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The Idea of Modern Tradition
of Chinese Spirit

(summary)

The aim of this book is to describe and analyze briefly the notional
spectrum of Chinese modernity and then to sort out and evaluate the mod-
em Chinese spiritual tradition based on the synthesis of modem Chinese
philosophy and social trends of thought and connected with the movement

of Chinese history of society since modem times.

So far as the relationship between tradition and modernization is con-
cerned, on the one hand cultural radicals argue in general that the reason
why China’ s modemnization encounters a tortuous process lies in the huge
inertia of ancient tradition, on the other cultural conservatives assert that
modemization is short of resources of traditional culture owing to a radical
anti-tradition movement from the May 4" Movement in 1919 onward and
thus a break with tradition . These two extreme arguments, though in differ-
ent directions, actually make a denial of achievements in the modern intel-
lectual and cultural revolution.On the contrary I hold that in the past one
hundred and sixty years a tradition of modem spirit has taken shape in
China, that is, a spiritual tradition represented by a group of modern ideas

brought up in the movement of China’ s modernization . These ideas differ-
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ing form ancient traditions, largely developed after the middle of the nine-
teenth century . They not only go beyond differences. of political parties , po-
litical views and trends of thought and become Chinese public conscious-
ness, but also are still active in the current Chinese notional world though
they have experienced changes of centuries and become a direct spiritual

background of the contemporary Chinese people.

The modem tradition of Chinese spiritv presents itself virtually as a
spectrum of a group of ideas. Among them are: progress, competition and
creation; equality , democracy and science; the social ideal of great harmo-
ny and the ideal of plebeians personality . “Progress” is the prerequisite to
and core of modernization, which thoroughly changes the Chinese people’s
world prospect and value of orientation. “ Competition” and “creation” are
two motive forces of progress, which specifically unfold a progressive ideal
that includes spirits such as keeping forging ahead, keeping quest, ex-
panding and adventuring. This group of ideas represents the principle that
applies to the treatment of the relationship between subject and object, and
also the principle of intersubjectivity. Around these ideas there are “the
debate on the relationship between Heaven and man” as well as “the de-
bate on the relationship between group and individual.” And owing 1o
their aim at the pursuit of strength these ideas imply “the debate on the
relationship between righteousness and profitableness” held in the way of
utilitarianism. The initial particularization of the group of ideas finds ex-
pression in the values of democracy and science. They both are goals of
these ideas and meanwhile social forms to realize themselves. The common
ground of democracy and science lies in that they both reflect an inherent
demand of rationalization of modem society. Democracy offers a fresh ex-

planation for the tradition “debate on the relationship between group and
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individual” ; it points to freedom on the one side and to equality on the
other. Equality which underwent a great transform has become the most
irﬂportant principle of justice.Science draws a new picture of “the debate
on the relationship between Heaven and man” ; however scientism develop-
ing later expresses human being’ s unlimited desire of expanding their own
power . Science displays its tendency of placing restrictions on freedom in
liberal arts when it expands man’ s freedom in the theory of knowledge.
The further particularization of these modem ideas, or the ultimate goal of
“progress” in the fields of social development and development of human
nature, is nothing but the social ideal of great harmony and the ideal of
plebeianized personality . The “great harmony” and the ideal of plebeian-
ized personality, being interdependent and having substantial content ,
manifest themselves as a vivid picture and structure of free ideas, or show
in common all modern values gradually obtained since the establishment of
the conception of progress.

In respect to the course of formation and development of these mod-
em ideas we’ll find the three channels: inheriting, rectifying and innovat-
ing. In other words, I try to organically link the following three aspects to-
gether to study the shaping process of such modem ideas: inheriting and
unearthing tradition resources, taking over and transforming foreign ideas,
and innovating new ideas based on the insight of predecessors since mod-
ern times.

Describing the historical movement of ideas is to evaluate them ap-
propriately . The standard of evaluation is the union of the Way of man and
the Way of objectivity . The core of the Way of man is man’s freedom and
all-round development. Freedom is primary and ultimate of all values. The
Way of objectivity in 20™-century China manifests itself as a social re-

quirement for the realization of modemization, which shifts from an objec-
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tive tendency into a necessary way to realize the demand of freedom by the
contemporary Chinese people. My estimation of above-mentioned ideas just
take this union as its coordinate . Precisely because we take the joint point
of modemization and man’s freedom as our judgement criterion, we find
that the modem tradition of Chinese spirit implies the start point of mod-
em values as well as some obvious shortcoming. How to reconstruct mod-
em cultural values through sorting out the modern tradition is still open to

research .
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