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“Moral China”or “Despotic China”?
—— A Hegelian Reflection on Traditional China

Wang Xingfu
Abstract: During past hundreds of years, change of Chinese imageisa zigzag trajectory.In the 16th -18th
century, China was embraced by Western philosophers as “kingdom of morality” and “kingdom of
philosopher”, Confucius also was considered as “king of morality” and Socrates of China, then emerged
the first“sinomania” in Western history. After 18th century, when China’s backwardness was exposed
to the West and enlightenment in Western world became more radical, the Chinese international image
had shifted from “kingdom of morality” to decadent and backward and“despotic empire”. At the end of
the 20th century, the history pendulum has swung back again. The rise of China aroused a new wave of
Chinese fever around the world. The Confucian ethics of family kinship and ritual rules are considered
as better than universalist morality and liberalist rule of law that come from Western world, Chinese
government is more wise and efficient in social decision and management, etc. According Martin
Jacques’When China Rules the World: The End of the Western World and the Rise of a New Global Order, China
is not even a conventional nation-state, but a “civilization-state”, whose imperatives, priorities and values
are quite different. World system ruled by China will be more peaceful and just than Western one.How
to correctly treat Chinese traditional culture and society? We must keep sober and dialect consciousness.
Indeed,there are some universalist and post-conventional elements in Confucian ethics; but, the tradition
is still lack of consciousness of individual autonomy and rule of law which are necessary for modern
civilized society.Hegel is right that difference between the modern and the premodern is more important
than the difference between cultural traditions. The some ideas such as “ren”( “ {-”, benevolence), the
ritual rule and virtues of ideal personality in Confucian tradition can make up for lack of Western
modernity, but its basic principles and value orientations are contradiction with moral-practical self-
understanding of modernity. The enlightenment is an unfinished project in China, unprincipled advertise

and glorify Chinese tradition are harmful to the healthy development of China.
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