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Preface to Mr. Kong Lingshao’s Book

Confucianism was the official ideology of the state in Imperial China. But
Confucianism suffered as setback in the twentieth century, as most intel-
lectuals and political reformers, whatever their political stripes, blamed the
tradition for China’s “backwardness.” From the May 4th, 1919 movement
onwards, the dominant tradition was anti-traditionalism. Instead of looking
backward to such “feudal” traditions as Confucianism, the Chinese people
were encouraged to look forward to a bright new communist future. Such
anti-traditionalism took an extreme form in the Cultural Revolution, when
Red Guards were encouraged to stamp out all remnants of “old” society.

Today, it seems clear that the anti-traditionalists were on the wrong side of
history. If there’s one uncontested fact about being Chinese, it is the sense

of being part of a culture with a long history. To the extent China’s experi-
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ment with communism has anything to offer to future generations, it should
be seen as part of an effort to build on, rather than replace, older traditions.
Hence, it should not be surprising that the Chinese Communist Party has
moved closer to an official (re)embrace of Confucianism. The state’s effort
to promote Confucianism began in September 2004, during the celebration
of Kongzi’s 2,555th birthday in Qufu. In Imperial China, government offi-
cials were in charge of annual ceremonies to commemorate Kongzi at the
Confucian temple in Qufu, but the rites were discontinued after the end of
the Qing dynasty in 1911. On September 28, 2004, for the first time since
the founding of the People’s Republic, the state officially took over, with
government representatives presiding over the rites. Several weeks later, on
November 16, 2004, the deputy secretary of the Department of Education
announced to reporters that the Chinese government was planning to found
Confucius Institutes globally in the next few years to promote the study of
Chinese language and Chinese culture. Since then, the state has been mov-
ing steadily closer to a more official embrace of Confucianism. The 2008
Summer Olympics in Beijing highlighted Confucian themes, quoting the
Analects at the opening ceremony and in booklets handed out to visiting
journalists, and downplayed any references to the China’s experiment with
Communism. Cadres at the newly built Communist Party School in Shang-
hai proudly tell visitors that the main building is modeled on a Confucian
scholar’s desk, with the tower representing the power of the sword. And on

November 26, 2013, President Xi himself visited Qufu and gave a speech
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that praised Confucian culture and criticized the destruction of the Cultural
Revolution. He visited the*“experimental” Confucian academy and said he
would diligently read two books on the Confucian classics that were handed
to him by the academy’s director.

The Confucian revival is centered in Qufu. The city has been selected as a
special economic and cultural zone, and part of its mission is to promote
Confucian culture. We were aware that Confucianism is taught in all gov-
ernment run schools, especially at the primary school level. The Confucian
academy engages in scholarly research on the Confucian tradition and or-
ganizes conferences on the topic. Adherence to the traditional Confucian
value of filial piety, as measured by such indicators as the frequency of visits
to elderly parents, affects the promotion of government officials. And vis-
itors to the Confucian temple are offered free tickets if they can memorize
thirty passages from the Analects: 17,000 people have been awarded free
tickets by such means, ranging in ages from 3 to 80.

Confucian culture benefits from official government support. The main
“tourist”attraction in Qufu is the Confucian temple, along with the Kong
family residence and cemetery, but the price of entry is relatively high be-
cause the local government must carry most of the cost. Official support for
Confucianism as a whole can offer benefits to the whole country. The gov-
ernment can and should promote the teaching of Confucianism in schools:
Confucian ethics, with its emphasis on social responsibility, can help to

counter the hyper-individualism that has accompanied economic moderniza-
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tion in China. The corruption of government officials is an incessant source
of worry, and the Confucian tradition offers rich resources for thinking
about the moral education of public officials.

But official sponsorship of Confucianism also carries risks. In Chinese histo-
ry, the “soft power” of Confucianism has often been diluted, if not replaced,
by the more hard-nosed realpolitik of the Legalist tradition; hence one
common (if overly cynical) way of referring to Imperial Chinese political
history from the Han dynasty onwards is “Confucianism on the outside (as a
fagade), Legalism on the inside (the political reality)” ( 4% 7 % ). And the
deeper problem with government sponsorship of a value system is not just
that the value system can be misused, but that governments can change their
view towards that value system.

It’s in this context that we can appreciate the value of Mr. Kong Lingshao’s
excellent book. Mr. Kong himself is a retired government official, but his
attachment to Qufu is not simply motivated by politics: he clearly loves the
city! Of course, it helps that Mr. Kong himself is a descendant of the Kongzi
family line centered in Qufu, but it has taken years of difficult and painstak-
ing labor to express his love in this erudite book. And the result is of great
benefit to all readers: there is no better source, as far as I know, for insights
into the historical, architectural, and philosophical value of the city. Just as
understanding the history and culture of Jerusalem is key to understanding
the great monotheistic religions, so Mr. Kong makes a strong case that the

city of Qufu is key to understanding the Confucian ethical tradition.
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Much of the book is written in classical Chinese that may not be readily ac-
cessible to all readers, but the effort to work through the book will be repaid
with tremendous insights. My hope is that the book can also be translated in
other languages so that Qufu becomes known worldwide, similar to Jerusa-

lem, as a center of one of the world’s great ethical traditions.

Bei Danning
Tsinghua University, 14 June 2016
(i2: KT, BRFLEAEARABE, LAXKFREFE

AEERFRRK, HKT)
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