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Multiple Modernities: Implications of
the Rise of “Confucian” East Asia

Tu, Weiming”

For more than two decades, I have been engaged in a
transtemporal, cross-cultural, and interdisciplinary discussion
on the modern significance of Confucian humanism. As an
evolving axial-age civilization, the Confucian tradition has
undergone significant transformations. The difference between
Classical Confucianism and Neo-Confucianism is arguably
more pronounced than the difference between Catholicism and
Protestantism and, mainly because of the impact of the West,
the rupture between Neo-Confucianism and the New
Confucianism of the twentieth-century is perhaps more radical
than that between traditional Christology and the contemporary
“God is dead” theology. As scholars in cultural China
conventionally do nowadays, we can roughly periodize more
than two thousand years of Confucian history into three epochs.
Classical Confucianism began with Confucius (551-472. BCE)
and, since Confucius described himself as the transmitter of an
ancient scholarly tradition, its origins could be several centuries
earlier, and end with the disintegration of the Han empire in the
third century.

* AL AR T Rk AR XEMRRREL



2 Tu, Weiming

Neo-Confucianism, symbolized by the Confucian Revival
in the Song dynasty (960-1279), was marked by the spread of
its ideas and practices to Vietnam, Korea, and Japan. Prior to
the sudden appearance of the Western powers in mid-nineteenth
century, East Asian polity, society and culture had been so
much seasoned in the Confucian persuasion that political
governance, social ethics and even the habits of the heart in
China, Vietnam, Korea, and Japan were characteristically
Confucian in word and deed. The flexibility and adaptability of
the Confucian teaching to different styles of leadership,
education, and organization, including the family, enabled it to
maintain a coherent world view under divergent circumstances.
Yet, Confucianism has been so much an integral part of East
Asia and so salient a feature of the Sinic world that, unlike
Christianity, Islam and Buddhism, it is often perceived as a
regional phenomenon rather than a world religion.

However, when we examine the Confucian phenomenon
from a variety of academic disciplines, we are impressed by the
universal implications of the Problematik it evokes. In other
words, this historically and culturally specific form of life
offers insights into perennial intellectual and spiritual concerns
that address the human condition of the emergent global
community.'

In our joint venture to explore modernity both as a
historical reality and as a conceptual framework, Confucian
East Asia helps to identify three sets of issues: (1) traditions in

1 See Tu: Weiming's chapter on Confucianism in Alvind Sharma, ed., Our

Religions (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1993).
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the modernizing process, (2) the relevance of non-Western
civilizations to the self-understanding of the modern West and
(3) the global significance of local knowledge. While each one
of these issues is immensely complex and the interactions
among them layer the picture with ambiguities, a discussion of
them together will hopefully show new possibilities emerging
in this creative confusion, and show that we are at a critical
juncture to move beyond three prevalent but outmoded
exclusive dichotomies: the traditional/modern, the West/the rest
and the local/global. Our effort to transcend these dichotomies
has far-reaching implications for facilitating dialogues of
civilizations in the global community. I would like to focus my
attention on the rise of East Asia as an exemplification of this
mode of thinking.

Whether or not Hegel’s philosophy of history signaled a
critical turn in which Confucianism, together with other
spiritual traditions in the non-Western world, was relegated to
the dawn of the Spirit, the common practice in cultural China of
defining the Confucian ethic as “feudal” is predicated on the
strong thesis of historical inevitability implicit in the Hegelian
vision. We need to unpack this highly condensed version of
“Confucian China and its Modern Fate.”? It is too easy to
relegate it to the background as a blatant assertion of
Eurocentrism. After all, the overwhelming majority of the East
Asian intellectuals accepted the judgment that Confucianism,
like other axial-age civilizations, was outmoded. The enduring

2 Joseph Levenson :  Confucian China and its Modern Fate: A Trilogy, 3 vols.
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1968).
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power of the Hegelian persuasion that, in the last analysis, the
burden of history must be borne by the reflective minds of the
modern West, if not the Prussian thinker who, for the first time
in human history, philosophized as a world philosopher, is
manifested in the current debate on the “end of history.”’

The irony is that the entire Enlightenment Project as
captured by the epoch-making Kantian question, “What is
Enlightenment?” was, in its initial stage of formulation, an
affirmation that cultural traditions outside the West, notably
Confucian China, was well ordered without the benefit of
revelatory religion. What happened in the 19th century when
the dynamics of the modern West engulfed the world in a
restless march toward material progress was definitely not the
result of a straightforward working out of the Enlightenment
Project. On the contrary, it was thoroughly undermined by the
unbound Prometheus, symbolizing an unmitigated quest for
complete liberation. While, in the eyes of the East Asian
admirers, the demands for liberation from all boundaries of
authority and dogma characterized the dynamic transformation
of the modern West, we need not be either post-imperialist
social critics or a post-colonial cultural critics to acknowledge
that the modern West also symbolizes conquest, hegemony and
enslavement.This background is indispensable in understanding
Habermas’ concerted effort to continue the unfinished business
of the Enlightenment Project.

Hegel, Marx and Weber shared the ethos that, despite all

3 Francis Fukuyama : The End of History and the Last Man (New York: Free
Press, 1992).
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its shortcomings, the modern West was the only arena where
meaningful progress in the world could be made. The unfolding
of the Spirit, the process of historical inevitability or the “iron
cage” of modernity was essentially a European predicament.
Confucian East Asia, the Islamic Middle East, Hindu India, or
Buddhist Southeast Asia was on the receiving end of this
process. Eventually, modernization as homogenization would
make cultural diversity inoperative, if not totally meaningless.
It was inconceivable that Confucianism or, for that matter, any
other non-Western spiritual traditions could help shape the
modernizing process. The development from tradition to
modern was inevitable and irreversible.

In the global context, what some of the most brilliant
minds in the modern West assumed to be self-evidently true has
turned out to be parochial, a form of local knowledge that has
significantly lost much of its universal appeal. In both the
Western and non-Western world, the projected transition from
tradition to modernity never occurred. As a norm, traditions
continue in modernity. Indeed, the modernizing process itself is
constantly shaped by a variety of cultural forms rooted in
distinct traditions. The recognition of the relevance of radical
otherness to one’s own self-understanding of the 18th century
seems more applicable to the current situation in the global
community than the inattention to any challenges to the
Western mindset of the modern age. As we near the 21th
century, the openness of the 18th century may provide a better
guide for the dialogue of civilizations than the exclusivity of
the 19th century and most of the 20th century.

In the fields of Asian and comparative religion, it has long



