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3) Lucian W. Pye and Sidney Verba(eds.), Political Culture and Political
Development (Princeton, N.JI.; Princeton University Press, 1965), p.17.
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University Press; 1963), pp. 6ff,
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Yale University Press, 1971), Passim.
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Democracy and Chinese Traditional

Culture : An Abstract

by Joseph P.L. Jiang,

The question of whether democracy is compatible with the traditional
culture of China has been hotly debated among Chinese intellectual and
political elites ever since the beginning of this century. Most young
Chinese intellectuals during the so-called “May Fourth Movement” of
1919 advocated that China must quickly develop science and inaugurate
democratic politics if she wanted to catch up with advanced nations of
the world. Insofar as the Chinese traditional culture, -epitomized by
Confucianism, was seen to stand in the way of her modernization
efforts, it should be relentlessly jettisoned as soon and as completely as
possible, It is clear that the majority of these young men and women
advocated democracy neither for its intrinsic worth nor as a means to
safeguard individual freedom, but rather as a means to advance collective
wealth and power of the nation.

The eclectics, who are now probably the majority, and whose view
is more in accord with the official view of the Republican government,
believe that while China must modernize and adopt democratic institu-
tions, these have to be built upon endogenous foundations. The ethical
teachings of Confucius and Mencius, especially, which constitute the
essence of Chinese spiritual culture, can prove very useful to redress

many kinds of social maladies endemic in any rapidly changing society.
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As attempts have been made recently in Taiwan, China and  elsewhere-
to reevaluate Confucianism in terms of its possible contributions to the
fast economic development in many of the so-called Confucianized states,
it is opportune also to ask to what extent it is compatible with democra-
tic ideals and institutions.

For a meaningful discussion of this gquestion, we have to explain
what we understand by democracy. This paper assumes we can judge
whether a system is truly democratic by looking at its institutional
setup, the core values it believes in and promote, and the cultural and
personality traits of the majority of its members. At the institutional
level, the most basic democratic principle that government must be based
on the consent of the people is concreticized by periodic free elections.
Oppositions must be tolerated to ensure fair and public contestation.
The principle of the rule of law implies that political power is limited
by certain fixed boundaries. Checks and balances are usually built into
the governmental system to prevent possible corruption.

On the subjective side, the development of democracy is closely
related to individual self-consciousness. Only when each and every person
is aware of his inherent rights as a human being, the basic democratic
values become meaningful. Beyond this, a rational outlook of the world,
secularization and humanism, openness of mind, and toleration of diffe-
rences of opinions and behaviors, have been sorted out as the basic
characteristics of a democratic political culture.

The Chinese tradition can be understood either as the teachings of
the ancient sages, especially of the Confucian school, or as the legacy
of the age-old bureaucratic imperial institutions. These must be treated

separately,
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The most [amous feature of the Confucian political philosophy is
government by virtue. Rulers should lead their people by examplary
concluct rather than by laws and punishments. Personal cultivation is
the beginning of statecraft. The ultimate ideal is to have a king who
is also a sage.

While there is no denial of the importance of ‘ethical principles in
public affairs and of the virtuous conduct of the political elites, we can
rightfully doubt whether persoal qualities alone are sufficient in gover-
ning modern complex societies. In fact, political power that was idealized
to be based on virtue could easily be construed as to actually originate
from virtue. In other words, power could become - self-justifying and
unlimited. While the development of democratic institutions in the West
was due in large part to the lack of trust in government, the ancient
Chinese, who preached government by virtue, could mislead peopled to
put unlimited confidence in the good inténtions of their rulers.

Some Chinese proudly point out that certain passages in the ancient
texts clearly express such democratic ideas that a ruler should pay close
attention to the wishes and wellbeing of the people, that the people
weigh more in importance than the king, that a tyrant can be rightly
overthrown. etc. These ideas can perhaps be construed to mean “govern-
ment for the people”. But they are still far away {rom the most impor-
tant element of democracy: “government by the people”. As a wide gap
always existed between the rulers and the ruled in traditional China,
the above-mentioned exhortations remained not better than exhortations.
No attempts were ever made to institutionalize them.

As a matter of fact, China was ruled for more than two thousand

years by highly bureaucratized empires, The emperor possessed, at least
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theoretical, absolute and ultimate power. All official power derived
from above and not from below. Although, due to technical difficulties,
the imperial power was not as extensive and penetrating as supposed
to be, it was checked neither by effective norms nor by autonomous
or semiautonomous spheres in the society. Confucianism was manipulated
since the early Han dynasty to provide justifications for this system of
centralized control. Neither ideological deviancies nor other conflicts of
interests were tolerated.

There is no saying that such a system must have left a legacy in
Chinese institutions and even Chinese personalities that is highly incom-
patible with the development of democracy. Not only a bureaucracy
dies hard, as Max Weber says. The special traits of a bureaucracy are
also slow to efface.

Many political scientists believe that it is easier for democracy to
develop in societies with feudal backgrounds than in those with bureauc-
ratic traditions. No matter whether this i1s a valid proposition or not,
-democracy as we know it now is only a comparatively recent pheno-
menon, not more than two-three hundred years old. In fact even in the
West it is still in the process of evolving as social structure changes
and people come to have new needs and expectations, and its practices
are subject to constant scrutiny in order to make it conform more
closely with .its avowed ideals. Looked at this way, no tradition is ever
fully compatible with modern democratic ideals and practices. But this
fact should not deter us from  pursuing it by strenuously developing
favorable objective conditions for its successful operation, if we deeply

beieve in its principles.



