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CHAPTER 5

Why Speak of “East Asian Confucianisms”?

Chun-chieh HUANG

P r i o r  to  t h e  t u r n  of the twenty-first century, very little research had 
been conducted on “East Asian Confucianisms” in Chinese academia.1 How-
ever, in 2000, a team from National Taiwan University initiated the “Research 
Project on the Interpretation of Confucian Classics in Early Modern East Asia,” 
which served as the first stage of research until 2004. This East Asian research 
project has been developing in stages, and since 2011 it has been conducted as 
the “Program of East Asian Confucianisms” and was set to continue until 2019. 
This initiative has ushered into the field a steadily growing number of scholars. 
Meanwhile, National Taiwan University Press had begun publishing a number 
of series of books on East Asian Confucianisms and East Asian culture, most 
notably Studies in East Asian Confucianisms, Research Materials in East Asian 
Confucianisms, and Studies in East Asian Civilizations. Nearly two hundred 
books have been published by National Taiwan University Press, and many 
have been reprinted in simplified-character editions in the People’s Republic 
of China. Japanese and Korean scholars have also begun to conduct studies on 
Confucianism from a regional East Asian perspective, and even some mainland 
Chinese scholars are beginning to write books on East Asian Confucianisms.2

The theoretical foundations and future prospects of this new field of East 
Asian Confucianisms still await deep and extensive scholarly deliberations. In 
2003, the methodological problems that would form the initial dialogue for 
these deliberations were examined in my article “How Is East Asian Confucian-
isms Possible [as a Field of Study]?”3 The present essay examines the related 
question “Why Is East Asian Confucianisms Necessary?” The next section dis-
cusses the special features of East Asian Confucianisms, and the subsequent sec-
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tion considers the prospects of East Asian Confucianisms as a new field in the 
present academic world, providing the foundation for a new humanistic spirit 
for the twenty-first-century age of globalization. The final section concludes 
the study.

What Is “East Asian Confucianisms?”

The content and special features of “East Asian Confucianisms” can be viewed 
from a variety of perspectives, the most significant of which are: (1) the interac-
tion between part and whole, and (2) the contrast between form and content.

With regard to the interaction between part and whole, the term “East 
Asian Confucianisms” is intended to stress that within the rich diversity of the 
Chinese, Japanese, Korean, and Vietnamese cultures and traditions, and within 
their differing Confucianisms, lies a common core of shared intellectual and 
ethical factors. This special feature of East Asian Confucianisms has several 
dimensions.

First, “East Asian Confucianisms” refers to the impact of Confucian val-
ues as manifested in indigenous thought and culture. The diversity of localized 
formations of Confucian thought and culture across East Asia is not a mere 
mosaic of these localized manifestations. As a matter of fact, the Confucianisms 
of the countries of East Asia have influenced one another through exchanges 
and interactions for centuries. Just as “Christendom,” featuring a plethora of dis-
tinctive localized forms, was formed through religious and cultural exchanges 
and interactions across Western Europe, a similar sort of “Confuciandom” took 
shape across East Asia. The use of the term “Confuciandom” underscores the 
fact that despite the rich variety of localized manifestations of East Asian Con-
fucianisms, there is a distinctive regional wholeness of intellectual and ethical 
factors that are held in common.

Next, the regional wholeness of East Asian Confucianisms does not exist 
as an abstraction over and above the concrete exchanges and interactions going 
on among the Confucian traditions of the East Asian countries. Rather, it 
exists—while growing and developing—right in the midst of these exchanges 
and interactions among these diverse East Asian Confucian traditions. The 
watchword here is “in the midst of.” Again, this wholeness is not to be regarded 
as something “over and above.”

Furthermore, since East Asian Confucianisms exist in the midst of, and 
not over and above, the cultural exchanges and interactions among the coun-
tries of East Asia, it cannot be regarded as a single, fixed, and unchanging intel-
lectual form that originated and was rigidly defined over 2,600 years ago on the 
Shandong Peninsula in China. Rather, we must appreciate that it has under-
gone a continuous and ongoing process of development for over two thousand 
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years across East Asia. Not only have East Asian Confucianisms progressed over 
time; they have adapted to suit each different locale they have encountered so 
that the manifestations of Confucian tradition in each locale seamlessly reflect 
the special features of that place while still instilling the central core values of 
Confucianism.

As mentioned above, the special feature, the wholeness, of East Asian 
Confucianisms exists in the midst of and not over and above the cultural and 
intellectual exchange activities among the respective East Asian countries. Con-
sequently, they must be regarded as a sort of continuously evolving family of 
intellectual traditions. Although this sort of temporal and continuously evolv-
ing family has historical roots in the pre-Qin Confucian school, as soon as the 
downward and outward flow of Confucianism encountered different cultures 
and societies of other times and places, distinctive Confucian trademarks of 
each place were formed and set. We must appreciate that while Zhu Xi learning 
is very different from the humanist school of Neo-Confucianism, the difference 
between Chinese, Japanese, and Korean Zhu Xi learning is even greater. There-
fore, research in East Asian Confucianisms cannot countenance such theoreti-
cal presuppositions as “orthodox versus heterodox” or “center versus periphery.” 
It absolutely cannot be assumed that Chinese Confucianism is the highest form 
of Confucianism, which should serve as the vital standard for assessing the cor-
rectness of the various manifestations of Japanese, Korean, and Vietnamese 
Confucianisms. Such an assumption would turn Chinese Confucianism into 
the Procrustean bed of ancient Greek myth—such that the other East Asian 
Confucian traditions would have to be forcibly stretched or trimmed in order 
to fit the standards everyone conforms to. On the contrary, we should endeavor 
to grasp the history of the Confucian traditions of each East Asian country 
as part of the unfolding of its respective national cultural subjectivity. Simply 
stated, one must understand that the so-called “single thread” of East Asian 
Confucianisms exists and develops only as a burgeoning tapestry through the 
ongoing manifold developments going on in this rich diversity of peoples and 
cultures in order to grasp its creativity and emotional knowledge.4

As to the contrast between form and content, the modes of Confucian 
intellectual and cultural transmission across East Asia were not at all uniform; 
they were highly diverse. For example, while the transmitters of Confucian val-
ues in China were scholars or scholar-officials, in Tokugawa Japan they were 
commoner intellectuals, and in Joseon Korea (1392–1910) they were the yang-
ban (feudal power holders). The transmitters of Confucian values in these three 
countries occupied very different positions in society and had highly different 
relations to political power.5 However, despite these differences, commonalities 
remained among the Confucian traditions of China, Japan, and Korea. To wit, 
despite the different levels and scopes of Confucian transmitters (the form) in 
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the politics and societies of these three countries, they all shared the same core 
Confucian values (the content).

The core Confucian values shared by Confucians in the various East Asian 
countries include, at the very least, the following two. First, Confucians in 
all of the East Asian countries firmly believe that the foundation and starting 
point of Confucianism lay in a self-cultivation process that involves extending 
sympathy—proceeding along a continuum from self, to family, to society, to 
state, then on to world. East Asian Confucians all hold, in effect, that the trans-
formation of self is the starting point of transforming the world. Consequently, 
East Asian Confucian masters all passionately devote themselves to developing 
deeply profound theories of self-cultivation. Fundamentally, East Asian Con-
fucian philosophies are constituted as practical philosophies of self-cultivation 
approaches and family ethics. Because the movement in cultivation from the 
self to family, society, state, and world is not sporadic and ruptured but rather 
forms a continuum, the practical philosophies of East Asian Confucian tradi-
tions all offer responses to the core problem in political philosophy concern-
ing the possibility of getting from individual humane heartedness to general 
humane governance.

The second core value shared in common by the Confucians of each East 
Asian country and tradition is Confucius’ teaching of ren 仁, rendered variously 
in English as “humanity,” “humaneness,” “humane heartedness,” “benevolence,” 
and “authoritative personhood.” The term ren appears 105 times in fifty-eight 
chapters of Confucius’ Analects (Lunyu 論語). Taking ren as the core value on 
which to arrange and construct the empire, the early Confucian masters and 
students dreamed of realizing a Confucian utopia. Han dynasty Confucians 
continued along the tracks laid down by the pre-Qin Confucian schools. For 
example, Dong Zhongshu 董仲舒 (ca. 179–104 B.C.E.) said, “The ren approach 
lies in loving others, not in just loving oneself.”6 In the Tang dynasty, Han Yu 韓
愈 (768–824) (also known as Han Tuizhi 韓退之) said, “Broad [encompassing] 
love is called ren.”7 In other words, they explained ren directly in terms of love.

In the Northern Song, Zhang Zi 張載 (1020–1077) composed the West-
ern Inscription (Ximing 西銘),8 which implicitly presents ren at a lofty, cos-
mic level. Next, the Southern Song Neo-Confucian synthesizer Zhu Xi 朱熹 
(1130–1200) (also known as Huian 晦庵) composed the masterpiece, Treatise 
on Humanity (Renshuo 仁說), which gives ren a metaphysical foundation as 
well as a cosmological function, thereby enhancing ren’s cosmic loftiness in the 
subsequent tradition. After Zhu Xi’s new account of ren was transmitted north-
east to Japan, it stirred up a hornet’s nest of discussions and disputes among Zhu 
Xi’s supporters and critics there, with his critics in the majority, as metaphysics 
did not sit well with the pragmatically minded Japanese. Itō Jinsai 伊藤仁齋 
(1627–1705),9 Ōta Kinjo 大田錦城 (1765–1825),10 Toshima Hōshū 豐島豐洲 
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(1737–1814),11 and Asami Keisai 淺見絅齋 (1652–1711)12 all wrote original 
essays of their own on the meaning and significance of ren and the cultivation of 
ren. It was not only the Tokugawa Japanese Confucians who paid special atten-
tion to ren as a core value of Confucianism; Joseon Korean lords and ministers 
always discussed problems related to humane governance (renzheng 仁政). As 
Yang Rubin (1956–) points out, “The development of the concept of ren in 
East Asia is just like the unfolding grand epic of a heroic righteous war.”13 The 
East Asian Confucians were all bards of this grand heroic historical epic.

In general, from the seventeenth century, Confucians all over East Asia 
shared the core Confucian values. We could say that the East Asian Confu-
cian community had quietly taken shape by the seventeenth century. Examples 
of this sort of common Confucian consciousness appeared in every East Asian 
country. It was manifested in Edo Japan in 1600 when Fujiwara Seika 藤原惺窩 
(1561–1619), an early follower of Zhu Xi, called on Tokugawa Ieyasu 德川家康 
(1543–1616), who ruled as Shōgun from 1603 to 1605. It was also manifested 
in the seventeenth century when another Korean follower of Zhu Xi, Yi Hwang 
李滉 (1502–1571) (also known as Toegye 退溪) compiled Zhu Xi’s Essential 
Writings (朱子書節要) for the edification of his students. It became even more 
apparent in nineteenth-century Japan during the popular general education 
explosion in society when many scholars enthusiastically began to offer public 
lectures on the Analects of Confucius.

Why Is “East Asian Confucianisms” Necessary?

We are now in a position to consider the fundamental question, “Why is ‘East 
Asian Confucianisms’ necessary?” This question can be approached from two 
angles.

First, we can view the rise of the field of East Asian Confucianisms on the 
new stage of scholarship in the twenty-first century as a reaction to the form of 
Confucian studies conducted in the Chinese-language academia of the twenti-
eth century. For example, twentieth-century Chinese New Confucian philoso-
phers tended to view Confucianism narrowly as a segment of their national and 
ethnic identity, especially as bound up with the vast and far-reaching histori-
cal traumas and transformations of the early twentieth century. With regard to 
methodology, they tended to be highly critical of programmatic May Fourth 
scientism and narrow-minded Qing dynasty empirical studies. Culturally, they 
staunchly supported cultural ethnocentrism and turned Confucian studies into 
a sort of mission to renew and recharge the national spirit. In a word, twentieth-
century Chinese New Confucians took the promotion of a Chinese cultural 
renaissance as their existential responsibility.

In the twentieth century, through a series of important writings, the New 
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Confucians extended traditional Confucianism’s spiritual resources as their 
raison d’être. Under the adverse conditions of twentieth-century China, these 
devoted scholars carried on with their studies and reflections, and made truly 
great contributions to Confucian culture and scholarship. However, since they 
accepted the limitations of a rigid national ethnocentrism, twentieth-century 
Chinese Confucian writings today come across largely as part of a national eth-
nic discourse. In fact, Japanese Confucian studies were also deeply imbued with 
cultural nationalism; as Yoshikawa Kōjirō 吉川幸次郎 (1904–1980) pointed 
out, the fundamental mission of Tokugawa era (1603–1868) Japanese Confu-
cian scholarship was to “Japanize” Chinese Confucianism. Well into the twenti-
eth century this scholarship was highly charged with nationalism.14 During the 
1930s, the early stage of World War II, Japanese scholars even reinterpreted the 
first chapter of Confucius’ Analects on “learning and practicing what one has 
learned” in terms of the Japanese emperor’s imperial edict directing education.15

Against this twentieth-century background, an important function of the 
new field of East Asian Confucianisms is that it involves actively purging Con-
fucian studies of the limitations—and prejudices—of ethnocentrism to ensure 
that Confucian studies will never again be confined within state-centrism. This 
results in freeing Confucianism to be more broadly conceived and extending its 
spiritual mission to new heights in the twenty-first-century age of globalization. 
As the Doctrine of the Mean, chapter 28, anticipates:

致廣大而盡精微，極高明而道中庸。

[The superior man is] penetrating the furthest reaches while exhausting 
the most subtle essentials; attaining utmost loftiness and perspicacity 
while practicing the utmost propriety.

Freed of the twentieth-century nationalism and ethnocentrism that has char-
acterized each East Asian country, scholars who actively pursue studies on East 
Asian Confucianisms will be able to debunk the limiting binaries of “center and 
periphery” and “orthodoxy and heterodoxy.” Moreover, they will be freed from 
examining classical texts solely in the light of the history of their single country. 
Furthermore, scholars in East Asian Confucian studies will be able to undertake 
open-minded analyses of the interactions and fusions of Confucianism, and the 
societal and cultural traditions of each host country and locale around East 
Asia. Indeed, the developmental vantage of Confucianism in each East Asian 
country could be said to be a seamless reflection of the developmental process 
of cultural subjectivity in each of these countries.

Second, the necessity of advocating “East Asian Confucianisms” as a 
distinct field is a proactive intellectual response to the predilection of those 
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twentieth-century East Asian academcians who have interpreted the East 
according to the West. In this sense, East Asian Confucianisms manifests the 
vital mission to revisit the Confucian core values as the mainstream of East 
Asian cultures that might be expanded to provide the foundation of a new 
Humanism for the age of globalization.

On the heels of the development of globalization and the rise of Asia, intel-
lectuals worldwide are more and more starting to feel that the Humanism that 
arose out of the Enlightenment of eighteenth-century Europe is too strongly col-
ored by special European sources and characteristics, which make it ill equipped 
to respond to the needs of the multifaceted demands of the twenty-first-century 
age of globalization. Therefore, it is necessary to undertake reviews, as well as to 
research and develop the alternative “other” humanistic resources contained in 
the treasures of non-European cultural traditions.16 In the process of establish-
ing a new Humanism in this age of inter-civilizational dialogue, the reinterpre-
tation of the lost treasures of East Asian Confucian culture would indeed be a 
most worthwhile academic mission to undertake.

Can Confucianism Transcend the East Asian Sphere?

“East Asian Confucianisms” is constructed from the terms “East Asia” and 
“Confucianisms.” However, once these terms have been combined to form “East 
Asian Confucianisms,” two considerations immediately arise. First, during the 
twentieth century, the people of East Asia, including the Japanese, wrote East 
Asian history with their own blood, sweat, and tears. The expression “East Asia” 
in the term “East Asian Confucianisms” genuinely carries too many sad and 
horrific twentieth-century memories of imperialism. For example, the memory 
of imperial Japan’s announcement of its ambition to establish a “Greater East 
Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere” in 1933,17 now understood as Japan’s pretext for 
invading East Asia, causes deep, gut-wrenching pain to the peoples of East Asia, 
particularly in China and Korea. Consequently, down to the present, the term 
“East Asia” is heavily burdened with historical baggage.18 With the rise of China 
at the beginning of the twenty-first century, memories of the historical Chi-
nese empire have begun to engage the attention of the academic world.19 It is 
a historical fact that “East Asian Confucianisms” arose on the Shandong Pen-
insula some 2,500 years ago, and some scholars suspect that if China develops 
into a superpower in the twenty-first century then the advocacy of the values of 
“East Asian Confucianisms” in China would simply lead to an atavistic revival 
of “national” Chinese learning and culture in the twenty-first century. For this 
reason, the term “East Asia” that appears in the expression “East Asian Con-
fucianisms” should be understood as a methodology rather than as a reality, 
in order to avoid its being subverted into an illicit new-imperialist discourse.20
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Second, since the term “East Asian Confucianisms” presents Confucian-
isms on the platform of East Asia, we might wonder whether and how Con-
fucianism could transcend this platform of East Asia and become a source of 
universal values for the age of globalization.

The two above-mentioned considerations touch upon two problems that 
warrant deeper discussion: (1) the problem of the conflict between political 
and cultural identity faced by Confucians in all of the East Asian countries, 
and (2) the problem of how the cultural subjectivity of Confucians in each East 
Asian country can manifest itself in shared universal values.

The core of the first problem lies in whether Confucian studies can tran-
scend the confines of the state. The answer to this question is twofold. Viewed 
from the perspective of political identity, since the seventeenth century, after the 
rise of a regional East Asian national identity, Confucian scholars have found it 
extremely difficult to escape from the nationalistic platform of their respective 
countries. During the seventeenth century, from the time when Yamazaki Ansai 
山崎闇齋 (1618–1682) posed the hypothetical question to his students, “What 
if Confucius and Mencius were to lead a mounted army of several ten thou-
sands to attack our realm,”21 until the Tokugawa Confucian scholars Yamaga 
Sokō 山鹿素行 (1622–1685), Asami Keisai 淺見絅齋 (1652–1711), Kōtsuki 
Sen’an 上月專庵 (1704–1752), Sakuma Taika 佐久間太華 (d. 1783), and Satō 
Issai 佐藤一齋 (1772–1859) reinterpreted Zhongguo 中國 as a political term,22 
they all manifested a national political identity, and it would have been difficult 
for them to transcend it. However, from the perspective of cultural identity, 
Confucians in each of the East Asian countries also shared the Confucian core 
values of ren and self-cultivation. Hence, these Confucian common core values 
ultimately transcended national boundaries and can be regarded as values that 
might be shared by all of humankind.

On the basis of the foregoing discussion, we may argue that, at root, Con-
fucianism is a unique theory of self-cultivation, and it is also a collection of val-
ues of cultural identity. In this sense, Confucianism certainly could transcend the 
nationalistic confines of each country in East Asia. As these countries enter the 
twenty-first century, memories of past wars and other horrors are gradually fading 
away. However, both postwar economic competition and recent struggles in the 
East China Sea and the South China Sea are driving the continuing ethnocen-
trism of the East Asian people, and war clouds are beginning to form overhead. 
In light of this situation, the widespread adoption of the cultural identity of East 
Asian Confucianisms should be regarded as a matter of paramount importance.

Again, many of the doubts concerning the term “East Asia” in the expres-
sion “East Asian Confucianisms” arise because of the historical burden carried 
by imperial Japan from the 1930s and 1940s. Facing this problem, we are in 
complete agreement with the opinion of Wu Zhen 吳震, who said,
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The “East Asia discourse” of imperial Japan is a relic of history. It is a 
matter that Japanese scholars in particular are responsible to investigate. 
Likewise, however, it is not suitable for Chinese scholars to treat East 
Asian Confucian studies as a linear or monolithic body of discourse. At 
the same time, it must be admitted that the Japanese scholars’ troubled 
consciousness regarding that era and [the need to develop a] critical con-
sciousness certainly merits our close attention. Their critical suggestions 
regarding the problem of the term “East Asia” certainly should inspire 
our deep reflection.23

Finally, the question remains: Can Confucianism shed its regional “East 
Asian” platform to provide truly universal values to be accepted by humanity 
around the world in this age of globalization? I consider the answer to this ques-
tion to be in the affirmative.

The “universal values” of today, such as democracy, freedom, liberty, and 
human rights, all arose during the past 250 years in Europe and North America. 
Ironically, the Western powers were controlling and ruthlessly exploiting colo-
nies in Asia, Africa, Latin America, and elsewhere at the very time that they 
were developing and promulgating such “universal” values. The Confucian tra-
ditions that arose and developed over time in East Asia, with their loftiness, 
breadth, and depth, naturally can be reinterpreted through “interpretive, bridg-
ing, and normative”24 approaches and will certainly emerge as the source of truly 
universal values for the twenty-first-century age of globalization, most notably 
their shared core values of ren, self-cultivation, and the kingly way (wangdao 
王道). In the civilizational dialogue of the new age, these values can offer new 
inspiration and new meaning.

This essay has explored several problems regarding East Asian Confucianisms 
as a new field of study. The second section explored how the Confucian tra-
ditions that arose in various East Asian countries—China, Japan, Korea, and 
Vietnam—shared a common thread, or tapestry, of core values in the midst of 
the exchanges and interactions among Confucian scholars in these different 
countries, but certainly not as a definite and fixed consciousness over and above 
each country’s Confucianism. For this reason, as an ideology East Asian Con-
fucianisms has advanced and diversified in accordance with the times, and has 
constantly adapted to suit local intellectual traditions and trends. Although the 
Confucians of each country in East Asia definitely hold different specific values 
and have widely differing attitudes and practices, they continue to share several 
fundamental core values, such as ren and self-cultivation.

In the third section above it was pointed out that the field of East Asian 
Confucianisms provides a relatively broad intellectual prospect. It involves the 
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commitment to shed the confines of the narrow nationalistic ethnocentrism 
advocated in the twentieth century by each of the East Asian countries, and 
moreover to adopt its broad purview to observe the development process of cul-
tural subjectivity in each East Asian country and locale. The very idea of a field 
of East Asian Confucianisms should stir scholars to rectify the “reflexive Orien-
talism” of twentieth-century scholars in each East Asian country and anticipate 
that scholars in the twenty-first century will reexamine this East Asian cultural 
mainstream and its core values.

The political identity of Confucians in each East Asian country should 
completely remove the limitations of their nationalistic ethnocentrism, and 
cause each to bear in mind that the Confucian world of thought is an even more 
fundamental cultural homeland. In the twenty-first-century age of globaliza-
tion, the field of East Asian Confucianisms and its common core values, which 
originated and developed in East Asia, hold tremendous potential for offering 
a platform on which to host cross-civilizational dialogue in the new century.
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