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BOOK REVIEW

CHEN Lai, Tradition and Modernity: A Humanist View, translated by Edmund
Ryden. Leiden: Brill, 2009. 386 pp. ISBN: 9789004165786.

This book was first published in Chinese in 1997 by Peking University Press. The
English edition contains around twenty articles which were published between 1989
and 2001 in different venues. The translation is excellent and the footnotes very
helpful. In his preface, the translator stresses two questions: “How can a society be
true to itself and yet be modern?” and “How can modernity and tradition interact in
such a way as to produce a fully-rounded human culture?”” (X). This book attempts
to answer this question in a Chinese context, taking into account the influence of
Confucianism and examining its dialogue with Modernization.

The book offers an overview of Chen Lai’s [k thought about how to build a
new culture in China’s twentieth century. Like every other book based on the
publication of previous articles, this one presents a rich and comprehensive
understanding of the topic. Although not a systematic treatise, but rather a collection
of opinions expressed as part of an ongoing debate, the book might sometimes
appear polemical; yet, on the whole, Chen’s approach is moderate and wise, and he
treats others’ opinions with respect.

1 Radicalized Utilitarianism and Anti-Anti-Traditionalism

One of the major themes that Chen presents is Cultural Conservatism. He explains
that, “in the development of contemporary thought, cultural conservatism is
basically a thesis about culture that is at odds with anti-traditional thought” (4).
Cultural Conservatism is a conservatism that shows concern for a country’s
culture, rather than for its economy or political system. Chen Lai gives the
example of Daniel A. Bell, who advocates the stability of values and a return to
tradition. For Bell, tradition is what guarantees the continuity of history and
maintains the order of civilization. Bell regrets that the economic impulse has
become the only instigator of social progress, and not the religious impulse (in
this analysis, Chen uses Weber’s categories of “value rationality” and “practical
rationality”). This example highlights the thesis Chen defends throughout the
book, namely, that culture is a positive force for social development and that
Confucianism can provide symbolic resources for modern Chinese society. This
is a reaction to the radicalized utilitarianism that Chen believes deems useless all
values which do not serve economic development. Of course, utilitarianism has
its value, but, following Chen, not in the cultural sphere.

Chen’s approach is reasonable and balanced. As he himself states, radicalism



Book Review 683

and utilitarianism lead to imperialism and militarism, which are contrary to the
development of culture (51). Utilitarianism well describes the phenomenon of
liberal societies. However, simply because utilitarianism ably depicts capitalist
society, it does not follow human relations should be regulated by the implicit
logic of domination promoted by Utilitarianism. Rather, Chen believes that
Chinese social ethics should be grounded in traditional humanistic Confucianism
(329-30). One question that Chen could be asked here is if Confucianism is the
only cultural tradition available in China which could offset the negative
consequences of modernization. Throughout the book Chen repeatedly refers to
“traditional Chinese culture,” but one wonders if this culture is truly monolithic,
and if traditional Confucianism is applicable, without modifications, to modern
China.

2 What Is Modernity?

Chen defines modernization as a double movement: “We may describe modernity as
having a double nature: on the one hand it implies beneficial changes in scientific
technology and material life, social rationalization and efficiency; on the other hand,
it implies detrimental changes in spirit and thought, such as the destruction of
traditional customs and national culture” (8). Cultural conservatism is rooted in this
split between morality and technological and material changes which occur in the
process of modernization, but it does not reject science, democracy, and a market
economy. Of course, it is impossible to completely separate cultural conservatism
from political concerns, and each point of view has its own perspective that cannot
encompass everything. The call to study Confucianism has been a constant, whether
in the writings of Kang Youwei JFE6 4, Liang Shuming #:#%E, or Fung Yulan 3%
K-

At this stage of Chen’s argument, one can regret his lack of explanation of the
beginnings of European modernity in the fourteenth century. Chen tends to reduce
modernity in Europe to a movement away from religious institutions, and fails to
give attention to the fact that this movement was made possible by the invention of
the printing press. With mass-printing capabilities people could read Greek
philosophy and the Bible for themselves. As a consequence, there was the
possibility of freedom from the interpretations of the political and religious powers
of the time. This also changed academic standards in Europe. If the argument of
authority ceases to be convincing because it arises only from a leader’s interests,
and if feelings are not credible because they are only subjective, then, with the text
universally available, interpretation based upon authority breaks down and reason
alone becomes the judge of truth, whether humanistic, religious or political. Due to
this movement, the ability to read primary sources for oneself led Europeans to
invent a new way of life, based on a new interpretation of their own situation in the
world, which then created a new ontology and morality. The crucial breakthrough in
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European modernity came from the desire to understand one’s life in this new
context. The modern analysis that life can be divided into distinct “scientific” and
“spiritual” parts is not inherent to the true movement of modernity. As a process,
modernization disturbs people’s complacent adherence to their own comfortable
beliefs, and offers an invitation to build a new humanism that can simultaneously
address the economic, scientific and spiritual aspects of human life. The May 4th
movement should be analyzed from this point of view in order to better understand
its purpose.

3 The May 4th Movement and Traditional Culture

According to Chen, the May 4th movement was founded on a paradox. The rage
caused by the invasion of foreign powers and the wish to save the nation were the
two roots of the movement (43). China’s humiliation provoked the rise of a
nation-state  sensibility. Soon Chinese leaders came to understand that
modernization did not consist only in the production of steel and food. In the 1980s
China came to grasp the extent of the gap between itself and western countries in
terms of social organization. Several intellectuals in the May 4th movement
criticized Confucianism with the hope of quickly profiting. As Chen stresses it, in
reality, the concern for a strong state is itself Confucian. This criticism of
Confucianism brought a narrow utilitarianism into the cultural discourse, and utility
came to be used as a criterion to evaluate the tradition. Chen Duxiu F375 is an
example of this. He uses a comparison between Eastern and Western cultures to
describe the impulse behind the modernization of China, but in doing so, he makes
no distinction between the status of values and techniques. In fact, the debate
surrounding the May 4th movement was not focused on the question “should we
accept or reject western culture?”” but rather on what to do with Chinese culture.
According to Chen Lai, Chen Duxiu makes the error of conflating politicized and
institutionalized Confucianism with its original ideology. The problem of this
perspective is that it assimilates a body of thought to its actual social consequences.
Chen Lai’s analysis of this dynamic is astute. Of course, sources cannot be
separated from their political and social interpretations. But there are different stages
of Confucianism: this stresses the hermeneutic problem. Chen Lai, in this context,
quotes Gadamer and Ricoeur on purpose. Many Confucian writings can be
considered to be commentaries, as opposed to primary texts. But this does not mean
that these commentaries do not have continuing value. On the contrary,
understanding how people interpreted Confucianism according to their own
historical situation is an invitation to do the same today. To critique one’s own
tradition necessitates going back to the original sources and adopting a new way of
understanding them. This new understanding may include the eventuality of West
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and Confucian China entering into dialogue.

4 The Relationship between China and the West

Chen describes this dialogue in order to explain the relationship between China and
the West. He criticizes the model that considers first the impact from Western
culture and then the reaction by the Chinese. This pattern does not take in
consideration China’s own modernization. Very often Chinese scholars agree on
following the West in a reasonable perspective, but at a feeling level they would
reject it and would be attached to the traditional Chinese culture. In recent years,
several scholars have suggested that a merger of Chinese culture and Western
culture would require several centuries, similar to the earlier merging of Buddhist
and Chinese cultures. In fact, the case of Buddhism shows that, “because of the
depth of its tradition and its glorious development, Chinese culture has given rise to
a well-established cultural nationalism and this has determined that in the real
absorption of foreign culture it requires a longer time, and that it cannot easily throw
off its own culture” (19). Since the absorption of Buddhism resulted in the creation
of a third culture, “the result of digesting western philosophy must be the production
of a new philosophy with Chinese characteristics” (21). Most of the work of
scholars from 1919 to 1949 consisted of a reinterpretation of Chinese tradition after
China’s first step forward into Western culture. This is typically the method used by
figures like Fung Yulan, whom Chen Lai personally admires.

This doubtlessly presents a conceptual restriction which Chen Lai seems to
impose on himself in considering Fung’s categories. Fung’s work on Chinese
history is a major achievement on how to integrate modernity and Chinese culture,
but Fung’s example does not imply that everyone has to follow his conceptual
framework. Fung’s example relies more on the perspective and the intention of his
work than in the concrete categories he has created. Also, when analyzing the
relations between the West and China, it is important to remember the impact of
Chinese tradition on Westerners. As encounters are always two-sided, so too is the
resulting influence. China has shaped the Western mind for centuries, from Marco
Polo to Matteo Ricci and others, though this does not, of course, mean that
Westerners have a correct, or thorough understanding of China (cf. Jonathan
Spence, The Chan'’s Great Continent, China in Western Minds [New York: W.W.
Norton & Company, 1998]). Also, China has been, and still is, present in the
elaboration of Western modernity into post-modernity precisely because of the
multi-cultural nature of post-modern societies.

5 Multiculturalism as the Context of the Relationship
between Tradition and the Present

On this point, there is an evolution in Chen’s opinion. Later articles in this collection
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introduce multiculturalism as the context wherein dialogue with other cultures
occurs through a rediscovery of one’s own tradition. Acknowledging the influence
and persistence of Confucianism does not exclude its criticism or new developments
within it. In fact, Confucianism sees itself as fundamentally an offer to people to
become more human. The role of Confucianism is to establish and maintain the
rationality of virtue. As such, Confucianism is a spiritual resource for today’s China,
not simply for China in antiquity. The question is not to choose between tradition
and modernity, but to resolve the tension between the two. Anti-traditionalism today
is a conscious movement associated with all the processes of what is called
globalization, even if Chen Lai unfortunately does not use this word. Chen believes
that the Chinese have done too little to absorb foreign culture, and stresses that the
more one absorbs a foreign culture, the more one understands its own.

All of Chen’s analyses are very pertinent. However, perhaps the context of his
analyses has changed since the 1980s and 1990s. The innovations of modernity (and
by extension, globalization) persist and have taken a further step into the internet
age of post-modernity. We now live in a globalized world where the circulation of
information is instantaneous. From one’s own room, one can enter into contact with
all different traditions and all Traditions have to answer to one’s questions in an
instantaneous way. This represents a tectonic shift for all cultures, not only China’s.
The question perhaps has become not how to integrate different elements (352-53)
to revitalize and reconstruct China national’s spirit (347), but rather to discover what
Confucianism has to say to China’s post-modern citizens about their life in a
constantly evolving and multicultural world.

6 The Example of Developed Asian Countries Shows the
Continuing Value of Confucianism

Chen Lai uses the example of rapid development in the 1990s in China, as well as in
Korea, Taiwan of China, Singapore and Japan, to show that a developed Asia with a
Confucian culture can integrate with modernity (235). However, in China
Confucianism does not have the public support that Daoism or Buddhism have due
to its religious development. Confucianism, even though widespread throughout
China, is for the most part valued by intellectuals and people with a cultural
commitment. From this point of view, “Confucianism as a culture of value
rationality often has great difficulty in recommending concrete policies to reform
the economic system even though this reform has become the most pressing
problem facing the mass of people and the intellectuals in the society of a given
period” (28). Confucianism’s role is not to propose economic reform, but to provide
an acceptable and complementary ethical value system to help the people to live.
According to Chen Lai, the responsibility of Chinese intellectuals also comes into
play here. Traditionally, Confucianism does not consider many metaphysical
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questions and Chinese often choose a thought according to the people who
personify this thought.

At the end of his book, Chen asks, “What has been learned in this debate about
modernity and tradition?” In fact, because this debate reflects the construction of
Chinese identity and all the feelings revolving around it, the twentieth century in
China can be understood as one of criticism and enlightenment. “Hence the core of
the debate is ultimately about whether tradition was wanted or not” (356). During
the 1980s these two points of view concerning the place of tradition became very
polarized. China is less and less an isolated nation, and the question of how to
manage and integrate globalization has become an inescapable issue. Although
some may stress that a culture always changes, and others the importance of
identity, tradition as a persistent value can be seen to transcend this argument.
Tradition role’s is to give people references to understand what they are living at an
existential level. Simply because Chinese culture did not lead China into modernity
it is not correct to conclude that traditional Chinese culture can not contribute a great
deal to the enrichment of our lives in the modern, globalized world. I strongly
recommend this book to anyone who wants to get involved with this process of
making tradition enter a modern world.

Yves Vendé
Sun Yat-Sen University
E-mail: yves.vende@gmail.com
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