

指導教授：

治
政
國立政治大學
大
碩士論文

學

‧ 國

立
亞太研究英語碩士學位學程

sit

y

‧

Nat

A Thesis

er

io

Submitted to International Master’s Program in Asia-Pacific Studies

n

aNational
iv
l C Chengchi University
n
h e n g c of
h itheURequirement
In partial fulfillment
For the degree of Master in China Studies

中華民國 2014 年七月
July 2014

II

Abstract
Over the last few decades, the Chinese Communist Party’s attitude towards the most
profound determinant of the traditional Chinese culture – Confucianism – changed
significantly. Not even 40 years ago, Confucius was represented as an anti-revolutionary
enemy of the state, while the party tried to root out every sprout of Confucianism
amongst the population. Contrarily, nowadays, the party seems to have re-instated
Confucius to the position of ‘great Chinese sage’, for which it organizes his annual
birthday parties, raises statues for him and praises his contributions to humanity. This
leads some observers to the bold conclusion that the party might even be prepared to
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大 and argue that the party is just
population anyways – to Confucianism. Others disagree,
widening its legitimacy立
basis in a populist way by using all kinds of means, amongst
change its ideological basis from Marxism – which lost its resonance amongst the
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which Confucianism. Thus, how should we assess the party’s dance with the former devil?
What is actually the party’s plan with Confucianism? Giving an answer to the latter

‧

question is the main purpose of this research.

First of all, as most authors relate this phenomenon to the party’s quest for
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political legitimacy, a basic theoretical overview will be given, showing possible
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causality between Confucianism and political legitimacy. Secondly, the most essential
historical background will be provided in order to explain why the party was initially so
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analysis of primary sources, it will
the party, after witnessing a popular
i U
g c hthat
malicious towards Confucianism. Subsequently, based on literature, and based on an

revival of Confucianism in the 1980s, on the one hand sought consensus with the
population by co-opting this revival – a revival which led to national pride, enabling the
party to capitalize on its nationalist legacy as unifier of the country – while it on the other
hand tried to channel this development into a meticulously constructed form of
Confucianism – by selecting some elements and discarding others – that would benefit
the party. The latter refers to a fragmented version of Confucianism which supports
authoritarian rule, enhances social stability, shows a gentler face of China to the outside
world, presents an attractive cultural alternative to Westernization, but - most importantly
- doesn’t present an ideological alternative to Marxism. The latter refutes the claim that
the CCP is preparing to depart from its current ideological base towards Confucianism.

III

Concluding, despite the fact that the party previously vigorously blamed
Confucianism for having facilitated the subjugation of the population, it now more or less
uses Confucianism in a similar manner. The pot seems to have called the kettle black.
Therefore, the role of Confucianism in the CCP’s legitimacy strategy is old wine –
symbolizing the way in which dynastical China has used a selection of Confucian
teachings to enhance its authoritarian rule for two millennia – in a new socialist bottle.

摘要
數十年來，中國共產黨對於儒家主義的文化價值產生巨變。不似四十年前的革命，
當時共產黨欲拔除儒道深植的價值，孔夫子成為國家反革命的代表形象。相反的，
近年來黨內開始重塑孔夫子的地位，藉由每年慶祝孔子誕辰，立孔子像以彰顯他的
貢獻，塑造成中國偉大的聖人。這大膽假設過去以馬克思主義的基本意識形態可能
在改變，產生共鳴的對象從馬克思主義蛻變成儒家主義。另外一說：中國共產黨意
圖採用普世的儒家價值來合理化其作為。因此我們應如何看待這個黨與過去其眼中
的「魔」共舞？黨對於儒家主義的真正意圖為合？本文研究重點將解釋以上問題。
首先，本文將透過理論去探討儒家主義如何合理化政治行為。接著將透過重
要的歷史背景因素證明一開始的中國共產黨對儒家主義的深惡痛絕。其後將透過第
一手的文件和歷史文獻佐證在 1980 年代儒家主義復甦以後，黨轉變為尋找與大眾
價值的共識──與儒家主義共存的立場。儒家主義的再次興起帶來了民族尊嚴，進
而使黨更容易透過國家主義統一整個國家。另一方面，中國共產黨也試著傳播精心
塑造的儒家主義，去蕪存菁的挑選出最利於黨的儒家元素架構。後段將提到中國共
產黨如何選擇性的篩選儒家主義元素來支持獨裁統治，向國際營造中國穩定社會的
形象；而非摒棄過去基本意識形態──馬克思主義卻選擇西化。最後駁斥某些立場：
如中國共產黨正準備脫離現下的基本意識進而靠攏儒家主義。
因此，儘管過去中國共產黨批評儒家主義是製造階級化的淵藪，但現在卻一
步步採用同樣思想，合理化獨裁統治。這種五十步笑百步的行為，挑選了利於黨的
儒家元素，將存在中國兩千年的儒家主義的這甕舊酒，裝到中國共產黨統治下的這
個新瓶裡。
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Daniel A. Bell, “The Chinese Confucian Party,” The Globe and Mail, February 19, 2010, accessed
January 5, 2013, http://www.theglobeandmail.com/commentary/the-chinese-confucianparty/article1365495/.
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1. INTRODUCTION
During the 19th and early 20th century, China – once proud and self-confident – was
confronted by technologically and militarily superior Western powers, which resulted in
humiliation and national trauma. Foreign domination made Chinese intellectuals and
nationalists look for the sources of their country’s apparent weakness. Subsequently,
some of them identified the traditional Chinese culture – supposedly superstitious, antimodern, backward and feudal – to be one of them. This resulted in a paradoxical mix of
nationalism and iconoclasm. On the one hand, there was the desire to make China
reemerge in its former glory, and to end all foreign domination. But on the other hand, an

治
政
– was identified as an undermining force that should大
be destroyed. This curious cocktail,
立quite poisonous, was adopted by amongst others the Chinese
which later proved to be
essential part of being Chinese – and arguably an essential part of China’s previous glory
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communists.12

After the establishment of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 1949, the

‧

Chinese Communist Party (CCP) put this anti-traditionalist nationalism into practice,
which reached its apocalyptic climax with the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976). During
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this catastrophic decade, in which approximately three million people died, the ‘four olds’
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– old thought, old culture, old tradition and old custom - were to be eradicated.3 A total
cultural and mental reorientation was to be enforced amongst the population. Buddhist,

n

al

i
n
U

v

Daoist and Confucian temples burned, as well as their books, statues, inscriptions and
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Tu Wei-ming, “Cultural China: The Periphery as the Center”, Daedalus 120, no 2. (1991): 1-2.
Why did China adopt this mix of iconoclasm and nationalism? By comparing the societal reactions of
China and India with each other, after both facing foreign humiliation and domination, Tu concludes that
Indian intellectuals drew strength from their cultural heritage, while Chinese intellectuals were uprooted
from their cultural ground. He fails to give a satisfactory explanation why this difference existed. The
different ways in which cultures react to foreign domination has been described by many scholars. Covell
uses the ‘traditionally resistant people’s theory’ to explain why Christianity was adopted by some Chinese
minorities, while others resisted this foreign religion, and instead even took more pride in their own
traditions. This theory describes many factors that make a culture resistant, or prone to abandon its own.
Cultures that have self-respect and don’t see the dominator’s culture as superior will less likely adopt
(elements of) a foreign culture. Contrarily, when a culture feels insecure, inferior and weak, it more often
expresses the wish to abandon its own culture.
Tu, “Cultural China,” 2.
Ralph R. Covell, “Christianity and China’s Minority Nationalities, Faith and Unbelief,” in China and
Christianity: Burdened Past, Hopeful Future, ed. Stephen Uhalley and Xiaoxin Wu (New York: M.E.
Sharpe, 2001), 271-282.
3
Jung Chang and Jon Halliday, Mao: the Unknown Story (London: Random House, 2005), 569.
1
2

1

works of art. In this revolution’s narrative, Confucius became the great villain of history.
By having propagated values such as filial piety and devotion to authority, he has
supposedly manipulated the population into willingly submitting to feudalism and slavery
for centuries. Even saying the name of this ‘ardent defender of slavery’ and ‘counterrevolutionary’ could be seen as a crime.4
If a person who lived in 1976 could travel through time and flash forward to 2008,
he or she would enter a completely different country in so many respects, not the least
with regards to the subject of this thesis. If this person would have attended the opening
ceremonies of the Beijing Summer Olympic Games in 2008, he or she probably would
have been flabbergasted. Seemingly completely opposite to a few decades ago, this

政 治 大
civilization. Western
立

person would have seen the CCP’s apparent claim to represent the cultural core of the
ancient Chinese

學

‧ 國

media praised the quality of the opening

ceremonies, and remarked that it was a
celebration of the Chinese history and
meant

to

stress
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culture,

continuity

between the greatness of ancient times
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was for example that of Admiral Zheng
He, emphasizing the peaceful nature of his
explorations. 6 7 8 Very interestingly, The
Figure 1.2. Silk Road

Guardian newspaper noticed that in the

Tong Zhang and Barry Schwartz, “Confucius and the Cultural Revolution: A Study in Collective
Memory,” International Journal of Politics, Culture and Society 11, no. 2 (1997): 197-202.
5
John Ruwitch, “World Media Hails Beijing’s Perfect Night,” Reuters, August 8, 2008, accessed June 6,
2014, http://www.reuters.com/article/2008/08/09/industry-olympics-opening-reaction-dc
idUSSP12531420080809.
6
Figure 1.1. Raymond Zhou, “Beijing Games Kicks Off,” China Daily, August 9, 2008, accessed June 6,
2014, http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2008-08/09/content_6918190_3.htm.
4

2

depiction of Chinese history, the whole communist revolutionary and Maoist era were
completely absent.9 The chronology of the ceremonies skipped from the Ming dynasty
(1368-1644) to the late 1970s.
However remarkable this fact in itself
may be, the ceremonies went beyond arguably
superficial expressions of China’s past. In this
feast of international sports, with the entire
world flocked to the Chinese capital, a
representation of 3000 disciples of Confucius
collectively chanted their master’s words:

Figure 1.3. 3000 Disciples of Confucius

政 治 大
can be considered our brothers.”
In an article published by the People’s Daily Online
立
“friends come from afar, how happy we are”, as well as: “all those within the four seas
1011

in 2008 titled ‘Confucius Back in Style in Modern China’, this remarkable historical turn
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was apparently acknowledged by saying: “Confucius is not only being celebrated at the
Olympic Games (…..) having been repudiated for decades as representative of the feudal

‧

system, the philosophy and teachings of Confucianism – a moral and ethical code of
conduct for all human relationships which would result in an ideal and harmonious
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Figure 1.2. “Live Coverage of the Opening Ceremonies,” accessed June 6, 2014,
http://en.beijing2008.cn/ceremonies/headlines/openingceremony/s214516087/.
8
Zheng He (1371-1435) was an admiral during the Ming dynasty. In 1405, he commanded a fleet of
approximately 150 ships, containing an army of around 28.000 men, and sailed towards modern-day
Vietnam, Thailand, Indonesia, and South-India. In later expeditions he sailed towards the Persian Gulf,
Mekka, Egypt, Somalia, Kenya and Mozambique. The suggestion that his explorations were entirely
peaceful does not correspond with the historical reality. In his quest to collect treasures and make states pay
tribute to the emperor, he seemed to favor diplomacy and trade to violence. However, he used his large
army as leverage in negotiations, and also to overawe his targets into submission. Moreover, if diplomacy
didn’t do the job, he didn’t shun violence.
9
Richard Williams, “Patriot Games: China Makes Its Point with Greatest Show,” The Guardian, August 9,
2008, accessed June 6, 2014,
http://www.theguardian.com/sport/2008/aug/09/olympics2008.openingceremony.
10
“Cultural Icons in Beijing Olympics Opening Ceremony,” Chinaview, August 8, 2008, accessed May 5,
2014, http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2008-08/08/content_9053273.htm.
11
Figure 1.3. “Live Coverage of the Opening Ceremonies,” accessed June 6, 2014,
http://en.beijing2008.cn/ceremonies/headlines/openingceremony/s214516087/.
12
“Confucius Back in Style in Modern China,” People’s Daily Online, August 9, 2008, accessed May 5,
2014, http://english.people.com.cn/90001/90782/90873/6470242.html.
7

3

that the above quotation represents a message which the CCP’s wishes to convey to the
public, as all Chinese media are regulated by the CCP’s Central Publicity Department. 13
Quite obviously, the CCP’s attitude towards Confucianism changed over time.
But why? And how could it ever justify this, given its anti-traditional roots? Most authors
link this development to the party’s continuous struggle for political legitimacy. Since the
death of Mao Zedong in 1976, traditional sources of legitimacy waned. His successors
could not even closely match his charisma, and the previously dominant ideology had
been discredited by almost three decades of failures. The market reforms and ‘opening up’
policies of Deng Xiaoping since 1978 were meant to re-legitimize the CCP, by offering
economic progress to the population in return for the continued acceptance of one-party

政 治 大
radically altered the expectations of the population. Economic reforms were enacted and
立
rule. But these reforms simultaneously led to profound societal transformations that

economic rights were granted, which however more and more contrasted with the
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absence of political reforms. The resulting Tiananmen Square Movement in 1989 –
embodying a wish for democracy and political rights – continues to serve the party as a

‧

fearful reminder of what could happen if it suffers a prolonged legitimacy deficit. With
its democratic demands, this movement represented a frontal attack on the party’s main
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wish: to remain in power. Therefore, it is critical to understand the party’s drive to
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continuously re-legitimize itself. The leaders since Deng Xiaoping (1978-1992) – Jiang
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Zemin (1992-2002), Hu Jintao (2002-2012) and Xi Jinping (2012-) – all presided over
policy to do so.
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Some authors argue that this legitimacy struggle at some point made it expedient
for the party to change its relationship with Confucianism. After the death of Mao, the
party first tentatively allowed elements of the traditional Chinese culture to re-enter the
public realm, while it later more and more facilitated, embraced, co-opted and utilized a
popular Confucian revival amongst the population.15
Jonathan Hassid, “Controlling the Chinese Media, An Uncertain Business,” Asian Survey 48, no. 3
(2008): 415-416.
Hassid argues that next to repression and band-wagoning, the Central Publicity Department uses
uncertainty as control mechanism, by which the Chinese media is pushed into more conservative coverage.
14
Robert Weatherly, Politics in China since 1949, Legitimizing Authoritarian Rule (New York: Taylor &
Francis, 2007), 1-14.
15
Sebastien Billioud, “Confucianism, Cultural Tradition and Official Discourses in China at the Start of the
New Century,” China Perspectives 3 (2007): 50-55.
13
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One of the authors who describes – and comments on – this development is the
Canadian scholar Daniel. A. Bell. He teaches political philosophy at the Tsinghua
University in Beijing, and styles himself as a ‘Confucian scholar’. His arguments
triggered the author of this thesis.16 In his book China’s new Confucianism, Politics and
Everyday Life in a Changing Society, he notices the same change regarding the traditional
Chinese culture – and in particular regarding Confucianism – in both society and in the
ruling class. 17 He argues that the moral foundation of China’s political system is slowly
shifting from a Marxist to a more Confucian basis.18 He even predicts that: “it is not
entirely fanciful to surmise that the Chinese Communist Party will be relabeled the
Chinese Confucian Party in the next couple of decades.” 19 As his ideas formed the

政 治 大

starting point for this thesis, his main argument is briefly explained in the following

立

paragraphs.

Officially, Marxism still provides the legitimacy basis for the ruling party. The
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past 35 years, characterized by economic liberalization – which seems contradictory from
a Marxist perspective – are ideologically justified by stating that China is in the ‘primary

‧

stage of socialism’. In other words, capitalism just provides the abundance which is
needed to create a socialist society. However, what should happen after this phase? Bell
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argues that this rarely seems to be discussed, neither amongst China’s ruling elite nor in
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society at large, let alone that communism is mentioned as ideological guide for the
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future. Contemporary concerns, aspirations and needs dominate societal discussion,
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letting future panoramas rest on the ideological heaps of similar utopian visions from the

engchi

Maoist era. Bell concludes that the main reason a communist future is not discussed, is
because nobody really believes that Marxism will be the guide for the future. It has been
discredited to the degree that it has lost all its legitimacy. Moreover, he mentions that the
CCP doesn’t want to be confined by this ideology, since any confinement could endanger
its primary objective: to remain in power. The continued stability and social order –
pivotal for the perpetuation of CCP rule – cannot rest on an anachronistic ideology.20
Daniel. A. Bell’s personal website, Accessed June 6, 2014, http://danielabell.com/about/.
Daniel A. Bell, China’s New Confucianism, Politics and Everyday Life in a Changing Society (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2010).
18
Bell, China’s New Confucianism, 8.
19
Ibid, 12.
20
Ibid, 1-8.
16
17
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That’s why, Bell argues, the CCP started to encourage the revival of China’s own
traditions; in particular one tradition which provided stability for millennia, and still
continues to be a cultural layer that informs many aspects of its citizens’ lives:
Confucianism. Bell argues that this tradition is seemingly being prepared to provide for
the country’s ideological future, which is quite a bold claim. What are the signs the CCP
is actually doing, or preparing to do this? In the section where he makes the
abovementioned claim, Bell lists the following evidence:
1. Confucian doctrines supporting social stability and autocratic rule. Meritocratic –
which others might term as ‘autocratic’ – elements justify the continuation of oneparty rule, while the Confucian emphasis on harmony confirms the exit of ‘class

政 治 大
Confucianism. Bell suggests

struggle’ as leitmotif, and pictures the party to be concerned with all classes.

立

2. A popular revival of

that a CCP shift towards

Confucianism would thus run parallel with a societal Confucian revival.
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3. Intellectual circles turn to Confucianism to deal with China’s contemporary societal
ills, with the CCP doing the same.

‧

4. High party officials such as Hu Jintao and Wen Jiabao who mention the Chinese
tradition - and recently even Confucius as individual - in a positive manner.
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5. Other references to Confucianism, such as the policy of promoting language and
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culture abroad through institutes bearing Confucius’ name, and developments such as

n

the fact that CCP cadres seem to be more and more assessed on the basis of
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Confucian values such as filial piety and family responsibility.21

engchi

However, all these arguments don’t convincingly point towards the CCP shifting its
legitimacy basis towards Confucianism, but could just as well indicate: potential benefits
of populism, appeals to non-iconoclastic nationalism, the justification of current policy
with vague references to traditions, a popular societal revival of the traditional culture in
general etc. By no means do these developments necessarily point towards a heartfelt
wish of the party to shift to Confucianism. One could think of many other – less
‘totalizing’ – conclusions. For example, the CCP might be diversifying its legitimacy
basis in a pragmatic and populist way, but not make a complete departure from its
Marxist roots.
21

Ibid, 8-13.
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Indeed, there is another group of authors which assesses this phenomenon in
exactly this ‘less totalizing’ way. And as the reader maybe already suspects, Bell’s ideas
are subjected to criticism. Below the two poles in this discussion are described, between
which naturally many middle positions are possible.
1. One group of authors argues that during the last 30 years, the CCP pragmatically
sought to widen and improve its legitimacy basis, and that embracing Confucianism
is only a small part of this effort. Holbig and Gilley for example, state that the party:
1. created performance legitimacy by realizing economic growth and by utilizing
nationalism; 2. enhanced rational-legal legitimacy by drastically improving its
governance, government bureaucracy, internal security, and stability; 3. improved

政 治 大
the co-optation of new elites; 4. strengthened immaterial sources of legitimacy such
立

institutional sources of legitimacy by party discipline, control of the media, and by
as ideology and collective social values.22 These authors describe a phenomenon in
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the last category – to which the utilization of Confucianism by the CCP belongs – as
‘culturalism’, which they define as “an alternative strategy to legitimize the party’s

‧

rule (….) by claiming to represent the legacy of the cultural tradition(s) of society,
and, with it, its cultural identity.” 23 But Holbig and Gilley make clear that
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‘culturalism’ is only a (small) part of a broad effort to legitimize power by all kinds
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of means. This group of authors doesn’t see any signs that the CCP is prepared to
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shift its ideological base from Marxism towards Confucianism – since this would
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mean a loss of power for the party – and criticizes authors like Bell for making such

engchi

an assertion. Most authors belong to this group.

2. Another group of authors give this development a more prominent place, and see the
traditional Chinese culture as being – in varying degrees, in differing ways, and
using different time-paths – essential for the party’s legitimacy base. Guo for
example, states that the Chinese population’s performance criteria for the
government are to a large degree determined by the Chinese culture and history.
That’s why re-embracing China’s traditions, as well as re-enacting traditional ways

Heike Holbig and Bruce Gilley, “Reclaiming Legitimacy in China,” Politics & Policy 38, no. 3 (2010):
396.
23
Holbig and Gilley, “Reclaiming Legitimacy,” 408.
22
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of governing, are a strong source of legitimacy. 24 Others, like Bell, ascribe it a
similar pivotal role.

1.1. METHODOLOGY
1.1.1. Purpose of Research & Research Question
By now it should have become clear that the CCP changed its attitude towards
Confucianism over the last few decades, but that authors assess this development in
different ways. This is somewhat confusing. Which interpretation is more credible? But
let’s zoom out a little bit and look at the bigger picture: what is actually the party’s plan

治
政
thesis. Hence, the main research question is:
大
立 in the CCP’s legitimacy strategy since 1989?
What is the role of Confucianism

with Confucianism? Giving an answer to the latter question is the main purpose of this
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1.1.2. Outline of Chapters

‧

Before this question can be answered, for a meaningful discussion to commence, it is first
of all necessary to authoritatively define some terms that have already been extensively
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used, and that might already have confused some readers. What is meant with (traditional)
(Chinese) culture, Confucianism and legitimacy? These terms will be discussed under

io

n

al

er
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are already familiar with these subjects, be advised to skip this part and continue to read
from chapter two.
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In this terminology section, it is made clear that Confucianism has profoundly
shaped the (traditional) Chinese culture, and therefore both terms show considerable
overlap. Mainly because of this reason, they are often used interchangeably.
Consequently, this thesis does the same. Secondly, it is shown that Confucianism has
been subjected to many interpretations and had many forms throughout its history,
because it was often adapted to the particular needs of the time and/or ruler. This led to
an eternal discussion as to what is ‘true’ Confucianism. Once Confucianism got elevated
to state doctrine and state religion by the Han dynasty around 220 B.C., it was reBaogang Guo, China’s Quest for Political Legitimacy, the New Equity-Enhancing Politics (Plymouth:
Lexington Books, 2010), 1-19.
24
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interpreted in line with state interests, to support authoritarian rule and to enhance social
stability. As such, it served to justify a stern hierarchy in society. This created a fertile
ground for later denunciations of Confucianism as being a tool in the hands of those
conservative powers which have exploited the masses for centuries.
Next, in order to understand how Confucianism can function in the CCP’s
contemporary quest for legitimacy, it is imperative to first of all show possible causality
between both. Therefore, chapter two summarizes theories of political legitimacy which
show how culture in general can create political legitimacy. However, this is not meant to
be a theoretical framework, but instead is meant to just provide a theoretical context with
which to understand the assertions made in later chapters.

政 治 大
consists of two parts. The first part elaborates on the CCP’s aforementioned continuous
立

Chapter three is devoted to provide the essential historical background, and

struggle for political legitimacy. Indeed, it is in this wider context that a government-

‧ 國

學

authorized/condoned revival of Confucianism happened during the 1980s, which thus can
give valuable insight into the particular reasons why this took place around that time.

‧

This first part can be seen as the Status Quaestionis – or state of research in the wider
field of study – and is devoted to thematically list the sources of legitimacy and
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illegitimacy for the CCP since the establishment of the PRC in 1949.
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Subsequently, the second part of this chapter provides more of a historical
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background in the strict sense, and takes the wider historical context into account. It tries
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to explain why the CCP was initially so malicious towards Confucianism, and what made
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it change later. The French philosopher Jacques Derrida used the term ‘specter of the past’
to describe how historical experiences continue to live on, and by doing so, influence the
paradigms of a society which determine how reality is interpreted and define the
boundaries of the ‘acceptable’ and ‘unacceptable’. Thus, history continues to spook
around in the present. As such, this phenomenon is related to terms like ‘collective
memory’.25 Therefore, China’s traumatic experiences in the 19th and 20th century, which
led to a changing relation with its own culture, continues to influence the present-day
Chinese society. In order to understand the contemporary attitudes towards Confucianism,
it is therefore imperative to describe this history briefly. Next to understanding these
25

Harry Jansen, Triptiek van de Tijd: Geschiedenis in Drievoud (Nijmegen: Vantilt, 2010), 55-62.
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‘specters of the past’, there is one more reason that this historical background is
important: this thesis assumes a historical ‘turn’ with regards to the CCP’s attitude
towards Confucianism around 1989. Therefore, it is necessary to understand from what
position this turn actually happened. Most importantly, by doing so, the CCP’s
motivation to make this turn will become clear, which helps to discern what place
Confucianism has in the CCP’s strategy to legitimize its rule. In attaching such
importance to the historical context, I believe my background as a historian makes itself
painfully obvious. This chapter concludes that the party – after initially trying to enact a
total mental reorientation during the Mao-era – had a rather ambiguous attitude towards
Confucianism in the 1980s, but after the Tiananmen Square Incident of 1989 started to

政 治 大
around that time, and to enforce its rule.
立

embrace (a selection of) Confucianism to counter the threat which Westernization posed

It should be mentioned however, that there is a group of authors who view these
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historical ‘turns’ as an erroneous interpretation of history, and focus instead on historical
continuity. Related to this point, some readers might wonder why 1989 is treated as

‧

‘turning point’, and consequently as chronological starting point of the main research
question. These issues will be discussed under ‘Chronology’, paragraph 1.1.5.

y

Nat

sit

In chapter four, the main research question will be answered based on academic
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literature. What is the role of Confucianism in the CCP’s legitimacy strategy since 1989?
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Chapter five is devoted to the same question, but based on a quantitative and qualitative
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analysis of primary sources. The methodology of these two chapters will be explained in
paragraph 1.1.4.
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Chapter four and five conclude that the CCP, after witnessing a popular revival of
Confucianism in the 1980s, on the one hand sought consensus with the population by coopting this revival – a revival which led to national pride, which enabled the party to
capitalize on its nationalist legacy as unifier of the country – while it on the other hand
tried to meticulously re-construct a certain version of Confucianism – by selecting some
elements and discarding others – which best serves its purpose. The latter resulted in a
fragmented version of Confucianism which supports authoritarian rule, enhances social
stability, shows a gentler face of China to the outside world, presents an attractive

10

cultural alternative to Westernization, but – most importantly – doesn’t present an
ideological alternative to Marxism.
That’s why, this thesis concludes, the role of Confucianism in the CCP’s
legitimacy strategy is old wine – symbolizing the way in which dynastical China has used
a selection of Confucian teachings to enhance its rule for two millennia – in a new
socialist bottle. There is no evidence to back up Bell’s claim that the CCP is prepared to
let Confucianism fundamentally re-organize Chinese society and politics.

1.1.3. Subquestions
After the introduction, the body of this thesis thus contains four chapters which are

政 治 大
How can there be causality between Confucianism and political legitimacy? (Chapter
立

devoted to the following sub-questions:
1.

two)
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2. How did the CCP legitimize its rule since 1949? (Chapter three)
3. Why was the CCP initially hostile towards Confucianism, and why did it change?

‧

(Chapter three)

y

Nat
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strategy since 1989? (Chapter four)
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5. Based on primary sources, what is the role of Confucianism in the CCP’s legitimacy
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strategy since 1989? (Chapter five)

Ch

1.1.4. Analytical Framework

engchi

i
n
U

v

Interestingly, a relatively small amount of authors is truly devoted to understand the
CCP’s attitude towards Confucianism.26 Instead, a relatively big group of authors focuses

Why has there been relatively little written on this subject? The scope of this paper doesn’t allow
elaborating on this question extensively. For authors within China, this probably has to do with the
ambiguous attitude of the CCP towards Confucianism. The party identified that some forms of
Confucianism present a threat to the party by presenting an alternative political system in China. Therefore,
authors within China might be shunned away from discussing its political aspects, and instead dive into an
academic discussion of Confucian classics, and/or focus on its spiritual side. The latter doesn’t pose a threat
to the party, and thus can be conducted freely. However, the author of this thesis also suspects that:
1. The party has been deliberately very vague about its true intentions: it never gave a clear impression
of its goals with Confucianism. Therefore, authors have to speculate and interpret based on a
relatively small amount of facts, which is a hurdle to deal with this subject.

26
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on the revival of Confucianism in society and amongst the intelligentsia, and keep largely
silent about the CCP in this regard.27 Wu, who belongs to the former group, noticed the
same in an article in 2014.28 Related to the above, regarding chapter four, for those few
authors who try to answer the question ‘how does the CCP ruling elite view
Confucianism?’, often they don’t only point towards CCP sources - such as official
speeches, documents and policy - but usually they also take society in general as well as
academic circles into account. Taking a look at Bell’s arguments, he does the same
without clarifying why.
Why do authors do this? Billioud argues that “the relationship the authorities
have with tradition seems intimately tied to the complex and changing relationship that

政 治 大
many authors refer to a similar mechanism with the term ‘performance legitimacy’,
立

society and intellectuals have with tradition.”29 In chapter three it will become clear that

which sees the party, population and intelligentsia as constantly interacting in a
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legitimacy-determining system.

Chevrier ascribes a similar importance to the role of society and intellectuals, for

‧

which he fathered the theory ‘distended communism’. He argues that the government to
some degree controls certain groups – such as intellectuals – but since a few decades also
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allows them considerable autonomy. Therefore – by loosening its grip – the party creates
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the pre-conditions for certain spontaneous societal developments to happen. Subsequently,
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when some developments happen, the party might find it expedient to re-establish a
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certain amount of control, and also to adjust itself to the newly created situation. Thus,

engchi

‘communism’ – meaning party control over certain developments – distends in all kinds
of directions, such as Confucianism, because society and intellectuals lead it there.30 To
conclude, many authors use a distinction between ‘official’ discourse and ‘unofficial’
discourse. The former refers to CCP sources, such as official speeches, documents and
This subject is probably not ‘sexy’ compared to some other subjects. China’s current socio-economic
ascend, its geopolitical consequences, inflamed by the ‘China threat school’, are probably more
gripping stories. Money and fear sells better. The suggestion that Confucianism, with such values as
‘moderation’ and ‘harmony’, might play a (future) role sound less exiting.
27
See for example:
Ruiping Fan, ed., The Renaissance of Confucianism in Contemporary China (New York: Springer, 2011).
28
Shufang Wu, “The Revival of Confucianism and the CCP’s Struggle for Cultural Leadership: A Content
Analysis of the People’s Daily, 2000-2009,” Journal of Contemporary China (2014): 1.
29
Billioud, “Confucianism,” 51.
30
Explanation of Chevrier’s theory by: Billioud, “Confucianism,” 51.
2.
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policy. The latter refers to society in general as well as academic circles. Both serve to
understand the CCP’s attitude towards Confucianism. Therefore, this thesis will do the
same.
Chapter five is based on an analysis of primary sources, namely the speeches at
the CCP’s National Party Congresses from 1956 until 2012, as well as the last four fiveyear plans. It was hoped that by analyzing the party’s use of language in these documents,
it would be possible to distill how the party’s attitude towards Confucianism has changed,
and what role it envisages for the latter. However, during these speeches, no references
were made to Confucius nor to Confucianism. The same goes for other official
documents and speeches. Therefore, the author of this thesis decided to investigate the

政 治 大
In order to do that, first of all a quantitative analysis was made. Every document
立

party’s attitude towards the related subject of ‘traditional Chinese culture’.

was analyzed by using search words such as ‘culture’ and ‘traditional’. Subsequently, the
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contexts of all these words were evaluated, to see what kind of references were made: to
‘socialist’ culture, to ‘traditional’ culture, or to culture in general? This has been

‧

quantified, which enabled the historical development of the party’s use of the word
‘culture’ to be painted. Simultaneously, a qualitative analysis was made, by analyzing
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every reference to the traditional culture, as well as references to other search words.
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What message does the party want to bring across regarding China’s traditions?

1.1.5. Chronology
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The chronology of this analysis might seem rather arbitrary to some readers. Why start
the main analysis in 1989, and why treat this year as an absolute turning point? To some
degree, this is indeed arbitrary and artificial, as there is considerable continuity between
the period before and after 1989. That’s why the reader will find that this ‘starting date’ is
not very strictly upheld in this research, which for example includes an extensive
historical background (chapter three). However, many authors do consider the Tiananmen
Square incident of 1989 to be a pivotal event, which impacted the CCP’s quest for the
hearts and minds of its people considerably. That’s why chapter four and five mainly
focuses on the post-1989 era.

13

During the 1980s, the previously mentioned mix of iconoclasm and nationalism
was still very much present amongst a part of the CCP members and population. This
group still paradoxically viewed China’s traditional culture to be undermining their
country’s strength.31 Contrarily to Maoist policy which strived to crush Chinese traditions
with force, in the 1980s these people hoped that by ‘opening up’ China’s floodgates to
the outside world, the powerful Western culture could wash away China’s cultural
weakness. However, the Tiananmen Square movement’s ‘Western demands’ of
democracy and human rights, proved to be a mortal threat to the party, since it attacked
the CCP’s main goal: to remain in power. This made the Western culture clearly unfit to
continue its function as iconoclastic tool. Instead, in what can be considered a ‘historical

政 治 大
Concluding, the previous object of iconoclastic destruction now got
立

turn’, Confucianism was identified as strategy to act as an attractive cultural alternative to
‘Westernization’.32

reinstated to counter a bigger threat. The above provides the rational to use 1989 as
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starting point for the main analysis. Nonetheless, to be fair, another reason to use this date
is to confine the scope of this research.

‧

Next, it is imperative to touch upon the issue of historical continuity/discontinuity.
The introductory narrative - where Confucius is first repudiated and then reinstated with
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authors instead focuses on continuity to describe developments in the cultural field. An
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example is Yu, who argues that with regards to religion “there has never been a period in
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China’s historical past in which the government of the state, in imperial and post-

engchi

imperial form, has pursued a neutral policy towards religion.” He points towards the
emperors, who pursued stability by choosing Confucianism as state religion.
Subsequently, the Kuomintang (KMT) – Chinese Nationalist Party – supported the
freedom of religion, but actually preferred to reinstate Confucianism as state religion
because they despised Daoism and Buddhism as either superstitious or foreign. In this
light, the communist policy stands in a firm historical tradition. Yu: “The PRC is using

31
32

Tu, “Cultural China,” 5-6.
Billioud, “Confucianism,” 50-65.
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state power to police and regulate religion just as the imperial state had done for more
than two millennia.”33
However interesting, whether there is continuity or discontinuity is a dichotomy
itself, and might blur a meaningful discussion. Yu states that PRC citizens nowadays
have much more religious freedom than before, which is consistent with other observers
who argue that the CCP did change its attitude towards Confucianism. I wish to discover
why and how?

1.1.6. Research Relevancy
Based on the above, an engaged reader might ask: “what is the added-value of this

政 治 大
ascribe a (future) pivotal role to Confucianism as legitimacy doctrine, already have their
立

research?” This is a very essential question. Indeed, Bell, as well as other authors who
critics.3435 So what is ‘new’ about this research?
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1. The author of this thesis found that the field of study regarding ‘Confucianism as
source of legitimacy for the CCP’s rule’ is quite fragmentized and archaic. Different
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authors focus on different aspects, and more surprisingly use different theories of
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at all, or suffice with a vague reference to one. This is confusing, sometimes
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U of this thesis took it upon him
h legitimacy’,
e n g c hthei author
‘chaotic field of research’, and since this thesis tries to paint the panorama of

to give a comprehensive overview of the theories of political legitimacy which are
used, or which can be used for those authors who make an argument without

theoretical foundation. This is presented in chapter two. Moreover, a broad overview
of the actual arguments made by authors is presented in chapter four.
33

Anthony C. Yu, State and Religion in China, Historical and Textual Perspectives (Chicago: Open Court
Publishing, 2005), 135-147.
34
Mark Mackinnon, “Meet the Canadian Prof Making Waves for Praising China as a Meritocracy,” The
Globe and Mail, November 24, 2012, accessed June 14, 2014,
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/world/canadian-iconoclast-daniel-a-bell-praises-chinas-one-partysystem-as-a-meritocracy/article5633364/.
35
Christian Rickens, “Ökonomen-Konferenz in Hongkong: Ich glaube nicht das Demokratie der beste Weg
ist,“ April 4, 2013, accessed June 4, 2014, http://www.spiegel.de/wirtschaft/soziales/oekonomen-undsozialwissenschaftler-zweifeln-an-der-demokratie-a-892991.html.
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2. Based on academic literature, this thesis cannot create an entirely new perspective on
this subject. However, by quantitatively and qualitatively analyzing some primary
sources in chapter five, this thesis can still add relevant new arguments.
To conclude, by defragmenting the broader field of study in chapter two and four, and by
quantitatively and qualitatively analyzing certain primary sources in chapter five, which
both hasn’t been done before, the author of this thesis hopes to contribute to the scholarly
debate in this field of study.

1.1.7. Research Limitations

政 治 大

The above is the proposed research design of this thesis. However, next to the
aforementioned limited body of literature and the confined scholarly scope, there are
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some other limitations and restrictions which the reader should keep in mind. When
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describing the terminology, it will become clear that it’s hard to authoritatively define
and confine terms like culture, Confucianism, and legitimacy, which sometimes
moreover show considerable overlap. Furthermore, what these terms encompass is often
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in the eye of the beholder, whereby outsiders and insiders are in danger to consciously
36

Moreover, different academic
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abovementioned phenomena.

and would have been relevant to include as they could have provided new perspectives.
Most importantly, as authors like Bell assess that Confucianism might replace Marxism
as legitimacy doctrine in the future, it would have been very relevant to analyze the
CCP’s attitude towards its nominal ideology. However, doing justice to this topic would
require too much time and space. Therefore, the author of this thesis chose not do this.

Geert Hofstede, Culture’s Consequences: Comparing Values, Behaviors, Institutions and Organizations
Across Nations (Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications, 2001), 20-52.
37
William H. Sewell jr., “The Concepts of Culture,” in: Beyond the Cultural Turn: New Directions in the
Study of Society and Culture, ed. Victoria E. Bonnel and Lynn Hunt, (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1999), 35-37.
36
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Yet, an assessment of the firmness of the position of Marxism within the CCP - as
‘competitor’ of Confucianism - would be very relevant to include in future research.
Another limitation of this research is that chapter three will only provide a brief
overview of the most essential historical episodes. Some might argue that a broad
overview of the Chinese culture, Confucianism, and Chinese legitimacy processes would
be necessary to be able to fully grasp these phenomena, which are all relevant to the main
subject of this thesis. However, in order to make this research confined and feasible, this
analysis will only briefly look into some episodes of the 19th and 20th century that will
help explain to the CCP’s attitude towards Confucianism.
Next to these historical overviews, it would be interesting to make an

政 治 大
the same Confucian culture, but not the same recent history. In a sense, this would border
立

international comparison between Taiwan, Singapore and Hong Kong, which all share

upon the untranslatable German term ‘Vergangenheitsbewältigung’, which means the
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way in which ethical-historical dilemmas have been collectively mentally processed by
society, which subsequently shape the borders of contemporary acceptable/preferred
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thinking and acting.38 The above German term is related to the enormity of inhumanities
committed by Nazi-Germany, which made the subjects that touched upon the sanctity of
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human life in post-war West-Germany, such as family policy – but also eugenics,
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euthanasia and abortion – in differing degrees controversial or taboo. The public
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distrusted the state to handle such affairs, and politicians consequently feared for their
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political lives if they would break these taboos, which all stood in the way of rational
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policy.39 This phenomenon was partly unearthed by historians who made international
comparisons with other European countries like Sweden and France, where these subjects
are dealt with without a historical burden, leading to a more rational family policy. The
contemporary low German birth rate can partly be blamed upon this phenomenon.40
Moreover, an analysis of written sources from the media could have been very
useful. These and other subjects however, could not – or only briefly – be included
38
Eckhard Jesse, "Vergangenheitsbewältigung nach totalitärer Herrschaft in Deutschland,“ German Studies
Review 17, no. 1 (1994): 157-171.
39
Robert G. Moeller, Protecting Motherhood, Women and the Family in the Politics of Postwar West
Germany (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993), 109-141.
40
Olivier Thévenon, “Family Policies in Europe: Available Databases and Initial Comparisons,” Vienna
Yearbook of Population Research (2008): 165-177.
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because most Chinese media don’t have an extensive English-language online archive,
due to time constraints, and also due to the need to confine the scope of this research. The
author of this thesis is moreover considerably handicapped by a poor mandarin skill,
making it impossible to use Chinese-language sources. This could partly be ameliorated
by relying on authors who provide overviews of mandarin sources, but nonetheless has
proven to be a considerable restraint.41 The analysis of primary sources in chapter five is
therefore based upon English translations.
Regarding chapter five, the methodology that is used – using certain search words,
subsequently interpreting the context of these words in order to distill if the party’s use of
language betrays it’s changing attitude towards the traditional Chinese culture – might

政 治 大
subjective. However, the scholar can try to make it as little subjective as possible, which
立
seem very subjective to some readers. Indeed, an analysis of written sources is always

was tried in chapter five.
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Finally, it is prudent for the reader to realize that Bell is a controversial figure,
both within and outside of academic circles. Why then use his arguments as starting point

‧

of this thesis? To be honest, opportunism and pragmatism are the main motivational
factors: exactly because of the controversy he creates, exactly because he is provocative,
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made his works a pleasure to read, as well as a challenging stimulus for the mind.
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1.2. TERMINOLOGY
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This section describes a number of terms: culture, (traditional) Chinese culture,
Confucianism, and legitimacy. For a reader who is already familiar with these subjects,
an elaboration on (some of) these terms might seem rudimentary. Such a reader is
advised to skip this section to chapter two. Indeed, this section is meant for those readers
who are not familiar with such subjects as ‘Confucianism’ or ‘Chinese culture’. To put
these two terms in the right context, it is imperative to first of all define ‘culture’.

41

Example. A broad overview of CCP sources, CCP-related journals and authors with regards to soft power
is provided by:
Li Mingjiang, “China Debates Soft Power,” Chinese Journal of International Politics 2, no. 2 (2008): 287308.
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1.2.1. Culture
What is culture? First of all, as Fan states “culture is complex and multidimensional. It is
in fact too complex to define in simple terms.”42 Sewell Jr. provides an intellectual history
of the social sciences and humanities’ use of the term culture, of which an elaborate
description here would be extraneous. 43 Important to keep in mind is the fact that,
according to Sewell Jr., culture is defined by different academic disciplines and by
different scholars in different ways, often just in order to fit into a particular analysis. 44 A
keen observation, which the reader best keep in mind.
This thesis’ intepretation of culture is based on Hofstede’s definition.45 He argues

政 治 大

that “culture is the collective programming of the mind which distinguishes the members
of one group or society from those of another.”46 Hofstede goes on to argue that this

立

‘collective programming of the mind’ is passed on between people, and defines the
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paradigm with which people interpret reality. As such, culture influences criteria of good
and evil, perceptions of people’s role in society and the government’s role in society.
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This explains how Confucianism – as cornerstone of the Chinese culture – affects
people’s subjective views of political legitimacy. Moreover, important for this thesis is
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Ying Fan, “A Classification of Chinese Culture,” Cross Cultural Management 7, no. 2 (2000): 1.
William H. Sewell Jr., “The Concepts of Culture,” in: Beyond the cultural turn: new directions in the
study of society and culture Victoria, ed. E. Bonnel and Lynn Hunt (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1999), 35-37.
44
Sewell identified many different usages of the word ‘culture’ in the social sciences and humanities,
which in the end come down to a dichotomy between seeing culture as a system or as practice. The former
refers to seeing the ‘cultural system’ apart from other systems such as the ‘social system’ or ‘economic
system’. The latter refers to a broader interpretation, whereby culture becomes evident when it is put into
practice and guides behavior. Sewell proposes to unite these interpretations, and argues that culture “should
be understood as a system and practice, as a dimension of social life autonomous from other such
dimensions both in its logic and in its spatial configuration, and as a system of symbols that is continually
put into practice and therefore subject to transformation.”
Sewell, “The Concepts of Culture,” 52.
45
Hofstede, a well-known social scientist, came up with the cultural dimensions theory in 1984, whereby
he uses four dimensions - individualism, uncertainty avoidance, power distance and masculinity - to
construct archetypes of national cultural values. He has been very influential in this field of study. His book
Culture’s Consequences: Comparing Vvalues, Behaviors, Institutions and Organizations Ccross Nations
has received over 20.000 citations, and its national archetypes were subsequently applied on a wide variety
of subjects, trying to explain cultural differences between countries. Even his critics, like Jones,
acknowledge that he is by far the most cited author in this field of study.
Geert Hofstede, Culture’s Consequences: Comparing Values, Behaviors, Institutions and Organizations
Across Nations (Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications, 2001).
M. L. Jones, “Hofstede – Culturally Questionable?,” (Paper presented at the Oxford Business & Economic
Conference, Oxford, June 24-26, 2007): 2.
46
Geert Hofstede, “Cultural Dimensions in Management and Planning,” Asia Pacific Journal of
Management 1, no. 2 (1984): 82.
42
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Hofstede’s assertion that cultural interaction goes both ways: rulers influence their
citizens; and citizens their leaders. This explains why it is imperative to include society as
a whole to understand the CCP’s relation to Confucianism.47

1.2.2. Chinese Culture
First of all, as Fan describes, the contemporary culture in the PRC consists of three
elements: traditional culture, communist ideology, and (recently) Western cultural
influences. 48 This section will only look into the last category: ‘traditional Chinese
culture’, used interchangeably with ‘Chinese culture’.
What is Chineseness? As stated before, it is impossible to give a final answer to

政 治 大
not. The ancient Chinese did the same, and described those outsiders who did not follow
立
this question. As is often the case, it is easier to describe something in terms of what it is

their ways as ‘barbarian’.49 But this is still rather vague. Tu states that the Chinese culture

‧ 國

學

is “the generic term symbolizing the vicissitudes of the material and spiritual
accomplishments of the Chinese people.”5051 Starting around four millennia ago, from the
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area between and around the Yellow and Yangtze River - which can be described as the
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living is profoundly different from other ‘barbarian’ styles of living, and saw proof of
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their superiority in the fact that bordering people adopted their ways and Sinicized over
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can be traced back to around four millennia ago.

Confucianism, Buddhism and Daoism have profoundly shaped the system of
thought, social values and traditions of this vast area. Amongst those, Confucianism has
been most influential. It structured and ordered Chinese society, from the social to the
political realm, and will be explained in the next section. What follows is a short
overview of the other two.52
Hofstede, “Cultural Dimensions,” 82.
Fan, “A Classification of Chinese Culture,” 4.
49
Tu, “Cultural China,” 3.
50
Ibid, 1.
51
Vicissitudes: ‘Quality or state of being changeable’.
52
Ibid, 2.
47
48
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The Tao Te Ching, attributed to Laozi (6th century B.C.) is considered to contain
the foundation of philosophical Daoism. It describes how the world works, and how one
should act accordingly. Dao (道) is a mystical concept. It is described as both source and
matter of everything that was, is, and ever will be. However, trying to define or
understand it, as done in the previous sentence, is being warned against by Laozi, since
he argues that the Dao cannot be known. Defining the Dao is therefore a ‘contradictio in
termini’. ‘Dao’ (道) also means something like ‘path’, or ‘the way things are’. Many
people resist ‘the way things are’, which creates suffering. Instead, one can better accept
the Dao, and thus ‘go with the flow’ of reality. In that sense, people without desire,

政 治 大

knowledge and thinking are better off, since all these things can make humans fight
reality, which creates unnecessary suffering.53
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The Chinese folk religion is often referred to with the same term ‘Dao’(道), since
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Chinese Daoist institutions over the centuries tried to assimilate or take control of local
religious practices. But actually, folk religion is an expression of all the institutionalized
and non-institutionalized religious practices in China, with roots going back to pre-
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dynasty times, and with great local diversity. It often displays the worship of local deities,
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Chinese Buddhism also played a large role in shaping the Chinese culture. When
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religions and traditions. Especially Daoism’s
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around the first century A.D., and slowly turned into a popular and influential religion.

views got included into a blend which later was to be called Chan, or Zen Buddhism.

The focus of the latter is to understand one’s own nature through meditation. 55 Currently
it is the most numerous religion in China.5657
What was true for Buddhism goes for all religious and philosophical practices in
China. There has been considerable interaction and merging of ideas – termed as
syncretism – which makes Confucianism sometimes hard to differentiate from other
Huston Smith, The World’s Religions (New York: HarperCollings, 1991), 196-204.
Smith, The World’s Religions, 204-205.
55
Ibid, 82-119.
56
Yu, “State and Religion in China,” 140-142.
57
Aside from the folk religions, which most people adhere to in some shape or form, but sometimes is not
considered to be a religion, because it is interwoven with traditions and social practices.
53
54
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religious or philosophical traditions. This syncretism – sometimes interpreted as tolerance
– is often seen as an expression of the (Confucian) pursuance of harmony, and in this
sense ‘typically Chinese’ or ‘typically Confucian’. It is not uncommon for people in
Confucian countries to consider themselves to be a follower of multiple religions at the
same time. One can be a Christian and a Daoist, without feeling the need to choose a
‘truth’. Choosing a truth, and denouncing other religions as false, indeed does not
correspond with values like ‘moderation’ and ‘harmony’, which are values with high
standing in the Chinese/Confucian culture. It is moreover not uncommon to find Buddhist
statues in a Daoist temple, and vice versa.
Fan gave a classification of the Chinese culture by distilling 72 cultural values,

政 治 大
The most dominant values are an expression of all the above religious
立

which she describes as “the norms and standards by which everything in society is
judged.” 58

traditions, but arguably show most overlap with Confucianism: filial piety, loyalty,
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obedience, paternalism, avoiding confrontation, collectivism, gentlemanly behavior,
harmony and moderation are among the most important ones.59
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Finally, it should be mentioned that the description in this chapter mainly features
the Han Chinese culture, which encompasses approximately 92% of the Chinese
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1.2.3. Confucianism
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What is Confucianism? Lee would answer this with a counter-question: “which
Confucianism”? 61 Over time it took on many forms. Confucianism as preached by
Confucius, Confucianism adjusted by interpreters such as Mencius, Confucianism during
the Warring States period (ca. 475-221 B.C.), Confucianism elevated to state ideology by
the Han Dynasty (206 B.C. – 220 A.D.), Confucianism as state doctrine during
subsequent dynasties, Confucianism as interpreted by the May 4th Movement,
Fan, “A Classification of Chinese Culture,” 4.
Ibid, 5-7.
60
“Fifty-six ethnic groups,” accessed June 15, 2014,
http://english.gov.cn/2006-02/08/content_182626.htm.
61
Lee Dian Rainy, Confucius & Confucianism, the Essentials (Oxford: John Wiley & Sons, 2010), 192.
58
59
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Confucianism as interpreted by the New Life Movement of the KMT, Confucianism as
contemporary ‘New Confucianism’, Confucianism as ‘Left Confucianism’, and many
others. It is described by Lee as “discourse with a thousand faces.”62 In order to still get a
broad impression, let’s first take a look at Confucius’ life, teachings, as well as later
interpretations.
In a similar fashion as with other religious/philosophical figures, with regards to
all the texts that claim to give information about his life or teachings, none is written by
himself. After Confucius’ death, his students generated texts and supposedly collected
them in the Analects – a collection of his sayings – which became the primary source for
his teachings. Together with Analects, The Great Learning, Doctrine of the Mean and
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other sources that claim to describe elements of his life and wisdom, with at least
立

Mencius are often considered to be the four basic Confucian books. 63 There are many
doubtful reliability.64
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During Confucius’ lifetime (551 - 479 B.C.), he and his contemporaries reflected
on a civilization – with accompanying political structures – which already stood for
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around 1.5 millennia. 65 The idea of sage-kings – early rulers with characteristics of
demigods such as immeasurable wisdom – represented the cultural heritage of this
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civilization. Its heritage – such as the pivotal position of ancestors, heaven and the
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‘choice of heaven’ – was subsequently reinterpreted and immortalized by Confucius.
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Moreover, he reflected on the traits of the time in which he lived; a time of war, intrigue,
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and great economic and social change. Confucius saw a world that was falling apart. His
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remedy was to focus on becoming a good person, which can be done by self-cultivation.
By becoming a good person, the family prospers. When all families prosper, the state will
run well. When all states run well, the whole world will be in harmony. Becoming a good
person can be done through self-cultivation, by adhering to such values as filial piety,
dutifulness, honesty, sincerity, rightness, wisdom, compassion, and gentlemanly behavior.
These virtues will subsequently lead to an attitude of humanity. To cultivate these virtues,
62

Lee, Confucius & Confucianism, 192.
Next to these four sources, often mentioned are the ‘five classics’, which also became part of the
Confucian traditional curriculum, being: Classic of Poetry, Book of Documents, Book of Rites, Book of
Changes, Spring and Autumn Annals.
64
Lee, Confucius & Confucianism, 9-11.
65
Confucius is the name given by Catholic missionaries in the 16th century. The Chinese term is Kongfuzi
(孔夫子), whereby Kong (孔) is his family name, and fuzi (夫子) means master or teacher
63
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education is crucial. He moreover redefined rituals to weave these virtues into the socialcultural web of Chinese society.66 Confucius justified his teachings by stating that he only
passed on the wisdom from the past, and did not create anything new. However, there are
strong indications he did exactly what he denied to have done.
Despite his focus on morality and the popularity of his teachings, none of the
governments – which often employed scholars – ever hired Confucius. Lee explains this
by the nature of his political ideas, which were quite subversive. He believed that
governments exist for the benefit of the people, for which heaven grants exceptionally fit
persons the right to rule. But if these rulers don’t benefit the people, this ‘mandate of
heaven’ is revoked, giving the population the right to rebel.67

政 治 大
‘opposing schools of thought’. Indeed, during the Warring States Period, Confucianism
立

After Confucius’ death, his followers had to deal with what later was termed as

was just one of the many ideas.68 Interpreters of Confucius’ teachings, of which Mencius
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( 孟 子 371-289 B.C.) is often considered to be the most important, had to defend
Confucianism against these competing schools. Mencius mainly had to stave off Daoist
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teachings, and argued that many evils happen because humans don’t develop the innate
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312-230 B.C.) who instead believed that human nature is evil.69
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different sub-groups. Qin was succeeded by the Han Dynasty (206 B.C. to 220 A.D.), in
The state of Qin succeeded in conquering all other states in China, and ended the
70

which scholars organized all schools of thought and classified them as either Confucian,
Mohist, Daoist, logician or strategist. This is an oversimplification of the wide variety of
thought during the Warring States Period – sometimes referred to as ‘hundred schools of
thought’ – which was in its turn made possible by the absence of a strong political center.
Now, with the establishment of a solid, long-lasting dynasty – instead of being just one of
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Ibid, 1-9.
Ibid, 45-46.
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Ibid, 63-85.
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Ibid, 87-105.
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Ibid, 119.
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the voices – Confucianism slowly became the dominant idea, got adopted as state
doctrine as well as national religion, and kept this position during all subsequent
dynasties until the fall of the empire in the 20th century. 71 The government saw
Confucianism – with hierarchy and loyalty-enhancing values – as a useful tool for
stability. Moreover, Confucian ideas – with their focus on virtue, philosophy and
morality through education – could facilitate the training of excellent officials for
imperial service, which was later institutionalized through state examinations.72
However, this elevation to state doctrine meant that Confucianism was
reinterpreted into a desired official discourses in line with state interests. Bell argues that
this meant that the state manipulated Confucian meaning to facilitate social and political

政 治 大
of malpractices, ranging from the subordination of women, feudal exploitation, slavery,
立

hierarchy, obedience, and harsh punishments for those breaking the rules.73 A wide range

and all kinds of other inhumanity, were therefore later partly blamed on Confucianism. It
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is undoubtedly true that Confucianism, the political rule and social hierarchy of China
became deeply intertwined for centuries, making it difficult to mentally re-entangle them

‧

later. This gave birth to movements such as neo-Confucianism, which were calls to go
back to ‘pure Confucianism’.7475
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society came into life during the Qing dynasty (1644-1911). The May the 4th Movement
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hands of the West and Japan – its successor, as well as Chinese society in general, partly
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on Confucianism. Therefore, they adopted the previously mentioned combination of
nationalism and iconoclasm. The KMT’s ‘new life movement’ was partially a response to
71
Ruichang Wang, “The Rise of Political Confucianism in Contemporary China,” in The Renaissance of
Confucianism in Contemporary China, ed. R. Fan, (New York: Springer, 2011), 33.
72
Lee, Confucius & Confucianism, 132-134.
73
Bell, China’s New Confucianism, XV.
74
Lee, Confucius & Confucianism, 159.
75
Neo-Confucianism, which came into being during the Southern Song (1127-1279) dynasty, was partly a
reaction to the popularity of Chan Buddhism, but also partly a reaction to the marriage of Confucianism
and the state. Elite families used the state examinations as a way to get family members to be influential
officials, and by doing so only benefit the wealth and power of their own families. At these state academies,
they also read Buddhist and Daoist texts, which resulted in the fact that they were supposedly not ‘real
Confucians’. Neo-Confucians moreover saw Buddhism as dangerously concerned with karma, leading
Buddhists to be unconcerned with the problems of the world here and now. Neo-Confucian thinkers wanted
to go back to ‘original Confucianism’, with its focus on becoming a gentleman through self-cultivation,
which should also become evident in the (moral) conduct of state officials.
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the latter movement’s criticism, and held that the Qing dynasty’s failings were not due to
Confucianism. They hoped that values like filial piety and loyalty could turn people into
patriotic and obedient supporters of their party. The Communist Party of China adopted
the May the 4th doctrine, whereby Marxism added an extra level of criticism. At the same
time, Confucian scholars outside the People’s Republic of China – often called ‘New
Confucians’ – tried to reevaluate Confucianism and answer the May the 4 th Movement’s
criticism.76
This will have provided enough background for the analysis in the next chapters.
For now, it is important to remember, that as Lee concludes, “Confucianism has been
interpreted in all sorts of ways, by all sorts of people, in all sorts of times (….) these
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ideas floating around, the problems people in the Confucian tradition found themselves
立

interpretations depend a great deal on the time: the things people were talking about, the
facing.”77 Indeed, in the next chapters it will become clear that this is exactly the case for
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modern-day China’s re-embrace of Confucianism, and the CCP’s tentative dance with the
former devil.
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Before going on to the next term, one final issue should be discussed first. How
should we view Confucianism? Is it a religion or a philosophy? This naturally fully
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spirits, the dead, gods, afterlife and heaven, but they are relatively few, and seem to
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represent the religious ideas of Confucius’ time. Despite Confucianism consequently
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sometimes being interpreted as religion, Confucius’ favorite topics seem to be humanity,
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the gentleman and rituals, and his focal point is on self-cultivation and ways to build a
good society. In most interpretations of Confucianism, behavior on earth is not
consequential for the wellbeing in an afterlife – there is no Abrahamic hell and heaven,
nor the likes of Buddhist karma which decides the contours of a next life – instead,
behavior is just consequential for being a ‘gentleman’ or not. It is this lack of ‘sanctions’,
which according to Lee explains much of the malpractices in imperial Chinese society.78
However, on the other hand it can also be seen as a merit, which is the author of this
thesis’ view. Good behavior should not be ensured by guild-tripping or the threat of
76

Ibid, 178-181.
Ibid, 192.
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Ibid, 202-204.
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eternal fire. Arguably, it is more ‘adult’ to be pointed towards the responsibility to take a
good look at oneself, and to reform one’s own behavior not in return for a reward, but
because it is humane.

1.2.4. Legitimacy
Zelditch gives an overview of Western theories of legitimacy, and concludes that
“something is legitimate if it is in accord with the norms, values, beliefs, practices and
procedures accepted by a group.” 79 Guo argues that legitimacy is a prerequisite for
power and a moral foundation for authority.80 A host of definitions regarding legitimacy
in the end come down to the rightfulness and justness of a state’s exercise of power from
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PRC’s citizens is a subject of intense academic discussion, which will be presented in
立

the perspectives of its citizens.81 What makes the CCP’s power justified in the eyes of the

chapter three.
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1.2.5. Conclusion
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The above showed that Confucianism has profoundly determined the traditional Chinese
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needs of a ruler. Later it will be shown that the CCP’s attitude towards Confucianism
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follows this description to the letter. Despite trying to destroy Confucianism during the
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nonetheless chose to utilize Confucianism to meet the challenges of that time. But how
can Confucianism – or culture in general – make the exercise of power justified in the
eyes of the population? This question will be answered in the next chapter.

Morris Zelditch, “Theories of Legitimacy,” in The psychology of Legitimacy, Emerging Perspectives on
Ideology, Justice and Intergroup Relations, ed. John T. Jost and Brenda Major (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2001), 33-53.
80
Guo, China’s Quest for Political Legitimacy, 1-19.
81
Bruce Gilley, “The Determinants of State Legitimacy: Results for 72 Countries,” International Political
Science Review 27, no. 1 (2006): 48.
79
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2. THEORETICAL CONTEXT
How can there be causality between Confucianism and political legitimacy?
In the previous chapter, it has already been briefly mentioned that a country’s culture can
influence people’s (subjective) viewpoint as to what makes power legitimate. However a
more firm proof of this causality is needed.
Authors who write about the role of Confucianism in contemporary Chinese
politics and society were naturally consulted first. Their actual arguments are presented in
chapter four. The theories of political legitimacy which they use, or which they hint at,
are discussed in this chapter. However, some authors don’t mention any theory at all, and

治
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whose arguments this chapter also sought a theoretical
大basis. This section is thus meant to
provide an overview of立
theories which can help to understand the aforementioned
suffice with the suggestion that a certain phenomenon leads to political legitimacy, for
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causality.

As stated before, some authors did mention specific theories of political

‧

legitimacy, namely: traditional, consensus and institutionalism theories. The author of
this thesis added two theories – mix and conflict theories – to back up the arguments of
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complete, nor is it meant to provide a full-fledged theoretical framework. It can however,

io

er

provide a context with which to understand the arguments made in this thesis. This

al

n

iv
n
C
and doesn’t rest on a commonly h
accepted
e n gview
c hofi thisUfield of study.

division into five theories of political legitimacy is created by the author of this thesis,

1. Traditional legitimacy theory
2. Consensus theory
3. Conflict theory
4. Mix theory
5. Institutionalism theory

Zelditch argues that the consensus, mix, and conflict theories are the main ideas
of political legitimacy conceived by the Western tradition, for which he uses an
intellectual history that spans 24 centuries: from Thucydides in 400 B.C. to the highly
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influential works of Max Weber, to more contemporary authors.1 Guo confirms that most
Western theories of legitimacy in the end come down to one of these three. 2 The
consensus and mix theories relate to a large degree to performance-legitimacy – which
most authors describe as pivotal to understand the CCP’s post-1989 legitimacy – whereby
consensus refers to the state meeting the population’s expectations, and mix refers to the
state first changing the population’s expectations to more desired – or easy to accomplish
– forms. In both cases, when the state performs according to society’s expectations,
legitimacy is created. Conflict theory holds that culture is often used to cover up, mask or
quell real conflicts of interest. With regards to the other two theories, traditional
legitimacy is based on the works of Max Weber, and regards culture as an unchangeable

政 治 大
legitimate. Finally, Institutionalism describes how countries’ institutions shape people’s
立

primordial layer which influences people’s viewpoint as to what makes political power

social expectations, demands, and performance criteria, and thereby influence perceptions
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of political legitimacy. What follows is a description of these five theories.
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2.1. TRADITIONAL
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Max Weber wrote one of the most influential works on political legitimacy. In his book
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The Theory of Social and Economic Organization he presents three categories of
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legitimacy: legal-rational, charismatic, and traditional.3 Although the first two categories
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are very relevant for a historical overview of the CCP’s political legitimacy, the last one
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can be applied to this analysis, and is used by amongst others Weatherly. Traditional

engchi

legitimacy as “the contemporary application of methods of governing or political ideas
that stretch back through the ages and which are familiar to the populace.”4 Weatherly
elaborates that this theory assumes a population to be intrinsically conservative, and feels

Morris Zelditch, “Theories of Legitimacy,” in The Psychology of Legitimacy, Emerging Perspectives on
Ideology, Justice and Intergroup Relations, ed. John T. Jost and Brenda Major (Cambridge: Cambridge
university Press, 2001), 33-53.
2
Baogang Guo, China’s Quest for Political Legitimacy, the New Equity-Enhancing Politics (Plymouth:
Lexington Books, 2010), 6-7.
3
For legal-rational legitimacy, Weber mentions the “belief in the legality of patterns of normative rules and
the right of those elevated to authority under such rules to issue commands”. “Charismatic legitimacy
refers to “the quality of an individual personality by virtue of which he is set apart from ordinary men and
treated as endowed with supernatural, superhuman, or at least specifically exceptional powers or qualities.”
4
Max Weber, The Theory of Social and Economic Organization (New York: Free Press, 1964).
1
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comfortable when things happen in a familiar way. 5 Therefore, governing in a way that is
familiar to the populace will create political legitimacy. Guo voices a similar argument,
stating that legitimacy is a subjective feeling about the justness of a government, which is
profoundly determined by one’s cultural context.6

2.2. CONSENSUS


Emphasizes the importance of consensus regarding norms and values in the
legitimation process. Disregards power.



Axioms: “A. Acceptance of the social order is voluntary. B. Consent is based on
belief in norms and values. C. It is consensus about norms, values and beliefs

政 治 大
only stable if it is legitimate.”
立

between rulers and ruled that creates legitimacy. D. The social or political order is
7
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Major theorists: Aristotle, Parsons, Lipset.8
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Relevance: Adherence to the same cultural norms and values between the rulers and
the ruled can make power legitimate.
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2.3. CONFLICT
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Emphasizes the underlying conflict of real interest and the role of power. Norms,
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values, ideology and myth mask real conflicts of interest, makes the unacceptable
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Axioms: “A. The Fundamental
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acceptable, and frames debates by metaphors and propaganda.



B. The real motivation of the rulers and the ruled are in conflicts of interests. C. It is

power that makes rules binding, but pure power cannot make people believe that a
rule is ‘right’. D. Ideology, myth and ritual are necessary to legitimate rules by
making them ‘right’. E. In the long run, pure power is unstable unless legitimated;
therefore legitimacy is prerequisite of any social order.”9

5
Robert Weatherly, Politics in China since 1949, Legitimizing Authoritarian Rule (New York: Taylor &
Francis, 2007), 9-10.
6
Guo, China’s Quest, 2.
7
Paraphrased from: Zelditch, “Theories of Legitimacy,” 41.
8
Ibid, 41.
9
Paraphrased from: Ibid. 42
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Major theorists: Machiavelli, Marx.10



Relevance: Culture can be used to mask real sources of disharmony in society by
justifying certain ‘rules’, and thereby legitimize power and/or reduce illegitimacy
created by the conflicts of interests.

2.4. MIX


Emphasizes that legitimation processes are collective. A mix of consensus and
conflict theories.



Axioms: “A. Legitimacy is multi-tiered: collective level and individual level. B.

政 治 大

Norms, values and beliefs are established at the collective level as legitimate, which
people subsequently regard as objective fact. C. At the individual level, people may
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or may not regard these norms, values and beliefs as the way things ought to be. D.
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But, they act as if they believe in it, even if they do not. Individuals’ behavior
becomes oriented to the existence of a normative order. E. motives for compliance:
habit, affect, expedience and true belief.”11

‧

Major theorists: Weber, Gramsci, Habermas.



Relevance: Norms and values with regards to what is legitimate are established at the
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collective level, and therefore can be influenced by the rulers to more desired forms.

2.5. INSTITUTIONALISM
a
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h North,
This theory is often accredited to
i Uit to understand why some societies
e n gwho
c hused

seem to perform better than others.12 According to Immergut, the social sciences divide
institutions into informal institutions – norms, customs, values and beliefs – and formal
institutions – rules, organizations, laws and government structures – which together
regulate human action and organize society. Clearly, especially informal institutions
show considerable overlap with culture. Holbig mentions that institutions can define the
rightful source of authority, the common interest, performance criteria, social

10

Ibid, 42.
Paraphrased from: Ibid, 42 -47.
12
Douglas C. North, “Economic Performance through Time,” American Economic Review 84, no. 3 (1994):
359-362.
11
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expectations and mobilize popular consent.13 Gilley argues that scholars put forth four
ways that explains institutional change: Economic-, sociopolitical- historical-, and
legitimacy-based. The first three look to structural societal conditions. The fourth school
is the legitimacy-based approach, and gives central explanatory power to the importance
of ideas, norms and values. This approach sees “institutions as being at the center of
performance, legitimacy and feedback. Maintaining legitimacy means shifting institutions
to generate valued performance (….) institutions are both a consequence and cause of
legitimacy.” 14 Therefore, as culture influences some of these institutions, it can be
utilized to shift institutions to ‘generate the valued performance’.

政 治 大
Important for the reader
立to remember is the fact that culture – Confucianism – can
2.6. CONCLUSION

influence political legitimacy in many ways. Weber described culture as an unchangeable
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primordial layer. Consequently, the Chinese population will reward those rulers who
govern in a Confucian way. Related to the above, The CCP can seek consensus with the
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population by propagating the same – Confucian – norms and values which are alive in
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the hearts and minds of its population. The CCP can also choose to change its societies’
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preferred norms and values into more desired – or easy to accomplish – forms. For
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example, towards certain Confucian norms and values. The theory of institutionalism can
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be interpreted as an example of the above two theories, but regards institutions as the
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place where social expectations and demands are created. Culture is also described as a
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way to distract the population – or to cover up – real sources of disharmony. With regards
to this theory, China’s rampant corruption and income inequality come to mind, whereby
a revival of Confucianism could help to quell the population’s discontent by providing
‘opium for the people’. Chapter four will list examples of all the above theories.

13
Heike Holbig, “Ideological Reform and Political Legitimacy in China, Challenges in the Post-Jiang Era,”
in: Regime Legitimacy in Contemporary China, Institutional Change and Stability, ed. Thomas Heberer
and Gunter Schubert, (New York: Taylor & Francis, 2009), 13-34.
14
Bruce Gilley, “Legitimacy and Institutional Change,” Comparative Political Studies 41, no. 3 (2008):
274-275.
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3. HISTORICAL BACKGROUND
This chapter consists of two parts. First, as the CCP’s changing attitude towards
Confucianism is often related to – and explained by – its struggle for political legitimacy,
section 3.1. chronicles this continuous struggle since the establishment of the PRC in
1949 until now. Indeed, it was in this context that the party changed its attitude towards
Confucianism during the 1980s. This part thematically summarizes the factors that made
up the CCP’s legitimacy and illegitimacy over the last 75 years.
The second part of this chapter (3.2.) is more a historical background in the strict
sense, and explains why the CCP was initially hostile towards China’s own traditions,

治
政
大 will make clear that the party
takes the wider historical context into account. This chapter
立 Confucianism, especially after the Tiananmen Square
changed its attitude towards
and subsequently explains why and how this changed during the 1980s. This part thus

kinds of means.
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Incident of 1989, as part of a much broader effort to widen its legitimacy base by all

3.1. THE CCP’S STRUGGLE FOR LEGITIMACY
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How did the CCP legitimize its rule since 1949?

This section first lists factors which are described by some authors to be chronic sources
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of illegitimacy for the CCP: non-democratic rule and performance failures. Secondly, it is
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explained how the CCP nonetheless managed to legitimize its rule from 1949 to 1989,
1980s. Thirdly, the CCP’s struggle for legitimacy since 1989 is narrated.1

3.1.1. CCP Illegitimacy
Since the CCP rose to power in China, (Western) observers have predicted its downfall.
They often based their arguments on the delegitimizing effects of failed CCP policy,

Heike Holbig and Bruce Gilley, “Reclaiming Legitimacy in China,” Politics & Policy 38, no. 3 (2010):
396.
1
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whereas some authors combine this with the assumption that a non-democratic
government’s struggle for legitimacy will always be an uphill battle.2

3.1.1.1. Democratic Thesis
By saying that “democratic authorization is necessary for political legitimacy”,
Buchanan voices the opinion of a group of authors according to whom a non-democratic
regime always suffers from a legitimacy-deficit. 3 He summarizes a body of literature
which provides him with two main reasons, which are:
1. Democratic procedures lead to the best results.
2. Equal regards and rights for persons require democratic institutions.

政 治 大

He states that the protection of basic individual rights is the core of justice, and therefore
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the core of legitimacy. A democracy ensures those rights best. A non-democratic entity
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which protects those rights can still be legitimate, but only if the institutional framework
to make a democracy work is lacking.4
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Weatherly uses the term ‘electoral mode legitimacy’ to make the same kind of
argument as Buchanan, but sees the expression of discontent to be the main legitimizing
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factor of a democracy. In a democratic system, by having the possibility to vote an
administration out of power every few years, discontent can be channeled in a peaceful
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way. Thus, a democratic system’s legitimacy is ensured by its facilitation of elections,
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administration from power.
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and not fully dependent on a certain administration’s popularity. Contrarily, in a single-

The party and the system are moreover synonyms, through which the illegitimacy of the
party’s governance consequently leads to the illegitimacy of the whole system. In a oneparty system, when the current administration is deemed illegitimate, people can only
take to the street to enforce a system change. In a democracy, people can simply vote an
illegitimate administration out of power, without the need to change the system.5
2

Baogang Guo, “Political Legitimacy in China’s Transition toward a Market Economy,” in China’s Deep
Reform, Domestic Politics in Transition, ed. Lowell Dittmer and Guoli Liu (Oxford: Rowman & Littlefield,
2006), 146-148.
3
Guo, “Political Legitimacy in China’s Transition,” 147.
4
Allen Buchanan, “Political Legitimacy and Democracy,” Ethics 112, no.4 (2002): 718-719.
5
Robert Weatherly, Politics in China since 1949, Legitimizing Authoritarian Rule (New York: Taylor &
Francis, 2007), 1-3.
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The Tiananmen Square Incident of 1989 was naturally seen as support for this
‘democracy argument’, and there has been a body of literature predicting the
‘democratization of China’ since. Gilley is one of those, and notices a ‘tentative
democratization’. According to him, most countries in the world start to turn into a
democracy once the Gross Domestic Product per capita surpasses a certain level. He
predicts that the same will happen in China in the near future.6 However, there seems to
be a historical precedent that predictors of democratization in China turn out to be wrong.

3.1.1.2. Performance Failures
Scholars also points towards the regime’s performance as a source of illegitimacy.

治
政
大observers saw the bankruptcy of
to the ‘Cultural Revolution’ ravaged the country, some
立progressively enacted profound changes after Mao’s death in
the ruling class. The party

During Mao’s rule (1949-1976), when disastrous policies from the ‘Great Leap Forward’
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1976 – transformation towards a market economy, as well as tentatively allowing more
political and individual rights – which were successful, but simultaneously paradoxically

‧

planted the seeds for future illegitimacy.7 The open-door policy and economic reforms
under Deng Xiaoping and Jiang Zemin lifted untold millions out of poverty, which
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attributed to performance-based legitimacy, but also created huge side-effects: income
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inequality, inequality between regions, uneven wealth distribution, rampant corruption,
environmental pollution, unemployment and unequal access to health care, education and
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housing.8 Next to these environmental and socio-economic effects, Ai also mentions a
spiritual/moral crisis:

the mindless pursuit of money and wealth led to a sense of common human distrust,
indecency and the idea that everything is justified to make money. 9 All these factors thus
undermine the party’s legitimacy. If this is really the case, how did the regime survive?

6
Bruce Gilley, “Legitimacy and Institutional Change,” Comparative Political Studies 41, no. 3 (2008):
273-278.
7
Guo, “Political Legitimacy in China’s Transition,” 147-176.
8
Weatherly, Politics in China, 10.
9
Ai Guo Han, “Building a Harmonious Society and Achieving Individual Harmony,” in China in Search of
a Harmonious Society, ed. Sujian Guo and Baogang Guo (Plymouth: Lexington Books, 2008), 13-17.
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3.1.2. CCP Legitimacy: 1949-1989
This section will first explain how non-democratic rule in China could still be legitimate
by applying the ‘mobilization mode of legitimacy’. Afterwards, the role of nationalism is
discussed, and finally a broader overview of the CCP’s legitimacy until 1989 is given.

3.1.2.1. Mobilization Mode of Legitimacy
To explain how a one-party system can still be legitimate, Weatherly mentions the
‘mobilization mode of legitimacy’. In this mode, the population is directly involved – or
has the illusion to be involved – in the making of policy or in achieving a particular goal.
As such, Weatherly states that popular consent or discontent – instead of through

政 治 大
doing so, the leadership hopes that the masses feel that their input is appreciated and
立
listened to, that their help is needed, and the wellbeing of the country is consequently tied

democratic elections – is expressed through continuous mass participation in politics. By
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to their performance. Moreover, the resulting feelings of self-worth could lead to feelings
of loyalty toward the party. Weatherly mentions that ‘mass participation legitimacy’ is
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often practiced by revolutionary movements after they start to rule, which is in a sense
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3.1.2.2. Nationalism
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mode had in China will be explained in paragraph 3.1.2.3.
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Guo believes that both arguments for the CCP’s illegitimacy – democracy and

to legitimize itself since 1949 with remarkable adaptability. He criticizes Western
scholars for not understanding the Chinese particular cultural-historic background. 11
Despite Western scholars characterizing the Maoist era as full of brutal oppression and
suffering, Guo argues that the majority of the people actually did view this government as
legitimate.12 First of all, the repeated humiliations by Western powers since the first half
of the 19th century – which will be explained in this chapter under 3.2. – and the

consequential disunity and chaos in China, was finally put to a halt by the CCP in 1949

10

Weatherly, Politics in China, 3-4.
Guo, “Political Legitimacy in China’s Transition,” 147.
12
Ibid, 155.
11
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by unifying the country. Subsequently, China could even thwart Western powers during
the Korea War (1950-1953), and inflict heavy casualties upon them. Moreover, China
opposed the West in other theaters of the cold war, which despite enmity forced some
respect from the former oppressors. Thus, the CCP was, is, and will be, associated with
ending China’s most traumatic episode, and restoring it into a global force to be reckoned
with.

3.1.2.3. Legitimacy Overview
Weatherly provides a well-written overview of the party’s legitimacy, and states that
strong nationalism and Mao’s charismatic attraction motivated people to support the

治
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disadvantaged masses, was moreover adjusted to 大
China’s particular conditions and
立 be supported by references to Confucian cultural notions.
historical traumas, and could
revolution in the first place. Moreover, Marxism was genuinely attractive to the
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Mao was committed to develop the aforementioned ‘mass participation mode’, and
allowed a considerable amount of policy to be developed at the communal level, where
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peasants were included in the policy process. Furthermore mass campaigns were
organized, whereby the masses were - having the illusion of being - included into the
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political realm by letting them develop and/or carry out policy. 13 The Cultural Revolution

io

er

(1966-1976) is an example of the latter. But in this case, instead of genuinely including
the people, Mao used the masses as a tool to reaffirm his own position within the party by
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letting them cleanse his opponents. This revolution’s disastrous effects, the loss of Mao’s
charismatic legitimacy

the subsequent political

infighting between Hua Guofeng and Deng Xiaoping, discredited the CCP and its
ideology. To compensate all this, Deng Xiaoping – who outmaneuvered his opponents
within the party and became ‘paramount leader’ of China from 1978 to 1992 - offered
economic progress and rational-technocratic governance to the population in return for
the continued acceptance of one-party rule. However, this gave rise to Marxism and
Maoism being more and more curious as ideological base, the influx of Western ideals,
societal pressure to reform the political system, as well as the aforementioned negative
side-effects of the economic reforms such as corruption and inequality. The Tiananmen

13

Weatherly, Politics in China, 1-81.
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Square Incident in 1989 is often described as turning point, and showed to the party just
how dangerous the abovementioned developments can be.14

3.1.3. CCP Legitimacy: Post-1989
As Shambaugh very well points out, Western scholars debating contemporary CCP
legitimacy can be divided into two groups: Pessimists and optimists. The latter view the
challenges as manageable, whereas the former describe the party as ‘losing control’.
Shambaugh cautions both groups, and argues that the state is both in atrophy and
adaption. He writes that the adaption of the party has the ability to nullify the process of
atrophy.15 Since 1978 the party “has adopted various preventive measures to stave off the

政 治 大
permitting pluralistic tendencies – but all have been tactics meant to cope with a chronic
立
inevitable – some suppression, some adaption, some co-optation, some genuinely

condition that is inherent and systemic in nature.”16 He goes on to state that the world is
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full of authoritarian regimes that remain in power for a long time, which engage in
thorough reform, and keep coercive political power.17
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This section will look into some arguments which are used to explain the CCP’s
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post-1989 legitimacy. Authors distilled many different forms of the ‘adaption’ mentioned
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by Shambaugh, by using terms like performance-legitimacy, Institutionalization and
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‘reconfiguration of the legitimacy basis’. Most authors regard Confucianism to be part of

n

the CCP’s contemporary ‘adaption’ strategy, but by no means meant to overhaul the
party-state nor its ideology.

3.1.3.1. Performance
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Zhu points out that many of the explanations which explain the party’s post-1989
legitimacy, in the end comes down to performance-legitimacy.18 Performance legitimacy
can be created in two ways: 1. The regime performs according to social expectations
(consensus theory). 2. The regime sets goals, simultaneously adjusts social expectations
14

Weatherly, Politics in China, 84-133.
David L. Shambaugh, China’s Communist Party: Atrophy and Adaption (Washington D.C.: Woodrow
Wilson Center Press, 2008), 40.
16
Shambaugh, China’s Communist Party, 40-41.
17
Ibid, 41.
18
Yuchao Zhu, “Performance Legitimacy and China’s Political Adaption Strategy,” Journal of Chinese
Political Science 16, no. 2 (2011): 123-124.
15
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to the same goals, and by achieving those goals creates legitimacy (mix theory). It is hard
to make a clear differentiation between these two categories, as reality is often a complex
interplay of forces.
The compensation of the ‘losers’ of the economic reforms since 1978, through the
social security system, can be seen as an example of the first category, since social
expectations required the state to do this. 19 An example of the second category is
provided by Holbig, in an article where she writes about the constant adjustment of the
CCP’s ideology. 20 Holbig mentions that Deng Xiaoping stated that ‘it is glorious to get
rich’, thereby adjusting social expectations to the creation of economic growth, and by
subsequently performing accordingly, created performance legitimacy.21

政 治 大
fragile, temporary, and partly dependent on external circumstances. Once performance
立

The pivotal point however, is that performance-based legitimacy by definition is

will falter, the basis of real legitimacy can prove to be very small. In an article, Gilley
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looked into determinants of state legitimacy. He argues that all the arguments put forth by
scholars to explain CCP post-Tiananmen legitimacy, in the end come down to six
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mechanisms. “1. Economic growth and development, 2 Stability and governance; 3.
Political and civil rights; 4. International prestige and nationalism; 5 cultural or

y

Nat

sit

historical dispositions to trust the national state; 6. Social, cultural and economic

al

er

io

rights.”22 Mechanism 1 to 4, as well as 6, in varying degrees can be seen as performance
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legitimacy. Mechanism 5 refers to the previously mentioned nationalist legacy of the
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CCP as unifier of the country. Moreover, 5 and 6 also contain the subject of this thesis.
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In a cross-country comparison, Gilley found that good governance, democratic
rights and welfare gains were the most strong correlated to legitimacy. Amongst these
three, socio-economic performance – a growing income level amongst broad layers of
society – is most strong. 23 In other words, people will accept states as legitimate when
they perceive themselves to be prospering. This analysis might be crucial to understand
Shambaugh, China’s Communist Party, 35.
Heike Holbig, “Ideological Reform and Political Legitimacy in China, Challenges in the Post-Jiang Era,”
in Regime Legitimacy in Contemporary China, Institutional Change and Stability, ed. Thomas Heberer and
Gunter Schubert (New York: Taylor & Francis, 2009), 13-34.
21
Zhu, “Performance Legitimacy,” 124-125.
22
Bruce Gilley, “The Determinants of State Legitimacy: Results for 72 Countries,” International Political
Science Review 27, no. 1 (2006): 47-48.
23
Gilley, “The Determinants of State Legitimacy,” 47.
19
20
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the CCP’s case. The regime performed very well when it came to welfare gains since
1978. However, nowadays, the aforementioned side-effects of economic development
and decentralization – widespread inequality and corruption – seem to be more and more
undermining. Moreover, by allowing the Chinese economy to be included in the global
one, socio-economic transformation is increasingly at the mercy of uncontrollable
international capitalist forces. Guo adds one extra argument to this analysis, by stating
that people with rising wealth usually develop more and different needs. Some of these
needs – such as political participation, and free personal development - could come into
conflict with what the CCP is willing to yield. 24 Thus, purely relying on performance
legitimacy is rather fragile, and alone provides insufficient explanatory power for the
CCP’s perpetual hold on power.
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3.1.3.2. Institutionalization

政 治 大
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Nathan might help us out. He himself predicted the downfall of the regime in 1989, but
turned out to be wrong, and tries to explain why the CCP stayed firmly in power by
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fathering the ‘authoritarian resilience theory’. This theory is connected to regime theory,
which holds that authoritarian regimes are inherently weak due to “overreliance on
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coercion due to a lack of legitimacy, overcentralization of decision making, and the
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predominance of personal power over institutional norms.”25 One could add a lack of
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democratic procedures and institutions, which could act as velvet for frustration and
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anger. Thus, how could the CCP remain seated on the throne for so long? Nathan argues

help to explain how the CCP ameliorated the abovementioned inherent authoritarian
weaknesses, by “1) the increasingly norm-bound nature of its succession politics; 2) the

increase in meritocratic as opposed to factional considerations in the promotion of
political elites; 3) the differentiation and functional specialization of institutions within
the regime; and 4) the establishment of institutions for political participation and appeal
that strengthen the CCP’s legitimacy among the public at large.”26

24
Baogang Guo, China’s Quest for Political Legitimacy, the New Equity-Enhancing Politics (Plymouth:
Lexington Books, 2010), 25.
25
Andrew J. Nathan, “China’s Changing of the Guard, Authoritarian Resilience,” Journal of Democracy 14,
no. 1 (2003): 6.
26
Nathan, “Authoritarian Resilience,” 6-7.
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Succession in authoritarian regimes, as well as in the CCP’s past, has often been
the scene of chaotic and bloody infighting between different factions. Nowadays, the
succession of CCP rulers seems to be tied to informal norms and rules, whereby different
factions reach a certain balance of power, respect the (unwritten) rules, and together
decide far ahead who becomes part of the next leadership by grooming them.27 Secondly,
instead of the ideological and factional considerations of the past, meritocratic criteria
seem to more and more determine the selection of CCP officials.28 Thirdly, government
agencies seem to have more freedom to develop technocratic policy in their respective
fields, without interference from CCP ideologues.29 This brings Nathan to the conclusion
that the PRC is still a party-state – in which the CCP runs all institutions – but one

政 治 大
has much more options to provide input, as mentioned before by Gilley.
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whereby the party seems to have shed its ideological feathers. Fourthly, the population

Nathan uses Huntington to explain how all these institutional reforms make the
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regime more able to adapt to (future) challenges, which creates political legitimacy.30
Finally, Nathan mentions that there is strong evidence that the CCP nowadays really does
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enjoy high levels of legitimacy, and that social unrest and protests are often directed at
local levels of government instead of being directed at the one-party-system.31 The fact
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that the CCP enjoys high levels of legitimacy is confirmed by Gilley.32
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3.1.3.3. Reconfiguration
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c h i onUcoercion and repression.

When countries face a legitimacy crisis, Gilley mentions that there are three options:
1.

2. Improve performance consistent with social demands.33

3. Reconfigure the basis of legitimacy; define new value orientations.
Next to the previously mentioned performance-legitimacy (2), countries can rely on
coercion (1) – which does not create legitimacy but just quells the effects of illegitimacy
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– or try to create new legitimacy by tapping or creating new sources (3). The subject of
this thesis falls in the last category.
Gilley mainly wishes to show that despite relying more on coercion until 1992 –
by letting thousands of students and dissidents be jailed, send to forced labor camps or
worse – the party also tried to improve its performance consistent with social demands.
Tiananmen embodied a call for more democracy and liberty, and Gilley describes that the
party reacted by tentatively allowing more democratic elements in the Chinese political
system. He calls this ‘creeping democratization’, and supports this by village elections,
the legislation law of 2000, and the party’s transformation into a populist party by
discarding class struggle and by allowing new (capitalist) elites to enter the party.

政 治 大
was made to diversify sources of legitimacy. Amongst others, media and academic circles
立

However, Gilley also describes that reconfiguration happened, where an effort

were busy producing proposals for new forms of political and societal organization that
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are not democratic, amongst which the traditional Chinese culture and Confucianism
feature prominently.34
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Concluding, the utilization of Confucianism is only a small part of the CCP’s
modern-day struggle for legitimacy. The next section is more of a historical background
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in the strict sense, and will narrate why modern-day China initially had a problematic
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relationship with its own traditions, and why this changed during the 1980s.
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3.2. THE CCP AND CONFUCIANISM:
A DARK
n i ROMANCE
Ch

engchi U

Why was the CCP initially hostile towards the Chinese culture, and why did it change?
In the terminology section, it has been argued that the Chinese culture is very diverse,
containing and merging wildly differing ideas. This chapter will make clear that it is
moreover intertwined with political concepts. The oldest dynasty was established around
220 B.C., followed by more than two millennia of almost uninterrupted dynastic rule.35
The center’s rule reinforced the same customs and mentality in a vast area. But instead of
ruling over a marked territory, the center ruled over those it considered to be part of the
same culture. This Chinese geopolitical concept clashed with that of European modernity
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in the 19th century, resulting in national trauma and humiliation.36 Thus, Pye urges us to
keep in mind that China nowadays “is not just another nation-state in the family of
nations, but a civilization pretending to be a state”, as it was forced into a Western
concept of a nation-state with clear boundaries, and moreover – especially in the 19th
century – thrown into a social-darwinistic international arena.37
Previously, even though China has been conquered and/or politically dominated
by foreign powers in its pre-modern past, this was compensated by being culturally
victorious. Not only were the Mongols, who conquered China in the 13th century,
profoundly Sinicized over time, but more importantly: China survived as a strong
geopolitical entity. Similarly, the introduction of Buddhism can be seen as representing

政 治 大
intensely Sinicized over time, culminating in distinct schools of Chinese Buddhism. The
立
the spread – or conquest – of foreign spirituality. However, this religion too became

first serious challenger to China and its culture were Western powers in the 19th century.
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Tu argues that “this was as if the Buddhist conquest and Mongol invasion was combined
and compressed into one generation.”38 It was a frontal attack on the Chinese state and

‧

mentality, which led to a sense of total derailment. This resulted in the previously
mentioned paradoxical combination of nationalism and iconoclasm – the idea that the
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Chinese culture was undermining China’s strength, while having the overriding concern
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to let China reemerge in its former glory – put into practice by the CCP, which
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represented a radical shift from the past.39
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In this section, the abovementioned historical episodes will be narrated first.
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Despite having stated that the CCP’s iconoclasm represented a ‘historical turn’,
significant historical continuity with regards to Confucianism can be distilled by looking
at the Maoist era, which will be discussed secondly. Thirdly, two diametrically opposed
movements during the 1980s will be discussed, one of which radically embraced Western
thinking and discarded the Chinese culture, and one of which led to a re-embracement of
China’s traditions. This section will be finished by discussing the CCP’s attitude towards
Confucianism in the 1980s.
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3.2.1. Humiliating Confrontation with the West40
Throughout most of the last three millennia, the Chinese economy had been the largest in
the world. It even peaked in the 1830s – when it accounted for 30% of the global GDP –
just before the start of China’s humiliating confrontation with Western powers that
started with the First Opium war against Britain (1839-1842).41 The British ran a longrunning trade deficit with China due to its import of tea, and attempted to counter this by
exporting Indian-grown opium to China. After the highly-addictive drug was banned by
Chinese officials, several wars with Britain broke out, which the latter nation won, and
which later proved to be only the first page of a dark chapter in China’s history.

政 治 大

The technological achievements of the industrial revolution gave many European
nations, The United States and later Japan a comparative advantage over China, which
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they exploited ruthlessly. These nations competed with each other for spheres of
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influence, beneficial trading rights and territory worldwide, and also brought this struggle
to China. While avoiding the full-scale colonization and domination which many other

‧

parts of the world were subjected to, the Qing dynasty could not withstand this carnage,
and in the end of the 19th century seemed to be a prisoner in its own country. Via peace
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and had ceded territory, in what later came to be known as a series of ‘unequal treaties’.
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Western powers on its own soil, termed as extraterritoriality. Moreover, China was forced

entered the country, bringing an alien religion to compete with China’s indigenous ones.

The resulting resentment amongst the population led to the anti-foreign Boxer Rebellion
(1899-1901), which in the end was put down by an international coalition of eight nations:
the United-Kingdom, France, Germany, Austria-Hungary, Italy, Russia, the United States
and Japan. The subsequent Peace of Peking (1901) was another humiliation: existing
commercial treaties were altered, only to favor the abovementioned powers even more.
40
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Moreover, the Chinese government had to pay heavy reparations. These repeated
degradations generated support for the nationalist movement, which in 1911 led to the
downfall of the Qing dynasty and the birth of the Republic. Even though China
participated in WWI by joining the allied side in 1917, China’s demands were almost
fully ignored during the peace negotiations in Paris. 42 Even worse, the Treaty of
Versailles (1919) gave the German concessions in China to Japan, under loud but
unheeded Chinese protests. The subsequent disintegration of China in areas controlled by
warlords, and the ensuing civil war between the KMT and the CCP, can be partly seen as
an explosion of all these tensions, but sadly perpetuated China’s suffering only further.
Intellectuals and nationalists from the 19th century on started to look for the

政 治 大
of shortcomings, and felt the need for a new start: a total mental reorientation. Tu
立

source of China’s apparent weakness. Some identified the ‘Chinese culture’ as a source
summarizes this as follows: “the decline of China from being the Middle Kingdom for
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centuries to the Sick man of East-Asia in just two generations (….) in conjunction with
the disintegration of the Chinese political order, created such spiritual turmoil among the

‧

Chinese intelligentsia that the reconstruction of the political center became an overriding
concern.”43 Their sense of impotence, frustration and humiliation was so strong that it
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resulted in what Tu calls “a curious mixture of political nationalism and cultural
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iconoclasm.” 44 The May the 4th movement, which came into being on account of the
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disastrous outcome of the treaty of Versailles, adopted this mixture of political
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nationalism and cultural iconoclasm, and embraced major western philosophies.45
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After the defeat of Japan in WWII, the CCP eventually won the Chinese civil war,
which resulted in the proclamation of the PRC by Mao on the Tiananmen Square in 1949.
Many communists – amongst which Mao – firmly believed that China should run a new
course, and depart from the ‘old ways’, for example by agricultural and social reform.46
However, more relevant to this thesis is the thought reform (1951-1952): not only old
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traditions, but the whole mindset of the people needed to be reformed by accepting
Marxism-Leninism and Mao Zedong thought.47
This aspiration reached its apocalyptic climax during the infamous Cultural
Revolution (1966-1976), which was a true attempt to change China’s psychology.
Revolutionary committees and red guards identified Confucius as a bourgeoisie supporter,
plundered monasteries and burned a massive amount of books. The ‘four olds’ and ‘three
anti’s’ movements were launched. The former to eliminate the traditional culture,
customs, habits and ideas, whereas the latter was aimed at those officials seen as
perpetuating china’s weakness by maintaining the old inefficient bureaucratic ways
accompanied by endemic corruption. According to Wang, amongst all enemies,

政 治 大

Confucianism was most fiercely attacked, and in 1976 truly seemed to be extinct.48
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3.2.2. Historical Continuity during the Mao-Era
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Seemingly contrarily to the above narration, some authors point towards Confucian
elements being present in Maoist China’s political legitimacy strategy. Pye describes that

‧

the Confucian order which had permeated imperial China, was based on the conviction
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Mao’s rule. Mao was viewed as having the attributes of a demigod: morally superior and
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invincible. Propaganda referred to him by using terms like ‘sun’ and ‘savior’. Moreover,
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because of the importance of a moral order in the Chinese mind, the Maoist state stressed
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Marxism elaborately. Therefore, more than other Communist states in Eastern Europe,
whenever political problems would arise, the PRC showed a reflex to flee into ideological
orthodoxy. Pye therefore calls the system in this era ‘Confucian Leninism’.49
Guo argues that the Maoists state used all forms of Confucian legitimacy
doctrines. Communism resembled the ideal society of equality and harmony under the
Confucian term da tong (大同). The mass participation mode symbolized the people’s
consent, and therefore served as a new mandate of heaven. Land distribution from
Tu, “Cultural China,” 1-15.
Ruichang Wang, “The Rise of Political Confucianism in Contemporary China,” in The Renaissance of
Confucianism in Contemporary China, ed. Ruiping Fan (New York: Springer, 2011), 33.
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landlords to peasants, especially in the 1950s, made the state a benefactor of the people.
According to Guo, even in its use of language, the Maoist state resembled the previous
imperial rulers.50
Weatherly mentions that the party indeed did make frequent references to the
Confucian past. With regards to the question how a fierce anti-traditional party could use
these references, Weatherly states that “the continuation of certain of these concepts was
beneficial to party legitimacy and would help soften the transition from two millennia of
entrenched tradition to a new, radical and highly unfamiliar social order.”51 Weatherly
mentions one interesting example: the mandate of heaven doctrine holds that people have
the right to rebel against an evil or incompetent ruler. Heaven will subsequently select a

政 治 大
represented as the one who lost the mandate of heaven to Mao Zedong.
立

new ruler. In Maoist propaganda, Chiang Kai-shek, the KMT leader, was accordingly
52

Bell mentions that certain elements of Marxism were easily adopted by the
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population because they were compatible with Confucian notions. The focus on equality,
well-being, and the absence of elaborate metaphysical outlooks, all resonated with the

‧

Confucian roots of the population. Bell goes on by looking at some Confucian practices
of the Maoist state: leaders were supposed to practice public self-criticism, and some
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workers were chosen to be a ‘model worker’, which is an expression of the Confucian
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‘public honor and shame’. Bell quotes some Confucian scholars who argue that ‘Chinese
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style Marxism’ was indeed in many ways a continuation of traditional Confucian ways.53
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Billioud argues that during the 1960s and 1970s there was a conflict within the
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CCP ranks about whether the party should emphasize (Marxist) class struggle or
(Confucian) harmony. 54 Moreover, even though the educational discourse changed
radically when the CCP rose to power, Billioud mentions that there were elements of
continuity. Even though Confucius was publicly denounced, Confucian values like ‘selfcultivation’ and ‘gentlemanly behavior’ as well as ‘inner sainthood’, were still taught.
Furthermore, the Confucian notion of ‘reforming an individual’s thought’ was
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omnipresent, but in this case was utilized to preach the reformation of one’s thought
towards the new ideology. Nonetheless, it was based on a Confucian doctrine, which
points towards historical continuity. Billioud concludes that unlike communist states in
Eastern-Europe, the CCP in China didn’t restrict itself to only communism.55
However, some of the above argumentation is not very convincing, especially the
supposed historical continuity with regards to the Maoist state’s use of Confucian
terminology. Weatherly for example, mentions that the Maoist state used Confucian
references to China as ‘Middle Kingdom’.56 However, it is too short-sighted to ascribe
something to Confucianism just because the same terminology is used. Confucianism
naturally influenced the Chinese language profoundly, which does not mean that the use

政 治 大
Confucianism. Instead, China as ‘Middle Kingdom’ might just as well appeal to the deep
立
of words or sayings with Confucian origins would necessarily have been associated with

feelings of nationalism under the population, rooted in 19th and 20th century humiliation,
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which made the CCP pragmatically use this kind of terminology – which probably bore
strong symbolic meaning as the population had been contextualized with this kind of

‧

language – in order to capitalize on its legacy as unifier of the country.
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Burton uses Geertz to argue that the Cultural Revolution changed China’s superficial
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cultural expressions, but “could not successfully transform the basis for China’s
57
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normative culture.” The layer that gives meaning and form to the pattern of life proved
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to be resilient.58 Already in the aftermath of the Cultural Revolution, all kinds of cultural
expressions revived spontaneously in many parts of society. Temples were rebuilt,
processions were held, and academic circles openly discussed China’s heritage again.
Hoblig and Gilley argue that since this moment, the role of Confucianism in people’s
lives in such fields as “religion, spirituality, moral self-cultivation, philosophy, science,

55
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and children’s education” grew progressively. Later this was termed as ‘cultural fever’
(文化熱).59
However, the enthusiasm for culture was based on two developments: the
rediscovery of China’s traditions, but also the influx of Western culture. The 1980s saw
two quite diametrically opposed currents. One current was impressed by the Western
culture that started to flood into China since the ‘opening up’. Amongst the people that
followed this line of reasoning were many intellectuals, but also broader layers of society
as well as CCP officials. They were deeply rooted in the ideas of the May the 4th
Movement, and argued that the Western culture could now help to finally destroy
Chinese cultural weakness.60 However, other developments led some people to believe

政 治 大
Taiwan as well as from立
diaspora communities around the world showed to some that

the opposite. The influx of culturally Chinese people from Hong Kong, Singapore and

modernity and Confucianism can go hand in hand.
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This societal room to flirt with China’s traditions and the Western culture was
created by the fact that Communism/Marxism/Maoism didn’t have a hegemonic position

‧

in the cultural realm anymore. The disasters of the first three decades of CCP rule,
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credibility there.61 Below the two aforementioned opposing currents are described.
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3.2.3.1. River Elegy: Westernization
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c h i U was needed in order to be able to
Many intellectuals and officials during the 1980s still felt that one of China’s weaknesses

face the outside world, and the strong Western culture could finally do that job. Tu

illustrates this current by recalling a television series from 1988, called ‘river elegy’.62
This was a documentary series on contemporary China, through the lens of recent history
and culture. This series argued that China was once a great civilization, but weakened
over time due to isolation and due to conservative static powers. It advocated that the
‘blue ocean’ needed to be embraced to save the ‘yellow earth’; the blue ocean
Holbig and Gilley, “Reclaiming Legitimacy,” 409.
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representing the West which indeed came over the ocean since the ‘opening up’, and the
yellow earth representing China. The documentaries symbolically attacked all tradition,
by stating that the Yellow River – which symbolizes the traditional Chinese culture – is
“seven-tenth mud”. Since elegy means “a poem or song composed as a lament for a
deceased person”, this was a death poem for the traditional Chinese culture. Symbols and
achievements like the dragon and the great wall were put in the context of backwardness
and isolationism. Again, this documentary combined political nationalism with antitraditionalism. But this time, anti-traditionalism
meant the adoption of western culture.

63
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bottom-up approach – through the West – was
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approach – to replace Chinese culture with a
立
now envisioned to realize what Mao’s top-down

documentary initiated a heated national debate
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communist worldview – failed to do. 64 This

Figure 4.1. River Elegy

regarding the meaning of the Chinese culture. After the Tiananmen Square Incident of
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1989, this pro-Westernization current was discredited for the party, and many of the
documentary makers, as well as those who supporter their ideas, either fled the country or
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3.2.3.2. Asian Dragons: Confucianism Revisited
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Since China’s opening up, many ethnically Chinese people from Taiwan, Hong Kong and

flocked into China to benefit from the new opportunities. By doing so, they provided a
huge amount of foreign investment, exceeding both Japan and the U.S. Moreover, these
people were not laborers or laundrymen, but investors, engineers, professionals and

merchants, who brought skills, technology and money with them. But the most startling
for many Chinese, was the realization that these people were both modern, and also kept
their Chinese cultural traditions alive. Apparently, as Tu convincingly argues, the
63
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periphery of the Chinese civilization had kept the torch of the Chinese culture alive while
the center was in turmoil. The incompatibility of the Chinese culture and modernity
became an outdated thought. The media soon started to endorse this new perspective. 66

3.2.4. CCP Attitude during Reform Era
Putting the abovementioned two opposing currents aside, important to keep in mind is the
fact that the 1980s witnessed a renewed interest in the traditional culture amongst the
population, which was later termed ‘cultural fever’. According to Billioud, the
government didn’t orchestrate this development, it did also not feverishly oppose it, but
instead tried to channel these forces into a more favorable form.67

政 治 大
the CCP’s control over the cultural discourse. For example, in 1984 the ‘China Confucius
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Various government-funded projects were initiated, with the intension of retaining

Organization’ was founded, as well as the ‘Academy of Chinese Culture’. Moreover, in
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the seventh fiver-year plan of 1986, the CCP initiated a few research groups on
Confucianism, amongst which the ‘Confucian Society’. These organizations often
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incorporated academics and intellectuals who had previously taken the liberty to discuss
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these subjects freely, but also included scholars who fled China during the CCP takeover
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or less follow the party’s line of reasoning.68 The CCP attitude towards these scholars –

n

and towards the revival of Chinese tradition in general – can be summarized as follows:
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1. The party wanted to keep its control over the cultural discourse and tried to put
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cultural expressions in a conservative ideological context. For example, scholars
had the freedom to pursue their studies, but should acknowledge that “Confucianism
should be studied under the guiding principles of Marxism, Leninism and Mao
Zedong thought.”69
2. Billioud states that

scholars during the 1980s generally didn’t study

Confucianism as political system, and typically were very critical about its role
during imperial times. Most of them were firmly based in the May the 4th Movement
Tu, “Cultural China,” 7-20
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thinking. They were Confucian scholars in the sense that they studied its moral and
metaphysical writings.70 Therefore, their studies were deemed relatively harmless.
3. The party wanted to comprehend a philosophy that could be used as an anti-

Marxist tool.
4. Dotson mentions that during the 1980s, the party started to worry somewhat about

the effects of capitalism and Western culture on the Chinese people’s mentality.
Dishonesty, corruption, selfishness, drug use and other phenomena were blamed on
the Western influences, and were seen as potentially dangerous to CCP rule. That’s
why in 1983 the ‘Anti-Spiritual Pollution Campaign’ was launched, to curb harmful
Westernization. However, Confucianism was not utilized for this purpose yet. 71

政 治 大
minister Gu Mu, who became Chairman of the Confucian Society.
立

Meissner recalls that this changed around 1986. He accredits this to vice prime72

5. Again, the societal shift towards Confucianism was not orchestrated by the party, but
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was tolerated, and was soon followed by a shift in the tone of the party. The CCP
clearly tentatively tried to seek consensus with the population. Ai states that already
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in 1982, Hu Yaobang – who was General Secretary of the Central Committee of the
CCP – called for the repair of the temple of Confucius in his birthplace Qufu.73 In
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1987, Song recalls that vice prime-minister Gu Mu participated in a symposium on
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Confucianism in Qufu, and spoke of Confucianism as the “crystallization of Chinese
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6. Confucianism was tentatively allowed to re-enter the school curriculum, and
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between 1986 and 1989 more than 300 articles on Confucianism were published by
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the abovementioned institutes. 75 But a clear distinction was made between ‘core’
Confucianism and the Confucianism of the imperial past.76
7. Ai narrates that some within the party hoped that Confucianism could help to

facilitate capitalism by providing a fitting narrative and cultural/spiritual framework,
in a similar fashion as Protestantism had done for Northern-Europe.77 This was of
major importance to the CCP, because the economic ascend of China had become the
party’s new main goal, and main source of performance legitimacy. The economic
success of the four Asian Tigers – Hong Kong, Singapore, South-Korea and Taiwan
– were hopeful signs in this direction. Some studies indeed show that Confucian
‘Guanxi Capitalism’, attributes to Confucian countries’ economic success.7879

政 治 大
benefit. For example, it emphasized Confucian values like ‘acceptance of hierarchy’
立

8. Billioud argues that the party stressed certain elements it could use for its own

and ‘devotion to authority’. This could help to maintain public order in a rapidly
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changing society.80 Song agrees, and mentions that the party, by doing so, tried to
control how Confucianism would be reconstructed in Chinese society. Some
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elements were selected, others were discarded.
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During the 19th and early 20th century, China was deeply humiliated by Western powers
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and later by Japan. As a consequence of the intertwinement between the political order
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convinced some of the need for cultural self-destruction – iconoclasm – later put into
practice by the CCP, which proves Tu’s assertion that “the meaning of being Chinese is
intertwined with China as geopolitical concept and the Chinese culture as living
reality”. 81 China’s geopolitical position thus caused such turmoil that the meaning of
‘Chineseness’ changed.
Meissner, “China’s Search,” 39.
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However, the Maoist state failed to bring a fundamental cultural and mental
revolution to the common man in China. In fact, in some regards it even continued the
use of Confucian elements and practices, such as stressing ‘self-cultivation’, ‘selfcriticism’, and the importance of a moral social order. During the subsequent reform era,
some hoped that the Western culture could do the iconoclastic job. It can be argued that
the latter was more successful, since the influx of Western modernity changed the
common man’s psychology profoundly, be it partly in problematic ways.8283 However, by
supporting the Tiananmen Square Movement in 1989, the ‘Westernization’ current was
discredited in the eyes of the party. ‘Tiananmen’ was the embodiment of a legitimacy
deficit faced by the party around that time, which was partly caused by the failings of the

政 治 大
revolutionary changes of the reform era. The party responded to this challenge with
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Mao-era which discredited the Marxist-Maoist ideology, and partly caused by the

remarkable adaptability, and it was prepared to use all kinds of means to restore its
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legitimacy base. One of those means was already alive in the hearts and minds of the
Chinese people, and already during the 1980s it dawned on the party that it could support

‧

non-democratic rule, could enhance stability, could help to facilitate China’s economic
ascend, and proved to be compatible with modernity: Confucianism.
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1980s, later termed as ‘cultural fever’. In the next chapter it will be shown that this
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fever’s temperature only continued to rise further, reaching dangerously high levels by
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now. However, next to (tentatively) seeking consensus with the population by co-opting
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this movement, the next chapter will show that the CCP continued its effort to channel
this development into constructing a ‘beneficial’ but fragmented form of Confucianism.
A version which doesn’t propose to reform China by going back to the hegemonic
position which Confucianism had during imperial times, which would pose a direct attack
on the CCP’s hold on power. Therefore, if the CCP and Confucianism would be two
lovers, it would be a dark romance. The CCP initially loved to hate Confucianism,
because it partly depended on its anti-traditionalist roots. Later on, this turned into an
ambivalent,
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one-sided

and

at

times

abusive

marriage

of

convenience.

Burton, Political and Social Change, 95-100.
The aforementioned side-effects of the reform-era, such as corruption, income inequality and immorality.
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4. CONFUCIANISM AND THE CCP LEGITIMACY
STRATEGY SINCE 1989
Based on literature, what is the role of Confucianism in the CCP’s legitimacy strategy
since 1989?
The Tiananmen Square Incident of 1989 was a ‘game-changer’, of which the results will
be presented here. As stated in the introduction, in this chapter a differentiation is made
between ‘unofficial’ and ‘official’ discourse, which both serve to understand the CCP’s
attitude towards Confucianism. The former refers to society and academic circles,
whereas the latter refers to CCP sources: officials, documents and policy. The
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政
Meticulously channel the reconstruction of Confucianism
大 into a favorable form.
立 of Confucianism to take root which regards the CCP’s
Prevent a political variant

overarching idea presented in this chapter, is that the CCP uses the state apparatus to:
1.
2.
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ideology and rule as ‘alien’ and ‘foreign’, as opposed to China’s own home-grown
political Confucianism with accompanying political and societal structures.
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Regarding the unofficial discourse, it will be argued that the CCP could tap into
an easy source of legitimacy by co-opting a popular revival amongst the population, but
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phenomenon which could however be used as a defensive tool against the dangers of
Westernization. Moreover, this popular revival led to national pride, which allowed the
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party to capitalize on its nationalist legacy as unifier of the country. Furthermore, by
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supporting those academics who propose to use Confucianism to enhance socialism,
while discouraging those who present the political teachings of Confucius as an
alternative to socialism, the party tried to steer the intelligentsia into supporting its rule.
Regarding the official discourse, party officials such as Jiang Zemin and Hu
Jintao showed to have an opportunistic, pragmatic and populist attitude towards
Confucianism. They publically acknowledged to select some Confucian elements, while
discarding others. The party started to include some Confucian elements in its
governance that lead to Weber’s ‘traditional legitimacy’, and moreover selects those
elements that enhance social stability and augment authoritarian rule. Moreover, it could
use Confucianism to manage social expectations, and make flexibility a merit by showing
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that its ideological elasticity extends to the cultural realm. Furthermore, Confucianism
could be used as ‘opium for the people’, to mask real conflicts of interest in society such
as the rampant corruption and income inequality. Finally, Confucianism could enhance
China’s cultural soft power, which shows a more ‘civilized’ and gentle face of China
abroad, while the resulting increased international standing leads to national pride at
home.

4.1 UNOFFICIAL DISCOURSE
As stated before, the CCP’s policy towards Confucianism and the traditional culture is
best understood when the societal and academic perspectives are taken into account.

政 治 大
dynamics shape the reality
立in which they operate.

Indeed, society, intelligentsia and the party are constantly interacting, and the resulting
1
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4.1.1. Society

The end of the Cultural Revolution started a long process in which the CCP and society at

‧

large re-evaluated the Chinese culture.2 A confrontation and fascination with the West
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competition, the pauperization of certain segments of society, and the waning of the
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This led to fundamental social change, which U
h e n g c h i was more or less facilitated by a
progressively less restrictive CCP. The abovementioned factors led to the ongoing
previously dominant ideology, altogether made people look for new meanings in life.

popular interest in China’s classical culture, which took on many forms.3 Those forms,
and their backgrounds, will be discussed below.
One form is religious, as shown by a renewed interest in Buddhism and Daoism,
while foreign religions such as Christianity also made a comeback. Moreover, spiritual
and meditational self-help and self-cultivation practices are increasingly popular,

Sebastien Billioud, “Confucianism, Cultural Tradition and Official Discourses in China at the Start of the
New Century,” China Perspectives 3 (2007): 64.
2
Billioud, “Confucianism,” 52.
3
Billioud, “Confucianism,” 51
1
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amongst which one popular strand can be termed as ‘mind Confucianism’. 4 Mind
Confucianism holds that one’s happiness need not depend on external circumstances.
Instead, as long as one is the master of one’s own spiritual and mental state – through
self-cultivation, feelings of self-worth and self-confidence – life can be happy and
purposeful regardless of one’s condition. This strand is made popular by amongst others
Yu Dan, a Chinese Confucian scholar who wrote an interpretation of the Analects.5 Its
popularity probably stems from exactly the dire ‘external circumstances’ of some
Chinese – caused by income inequality, corruption, pollution, and millions of
disadvantaged and marginalized – for whom these teachings can offer some consolation. 6
Mind Confucianism therefore correlates with the party’s envisaged utilization of

政 治 大
focus less on their ‘life circumstances’. The resulting lethargy amongst the population
立

Confucianism. It quells people’s discontent about China’s societal ills, as people will

will help to keep the status quo of authoritarian one-party rule in place.
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As stated before, the religious revival in society is facilitated by a less restrictive
CCP. Party officials’ religious affiliations are illustrative for this increased tolerance.
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Research, based on interviews with 3196 randomly selected urban Han Chinese CCP
officials, found that among this group 5.8 % was Buddhist, 9.1 % was catholic, and a

y

Nat

sit

stunning 18.2 % was protestant.7 As long as these officials don’t show their religious

al

er

io

affiliations too publicly, it is condoned by the party. 8 Nonetheless, the state still wishes to
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Affairs there are only 5 officially sanctioned religious organizations: one each for Islam,
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Catholicism, Protestantism, Daoism and Buddhism. This state organ keeps a wary eye on
foreign affiliations and subversive movements. Regarding Catholicism for example, the
4

Ibid, 51-52
Yu Dan However garnered criticism for presenting a Daoist version of Confucianism. She herself
acknowledged to prefer Daoism over Confucianism.
Sheila Melving, “Yu Dan and China’s Return to Confucius,” The New York Times, August 29, 2007,
accessed June 18, 2014,
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this organ appoints the clergy, as loyalty to Rome is seen as ‘colonialism. However, the
winds of change can be felt here too. Previously, the pope was always denied to fly
through Chinese airspace. But on the Holy Father’s recent visit to South-Korea in August
2014, he was granted this right for the first time. 9 Nonetheless, when a religious
developments is perceived by the state to be a threat to its legitimacy, or seems to grow
subversive, this tolerance disappears as quickly as it came, which can be illustrated by the
government’s crackdown on the Falun Gong movement.10
Another form in which the societal Confucian revival is evident is educational.
There is for instance a clear trend in which classical literature is more and more taught in
Chinese schools. This doesn’t only happen in state schools. Many private schools pop up

政 治 大
important part of the curriculum. Moreover, Meissner argues that the historical discourse
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around the country where the elite sends their children, in which classical literature is an

changed in a profound way, as Marxist-Leninist/Maoist versions of history are much less
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present in the current historiography. He relates this to China’s cultural identity, which
over time got more and more related to China’s traditional roots. He calls this a
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‘paradigm shift’, meant to change national identity and domestic politics. 11
China’s mass culture also progressively incorporated elements of its traditional
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by a renewed interest in traditional phenomena such as ‘Chinese medicine’. Other
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sites devoted to the traditions. Dotson writes that the party stimulates some of these
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developments. For example, in 2010, the movie Confucius – which was produced by the
state-owned company China Film Group and funded by the government – was shown in
movie theaters around the country. The popular movie Avatar was even removed from

Deborah Ball, “Pope Francis Arrives in South Korea in First Trip to Asia as Pontiff, Five-Day Visit Will
Showcase the Vatican’s Efforts to Spread Catholicism in Asia, The Wall Street Journal, August 14, 2014,
accessed August 15, 2014, http://online.wsj.com/articles/pope-francis-arrives-in-south-korea-on-first-tripto-asia-as-pontiff-1407984654.
10
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11
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Present,” China Perspectives 4, no. 68 (2006): 45-46.
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theaters to let more people watch Confucius, which however nonetheless proved to be a
box office failure.1213
Other forms of renewed interest in the traditions are for example the popularity of
the course ‘national studies’ (國學) at universities. Wang noticed that it has even become
fashionable for businessmen and civil servants to attend these classes. Wang moreover
remarks that university classes on Confucianism are very popular, and that some
Confucian scholars are treated like stars on television. Moreover, thousands of books
have been published on Confucianism and the traditional culture, and magazines focus
many articles on China’s identity, culture, history and traditional practices. 14 Billioud
states that altogether, this is part of a larger framework of rapidly changing mentalities in

政 治 大
spontaneously, even in 立
state institutions such as schools. Some are initiated by the

an increasingly self-conscious society. He emphasizes that most of these changes happen

government but soon thereafter start to live their own live.15
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4.1.1.1. CCP & Society
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According to Billioud, government policy can be defined as dynamic interaction with
society. “Policy adapts and responds to the demands.”16 Holbig and Gilley describe that
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Confucianism serves to stave of harmful Westernization, as well as enables the party to
capitalize on nationalism.18

stability and social cohesion. However, the autonomy granted by the government is
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closely kept in check, and ruthless action can follow if unwritten laws and mental
boundaries are broken.19
Wu assesses the CCP as seemingly being a pushing factor behind the Confucian
revival in society: “By appearing to be a supporter of the revival of Chinese traditional
culture, the CCP has tried to transform the picture it presents to the public, from its
previous image of a dictatorship based on military force to that of a leader who may
combine coercion with persuasion. (…) Persuasion is meant to re-package values and
ideology and making it appear as if it is the public’s will.” 20
Holbig and Gilley mention one more motivation for the party to co-opt this
societal revival. As narrated in the previous chapter, China’s ‘opening up’ and ‘market

政 治 大
great feelings of uncertainty amongst the population. Not the iron rice bowl, but the iron
立

reforms’ in the 1980s led to profound socio-economic transformations, which created

laws of the market started to dictate people’s existence.21 Moreover, negative side-effects

‧ 國

學

– income inequality, corruption, environmental degradation, etc. – made itself felt.
Consequently, there are signs that the party tried to shift away from an emphasis on

‧

socio-economic performance criteria amongst the population, to a wider basis, amongst
which it tried to implant a certain selection of traditional cultural values as new criteria.22
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Ch

i
n
U

v

Wu makes a couple of observations regarding the way in which the People’s
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Daily newspaper – which is under party-state control – writes about Confucianism. First,
Confucianism is presented as China’s own home-grown tradition, whilst very subtly
noting that others like Buddhism came from abroad. Secondly, it is made clear that
amongst Chinese indigenous schools of thought, the Confucian one was most defining for
the Chinese culture. Third, Confucianism is praised for its openness, flexibility and
capability to adopt foreign influences, whereby The People’s Daily writes that foreign
influences were sometimes adopted because they matched the specific cultural needs
Billioud, “Confucianism,” 60.
Shufang Wu, “The Revival of Confucianism and the CCP’s Struggle for Cultural Leadership: a Content
Analysis of the People’s Daily, 2000-2009,” Journal of Contemporary China (2014): 1-2.
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which China had at that time. The last point implicitly justifies the adoption of certain
elements from the West as well as certain elements from China’s own traditions, because
they should only provide the ‘specific cultural needs of China’ at this time. 23 While doing
so, Wu argues that the party tries to implant this kind of cultural pragmatism as a merit in
the eyes of the population.
Pragmatism and opportunism thus motivate the party to opt for Confucian
populism. It steers the societal Confucian revival into constructing a version of
Confucianism which is beneficial to the party, resulting in a very fragmented
Confucianism.
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Authors categorize Chinese Confucian scholars by using different terms and categories.
立
4.1.2. Intelligentsia

However, most agree that there are roughly three branches: there are those who follow
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the party line; there are those who wish to use Confucianism to opt for Westernization;
and there are those who wish to reform society radically towards Confucian ideals.
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Before an overview of this scholarly field will be given, this section will first of all
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stop there. In a sense, this section
h e nwillg ccontinue
h i Uthe story by introducing the New
after the explanation of the May the 4th Movement’s thinking. However, history did not
Confucian movement, which has its roots in the early 20th century and was a reaction to
the May the 4th Movement.
In the second half of the 20th century, while Confucianism was repressed in
mainland China and around 1976 seemed to be dead, the study of Confucianism in
China’s cultural periphery – Hong Kong, Taiwan, Singapore, and in diaspora
communities all over the world – was kept alive by scholars who would later call
themselves ‘the third wave’. The first wave refers to Confucius and his followers,
whereas the second wave refers to 11th and 12th century Neo-Confucianism. It has
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previously been made clear that Confucianism has taken on many forms throughout time
and space, and was often adapted to particular needs and challenges. The same is true for
the modern era. Instead of blaming Confucianism for all kinds of ills, New Confucians
take a great deal of pride in China’s traditions. However, these Confucians make a clear
distinction between their interpretation of Confucianism – which they call ‘core
Confucianism’ – and the state cult of Imperial China. They nonetheless argue that
Confucianism was instrumental in facilitating China’s glorious past. 24 In the last few
decades, developments such as Confucian-capitalism’s success, but also the growing
geopolitical importance of China, confirmed to them that Confucianism, capitalism and
modernity indeed can have a symbiotic relationship. Thus, these scholars supplement

政 治 大

historical pride with contemporary glory, which new Confucians all ascribed to
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Confucianism’s blessings.25

In order to deal with the challenge of Westernization, many of these New
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Confucians adopted the ‘substance/application’ theory, which holds that Confucianism
should be the basis of the Chinese society and culture, whereas Western elements should

‧

only be applied where necessary and where expedient. But why not absorb Western ideas
into the substance of society? Well, these scholars criticize the West amongst others for
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antidote against the immoral Western influences that have already infested China.26
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If Confucianism is superior, how do these scholars explain what happened in the
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previous centuries? Very easy: they present the ‘Qing dynasty Confucianism’ as less than
a degenerated shadow of the original teachings. Thereby, they implicitly categorize May
the 4th Movement’s teachings as criticism of the Qing dynasty, not as criticism of
Confucianism. Since they claim to present ‘original Confucianism’, New Confucians
often also take the religious – or mystical – dimension of Confucianism into account.
Moreover, instead of focusing on the memorization of classics – as is traditionally
conventional in China – New Confucians argue that people should experience, feel, and
self-transform according to Confucian values. Consequently, they sometimes equate
24
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Lee, Confucius & Confucianism, 182.
26
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themselves with ‘purification’ movements like the 16th century reformation in Europe.27
They also compare themselves to neo-Confucianism, which came into being in the 11th
century A.D. as a reaction to Buddhism, which also was a purification movement within
Confucianism itself.28
As said before, New Confucians – in differing degrees – adopt elements of
Western thinking. However, the reader should realize that there are great differences
amongst New Confucians. One example is with regards to democracy. Some argue for a
true democracy, others for ‘China-style’ democracy, whereas others state that a
meritocracy is much closer to the Chinese culture, and argue that only certain democratic
elements should be adopted. Regardless of these different accentuations, how is the

政 治 大
designed by Westerners, it is a universal instrument. Moreover, they argue that it just puts
立
(partial) adoption of democracy justified? Well, they argue that although democracy is

the Confucian ideal of ‘making the world under Heaven impartial and common to all’
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into practice.

The New Confucian movement naturally also received strong criticism:
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sometimes for being too pro-Western, too orthodox, too prone to support authoritarian
regimes or for being too ambiguous toward democracy.29 The author of this thesis would
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with modernity, while hypocritically calling this ‘original Confucianism’. In this regard
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Although Lee mentions that it’s impossible to prove if the New Confucian
movement has any influence on CCP policy, she states that the characteristics of the
Confucianism that is taught in Chinese schools does correlate to a large degree with the
New Confucianism.30 Although for the most part that may be true, Lee’s assertion could
lead to a misrepresentation of the actual influence of New Confucianism in China. The
New Confucian movement’s greatest contribution, by which it inspired contemporary
scholars – as well as broader layers of society and CCP officials –, is their differentiation
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into ‘core Confucianism’ and ‘Qing dynasty Confucianism’. However, the CCP promotes
its own preferred interpretation, in which Confucianism is just as a tool to enhance its
rule.31 Any element that runs counter to the party’s interests is discarded, which will be
made more clear later in this chapter. Wu also disagrees with Lee, as Wu states that
Confucianism as religion is not at all promoted by the CCP, even discouraged, since it
will quickly be associated with Confucianism as state religion. 32 This makes it impossible
to call the CCP’s version ‘core Confucianism’.

4.1.2.2. Categorization of Confucian Scholars: Socialist, Liberal and Confucian
Ai Jiawen wrote a very detailed and credible review of the Mainland Chinese Confucian
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academic field. She distilled three different groups, all of which are New Confucians – as
they all follow the differentiation into ‘core Confucianism’ and ‘Qing dynasty
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Confucianism’ – but reach different conclusions as to what should be done with the

‧ 國

學

Chinese political system.33

1. Socialist Confucians strive to improve and reinvigorate Marxism by utilizing
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Confucianism.

2. Liberal Confucians use Confucianism to advocate for a peaceful transition towards a
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3. Confucians wish to radically alter Chinese politics and society towards Confucianism.
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Holbig and Gilley make clear that this group is supported by the state apparatus. In the

engchi

1990s, Fang Keli, a professor of philosophy at Tianjin’s Nankai University, was put in
charge of various government-sponsored projects regarding New Confucianism. His
stated goal is to enrich Marxism by utilizing the tradition. He emphasizes “social order,
stability, acceptance of hierarchy, devotion to family and the state.”34 By doing so, the
party thus selects some Confucian elements to enhance its socialist – authoritarian – rule.
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According to Ai, the CCP realizes that Marxism and Maoism are predominantly
dead in society. It tries to fill this vacuum with materialism, Chinese nationalism, but also
by stressing certain elements of Confucianism. The latter enables the party to first of all
capitalize on nationalism. However, secondly, it also enables the party to re-legitimize
certain elements of the official ideology, as some Socialist Confucians extensively stress
the linkage between Marxism and Confucianism. According to Ai, by doing so, these
authors sometimes seem more like propagandists than scholars. 35 Guo illustrates this
point by showing how these scholars recently reinterpreted Marxist texts, by giving more
attention to the thoughts of the young Marx, in which he:
1. Stressed ‘practical humanism’ instead of historical materialism. These scholars stress

政 治 大

the ‘practical humanism’ about which Marx wrote in the early 1840s, and link this to
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‘Confucian humanism’.

2. Was moreover less critical about capitalism. Some scholars point towards the fact that
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Marx and Engels in earlier versions of Capital, viewed stockownership as a way to
realize public ownership.36 This point illustrates the adjustment of Marxism by the
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CCP in general.
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These scholars wish to promote Western political values such as political transparency
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and democracy by utilizing Confucianism. Ai narrates that the party in the 1980s allowed
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these scholars to publically criticize the party and the system.37 However, the Tiananmen

Confucians
Even though most of these ‘Confucian scholars’ won’t admit so, they argue for an
alternative to the current Marxist party-state. According to them, Confucianism is much
more suitable to rule and structure China, as Marxism is an alien (Western) ideology. One
example is Jiang Qing, who advocated for the ‘Confucianization’ of the CCP. Since the
advocates of a Confucian revival in China – such as Bell – extensively quote these
scholars, and use them as an argument to indicate that the Chinese society and political
Ai, “The Refunctioning of Confucianism,” 38, 39.
Guo, China’s Quest, 38-43.
37
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class is getting ripe for a ‘Confucian turn’, this scholarly current will be explained more
elaborately in the next paragraph.38 It will become clear that scholars like Bell ignore the
fact that the influence of this current is actually quite marginal.

4.1.2.3. Confucians
Jiang Qing coined the terms ‘mind Confucianism’ and ‘Political Confucianism’. These
two currents have, according to him, since Confucius’ life been the main features in
Confucian discourse. The former is existentialist, concerned with the meaning of life, and
holds that human nature is good but needs self-cultivation to blossom. Humans’ external
– social, political – environment doesn’t have to influence one’s life happiness. The latter
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current – political Confucianism – is concerned with a nation’s political system. It
assumes human nature to be evil, which makes rituals, institutions, morality and penalties
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of crucial importance to keep humans from moral degradation, and to maintain an orderly
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running society. To conclude, the former is aimed at the human mind, while the latter is
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Jiang Qing argues that both traditions are based on Confucius’ teachings.
Consequently they are both equally important. However, for thousands of years, there
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was one official state interpretation of Confucianism which was not open for debate.
Thus, political Confucianism was repressed by the state. Therefore, over the last two
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Confucianism has a lot to offer, and views (his version of) political Confucianism as
40

For Jiang, political legitimacy is based on Confucius’ ‘kingly way’, which

describes the following three elements as essential for legitimacy: heaven (天), earth (地),
and people (人): “1 Heaven refers to being sanctioned by the holy. 2. Not deviate from
the mainstream of national cultural heritage (refers to earth). 3. Must comply with the
will of the common people (refers to people).”41 Jiang consequently proposes a legislature
based on three institutions to put these three factors into practice. Bell praises his ideas,
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and can imagine China’s future would look like this. 42 “The house of Confucians
represents heaven, The House of national continuity represents legitimacy of cultural
heritage and tradition, and the house of plebeians represents the legitimacy of the
common people’s will and desire.”43 Bills must be passed between all three houses to
become law.
The second factor is most criticized by other scholars, but Jiang argues it is
indispensable. He uses Edmund Burke – a patriarch of conservative thinking – to back up
his argument, by arguing that inconsistency and versatility lead to grave mistakes, which
should be countered by giving an institutional voice to the ancestors and to national
traditions. Through the third factor, Jiang is moreover in partial agreement with
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politics. Instead, the people’s will – at times evil and irresponsible –should be checked by
立
democratic liberals, but does not wish to give people’s desires the decisive factor in

the sacred above and by the life-wisdom from the past. He regards the above as an
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expression of the Confucian ‘harmonious’ and ‘moderate’ thinking. The western liberal
concept that politics has nothing to do with the divine or historical is erroneous, and leads
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to corruption, environmental degradation, and all kinds of conflicts. According to Jiang,
politics is not only the allocation of national resources and power, but also has to do with
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religion again. Because it has “defined the nature of the Chinese civilization, molded the
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cultural identity of the Chinese nation, and shaped the axiological consensus and
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Bell describes Jiang’s work as “the most systematic and detailed defense of
political Confucianism since the establishment of the PRC.” He obviously has a hard time
to hide his admiration, which also becomes evident when one reads the introduction he
wrote for Jiang’s book A Confucian Constitutional Order.45 Bell terms authors like Jiang
as ‘Left Confucians’, as he argues that these scholars promote Confucian and socialist
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values. By doing so, he suggests that they offer a good ‘in between’ alternative, which
would make a transition to such a system not that big.46
However, as described above, Jiang actually wishes to transform the whole
Chinese society towards Confucian contours. Moreover, Bell concludes that Jiang is ‘left’
because Jiang argues that ‘the government should rule for the benefit of the people’,
which is a very peculiar conclusion. The assertion that a government should benefit its
own people is very commonplace, as most non-socialists will argue likewise. Finally,
Wang states that the true influence of these Confucian intellectuals actually is quite
weak.47 Therefore, the author of this thesis concludes that Jiang and Bell simply promote
their own preferred version of Confucianism, and mislead the public by feigning to
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represent an influential current in China, or by ignoring the fact that their current is
actually quite marginal.
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4.1.2.4. CCP & the Intelligentsia

To conclude, despite the liberal and Confucian groups being quite vocal, most scholars
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follow the interpretation of socialist Confucianism.4849 This is partly caused by the state
support for this current. 50 Wu for example, mentions that when the People’s Daily

sit

y

Nat

Newspaper – which is under party-state control – discusses Confucianism, it is
sometimes more close to a discussion of socialist/communist morality. This newspaper
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h e nareg discussed,
c h i Usome elements are represented as
social status and influence, because of the contributions they can make to mankind.

trash, and some others as worthy of adoption. On the whole, The People’s Daily seems to
argue that Confucian teachings should serve the ‘needs of the time’, which are the
socialist market economy and socialist morality.51
It is clear that intellectuals and society – which both to some degree create the
framework within which Chinese politics must operate – got more autonomy, became
more plural and consequently starting to drill in the well of its own traditions. The regime
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is engaged in a dynamic interaction with both, and tries to channel developments into a
form which is beneficial to the party. Therefore, the ‘distended communism’ mentioned
by Chevrier, is indeed visible in both society and academic circles. It is clear that the
party is not prepared to let any movement rock the boat, and is mainly interested in using
a selection of Confucian elements to enhance its rule.52

4.2. OFFICIAL DISCOURSE
This section will looks at CCP officials, CCP documents and CCP policy in order to
distill the role of Confucianism in the party’s legitimacy strategy since 1989. However,
first of all it should be mentioned that none of the top leadership, or any official
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document, ever used the word Confucianism (儒) directly. Nonetheless, the winds of
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change could be felt in other ways.
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4.2.1. CCP Officials

This section gives an overview of the public performances officials gave, as well as
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indications of CCP cadres’ dynamics behind closed doors.
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Regarding the aftermath of the Tiananmen Square Incident in 1989, many authors picture
the CCP as being under a ‘siege mentality’. They argue that the party, as Billioud has put
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into words “was interested in using all available resources to reinforce its legitimacy.”53
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One of those resources was Confucianism. Meissner narrates that shortly after the
incident, the previously mentioned vice-premier Gu Mu all of a sudden participated in a
gathering to celebrate Confucius’ birth, whereby his positive role in Chinese history was
emphasized. Jiang Zemin was also present, but made no speech. Moreover, three months
after the Tiananmen Square Incident, all of a sudden three symposia were held on
Confucianism, at which Jiang Zemin and other high cadres were present. Only one year
later, at a congress in Beijing in 1990, Zhu Xi, an important Neo-Confucian scholar from
the 12th century – previously an enemy of the CCP – was suddenly publically
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rehabilitated.54 Ai states that Confucius’ birthday in 1989, 1994 and 1999 featured great
celebrations, two of which Jiang Zemin personally attended. 55 Billioud recalls that
throughout the 1990s, officials made positive remarks about Confucianism, but always in
informal circumstances.56
Meissner concludes that during this decade “the political leadership clearly
functionalized traditional concepts to broaden its dwindling legitimization after June
4th.”57 However, Ai takes a more cautious approach. She states that Confucianism was
one the one hand identified as legitimacy-enhancing tool, but on the other hand the party
also witnessed considerable skepticism amongst its ranks. In 1996, Jiang Zemin put this
ambiguity into words, and strongly criticized those who envisaged Confucianism to
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strives to “select the essence and discard the dross” of traditional culture. Jiang Zemin
立
provide the contours for the Chinese state, and argued in the People’s Daily that the party

repeatedly stated that foreign cultures and the Chinese traditional culture should only be
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used as reference to build a ‘Socialist Civilization’. 58 Other CCP officials expressed
similar ambiguity. Deputy Premier Li Lanqing in a symposium in 1994 to celebrate
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Confucius’ birth for example stated that:

“Today in coming together to commemorate Confucius and to study and discuss his
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and bring forth the new, enabling Confucianism to make a positive contribution to the
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construction of socialism with Chinese characteristics.”59

4.2.1.2. Officials 2000 – Now
Thus, the attitude of the party is ambivalent, which remained so in the post-2000 period,
but was expressed in different ways.60 On the one hand, the party, according to Holbig,
changed its tone since the Hu Jintao administration, and started to more and more refer to
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the ‘traditional Chinese culture’ instead of to Confucianism.61 Billioud notices a similar
development. He states that the veneration of figures like the ‘Yellow Emperor’ –
considered to be the ancestor of all Chinese – got more public attention compared to
Confucius-related events.62 This is probably due to the fact the Yellow Emperor – since
he just represents ‘ancestors’ – is harder to make instrumental for subversive movements,
but still can enable the party to capitalize on nationalism and emphasize authoritarianism.
However, on the other hand, according to Billioud, the traditional culture –
including occasional references to Confucianism – has been put in an overwhelmingly
positive light, for which he quotes a speech by Wen Jiabao at Harvard in 2007: “From
Confucius to Sun Yat-sen, the traditional culture of the Chinese nation consisted of a
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people and of democracy. It emphasized, for example, love and the sense of humanity,
立

large number of precious elements, of many positive things concerning the nature of a
community, harmony despite different points of view, what is under heaven is for all.”63
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However, it should be mentioned that, although there are more positive references to the
traditions, the majority of references is still made to socialism.64
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During this period, Fan continues
to see signs of political infighting within
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sculpture of Confucius was placed right
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Figure 4.1. Confucius’ statue on Tiananmen
Square

dominated the square since the establishment of the PRC. 65 However, they shared the
square for only 100 days, after which the statue suddenly disappeared overnight. Fan
recalls that nobody seemed to know what happened. Afterwards, there was some
speculation that this was done to appease leftist opponents within the CCP. Dotson
Holbig and Gilley, “Reclaiming Legitimacy,” 410-411.
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investigated the same issue, and states that the statue was relocated to a sculpture garden
on the west side of the National Museum, whereby museum officials in retrospect stated
that the placement on Tiananmen Square was meant to be temporary. 66 According to Fan
this makes clear that a full reconciliation between the CCP and Confucianism is
unimaginable in the foreseeable future, as there is obviously considerable opposition
towards even the fragmented use of Confucianism within CCP ranks.67

4.2.2. CCP Documents
Makeham seems to speak for most authors when he says “there has been no policy,
documents and programs to clearly understand the CCP’s opinion towards a
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to still get a general impression. Billioud remarks that during the last few years, CCP
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Confucianized national identity,” but he argues that there have been enough indications
68

texts, slogans, and ideology have prominently featured terms like harmony (和諧), the
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rule of virtue (以德治國) and similar terms which contain references to Confucianism.69
In 2006, the Plan for Cultural Development – part of the eleventh five-year plan –
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featured frequent references to the Chinese traditions. Some Confucian revival
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enthusiasts interpreted this as proof for the party’s support for Confucianism: “Chinese
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unceasing dynamism, the source of our power of resistance in the face of difficult
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However, the party also voiced its suspicion towards Confucian scholars such as
Jiang Qing, who argue for a complete ‘Confucian’ overhaul of the Chinese political
system. In 2004, the Committee of Standard Setting of Chinese subjects in primary and
secondary school under the Education Bureau, issued a statement saying that “these views
are not in line with the ideological route of the Chinese Communist Party, and with the
fundamental guideline of the party-state (….) it is not only politically incorrect, but also
threatening the legitimacy of the state”. 72 Ai states that it is quite unusual for a
government report to criticize a certain view publically like this.73

4.2.2.1. CCP Cadres’ Discussion
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Billioud points towards exactly the same bipolarity within CCP ranks. His argument is
based on an analysis of party school websites’ forums, as well as other official websites.
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Even though these might not be ‘documents’ in the strict sense of the word, his argument
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will be presented here, since internet sources relate most closely to documents. Billioud
quotes the website of the Central Party School in 2007 about ‘national studies’ (國學):
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“As for those intent on using Confucian doctrine (儒教) as a way to replace Marxism, to
Confucianize China or Confucianize the CCP, professor Wang Jie has formulated a set of
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such erroneous positions (…) Wang also suggests that given the current fever for
national studies, it is necessary to remain vigilant towards all tendencies to return to the
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Thus, professor Wang is critical of those who see an institutional role for
Confucianism. Contrarily, the high-ranking military official Xu Zhizin is quoted by
Billioud as saying about the importance of studying classical culture:” Confucian culture
is a cultural resource which we cannot distance ourselves from in the construction of a
harmonious socialist society (….) As cadres and leaders, we must nourish ourselves with
Confucian culture (….) every CCP cadre must contribute to the radiance of the spiritual
specifities of Confucian culture by aspiring to the highest moral qualities.”75
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This general and professor Wang seem to have quite different opinions. Billioud
concludes from these and similar sources, that apparently there is a debate going on
within the CCP. He concludes his analysis by stating that CCP cadres’ opinion of the role
of Confucianism is located between the following two poles:
1. Caution, because of its potential danger.
2. Critical re-appropriation, but only to stress elements which can be used for stability.76

4.2.2.2. Content Analysis of The People’s Daily 2000-2009
In her analysis, Wu looked into how Confucianism is viewed by The People’s Daily
newspaper during the first decade of this millennium. The newspaper openly
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acknowledges that the party strives to keep its hegemony in the cultural field and wishes
to stimulate the resurrection of a certain version of Confucianism. A version which can
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be used to support socialist morality, loyalty to the party, and can help to stave off
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Westernization. Wu thus identifies exactly the same reasons as has been mentioned
before. She assesses the CCP’s attitude towards Confucianism as one of great
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opportunism and pragmatism, and even argues that the CCP will probably discard
Confucianism completely when it’s not of any use anymore, or when its negative side-
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This section consists of a few parts. First, in some fields of policy – morality campaign,
Confucianism.78 Its use in these fields betrays the CCP’s true motivation to do so, as
these areas are especially suitable to implant a certain version of Confucianism in
people’s minds, and moreover enable national cohesion and social stability to be easily
enhanced.79 Subsequently, the use of Confucian notions in the CCP’s ideology will be
investigated, whereby it will be made clear that these are used for roughly the same
reasons. Finally, China’s cultural soft power, which greatly benefits from a traditional
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revival, will be discussed in detail. An analysis of the Confucius Institutes – which
present Chinese language and culture abroad – is added to the latter subject.

4.2.3.1. Morality Campaign & Education
Billioud sees evidence of Confucianism being put to use in the party’s public morality
campaign and in education. With regards to the former, many billboards have been put up
all over the country, emphasizing such values as ‘the rule of law’ and ‘the rule of virtue’.
Billioud interprets these slogans as a mix between references to socialism and to the
traditions. Moreover, these texts seem to communicate the idea that adjustments to the
needs of the time – or Zietgeist – is a merit. Billioud distills three key elements in these
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slogans which all bear a heavy Confucian scent:

1. The importance of raising the ‘moral level of the people’.
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2. Public ‘honor and shame’.
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3. ‘Moral and patriotic indoctrination of the youth’.80

Billioud mentions that although nowadays individuals have much more autonomy, the
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conviction that people need to be morally indoctrinated was, is, and probably will be
perceived as an important governmental task. Billioud argues that the Chinese –
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Confucian – mind is convinced that a system which can explain reality is available. 81
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education. Thus, these distinctively Confucian notions, which during Maoist times were
83

4.2.3.2. Public Holidays
The third area where Billioud notices cultural policy is with regards to holidays, rituals
and festivals, which according to him have the task to enhance social cohesion. Because
many traditional festivals, rituals and holidays are linked to folk religion, the communists
initially viewed them as ‘superstition’ and therefore banned these practices. Contrarily,
next to restoring some traditional holidays, the party nowadays even facilitates
80
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ceremonies and celebrations all over the country, which are extensively covered by the
media. Despite claiming in official texts that these traditions need to be integrated with
the socialist heritage, it seems that previously important holidays such as those
celebrating labor and the party, are now of secondary importance.84

4.2.3.3. Propaganda
Dotson argues that official propaganda presents Confucian values as an antidote for
corruption, and as enabling the construction of a harmonious society. Moreover, CCP
officials who follow Confucian ethics are presented as moral examples, which illustrates
the role of ‘public honor and shame’. The reason CCP propaganda has been
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‘Confucianized’ to some degree, is because there is widespread public cynicism with
regards to the relevancy of communist ideology. Therefore, the party started to utilize
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Confucian elements, but only those elements which do not contradict with Marxism too
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much. The values stressed in propaganda are the same values which are mentioned before:
loyalty to the existing order, self-discipline - which includes fighting corruption - and a
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selection of Confucian elements which serve authoritarian politics. The CCP’s
propaganda simultaneously strives to enshrine these elements amongst the population as
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ideological innovation, and at the same time upholds and reiterates the ideological
additions of their predecessors. However, they are allowed to give a new interpretation to
these preceding slogans. This happened from Deng Xiaoping’s ‘Socialism with Chinese
Characteristics’, Jiang Zemin’s ‘Three Representation’, Hu Jintao’s ‘Scientific
Development Perspective’ to Xi Jinping’s ‘Chinese Dream’. 86 Authors state different
reasons for the party to continuously adjust its ideology, which is also described as
progressively incorporating traditional notions:
Billioud, “Confucianism,” 59-60.
Dotson, “The Confucian Revival,” 5.
86
Heike Holbig, “Ideological Reform and Political Legitimacy in China, Challenges in the Post-Jiang Era,”
in Regime Legitimacy in Contemporary China, Institutional Change and Stability, ed. Thomas Heberer and
Gunter Schubert (New York: Taylor & Francis, 2009), 13-34.
84
85

76

1. Ideology is a way to manage social expectations and frame information. By adjusting
the official ideology the CCP hopes to change the social expectations of the population,
simultaneously changing the way its performance is measured.
2. By re-interpreting and inventing official ideology the CCP shows it can pragmatically
adapt to the changing needs of a changing society. Thus, it tries to make pragmatism a
merit in the eyes of the population, and thus a performance criterion.87
3. Following Weberian traditional legitimacy, Guo mentions that 'following the ways of
the ancestors' is regarded as a vice in the Chinese collective mindset. References to the
traditions are therefore a source of legitimacy in itself.88
Below, two ideological slogans will be discussed to illustrate the constant ideological
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innovation, re-interpretation, and the incorporation of traditional notions.
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Three Represents
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1. Advanced social productive forces.
2. Advanced culture.
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3. Fundamental interest of the majority.
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Jiang Zemin’s main ideological contribution was the theory of ‘Three Represents’, which
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Jiang Zemin’s main purpose was to reform the party into an inclusive party, which truly
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emphasis on class struggle further by allowing capitalists to become CCP members. With

Zemin himself gave in 2001, he predominantly stressed that Marxism-Leninism, Mao
Zedong’s theory and Deng Xiaoping’s theory should be followed in the construction of a

Socialist Advanced Culture. There was never any reference to Confucianism, nor to
traditional culture.89
According to Holbig, Hu Jintao’s administration gave a populist reinterpretation of
Jiang’s slogan. In official speeches, Hu Jintao shifted the emphasis towards the
‘fundamental interest of the majority’. Moreover, Hu also reinterpreted ‘socialist
87
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advanced culture’, giving it a broader meaning to also include the traditional Chinese
culture.90

Harmonious Socialist Society
Hu Jintao’s ‘Harmonious Socialist Society’, which is part of the ‘Scientific Development
Perspective’, has been a much-publicized ideological innovation, especially well-received
under advocates of a Confucian revival who rejoiced at the use of the word ‘harmony’.
For these authors, harmony is a clear reference to the Confucian notion of ‘great harmony’
(大同). Thus, Guo for example, argues that the party adopts Confucian elements in its
official ideology, which he interprets as a revolutionary development. 91 However, other
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Holbig and Gilley state that although recent
大 slogans such as ‘Harmonious
立 as ‘Putting The People First’, vaguely refer to Confucian
Socialist Society’, as well
authors disagree with this assessment, notably Holbig, Gilley and Billioud.
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teachings, they are merely “sterile clichés representing an amorphous imaginaire of
historical achievements and future greatness that is referred to as Chinese culture.”92
just opts for ‘Confucian populism’ to tap into national pride.
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These two authors argue that the party doesn’t truly wish to promote Confucianism, but
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and cultures (….) people’s mental activities have become noticeably more independent,

and the law and growing enthusiasm for political participation”.93 According to Holbig
this is a quite radical change in rhetoric, as the party previously mostly emphasized the
need to maintain party-state control in all kinds of fields. Instead, now, the party just
notices – and implicitly accepts – the fact that society has gotten much more pluriform,
for which it uses ‘harmony’ to ameliorate the negative side-effects.94 Thus, according to
Guo, China’s Quest, 32-34.
Sujian Guo and Baogang Guo, ed., China in Search of a Harmonious Society (Plymouth: Lexington
Books, 2008), 4.
92
Holbig and Gilley, “Reclaiming Legitimacy,” 410.
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Heike Holbig, “Remaking the CCP’s Ideology: Determinants, Progress and Limits under Hu Jintao,”
Journal of Current Chinese Affairs 38, no. 3 (2009): 50-51.
94
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Holbig, there is no true desire to promote Confucianism, but only to use ‘sterile clichés’
to counter societal contradictions, tensions, and possible subversive forces.
Billioud has a slightly different point of view, and uses a speech by Hu Jintao in
2005 in which the party leader elaborated on what is meant with ‘Harmonious Socialist
Society’. In this speech Hu provided a history of the idea of harmony – including China’s
ancient history – and quoted many great thinkers. Hu argued that many ancients talked
about harmony, but even though their ideas were right and just, these ideas could not be
put into practice because they lived in a (terrible) feudal society. By doing so, Hu thus
applied the New Confucians’ differentiation of ‘core Confucianism’ and ‘dynastical
Confucianism’. Hu continued his historical account by arguing that harmony was also

政 治 大
the disharmony created by uncontrolled capitalism. However, he cryptically admits that
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essential in socialist history, and that Marx’ historical materialism was meant to counter
95

class struggle does present a contradiction in this regard. He didn’t directly criticize Mao,
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and also summarized the contributions of the Maoist era to harmony. However, by
praising the second generation of leadership - Deng Xiaoping - for steering away from

‧

attributing a pivotal role to class struggle, he implicitly still criticized Mao. He defined
harmony in the contemporary society as “not resisting the existence of contradictions
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within society, but one of resolving them in appropriate fashion”.96
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Billioud interprets this speech as an evolution of Marxist theory, whereby class
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struggle is dropped in favor of harmony. Billioud thus concludes that this is a pragmatic
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shift, an ideological innovation within the borders of Marxism, which can help the CCP

engchi

to cultivate the image that it’s concerned with the interests of all citizens. One could
conclude therefore, that this version of harmony doesn’t – or only very remotely – refers
to the Confucian philosophical meaning of harmony.97

4.2.4. CCP Policy: Culture as Soft Power
This section starts with a general description of the Chinese ruling elite’s view of cultural
soft power. Secondly, an analysis of the Confucius Institutes’ is presented.

Billioud, “Confucianism,” 54-55.
Ibid, 55.
97
Dotson, “The Confucian Revival,” 6.
95
96
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Li analyzed the Chinese elites’ discourse on soft power, in order to see how they
view this subject, and what their soft power goals are. The majority of Chinese analysts
are quite faithful to Joseph Nye’s description of soft power as “the ability to get what you
want through attraction rather than coercion or payments,” and follow the parameters
for soft power identified by Nye: culture, political values and foreign policy. 9899100 Li
shows that many Chinese scholars “believe that the main reason for developing cultural
soft power is that of domestic cultural revitalization.”101 Li augments this argument by
quoting Hu Jintao, who said he has a twofold motivation: 1. to augment national cohesion;
2. to strengthen China’s position in the international arena. First, by steering the cultural
development at home, national cohesion can be enhanced. Secondly, a strong (traditional)

政 治 大
prestige – especially when we keep in mind that China was humiliated by some (Western)
立
cultural development increases China’s international standing, and the resulting national
nations not too long ago – also attributes to national cohesion. Both function to increase
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the CCP’s legitimacy.102

Another element stressed by Li is the ideological ground from which the CCP
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uses soft power. According to her, many amongst the elite exert that: “Western culture
brought industrialization to the world, but cannot provide effective solutions for the
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human beings’, and is valuable in overcoming Western obsession with omnipotent
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materialism, in resolving humankind’s growing spiritual crisis, reviving the worsening

engchi

natural environment and reining in escalating international conflicts.”103
According to Kurlantzick this is all part of the ‘peaceful development doctrine’,
whereby China tries to convince the world that it has peaceful goals, capabilities and
desires. This is a reaction to previous events. In the 1990s, some of China’s assertive
international hard power actions – aimed at intimidating some neighbors such as Vietnam,
Li Mingjiang, “China Debates Soft Power,” Chinese Journal of International Politics 2, no. 2 (2008):
287-308.
99
Joel Wuthnow, “The Concept of Soft Power in China’s Strategic Discourse’, Issues & Studies 44, no. 2
(2008):1-28.
100
Coercion and payments refers more to ‘hard power’, such as military capabilities.
101
Li, “China Debates Soft Power,” 293.
102
Ibid, 293.
103
Ibid, 307.
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Taiwan and Japan – created the ‘China threat school’, which sees similarities between the
historic ascend of Germany and Japan in the first half of the 20th century and
contemporary China. Consequently, China’s neighbors improved their ties with the U.S.,
which led to an increased U.S. military presence in the Asia-Pacific. After an internal
policy discussion in Beijing, CCP leaders decided to counter these developments – and
China’s related jingoistic international image – by focusing more on soft power.
Kurlantzick mentions many reasons for the elite to do so:
1. A better international image facilitates international trade.
2. Soft power can help to challenge U.S./Western soft power.
3. Soft power can increase its scarce amount of allies.104

政 治 大
mentions that the Chinese culture is used as a tool of public diplomacy. The latter term
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In order to promote the perception of China’s peaceful development, Kurlantzick

means “the cultivation of foreign audiences”. To conduct public diplomacy China:
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1. Expands the reach of its international media.

2. Organizes all kinds of Cultural exhibitions and events. An example is the launch of

‧

the ‘Confucius Peace Price’ in December 2010, as a reaction to the Nobel committee
awarding the Nobel peace prize to Chinese dissident Liu Xiaobo.105
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socialist/communist ideology; e.g. letting older ideological diplomats retire.
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4. Promotes the Chinese culture and language worldwide, by amongst others
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establishing Confucius Institutes, inviting overseas scholars, establishing exchange
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programs, and by providing scholarships.106

5. Promotes the idea of a ‘Beijing Consensus’ in International Relations which promotes
non-intervention and international aid without preconditions, as opposed to the U.S.
‘Washington Consensus’ whereby intervention is seen as justified e.g. in cases of
grave human rights violations, and whereby international aid is tied to preconditions
such as democracy and human rights. According to Lee, Confucian values like
‘harmony’ and ‘avoiding confrontation’ lay the basis for this theory. It is meant to
Joshua Kurlantzick, Charm Offensive, How China’s Soft Power is Transforming the World (New Haven,
Yale University Press, 2007), 37-60
105
Dotson, “The Confucian Revival,” 16-17.
106
Kurlantzick, Charm Offensive, 61-81.
104
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show a peaceful and benign face of China to the outside world, and is designed to be
especially attractive for developing countries.107
6. Promotes Confucianism to find international common ground with other Confucian
countries like Taiwan, Korea and Japan.108

4.2.4.1. Confucius Institutes
The ‘Chinese National Office for Teaching Chinese as a Foreign Language’, which is
governed by the Chinese Ministry of Education, is primarily known as being the spiritual
father of the Confucius Institutes (Hanban). Lai and Lu regard these institutes to be
Sinicized versions of such organizations as

政 治 大

the German Goethe-Institutes, the French
Alliance Fraincaise and the Japanese Japan
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Foundation, since all these organizations’

Lu regard these institutes to be one of the
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country’s language and culture.109110 Lai and
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main purpose is to promote their respective

Figure 4.2. Jia unveiling a Confucius statue
at the Confucius Institute in London
power. These authors argue that the model used by the Confucius Institutes gives them a
CCP’s main efforts to build cultural soft
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partnership. For the operation of a Confucius Institute, a Chinese partner – often a
critically acclaimed

with a foreign

counterpart, which is also often a well-established university or language institute.
Usually, the Chinese partner provides teachers, teaching materials and a part of the
funding, whereas the host university provides accommodation and another part of the
funding. 111 Since 2009, the annual report of the Confucius Institutes states that it’s
107

Lee, Confucius & Confucianism, 188-189.
Lee, Confucius & Confucianism, 191.
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at the Confucius Institute for Business in London.
“The Office of Chinese Language Council International Report 2006,” accessed July 13, 2014, page 3,
http://www.hanban.edu.cn/report/pdf/2006_final.pdf.
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striving to achieve a 1:1 funding relationship between the Chinese partner and its foreign
counterpart.112 This naturally gives Confucius Institutes a more firm financial basis than
similar Western and Japanese institutes.
What is the relevance of this subject? First of all, these institutes bear the name of
the former ‘ardent defender of slavery’, which underscores the assertion that a ‘historic
turn’ happened. Moreover, as mentioned by Lai and Lu, Confucius Institutes are a major
part of the Chinese cultural diplomacy, for whose purposes Confucianism is made
instrumental as shown by Li. 113114 The level of support from the Chinese government
therefore can give valuable insight in the importance it attaches to this form of cultural
diplomacy, which according to Li also has the purpose to emphasize a certain version of
Confucianism at home.115
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The first experimental institute was created in 2004. Afterwards, a major conference in
2006 inaugurated the actual launch of the program. This analysis is based on the annual
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reports provided by the Hanban website from 2006 to 2012, and strives to look at the
expansion of the program by determining the variables ‘budget’, ‘number of Confucius
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Institutes’, ‘number of countries with Confucius Institutes’ and the ‘number of students
enrolled in Confucius Institutes’. How this analysis was conducted will be explained in
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the notes below table 4.1.116 Table 4.2., as well as the subsequent graphs, will present the
actual research findings.
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“The Office of Chinese Language Council International Report 2009,” accessed July 13, 2014, page 19.
http://www.hanban.edu.cn/report/pdf/2009_final.pdf.
113
Lai and Lu, China’s Soft Power, 91-92.
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Table 4.1. Confucius Institutes Variables
Annual
report

Budget

2006117
2007118
2008119
2009120
2010121
2011122
2012123
Notes

***
***
***
****

Number of
Confucius
Institutes*

Countries with
Confucius
Institutes

Enrolled
students**

*****

政 治 大

* This number is the sum of Confucius Institutes and Confucius Classrooms.
** Only students who follow regular language courses at the Confucius Institutes were
counted, excluding those who visited the institutes for special exhibitions, single lectures,
or other events.
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*** Up until the 2008 report, only the expenditure of the Confucius Institutes is
mentioned, not the way the cash is raised. Therefore, the 2006-2008 figures are based on
the annual expenditure.

‧

**** The 2009 report all of a sudden mentions that the funding for the Confucius
Institutes is provided for 50 % by China – through the Ministry of Education – and for 50
% by the host country or university. In the 2009 report, it is specified that both sides
provided 119 Million USD.
The author of this thesis chose to use the specified funding for the period 20092012, and the total expenditure provided for the years 2006-2008. The reader should
therefore keep in mind that the numbers provided for the years 2006-2008 might be based
on disinformation, and could have been only for 50% funded by the Chinese government.
However, the Annual Reports from 2006-2008 don’t specify which part is provided by
the Chinese government, and which part by the foreign counterpart.
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***** The total amount of funds is mentioned as 275 million USD, whereby both sides
financial input comes down to a ratio of 1:1. The Chinese part therefore is 137.5 million
USD. This is mentioned in the 2011 report as a year on year increase of 12.9%, which
contrasts with the financial statement of 2010, which plainly mentioned both sides
financial input as 167 million USD.
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Accessed July 13, 2014, http://www.hanban.edu.cn/report/pdf/2006_final.pdf.
Accessed July 13, 2014, http://www.hanban.edu.cn/report/pdf/2007_final.pdf.
119
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Research Findings
Table 4.2.
Annual
report

Budget (in millions
of USD)

2006
2007
2008
2009
2010
2011
2012

56 (350 mil. RMB)
74 (460 mil. RMB)
132 (820 mil. RMB)
119
167
137.5
196.3

Graph 4.1.

Number of
Confucius
Institutes
122
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305
554
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858
935

Countries with
Confucius
Institutes
49
66
78
88
96
105
108
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Research Analysis

2012

As shown in the charts above, the CCP clearly enthusiastically supports these institutes.
The number of Confucius Institutes, enrolled students, and the budget allocated from the
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government all grew explosively in only seven years. Lai and Lu mention that China by
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now dwarfs other countries in the amount of money it spends on the dissemination of its
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Confucianism – in this case by being the namegiver to its cultural institutes – in the buildup of cultural soft power.124

4.3. CONCLUSION
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Guo is one of those authors who interpret the developments described in this chapter as
highly significant. To illustrate how these ‘Confucian revival enthusiasts’ argue, his view
will be presented first. According to him, the developments of the last few decades in fact
embody a return to Confucian humanism, which he defines as “the dominant governing
philosophy since the Han dynasty. The ruler believes that human beings are precious and
should be treated as such by rulers. Human beings’ basic needs should be satisfied. The
Mandate of Heaven is tacitly understood as a mandate of the people. The ruler with the

124

Lai and Lu, China’s Soft Power, 91-92.
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Mandate of Heaven, possesses the quality of virtue, shows respect to his subjects, follows
the rules of the ancestors, and tries to win the hearts and minds of the people, will be
considered a just and legitimate one (…..) Yet, the Confucian humanism does not
embrace individual freedom and equality. It is paternalistic and hierarchical in
nature.” 125 What’s valuable about Guo’s observation, is that the party’s use of
Confucianism indeed to some degree resembles the ‘dominant governing philosophy
since the Han Dynasty’, since the party emphasizes the same hierarchical and autocratic
elements, and uses other Confucian notions to create Weberian traditional legitimacy.
However, Guo ignores the fact the party clearly still clings to its Marxist/Socialist
ideological basis, and is not prepared to let ‘Political Confucianism’ fundamentally

政 治 大
contemporary China has many forms, but all seem to represent fragments which in no
立
reorganize society and politics. Moreover, as Billioud concludes, Confucianism in

way approach the hegemonic dimension which Confucianism had during imperial
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times.126 Thus, there is almost no evidence for farfetched conclusions like those which
Bell and Guo make.
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The CCP clearly only envisages to use Confucianism as a pragmatic tool to
enhance its rule, and even more or less openly admits to do so. The CCP will not let this
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tradition rock the boat. Wu even states that when Confucianism doesn’t serve its purpose
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anymore, it will most likely be discarded.127 However, Fan mentions that the connection
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between cultural pride and nationalism has been firmly established, from which the CCP
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can profit through its legacy as unifier of the country. 128 Related to the above, Meissner
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believes that by reconstructing the country’s cultural identity, Confucianism can give
people ‘new’ continuity in these discontinuous times. 129 Therefore, it is not to be
expected that Confucianism will become useless, at least not in the foreseeable future.
However, the party will continue to keep a wary eye on those sprouts of
Confucianism which challenge its hold on power, such as those of Confucians like Jiang
Qing. Ai narrates about this ambiguity within the party as follows: “several socialist
scholars working in the party’s top think-tank, the Central Party School, state that
Guo, China’s Quest, 32-34.
Billioud, “Confucianism,” 64.
127
Wu, “The revival of Confucianism,” 1-2.
128
Fan, “Confucius meets Mao,” 60-62.
129
Meissner, “China’s Search,” 41.
125
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official

approval

of

Chinese

tradition

is

tempered

with

suspicions

about

Confucianism”. 130 The party thus utilizes a selection of Confucianism because it
stimulates legitimacy-enhancing nationalism, helps to sooth social unrest, supports
authoritarianism, can relegitimize some elements of socialism, helps China to get a
gentler face abroad and at home, and moreover helps to facilitate China’s economic
ascent. 131 The party actively tries to steer the revival of Confucianism in society and
amongst intellectuals into this direction. We can conclude from all the above, that
Confucianism is being refunctionalized into a somewhat similar – but much less
hegemonic – function as it had during the Chinese imperial dynasties: a selective reading
of the old master can help to maintain order and stability for an authoritarian regime.
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Ai, “The Refunctioning of Confucianism,” 32.
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5. CONFUCIANISM AND THE CCP LEGITIMACY
STRATEGY SINCE 1989: AN EMPIRICAL ANALYSIS
Based on primary sources, what is the role of Confucianism in the CCP’s legitimacy
strategy since 1989?
The previous chapter shows that the CCP started to use a selection of Confucianism,
motivated by pragmatism and opportunism. However, these research findings are solely
based on a review of available academic literature, and therefore need to be augmented
by other sources. Therefore, this chapter was originally dedicated to try to discover if the
use of language with regards to Confucianism in primary sources betrays the latter’s role

治
政
大the party actually doesn’t make
the same conclusions? However, as mentioned before,
立 or Confucius in official speeches or texts. Therefore,
direct references to Confucianism
in the CCP’s legitimacy strategy. Based on primary sources, will it be possible to draw
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this chapter will look into references to the related subject ‘traditional Chinese culture’.
In order to do that, the following sources were analyzed:
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1. The reports to the National Congress of the Communist Party from 1956 to 2012.
2. The last four five-year plans.
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of course a considerable handicap. It would for example have been very relevant to
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analyze China’s main newspapers. However, unfortunately most of them don’t have
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extensive English online archives.
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5.1. CCP NATIONAL CONGRESSES
The National Congress of the Communist Party of China is in theory the most powerful
organ within the CCP, and convenes every five years in the Great Hall of the People in
Beijing. However, in practice, important decisions are made beforehand by the Politburo
Standing Committee, which are announced during the National Congress. At this event,
the General Secretary of the Central Committee usually gives the keynote address, which
is the subject of the analysis below.

89

5.1.1. Methodology
First of all, these speeches were searched by using ‘search words’ related to culture.
Subsequently, the textual contexts of all these words were evaluated, to see what kind of
references were made: to ‘socialist’ culture, to ‘traditional’ culture, to culture in general,
or irrelevant references? This was done for all instances of every search word.
Subsequently this was quantified, which enabled the historical development of the use of
the word ‘culture’ to be painted. Simultaneously, a qualitative analysis was made, by
analyzing every reference to the traditional culture, as well as references to other search
words. What message does the party want to bring across regarding China’s traditions?
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Naturally, picking the right search words is a delicate matter. There are a large
number of possible terms which can be used to refer to the traditional Chinese culture.
diligent as possible, he humbly asks the reader’s understanding
that coming from the West will have resulted in misinterpretations
of references for which a sound understanding of the Chinese
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Even though the author of this thesis tried to do this analysis as
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Table 5.1.
Congress Ancient
11th
0
12th
0
13th
0
14th
0
15th
0
16th
0
17th
1
18th
0

cultural context is necessary. Moreover, the choice of search words
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were most expedient to use. Some terms didn’t result in useable
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data, and therefore weren’t utilized. An example is the search term
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U 5.2., delivered more results, but
Likewise, the search term ‘civilization’,
h e n gshown
c h ini table

‘Ancient’ which is shown in table 5.1. The number under ‘Ancient’ is the amount of hits.

puzzled the author of this thesis with regards as to how to interpret it. Under civilization
the absolute amount of hits is shown. Subsequently, the use of civilization is interpreted

as either referring to China’s traditional culture, to socialist culture, as unspecified, or as
Table 5.2.

irrelevant.
Congress
11th
12th
13th
14th
15th
16th
17th
18th

Civilization

Unspecified

Traditional

38

3
13
6
3

Socialist

Irrelevant

38

1
1
1
1

2
1
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9
1

2
1
3
2

Therefore, the following search words were chosen for the quantitative analysis: ‘culture’,
‘cultural’, ‘culturally’ and ‘tradition(s)’. On the one hand, these words were chosen
because they delivered the most workable results, but on the other hand they also show
the most overlap with the ‘traditional Chinese culture. In the qualitative analysis, next to
the abovementioned search words, the words ‘religion’, ‘religious’, ‘morality’ and
‘civilization’ were also utilized.
By now the reader will have already gotten an idea of how this research has been
carried out. First, the texts were searched with these search words, whereby the
appearance of a search word is a ‘hit’. However, these hits by themselves have no
meaning; it is the context which gives them one. Therefore, the textual context of every

政 治 大
words ‘Socialist culture’ are used in a text, it doesn’t refer to the traditional Chinese
立

hit has been analyzed, in order to determine in which category it belongs. When the
culture. Nor does a reference to ‘culture’ necessarily indicate that it was meant for the
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traditional Chinese culture. Therefore, four categories were made.
1. Only when it was clear that the reference was made to the traditional Chinese culture,
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was it adopted into this category. Example: “We should develop a system for
carrying forward fine traditional culture and promote outstanding traditional
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2. When the reference was made to Maoist, Communist or Socialist culture, the
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reference was counted as ‘socialist culture’. An example of the latter is: “We must

Ch

i
n
U

adhere to the goal of advancing socialist culture.”

engchi

v

3. When there was no clear indication what was meant, it was incorporated under the
term ‘unspecified’. An example: “the cultural sector should become a pillar of the
economy.” It is not specified in the text if ‘cultural sector’ should be viewed as
socialist, traditional, both, or neither of those.
4. When a hit didn’t contain a relevant reference to culture, it was appointed to the
category ‘irrelevant’. For example: “vigorously promote advanced military culture”,
and “improve the culture of clean government.” Moreover, double references were
put in this category. An example of the latter is “traditional culture”, which gives a
hit under the search words ‘tradition’ and ‘culture’. Under this system, it still counts
as only one hit for ‘traditional’.
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Table. 5.3. Analyzed Party Congress Speeches.
Party Congress
Speech given by:
Date (dd/mm/yyyy)
th
8 **
Liu Shao-Chi
15/09/19561
9th
Lin Piao
14/04/19692
10th
Chou En-Lai
24/08/19733
th
11
Hua Kuo-Feng
12/08/19774
12th
Hu Yaobang
01/09/19825
th
13
Zhao Ziyang
25/10/1987*
th
14
Jiang Zemin
12/10/19926
th
15
Jiang Zemin
12/09/19977
16th
Jiang Zemin
08/11/20028
17th
Hu Jintao
15/10/20079
th
18
Hu Jintao
08/11/201210
Notes
 *No English translation found. A reason for the absence of Zhao Zhiyang’s speech at
the 13th Congress might very well be his support for the students during the
Tiananmen Square protests in 1989. Afterwards, he was stripped of all positions, and
placed under house arrest until his death in 2005.11
 **Party congresses before the 8th one are those before the establishment of the PRC,
as the 7th congress was held in 1945. For this reason, and because their English
translations were untraceable, these early party congresses are left out. Moreover,
party congresses during the Mao-era were held irregularly, which explain the gap
between the 8th and 9th party congress.
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“Eight National congress of the Communist Party of China,” accessed May 25, 2014,
https://www.marxists.org/subject/china/documents/cpc/8th_congress.htm.
2
“Report to the Ninth National Congress of the Communist Party of China,” accessed May 25, 2014,
https://www.marxists.org/subject/china/documents/cpc/9th_congress_report.htm.
3
“The Tenth National Congress of the Communist Party of China,” accessed May 25, 2014,
https://www.marxists.org/subject/china/documents/10_Cong.htm.
4
“The 11th National Congress,” accessed May 25, 2014, http://www.bjreview.com.cn/90th/201104/26/content_357494_8.htm.
5
“The 12th National Congress,” accessed May 25, 2014, http://www.bjreview.com.cn/90th/201104/12/content_357550_9.htm.
6
“Full Text of Jiang Zemin’s Report at 14th National Congress,” accessed May 25, 2014,
http://www.bjreview.com.cn/document/txt/2011-03/29/content_363504.htm.
7
“Hold High the Great Banner of Deng Xiaoping Theory for an All-round Advancement of the Cause of
Building Socialism with Chinese Characteristics’ Into the 21 st Century, “accessed May 25, 2014,
http://www.bjreview.com.cn/document/txt/2011-03/25/content_363499.htm.
8
“Full Text of Jiang Zemin’s report at the 16th Party Congress,” accessed May 25, 2014,
http://www.china.org.cn/english/features/49007.htm.
9
“Hu Jintao’s Report at the 17th Party Congress, accessed May 25, 2014,
http://www.china.org.cn/english/congress/229611.htm.
10
“Hu Jintao’s Report at the 18th Party Congress,” accessed May 25, 2014,
http://www.wantchinatimes.com/UploadFiles/Hu%20Jintao's%20report%20at%2018th%20Party%20.
11
Jim Yardley, “Zhao Ziyang, Chinese Leader Purged for Supporting Tiananmen Protesters, Dies at 85’,
The New York Times, January 17, 2005, accessed May 26, 2014,
http://www.nytimes.com/2005/01/17/international/asia/17zhao.html?_r=0.
1
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5.1.2. Quantitative Analysis
Table 5.4. presents the results of the quantitative analysis. The development regarding the
absolute amount of hits is shown in graph 5.1. However, to get a clearer impression of
what these numbers mean, percentages were calculated. Moreover, irrelevant hits were
deleted. Table 5.5. is the result of both improvements. The results from table 5.5. are
presented in graph 5.2.
Table 5.4. Results
Congress

Hits

Unspecified

8th
9th
10th
11th
12th
14th
15th
16th
17th
18th

28
46
8
33
44
33
60
87
85
103

11
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1
3
6
10
8

Irrelevant
4
1
2
12
7
2
8
10
4
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Table 5.5. Percentages
Congress

Hits

Unspecified

8th
9th
10th
11th
15th
12th
14th
16th
17th
18th

24
45
8
31
58
32
26
79
75
99

46%

Socialist
culture
41%
100%
87%
65%
36%
56%
31%
30%
13%
12%

5%
4%
9%
13%
8%

政 治 大

Irrelevant hits are subtracted from total amount of hits (hits – irrelevant).
Percentages are calculated (row/hits).
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16th

17th

18th

5.1.3. Quantitative Analysis Research Findings


When looking at the absolute amount of hits, it is clear that over time more and more
references were made to culture and tradition, especially since the 15th party congress
(1997).



When looking at percentages, the references to socialist culture saw a steady drop
from 100% at the 9th party congress in 1969, towards 12% at the 18th party congress
in 2012.



Moreover, from the 14th party congress on (1992), references to the traditional
Chinese culture started to pop up.
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Finally the number of unspecified references to culture increased greatly over time.
Where the first few party congresses were quite clear in their use of language, and put
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most references in a Marxist context, later congresses used much more general
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language. This more general language could have a strong message too. As
unspecified language is more open to interpretation, and more filled in by the general
societal context as well as other party policy and use of language, the Chinese public
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since the 1980s will at least partially have associated the word ‘culture’ with the
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Chinese traditional culture. This may be exactly what the party wants.
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The above is congruent with the analysis in the previous chapters, in which it became
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clear that the party started to use culture as pragmatic legitimacy-enhancing tool,
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this infamous incident, the 14h Congress in 1992,
e n g c h i U combines almost all the above
elements. Even though the absolute number of hits stayed roughly the same as before, it
especially after the Tiananmen Square Incident in 1989. The first party Congress after
th

contains the first direct references to the Chinese traditional culture, the number of
references to socialist culture dropped impressively, and the number of unspecified
references rose quite sharply. It should however be mentioned that because the 13th party
congress speech by Zhao Ziyang is missing, these changes are amplified as they project
the changes in the use of language over eight years. However, it is unmistakably true that
around this time, a development has been put in motion which is congruent with the
findings in the last chapter.
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5.1.4. Qualitative Analysis Research Findings


Religion has also been a search term in this analysis, but has not been adopted in the
quantitative analysis. A clear development in the use of language regarding religion
can be distilled. Before Jiang’s speech at the 16th congress, religion is only
mentioned as a subject which the party must keep in check, and which should be
organized under a socialist framework. More gravely, sometimes it is even
mentioned as a potential source of conflict in society. However, since Hu’s speech at
the 17th congress, there have been some positive references to religion. Hu
highlighted the positive role of religious figures and believers in China. Hu repeated
these remarks in the 18th congress. An example: “We should comprehensively

政 治 大

implement the Party's basic policy on religion and fully leverage the positive role of
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religious figures and believers in promoting economic and social development.”12
Since the 15th congress, positive references have been made to the Chinese
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‘Civilization’, which consistently featured the fact that the Chinese civilization is
5000 year old history and has made ‘great contributions to mankind’. An example by
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Jiang Zemin during the 16th congress: “For more than 5,000 years, the Chinese
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nation has evolved a great national spirit centering on patriotism and featuring unity
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Another interesting finding is the language used during the 8th party congress in 1956
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and solidarity, love of peace, industry, courage and ceaseless self-improvement.”13
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of China’s traditions, such h
as: “While criticizing
e n g c h i U feudal and bourgeois systems of
thought, we must exercise great care in taking over what is of use to the people from
by Liu Shao-Chi. Surprisingly, he made a few references to possibly positive aspects

the cultural heritage of the past.”14 Moreover, a relatively high percentage of his
references to culture were unspecified. The subsequent party Congresses during the
1960s and 1970s saw the use of quite different language. This unmistakably has to
do with the Chinese internal party politics of these Maoist decades, which will not be
discussed in this thesis. It would however be an interesting subject for future
historical research.
12

http://www.wantchinatimes.com/UploadFiles/Hu%20Jintao's%20report%20at%2018th%20Party%20Con
gress.pdf, accessed May 25,2104.
13
Accessed May 25, 2104, http://www.china.org.cn/english/features/49007.htm.
14
Accessed May 25, 2104, https://www.marxists.org/subject/china/documents/cpc/8th_congress.htm.
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5.2 FIVE-YEAR PLANS
Five-year-plans - or guidelines - are put forth by the Central committee, and then passed
by the National People’s Congress.

5.2.1. Methodology
The methodology used to analyze this subject is exactly the same as the methodology
used for the previous subject.


Unfortunately, only the last four five-year-plans’ English translation were found
online. This is a severe restriction. However, from summaries of all previous fiveyear-plans, it becomes clear that before little attention was paid to cultural themes.19

政 治 大
Therefore, by analyzing the 9 to 12 five-year-plans’ use of language regarding
立

When mentioned, the realization of socialist culture was the main focal point.
th

th

‘culture’, and by subsequently contrasting this to the above painted picture of
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previous five-year-plans, it was still be possible to draw some interesting conclusions.


First, a quantitative analysis will be presented based on the search words ‘culture’,
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‘cultural’, ‘culturally’ and ‘tradition(s)’. Afterwards, a qualitative analysis will be
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Table 5.6. Analyzed five-year Plans
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Five year plan
9th
10th
11th
12th

sit

‘religion’, ‘civilization’ and ‘ancient’.

Speech given by:
Ii Peng15
Jiang Zemin16
Hu Jintao17
Hu Jintao18
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presented, for which the previous terms were used, supplemented by the terms

v
n i 1996-2000
Date

2001-2005
2006-2010
2011-2015

15
“Report on the Outline of the Ninth Five-Year Plan 1996-2000 for National Economic and Social
development and the Long-ranging objectives to the year 2010,” accessed June 26, 2014,
http://www.china.org.cn/95e/95-english1/2.htm.
16
“Report on the Outline of the Tenth-Five-Year Plan for National Economic Development,” accessed June
26, 2014, http://english.gov.cn/official/2005-07/29/content_18334.htm.
17
“Outline of the National 11th Five-year Plan Period Cultural Development Plan,” accessed June 26, 2014,
http://chinacopyrightandmedia.wordpress.com/2006/09/13/outline-of-the-national-11th-five-year-planperiod-cultural-development-plan/.
18
“Outline of the cultural Reform and Development Plan during the National ’12 th Five Year Plan’ Period,”
accessed June 26, 2014, http://chinacopyrightandmedia.wordpress.com/2012/02/16/outline-of-the-culturalreform-and-development-plan-during-the-national-12th-five-year-plan-period/.
19
Lauren Mack, “Chinese History: Five-year Plans,” accessed July 14, 2014,
http://chineseculture.about.com/od/historyofchina/a/Chinese-History-Five-Year-Plan.htm.
Example: the 7th year plan. Accessed July 14, 2014, http://english.gov.cn/2006-04/05/content_245695.htm.
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5.2.2. Quantitative Analysis
Table 5.7. Results
Five year
plan
9th
10th
11th
12th

Hits

Unspecified

39
21
581
487

18
13
425
377

Traditional
culture
2

Socialist
culture
15
1
9
11

19
23

Irrelevant
4
7
128
76

Table 5.8. Processed Results
Hits

Traditional
culture
2

政 治 大

35
18
14
13
453
425
19
411
377
23
Irrelevant hits are subtracted from the total number of hits.
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1
9
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Table 5.9. Percentages
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5.2.3. Quantitative Analysis Research Findings
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When looking at the absolute number of hits, it is clear that since Hu Jintao’s
speech at the 11th five-year plan, the references to culture increased explosively:

‧

from 14 references by Jiang Zemin at the 10th five-year-plan, to 453 references by
Hu Jintao at the 11th five-year-plan.
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However, when looking at the percentages, Hu seems to have mainly continued
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Jiang’s pattern of references. Both Jiang and Hu made more than 90% unspecified
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references to culture, and only a small amount of references to socialist culture.
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Hu did make some references to traditional culture, which Jiang didn’t. However,
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it would be short-sighted to conclude that this was a revolutionary development,
as Li Peng already made 6% of his references to the traditional culture during the
9th five-year plan.


The most remarkable finding is the difference in percentages between the 9th fiveyear-plan, and subsequent plans. In li Peng’s speech at the 9th plan, 43 % of
references were made to socialist culture, and the rest was mainly unspecified,
with a small amount of references to the traditions. His successors’ references
changed significantly, and made much less references to socialist culture, and
showed an increased amount of references to unspecified culture.
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Thus, these results are largely congruent with the results of the previous subject, as well
as with some results of chapter four. Over time, the references to socialist culture
dwindled, and much more references to culture are unspecified. Moreover, a small, but
increasing percentage of references are made to China’s traditional culture. Moreover, the
importance of culture in the CCP’s strategy can be shown by the amount of references to
culture, which exploded since Hu Jintao’s administration.

5.2.4. Qualitative Analysis Research Findings


Billioud mentions that the 11th five year plan’s references to culture were hailed by
Confucian enthusiast as a sign of the party’s growing affection for Confucianism.20

治
政
long-lasting splendor has made gigantic contributions
大 to the cultural progress of
立 multiplied, inherited through the national vein, spiritual
humankind, it is the endlessly
He quotes the following section: “The Chinese culture with five thousand years of
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link of the Chinese nation”. Similar sections from the 11th and 12th plan also make
positive references to the traditions. However, in these plans, Billioud and others
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seem to overlook the fact that that the traditions are actually presented as just a means
to reach a certain goal. Namely, the means to reach the goal of socialism. A revival of
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the traditions is not presented as a goal itself. This can be illustrated by quoting the
closing remarks of the paragraph in which the above quotation is located: “Making
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socialist advanced culture flourish and develop, establishing national self-confidence,
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driver for the realization of the
h i U of the magnificent objective of
n g cconstruction

inspiring national spirits, inevitably provides an ideological guarantee and spiritual

a relatively well-off society, constituting socialism and a harmonious society.”


As mentioned before, the party is remarkably honest about its intentions. In these
documents, it repeatedly implicitly acknowledges that it is pragmatically using
elements of the traditions, and wishes to blend this into a mix of socialist legacy and
foreign cultural practices, which altogether should strengthen China (and the party).
The following quote from the 12th plan underscores this argument: “carrying forward
excellent national cultural traditions and the revolutionary cultural traditions shaped
since the May Fourth movement, studying and learning from foreign beneficial

Sebastien Billioud, “Confucianism, Cultural Tradition and Official Discourses in China at the Start of the
New Century,” China Perspectives 3 (2007): 53.

20
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cultural innovation achievements, being tolerant and open-minded, widely learning
from others’ strong points, strengthening cultural products’ zeitgeist and influence.”


As mentioned in chapter four, the traditional culture’s importance in schools is
actively being increased. This can be shown by a quote from the 11th five-year plan:
“Attaching importance to China’s excellent traditional culture education and
traditional scripture and artistry heritage. In primary schools meeting conditions,
offering courses such as calligraphy, painting, traditional arts, etc., in secondary
schools’ language and literature courses, suitably expanding the proportion of
traditional classics and model essays, poems, etc., all learning disciplines in primary
and secondary schools must combine the characteristics of the discipline with

政 治 大
The party, very interestingly,
立 makes clear that the socialist legacy has also become a

Chinese excellent traditional culture content.”


part of China’s traditions: “making the most of the good traditions shaped during the
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long time of the party leading the people in revolution and struggle, construction and
practice, striving to construct socialist ideology and moral systems suited to the
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socialist market economy, coordinated with the socialist legal system, carrying on the
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Moreover, like mentioned in chapter four, the popular revival of Confucianism is
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certainly a reason for the CCP to co-opt this movement, as shown by the following
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governmental input strength, establishing and completing government input and
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guarantee mechanisms mated to the national strength and suited to the cultural needs
of the popular masses.”
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6. CONCLUSION
What is the role of Confucianism in the CCP’s legitimacy strategy since 1989?
After functioning as dynastical China’s state religion and ideology for more than two
millennia, Confucianism underwent a profound re-interpretation. Humiliating encounters
with Western powers and Japan during the 19th and early 20th century created Derrida’s
‘specters of history’ – representing the influence of historical experiences – whose
ghostly whisperings convinced some of the need for iconoclasm, which was later put into
practice by the CCP after the foundation of the PRC in 1949. However, the Maoist state
failed to bring a fundamental cultural and mental revolution to the common man in China.

治
政
大to have usurping ambitions by
the Western culture, which however soon proved
立 for the Tiananmen Square Movement in 1989. ‘Tiananmen’
providing the fertile ground
During the subsequent reform era, some hoped that this iconoclastic job could be done by
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was the embodiment of a legitimacy deficit faced by the party around that time, which
was partly caused by the failings of the Mao-era that had discredited the Marxist-Maoist
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ideology, and partly caused by the revolutionary changes of the reform era. The party
responded to this challenge with remarkable adaptability. It was prepared to use all kinds
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of means to restore its legitimacy base. One of those means was already alive in the
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hearts and minds of the Chinese people, and already during the early 1980s it dawned on
the party that it could help to support its rule in many ways: Confucianism.
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traditional Chinese culture didn’t
e n gwholeheartedly,
c h i U and although the party keeps

However, this rapprochement with the most profound determinant of the

up appearances, under the surface its attitude towards Confucianism is dotted with
ambiguity. On the one hand, the party wishes to utilize a selection of Confucian teachings
to enhance its rule. But on the other hand, there is considerable suspicion amongst the
party ranks towards ‘subversive’ forms of ‘political Confucianism’ that propose to reform
Chinese society and politics towards Confucian ideals, which would threaten to destroy
the party’s most beloved possession: its hold on power. The CCP is certainly not
prepared to let Confucianism fundamentally restructure China, as authors like Bell
suggest. Instead, it seems to cling to some degree to its nominal ideology. As shown in
the previous chapter, even though its references to socialist culture drop over time, the
traditional Chinese culture is still being presented as only a tool to develop socialist ideals.

102

Thus, the party co-opted the spontaneous societal and academic Confucian revival,
and tried to steer it – by selecting some elements and discarding others – into a form
which supports its goals. The resulting fragmented version of Confucianism has become
part of the CCP’s legitimacy strategy for a number of reasons. First of all, ‘mind
Confucianism’ can help to sooth social unrest – caused by China’s endemic corruption,
rampant income inequality and environmental degradation – by providing ‘opium for the
people’. Secondly, certain Confucian doctrines enable the party to stress hierarchy,
paternalism and loyalty to the existing order, which justifies the continuation of
authoritarian one-party rule. Thirdly, it can use some Confucian elements and modes of
governing, which are familiar to the populace, to create Weberian traditional legitimacy.
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Confucianism by stressing their similarities, the party strives to relegitimize some
立

Fourthly, by supporting ‘socialist Confucianism’, which tries to reconcile socialism with

elements of its nominal ideology. Fifthly, the revival of Confucianism leads to national
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pride, which enables the party to capitalize on its nationalist legacy as unifier of the
country. Sixthly, the revival of the traditions can help the CCP to fill its cultural soft
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power arsenal, which helps China to get a gentler face abroad, while the resulting
international standing attributes to national pride and national cohesion at home.
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Westernization. Finally, the party uses Confucianism to provide a fitting narrative and
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cultural/spiritual framework for capitalism, which helps to facilitate China’s economic
ascent.
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The saying ‘keep your friends close, but your enemies closer’ characterizes the
party’s motivation to act like it does. Since the party is very aware that Confucianism can
function as friend and enemy, the party keeps both close by co-opting and steering its
resurrection. We can conclude from all the above that Confucianism is being
refunctionalized into a somewhat similar – but much less hegemonic – position as it had
during the Chinese imperial dynasties: a selective reading of the old master can facilitate
stability for an authoritarian regime. Therefore, the role of Confucianism in the CCP’s
legitimacy strategy is old wine – symbolizing the way in which dynastical China has used
a selection of Confucian teachings to enhance its rule for two millennia – in a new
socialist bottle.
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Further Research
One of the restrictions of this research is that the current role of Marxism/socialism as
official ideology has barely been touched upon. Authors like Bell argue that the weakness
of Marxism/socialism makes Confucianism a better alternative. Therefore, what is
actually the meaning of its nominal ideology for the CCP? Since this subject borders
upon the main subject of this research, the author of this thesis still has a speculative
answer to this question:
In many respects, the party shed its ideological feathers. It for example stimulates
government institutes to carry out technocratic policies, and selects officials by

治
政
ideology, because Marxism/Socialism represents: 大
立autocratic one-party rule. Even though Confucianism is also
 A justification of

meritocratic – as opposed to ideological – criteria. However, it is tied to its formal
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often characterizes as autocratic, Confucians like Jiang Qing argue for the
‘Confucianization’ of the CCP, and propose a separation of powers, which would
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both at least lessen the CCP’s hold on power.

The CCP’s nationalist legacy as unifier of the country, which happened under the
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banner of Marxism-Maoism.
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Therefore, the author of this thesis suspects that the benefits of its current ideology
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outweigh the dangers that a shift towards Confucianism would entail. However, further
research is needed to substantiate or refute this claim with more evidence.
Next, chapter five only analyzed a restricted number of primary sources. It would
be very relevant to apply the same type of quantitative and qualitative analysis on other
sources, in order to get a clearer picture of the kind of message the CCP wishes to convey
in its use of language. An analysis of Chinese media would for example be very relevant.
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