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On “Restoring the Ancient Ways” in China’s Cultural
Development: Questioning and Criticizing the Prevalent

Notion of the “Confucian Orthodoxy” (Daotong)

Liu Zehua

Abstract: In recent years, some scholars raise the banner of cultural revival to promote the idea of the
“Transmission of the Way” (Daotong iE#f), meaning actually restoration of Confucian orthodoxy. Their
goal is to reconstruct “National Studies” (guoxue[fl]##) and “traditional culture,” marginalizing modern
thought and culture . These attempts not just run against global historical trends but also distort Chinese
history. The proponents gloss over the exceptional power of Chinese monarch to define what will be the
ruling ideology. Although the idea of “transmission of the Way” could be employed to criticise and restrict
power holders, it could not counterbalance the political power. Subordinated to political authority, the
idea of “transmission of the Way” remained forever secondary to the “transmission of legitimate power”
(zhengtong [F#%). Thus, even though Zhu Xi (1130-1200) and his like claimed that “the Way is superior
to the ruler” and demanded “examining the ruler’s heart-mind,” their ideas were elevated to the position
of the orthodoxy because of their propagation of the Three Bonds (the ruler’s superionty over the subjects,
the father’s over his son, and the husband’s over his wife). Hopes that “transmission of the Way” would
be equal or be superior to the “transmission of legitimate rule” forever remained illusionary.In China’s
modern history, Confucians were not the promoters of democracy and civic mindedness but rather of social
hierarchy, monarchism, and the subject’s mentality. Ideas of equality, democracy, justice and freedom were
alien to them. In the current age of radical social and intellectual information, there is no chance to adapt
the original ideas related to Confucianism, “National Studies,” and traditional culture to modern demands.
While admittedly in the current process of market-oriented radical transition, China inevitably faces
many negative phenomena related to the reevaluation of traditional moral principles, the remedy to this 1s
not restoring the past. Rather we should concern ourselves with the reorientation of values in the proper
direction, which 1s increased civic consciousness and practical advancement of civil society. Whereas 1t 1s
highly advisable that the scholars inherit positive aspects of traditional culture, it is even more important
that they renovate independently, reinvent themselves, and contnbute to the formation of a new moral
culture that fits the new times.
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