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ABSTRACT

THE POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY OF K'ANG YU-WEI:
A SOCIOLOGICAL STUDY OF RELIGIOUS SYNCRETISM

)
by Winston P “Fan

This is a case study of political philosophy in eon-
nection with religious syncretism and sociology of knowledge.
Based upon the late sociologist Florian Znaniecki's

The Social Role of the Man of Knowledge (1940), the study de-

velops a theoretical framework to analyze and predict how a
religious scholar responds to the impact of new knowledge by
means of rediscovering the traditional holy writs. It pro-
ceeds to analyze the social and political application of the
discovery by a religious scholar in connection with Karl

Mannheim's Ideology and Utopia (1953). Generally speaking,

when a religious scholar orients himself to the maintenance
of the existing order by méans of rediscovering the holy
truth, such a rediscovery 1s regarded as ideological syncre-
tism. On the contrary, if the rediscovery is used as a means
for bursting the bonds of the existing order, it is regarded
as utopian syncretism.

The main theme in K'ang Yu-wei's political writings
is that Confucilanism 1is essentially an all-embracing unity in

which all substantive knowledge is contained. Therefore, all
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the world cultures, particularly the validated truths of the
various essentlal aspects of Western culture, were already
contained in their Confuclanist counterparts. Due to histori-
cal incidents many of the substantial elements were lost, or
left undeveloped, in the process of transmittal. It was his
mission, he contended, to rediscover these authentic elements
by eliciting the contents and connections of the Confucian
holy writs, polish them, develop them further and present
them to his fellow religious scholars. It would be their
duty to adopt the rediscovered system of knowledge to save
the Chinese Empire and eventually the whole world.

K'ang's political philosophy is actually a strange
mixture of both ideological and utopian syncretisms. His
proposal for a universal constitution was an outright ideo-
logical syncretism, because he kept it secret and never in-
tended for its realization. Later to counteract the rising
republicanlism he used it as a means to defend the collapsed
Manchu ruling house. As for his reform proposal for the
Chinese nation, it was originally a genuine utopian syncre-
tism but later was rendered completely obsolete due to the
change of events. The obsolescence of the reform program
further rendered the universal constitution more i1deological

in articulation.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Objective of the Study

K'ang Yu-weil (1858-1927), one of the greatest Confu-
clanist thipkers in the last century and the mastermind of
the unsuccessful 1898 Reform in China, presented the Chinese
natlon, as well as all mankind, his version of Confucianism
which included a universal constitution. The significance of
K'ang's universal constitution and his interpretation of Con-
fuclanism lies first in that he syncretized into the Confu-
clanist scheme numerous forelgn elements in the name of
Confucius on a scale of grand synthesis. Further, K'ang's
grand synthesis was proposed to revitalize the centuriles old
sacred system of knowledge and adapt it to the new interna-
tional scene--the multi-state rivalry. In my opinion, K'ang's
political phlilosophy illustrates the paradox of religious or
quasi-religious truth: the absoluteness and self-sufficiency
of the sacred truth on the one hand, the attempt to incorporate
the newly discovered, or encountered knowledge on the other.
Consequently, 1t also illustrates the conflict between the
imported knowledge and the 1ndigenous social situation: the
absolute unbreakability of the sacred social situation on the

1



one hand, the attempt to break it up and transform it into a
new pattern on the other. Both 1n Chinese and English there
has been much literature dealing with K'ang's political philo-
sophy, his ideological influence, and the 1898 Reform. But
few studies have centered upon the paradoxical phenomena in-
volved in the characteristics of K'ang's political philosophy.
Therefore, a more thorough investigation of his theories may
serve to promote a greater understanding of the type of poli-
tical philosophy derived from religious or semi-religious
premises. Consequently, it will help to illuminate the inter-
relationship between political philosophy and the social and
political order, a main concern of the sociology of knowledge.

The Historical Setting in the
Nineteenth Century

K'ang's political philosophy was essentially a product
of cultural encounter: the meeting of Chinese and Western
cultures in the last century. Historically the meeting
between these two cultures had taken place long before the
nineteenth century, but its implications had not deeply af-
fected the Chinese nation and its culture until the 1840's
when the Chlnese Empire was defeated by England in the Opium
War. After that the long-isolated Chinese Empire, together
with her social and political institutions, began to undergo
a series of drastic changes. Several of these changes are

closely related to this study and are worthy of note.



The first was the transformation of the Chinese Empire
from a quasi "world-state" into a member of the contemporary
multi-state system. As a result of the treaty of Nanking in
1842 the Chinese finally came to the realization that the Wes-
tern "maritime states" had absolute equality with China. The
tradlitional tribute system which had characterized the rela-
tions with the West was replaced by the “unequal' foreign
treaties. Thus 1842 began a new era, characterized by the
treaty ports and the opium traffic, extraterritoriality, the
treaty tariff, and the most-favored nation clause.l However,
it was not until 1864 that China began applying international
law 1n settling disputes with foreign countries;2 legations
abroad as permanent instlitutions had not been established
until 1875.3 Then, following a series of international inci-
dents and warfare, China lost her tribute states: Liuch'iu
in 1879; Viet Nam in 1885; Burma in 1886; finally Korea in
1895. She was slowly and reluctantly drawn from a self-

centered empire into a sovereign state with a semi-colonial

status among the contemporary family of nations.

lJohn K. Falrbank, Trade and Diplomacy on the China
Coast: The Opening of the Treaty Ports 1842-1854 (Harvard
Historical Studies, Vols. LXIII; Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 1953), LXII, 3.

2For the story of applying international law see .
Immanuel C. Y. Hsu, China's Entrance into the Family of Nations:
The Diplomatic Phase, 1858-1880 (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 1960), Chapter ix, especially p. 133.

3Ibid., Chapter xii.



The effect of the breakdown of the status of the world-
empire also had direct bearing on the centuries-old enthnocen-
tric, geographic myth. For centuries the Chinese had regarded
their country as the Middle Kingdom (Chung Kuo) located in the
center of the earth, with numerous barbarian tribes residing
on the four outer fringes, which were further surrounded by
the four seas. The glory of being Middle Kingdom symbolized
the glory of political and cultural leadership. Without being
seriously questioned, the myth was sustalned for centuries.
However, the defeat in the Oplum War dramatically altered this
belief. Realizing the necessity of understanding the Western
powers after the Opium War, the scholar-officials avalled
themselves of the current studies of world geography. Ten
years after the war there were three geographlc studies
dealing with world geography published in China. They were

Commissioner Lin's Ssu~chou chi (Gazeteer of the Four Conti-

nents), 1841; Wel Yuan's Hal~kuo t'u-chih (Maritime Countries),

1844; and Hsl Chi-yl's Yin-huan chih-lueh (A Brief Descrip-

tion of the Ocean Circuit), 1850. Drawing information from
Western source books the Chinese compilers became aware of

the existence of other contlnents. Although the knowledge
propagated in these three works was slowly felt and understood
among the Confuclan intellectuals, theilr publications marked
the breakdown of the traditional myth. The last two works had
direct influence on the thoughts of K'ang. Thus, after the
introduction of modern geographic knowledge into China, the

traditional concepts, "Middle" and "All-under-heaven"“



(T'len-hsia) were replaced by cognizance of the continents

and the world.

The introduction of the Western geography marked the
beginning of a new trend: the emergence (or re—emergenceu)
of the so-called Western learning. Reallzing the increasing
danger of foreign aggression, but deeply impressed by the
Westerners' "strong shilps and effective guns," some farsighted
scholar-officials began, in the 1860's, adopting a policy of
"Western methods imitation."” The manufacture of modern wea-
pons and the study of foreign languages were begun. Concom-
itantly a number of Western books were translated into Chi-
nese by the newly established Kiangnan Arsenal and the
Interpretor's College. Western missionaries, in addition to
propagating evangelistic publication§, also produced a number
of translations of non-religious literature. As of the eve
of the 1898 Reform, the translated books totaled approximately
three hundred. These books, according to Liang Ch'i-ch'ao's
classification, fell into three different categories: (1)
science, covering the entire fields of natural science; (2)

politics, covering social sciences; and (3) Christian

uDuring the preceding Ming period and early in Ch'ing
period some scholar-officials in cooperation with the Jesuits
had already translated a number of European works on astronomy
and mathematics. Western learning to some extent had influence
on early Ch'ing learning.

5For the 1mitation of Western methods see L1 Chien-
nung. The Political History of China, 1840-1928, trans. and
ed. Ssu-yu Teng and Jeremy Ingallis (New York: D. Van Nos-
trand, 1956), Chapter iii, especially pp. 101- 05; see also
my analysis of the utllitarian approach in the next chapter.




religion.6 Although the number of translations in politics

was relatively small, the newly imported Western learning
which had been presented to the Confucian scholar-officials
covered a varlety of subjects. They 1ncluded the knowledge

of comprehending the physical universe, the knowledge of mani-
pulating varied forms of governments, and the knowledge of the
power of salvation.

It is important to note that the importation of Wes-
tern learning by the scholar-officials of the Western-methods-
imitation school was not met without strong opposition from
the ultra-conservatives. Alarmed by the possible impact of
new knowledge on Confucianlism the conservatives were violently
opposed to the study of Western books. For instance, Wo-jen,
a devotee of Neo-Confucianlism, in opposition to the teaching
of mathematics and astronomy, memorialized the Emperor of the
danger of Western learning. He maintained:

But according to the viewpolnt of your slave, astronomy
and mathematics are of very little use. If these subjects
are going to be taught by Westerners as regular studies,
the damage will be great....Your slave has learned that
the way to establish a nation is to lay emphasis on pro-
priety and righteousness, not on power and plotting....
even 1f the teachers sincerely teach and the students
faithfully study them, all that can be accomplished is the
training of mathematiclans. From ancient down to modern
times, your slave has never heard of anyone who could use
mathematics to ralse the nation from a state of decline

or to strengthen it in time of weakness....If astronomy

and mathematics have to be taught, an extenslve search
should find someone who has mastered the technique. Why

6Liang Ch'i-ch'ao, Bibliography of Western Learning,

in Chinese Historiography Society (ed.), The 1898 Reform (4
vols., Shanghal: Shanghal People's Press, 1956), I, 4U4T7-5U4,
especially 448 and 452-53.




is 1t 1limited to barbarians, and why 1s 1t necessary to
learn from the barbarians?...Since the conclusion of the
peace [treaty in 1860], Christianity has been prevalent
and half of our ignorant people have been fooled by it.
The only thing we can rely on 1s that our scholars should
clearly explailn to the people the Confuclan tenets, which
may be able to sustain the minds of the ignorant populace.

7

The memorial reflected fully the ultra-conservatives'!
deeply entrenched fear of the encroachment of Western learning.
First, it indicated that they comprehended the sharp conflict
between the newly imported secular knowledge and the Confucian
theory of government by moral principles. Secondly, 1t sug-
gested why the scholar-officials were anxious about the pres-
ence of Westerners; for the very presence of the bearers of
new knowledge would threaten the position and prestige of the
scholar-officials. Thirdly, 1t indicated their clear aware-
ness of the influence of Christlanity on the alleglance of
the Confucian followers. Paradoxically, the propagation of
the Christian sacred knowledge was belng carried out by ardent
missionaries who avowed the converslion of the heathenlish Chi-
nese Empire but whose fate depended upon the power represented
in the treaty ports and in the foreign legation in Peking.

The importation of Western learning was not halted by
the conservatives, though they did create an environment un-
favorable toward the reading of Western books among the
scholar-officials. Later events, such as the Sino-Japanese
War in 1895, indicated that the imitation of Western methods

had actually failed. However, the introduction of Western

Tsee Ssu-yu Teng and John K. Fairbank, China's Response
to the West (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1961, pp.

76-7T.




learning did exert considerable influence upon some future-
oriented intellectuals. "Since then," as Liang Ch'i-ch'ao
recalled, "[a few of] the Chinese (intellectuals) began to
realize that the Westerners had learning hidden behind t'the
strong ships and effective guns;! their conception of Western
learning gradually changed."8

Thus the increasingly deepening political crisis, the
creeping penetration of the scientific and soclal knowledge
and the provocative challenge of the Christlan sacred know-~
ledge, all constituted a tremendous impact upon the Confucilan
sacred system of knowledge, 1ts soclal and political institu-
tions as well as its cultural bearers--the scholar official
class. Some of them began a palnstaking search for the nature
of the Western impact: the knowledge behind the West's mili-
tary power, the relationshlp between knowledge and social and
political institutions, and the historical development of such
knowledge and institutions. It was an attempt to determine
whether the Chinese natlon should adopt the knowledge and
institutions of the West; 1t was also concerned with what
portions of the West's knowledge and Institutions that the
Chinese nation should adopt. This search for the West's se-
crets, so to speak, was essentlially an attempt to answer the

conservatives' charge that the West was barbaric; 1t was also

8Liang Ch'i-ch'ao, An Academic History of China During
the Last Three Hundred Years (4th edition; Shanghai: Ming Chi
Book Store, 1929), p. 43. This was referring to the influence
of books of science and politics; the influence of religious
books was not mentioned.




an attempt to answer the question as to whether the Confucian
system of knowledge and institutions remained valid and self-
sufficient. Among the intellectuals there was one who was
endowed with deep conviction, well versed with the Confucian
classics, who actively responded to the challenge of his time,
by offering a considerably elaborate theory, and vigorously
tried to put his ildeas into practice. This was the scholar
Ktang Yu-wei. He was born in Nanhal of Kwangtung Province,
which was close to the British colony of Hong Kong. His fam-
ily had been known for thirteen generations for 1ts Confucian
scholarship and he distinguished himself early in hils boyhood
with ambitions to be a sage. His answer to the challenging
1ssue was absorption and incorporation; in other words, it

was a religlous syncretism in character.

Major Parts of the Dissertation

The analysls of K'ang's religious syncretism 1is di-
vided into the followling three parts.

Part One (Chapter II) analyzes various forms of reli-
glous syncretism and its possible relationship with the social
situation. This 1s also, in part, a brief review of litera-
ture in the field of the soclology of knowledge. It 1s the
intention of this study to develop a general model, the'"sacred
school,"for analyzing K'ang's political philosophy as well as

for further research.
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Following the sacred school approach, Part II (Chapters
ITII and IV) analyzes K'ang's effort to rediscover the authentic
version of Confucianism in hils attempt to syncretize the Wes-
tern culture. Special attention 1s pald to K'ang's descrip-
tion of how China had become stagnant and backward.

Part Three (Chapters V and VI) presents K'ang's ver-
slon of the lost but rediscovered Tao of Confucius. In
addition to the analysis of K'ang's universal constitution,
attention 1s especially pald to K'ang's attitudes towards
and efforts to apply this religious syncretism. This part of
the study will shed light upon the ideological and utopian

nature of K'ang's version of Confucianism.



CHAPTER II

THE SACRED SCHOOL AND ITS RELIGIOUS SCHOLARS

Religious syncretism results from the interplay be-
tween the strong impact of a newly encountered knowledge on
the one hand, and the vigorous resistance of the existing
absolute sacred system of knowledge on the other. To analyze
thls interplay, thils study first places 1ts major emphasls on
the paradox of the presumably self-sufficient character of the
absolute knowledge and the various methods used to incorporate
the new knowledge under circumstances of compulsion. Then it
unvells the function of the 1lncorporation, indicating whether
it tends to burst or to malntaln the status quo of the existing
soclal and political orders.

The soclological concept of the sacred school was first
employed by the late soclologlst, Professor Florilan Znaniecki.

In one of his remarkable works, The Social Role of the Man of

Knowledge,1 Znanieckl used the concept to denote the special
patterns of development of the religious or semi-religious
truths. According to his observation, the men of knowledge in

different religions tend to respond toward new knowledge in the

l(New York: Columbia University Press, 1940).

11
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same patterns of thinking by virtue of the similarities of

thelr religious premises.

Thls idea 1s of utmost importance

to the understanding of K'ang Yu-wel's political philosophy.

However, the concept of the sacred school was not

fully developed by Znanleckl.

he knew of no general study of
marlily second-hand information
on particular religions and in

civilizations.2

Although more
since the first publication of
been no major soclo-historical
nor any further development of

the religious truths still 1s,

and incredibly rich land.

In his book he observed that
sacred schools. He used pri-
contained in historical works
synthetlc studles of particular
than two decades have elapsed
his book in 1940, there has
research into thils concept,

it. The soclological study of

on the whole, an uncultivated

The present study intends to develop further thls con-

cept in connection with other social theories and to apply 1t

to the analysis of K'ang Yu-wel's political writings.

Fol-

lowing Znanieckl's concept I shall develop a sacred school

model by drawing evidence from

the historical developments of

Confucianism, Taolsm and Buddhism; occasional reference will

be made to other religions.

Then following the sacred school

model I shall proceed to analyze the social and political ap-

plication of the religious truths; in other words, the inter-

relationship between the religious truths and their social

exlistence.

°Ibid., p. 93, n.l.
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The Absolute Knowledge

The religious or semi-religious truth is termed by
Professor Znanieckil to be the absolute or holy knowledge.
According to Znanieckl, the absolute knowledge 1is of gods
and things divine, or the sacred order of the universe. It
1s derived from divine sources and regarded by 1its followers
as power. Its very possesslion means participation in the
sacred forces that rule the world. In sharp contrast with
technological knowledge with practical test as its criterion,
social knowledge with popular acceptance as its requirement
and secular knowledge wlth ratlional evidence as 1ts necessity,
the sacred knowledge stands with no need of these fulcrums
for 1t 1s based on divine revelatlon which cannot be questioned.3

Further, according to Znanilecki's social theory, each
system of knowledge has 1ts men of knowledge as 1ts cultural
bearers. The man of knowledge plays hls role in co-operation
with a smaller or larger set of people, i.e., his soclal circle,
which in turn, grants him soclal status. The men of knowledge
who bear the holy knowledge are called by Znanieckli the "reli-

gious scholars'; the grouping of such men is designated the

3Professor Znanieckl classifies all human knowledge into
four basic forms: technical knowledge, soclal knowledge, ab-
solute knowledge and secular knowledge, with “new knowledge" as
a residue category. Since the present study 1s basically a further
development of the concept of the sacred school, there 1s no
need to criticize and evaluate the correctness of the classifi-
catory scheme, which appears to be very important in the field
of sociology of knowledge. I would like to point out that each
of the historical sacred schools contalns a great deal of other
categorlies of knowledge by virtue of 1ts belng a sacred school.
Hence, the classiflcation 1s to some extent over-lapping.
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sacred school. Znanieckl maintains that if we survey the cul-
tural history of societies that have grown beyond the tribal
stage--such as Egyptians,Babylonians, Assyrians, Chinese, Indians,
Persians,the Jews since the seventeenth century before Christ,the
Greeks, the Etruscans, the Romans, the Gauls, the Mayas, the Aztecs,
the Incas, the Arabs under Islam, European nations during the
Middle Ages, we shall find nearly everywhere the sacred school
and the religious scholars.Ll

What 1s the major role of the religious scholars?
To Znanieckl, "The scholar's role within the school is strictly
determined by the task of the school--the perception of the
sacred lore."5 The perpetuation of the sacred lore, according
to Znaniecki's observation, 1s a process of imparting, trans-
mitting, or interpreting the holy knowledge. In other words,
it is basically educational. Here I beg profoundly to differ.
Since in theory sacred knowledge 1s presumed to be absolute in
nature and to direct human lives, as Professor Znanleckl has
pointed out, 1t follows logically that both the sacred school

and the religious scholars are confronted not only with the

uIt 1s obvious that Znaniecki regards Confucianism as

a religion because he groups Confucianism into other religions.
(See pp. 93-95.)In my opinion Confucianism is not a religion;
its 1life orientation only represents an innerworldly morality
for laymen. Hence,I choose the term'"the semi-religious truth."
However, as the present study 1s to develop further the con-
cept, the sacred school, it 1s needless to argue whether Con-
fucianism 1s a sacred school. As thils is also one of the major
concerns 1n K'ang Yu-wel's writings, I shall have more things
to say on this point in the following section.

5Znaniecki, op. cit., p. 100.
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imparting and maintenance of the_holy knowledge but also with
the application of this knowledge to the practical, social and
political world. As a matter of fact, all of the major reli-
gions of the world have considerably developed systems of
ideas and values concerning the social and political order.
The uniqueness of Confuclanism lies 1in the fact that it 1is
malnly composed of social and political knowledge which 1s
intended to direct the social and political order. For var-
ious reasons a sacred school or a religious scholar may not
face the challenge or may not have the opportunity to be in

a position of secular leadership; but it 1s always the highest
ldeal of the sacred schools that the two different status-
functions should be connected in one way or another so that
the holy knowledge may direct human lives in conformity with
the sacred order of the universe. Thus, a religious scholar
may always perform the "lay" function in addition to the
sacred one; the lay function is considered by him as an essen-
tlal part of the sacred work. For instance, the Indian Brah-
mans and the Jewlsh prophets, in addition to capacities as
priests, also advised thelr rulers on lay matters. In case

of the religious scholars in Confuclanism, intervention in
soclal and political affairs 1s probably theilr maln objective;
for the Confucian intellectuals are a stratum of officilals

and aspirants to office who claim that the emperor could rule

only by using orthodox Confucian officials.6 This shows

6Max Weber, The Religion of China, translated and

edited by Hans H. Gerth, (Glencoe, Ill.: The Free Press, 1951),
p. 122 and p. 144,
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clearly the close relationship between the holy knowledge and
the social and political order, between the lay function of a
religious scholar and his sacred one.

It 1s to the relationship between holy knowledge and
1ts application to soclal and polltical order that half of
the present study 1s fundamentally oriented. I shall proceed
first to examine the ways and methods used by the religilous
scholars to incorporate new knowledge, and then lnvestigate
whether this incorporation 1s ideological or utopian in

character.

Methods of Incorporating New Knowledge

Znanlecki points out that the function of a religious
scholar 1s to perpetuate the absolute, superindividual, sacred
truths, "an exact and faithful reproduction of the symbolic
expression of those truths is essential;"7 it 1s impossible for
a religious scholar "to introduce any modifications into this
knowledge."8 Neither can he "discover personally any new and
valid truth that was not known from the very beginning to the
first masters, gods, or heroes who revealed the sacred know-
ledge to theilr successors for perpetuation in the school."9
However, it 1s a fact that the knowledge of the sacred school
actually grows in the course of generations. This 1is because,

according to Znanieckl, the growth of the sacred knowledge is

Tznanieckl, op. cit., p. 103.

81p14., p. 104.

91bid., p. 105.
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mainly a response to demands made by the wider society. The
sacred school and the religious scholars, in perpetuating the
sacred lore, have to deal or to cope with the appearance of
the new problems of natural technology, reflections about the
cultural order roused by soclal conflicts, new factual obser-
vations of curious people, strange doctrines imported from

10 It is my

abroad, occasionally innovations by rebels, etc.
opinion that the impact of these novelties first poses the
question as to how to dismiss the new knowledge which appears
to be 1n contradiction with the traditional sacred lore.

Thus, to combat heretics becomes an essential duty for a reli-
gious scholar in the process of transmitting the traditional

11 Throughout all the world religlous scholars

sacred lore.
respond to heretics by using the same gulding principle: what-
ever is in contradiction to the authoritative system must be
false. The responses may range from sllence to actlive denun-
clation and suppression depending upon the degree of impact by
the new knowledge and the particular social order. It 1is only
after the resistance proves lneffective that the religious
scholars tend to incorporate the new knowledge into the tra-
ditlonal sacred system. As Znanleckl points out:

...yet 1t 1s better for the prestige and influence of the

school 1f 1t can solve efficiently and authoritatively most
of the problems which bother the lay socilety and can

107h44.

llHe seems to have ignored the combating function of
the religious scholars, though he notes that "some of these
novelties may be dismissed as 1irrelevant or blasphemous," by
the religious scholars. See p. 105.
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subordinate most of the new profane knowledge which seems
to be galilning acceptance_in 1ts wider milieu to its own
supreme, holy knowledge.l?2
Thus another auxiliary function 1s added to a religious scholar:
to enrich the sacred knowledge by recognizing or even introduc-
ing innovations.
How can these two different functions be reconciled?
According to Znanleckl, religious scholars throughout the
world have applied the same principle: “Whatever in the do-
main of knowledge 1s verily true cannot be new; whatever new
must be false."13 To both the sacred school and the religious
scholars, the total truth, including the partial truths ever
to be known, were already known to the spiritual ancestor of
the school-god, demigod, or dilvinely inspired supermen.lu
Furthermore, according to Znanlieckl, as the develop-
ment of the knowledge of sacred schools reveals, thelr growth
is essentially an accumulation of commentaries, in which su-
perior scholars interpret for the benefit of thelr contem-
poraries and successors elther the original holy texts or the

writings of early commentators. “Interpretation consists

elther in expounding the content of sacred truths or in

12Znaniecki, op. cit., p. 105.
131p14.
14

Ibid. It might be advisable to point out that the
present study is limited to the religious and semi-religious
truths only. The kind of absolute knowledge, such as Marxism-
Leninism, which 1s not generally regarded as derived from
divine sources and revealed by divinely inspired superman, 1s
hereby excluded from our study. After the completion of the
thesis, I plan to make a systematic survey of philosophical
syncretism with reference to Communism, and other absolute"isms."
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eliciting their systematic connection or both.“15 Znaniecki
points out that by the first method of interpretation a reli-
gious scholar can show that the sacred truth already contains
truths which lay sclentilists or 1lmporters of foreign ideas
erroneously believe to be newly discovered or will explain
facts whilch have only recently been observed.16 Thus, for
Instance:
medieval scholars found the essentlal truths of Greek
sclence included in the Blble; some modern scholars inter-
pret the record of creatlon formulated in the first chap«
ters of Genesls as including the theory of general evolu-
tion. Recent historical processes are seen to have been
generally anticipated, 1f not speciflcally predicted, in
anclent holy writs; and sacred ethlcs, if properly under-
stood, though preached centuries ago, gives absolutely 17
valid guidance for dealing with modern social problems.

For convenlence, this way of interpreting new knowledge
is termed the theory of containment, the first method of inter-
preting the rival knowledge.

In the course of China's contact with the West during
the Ch'ing period, particularly during the last century, many
Confucian intellectuals not only claimed that theilr old holy
writs contained the knowledge imported from the West but also
strongly contended that they originated in China as a result
of the westward spreading of Chinese culture. The Westerners,

they cléimed, were returning the Chinese culture to the Chi-

nese. For 1llustrative purpose, this will be termed the theory

151p14., p. 107.

161p44., pp. 107-08.

171b1d., p. 108.
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of origination.18 This sort of interpretation was not an in-

novation of the Confucian scholars. It was originated by the
Taolsts. When Buddhism was first introduced into China, the
popular legend among some Chinese intellectuals was that
Buddha was a dilsclple of the alleged Taolst sage Lao—-tzu.19
The basic characteristic of the theory of origination,
as compared with that of containment, 1s that the former,
besides being based on the apparent resemblance of the tradi-
tional knowledge with the 1mported counterpart, further derives
its claim for legitimacy from a certain legendary account
handed down from time immemorial. In the case of Lao-tzu's
preaching or incarnation in India, the claim was derived from
the legend that the alleged founder of Taolst religlon was
recorded as having traveled to the Western territories on a
black ox.20
According to Znaniecki, the eliciting of the systematic

connection of the sacred commentaries permits the religious

scholar:

18See Ch'uan Han-shen's article in Source Books in
History of Modern China, ed. Wu Hsiang-hsiang et al.(1l0 vols.;
first edltion; first series; Formosa: Cheng Chung Book Store,
1956), V, 216-58. I have found the article especially useful,
but it falls to distingulish the theory of containment from that
of origination. The former 1s indicative of a parallel develop-
ment while the latter indicates cultural diffusion only.

191p14., p. 216.

20It was discovered by historians that Lao-~tzu hua-hu
Ching (The Story of Lao-tzu's Incarnation in India), the offi-
clal claim advanced by the Taolst scholars,was written by Wang
Fu of the Western Tsin period (A. D. 265-317). This may be
considered a forgery, another way of incorporating new ideas.
I shall deal with it shortly.
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..to rediscover certain holy truths which his immedilate
predecessors for some reason have falled to transmit or
even truths which the spiritual ancestors of the school,
knowing that mankind was not yet prepared for them but
forseeing that thelr disclosure would come in the proper
time, intentionally failed to reveal at the beginning.

A scholar of superior learning and ability, or even an
intellectually simple but saintly man, enlightened by
divine inspiration, may find such a truth and communicate
to the school, thus helping 1t to complete its traditional
knowledge.2

The rediscovery of certain holy truths which were lost
either by accident or by intention through eliciting the holy
writs wlll be termed the eliciting revelation. It is best rep-
resented by the emergence of Neo-Confucianism. Students of
Chinese philosophy generally agree that the Neo-Confucianists
incorporated into the Confuclanlist philosophical system many
metaphysical elements from Buddhism and Taoism. However, in
defending thelr philosophies, the Neo-Confucian scholars in-
variably claimed that their theories were based upon or deduced
from the Confucian sacred truths, and that they only rediscov-

ered the Tao which thelr predecessors had failed to transmit.22

21Znaniecki, op. cit., p. 108.

22pop instance, Han Yu (768-824), the first real pro-
tagonist of later Neo-Confuclanism, made the followlng remark
on the lost transmittal of Tao. "Yao transmitted it to Shun;
Shun transmitted it to YuU; YU transmitted it to T'ang; T'ang
transmitted it to (Kings) Wen and Wu and the Duke of Chou;
Wen and Wu and the Duke of Chou transmitted it to Confucius;
Confucius transmitted it to Mencius. After Mencius died, it
was no longer transmitted." See Fung Yu-lan, History of Chi-
nese Philosophy, trans. Derk Bodde (2 vols.; Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1953), II, 410. I was unable to
find out the Neo-Confuclan scholars' account as to how and
why the transmittal of Tao was lost. Probably such a study
will shed new light on the nature of Neo-Confucianism.

Furthermore, the analysis of eliciting revelation
poses the question of direct revelation. Besides eliciting
revelation a religious scholar may declare that truth was
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Similar in appearance but different in character is
the fourth form of presenting new ldeas--the method of apocry-
pha. It was frequently discovered by historians or text re-
searchers that some holy writs were actually added to or
corrupted by pseudo-authors in the name of an ancient prophet
or a renowned religious scholar. It 1s due to the problem of
apocryphy that textual research 1ls a necessity for the sacred
schools.z3 Quite often religious scholars in the same sacred
school accuse each other of falsification and forgery in order

for each to Justify hls own interpretation.

directly revealed to him by a demigod, a sage, or the spiri-
tual ancestor of the school. He bases hils claim for legiti-
macy upon the holy sanction of a spiritual being. For 1instance,
Chang Ling, founder of the Taolst religion, contended that he
had received revelation 1in person by Lao-tzu. Nagajuna, the
well-known founder of the Real Word school in Buddhism, claimed
that he had been directly 1nspired by Dharmakaya Buddha and the
VaJra Sattva 1n medlitation. As Allan W. Watts in his The Way
of Zen put 1t, "The traditional Mohayanalst account of i1ts own
origin 1s that 1ts teachings were dellivered by the Buddha to
his intimate disciples but their public revelatlion withheld
untll the world was ready for them." See Allan W. Watts, op.
cit., (New York: The New American Library, 1957), p. 67.

These indlcate that direct revelation 1s similar to eliciting
revelation 1n that both clailm that the lost transmlttal re~
sulted from accident and/or deliberate withholding by the spiri-
tual ancestor . In a word, the growth of sacred knowledge is
essentlally a process of permanent revelation. To determine
whether it is a form of religious syncretism, further research
in connection with 1ts rival school of thought 1s essential.

23It should be noted that many %“forged" books were not
necessarily 1ll-intentlioned. 1In anclent China many philosophers
did not write books: 1f they did they would not author their
books in thelr own names. It 1s because of this that textual
research 1is a very complicated undertaking. For a complete sur-
vey of the forged works see Chang-Hsin-cheng, A Comprehensive
Survey of Forged Books (Two vols.; Shanghai: The Commercial
Press, 1939). The survey covers more than a thousand contro-
versial works 1n all flelds of Chinese studiles.
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The fifth way of interpreting new ideas is termed
the integralist approach. A religious scholar can argue
that both the holy truth and the imported new knowledge are
different levels of the same truth; that nowhere do they
conflict with each other and that the new knowledge should
be subject to the control of the higher level of the sacred
truth. This integralist approach is best represented by
Thomas Agquinas' "Christianization" of the philosophy of
Aristotle. The essence of his universal synthesis is the
attempt to reconcile the different levels of truth with the
Christian theology as the consummation of the whole system.zu
Very similar to Aquinas' universal synthesis is the theory of
integral knowledge propounded by thinkers of the Eastern
Orthodox Church. In responding to the Western impact, the
church thinkers, starting from F. V. Kireyevsky (1806-1856),
A. S. Khomiakov (1804-1860), down to V. S. Soloviev (1853-
1900?), N. A. Berdyav (1874-1948) and others, stressed the
ambition of embracing the European civilization in its full-
ness by the "highest principles" of the Orthodox Church,
according to which knowledge is an organic all-embracing
unity:

. « «» but it can only be attalned if the subrational
aspect of the world (sense qualities), its rational
(or ideal) aspect, and the superrational principles are

all given together in experience which combine sensuous,
intellectual, and mystical intuition.25

24George A. Sabine, A History of Political Theory
(revised edition; New York: Henry Holt, 1959), p. 248.

25N. 0. Lossky, History of Russian Philosophy (New
York: International Universities Press, 1951), p. 404.
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This Christian all-embracing synthesis can be com-
pared with the typical Buddhist synthesis of the scholars of
early Sung period. The general opinion among learned scholars
was: "Confucius is my teacher; Lao-tzu the teacher of Confu-

cius; the Buddha the teacher of Lao—tzu."26

Obviously the
three architects of religion were considered as three repre-
sentatlves of three different levels of the same truth with
Buddhism occupylng the highest 1level.

Finally, a religious scholar may approach the question
from a utilitarian point of view. For instance, during the
late Ch'ing period, K'ang Yu-wel's predecessors, such as Feng
Kuei-fen, Tseng Kuo-fan and Li Hung-chang, tried to syncretize
Western natural science and technology, particularly arms and
ships, with the Confuclanist social and political institutions.
They argued that if China could imitate the West's ways in pro-
ducing ships and guns, the Manchu Empire, whose ethical, civil
and military systems were far more superior than those of the
West, could be strengthened and saved.27 This utilitarian ap-
proach differs from the integralist approach in that the latter
penetrates into the depths of epistemology, while the former

belleves the newly encountered knowledge only practically use-

ful. The former regards 1its traditional system of knowledge as

26Fan Ch'i, A General Survey of History of Chinese Philo-
sophy (4th edition ; Shanghail: Kai Ming Book Store), 19483,
p. 392.

27See Ssu-yU Teng and John K. Fairbank, China's Response
to the West (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1961), Chap-
ters v, vi, and vii.
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the foundation for new knowledge, while the latter considers
it the consummation of all levels of truths.

So far the study has identified six basic forms of
religious syncretism. Regardless of the differences in their
outer appearance, they all share the same characteristics:
traditional knowledge 1s absolute, adequate and immutable.
They enable us to understand that the pattern of response of
religious or semi-religious truths is essentially a permanent
process of rediscovering the authentic meaning of the holy
truths. In other words, it is a continuing emancipation
through the revival of the ancient customs. The pattern is
this: the stronger is the coming impact, the farther back in
time the revival will be; the more distant 1s the revival, the
stronger the charge agalinst paganism, forging, or falsifica-
tion will be.

Furthermore, it should be pointed out that the anal-
ysis of the six forms of religious syncretism 1s essentlally
analytical. Due to the complicated nature of cultural en-
counter, a religious scholar may combine more than one form
in his incorporation of the new knowledge. For analyzing
K'ang Yu-wel's political philosophy and the counter-ideas of

his opponents we are obliged to employ all of them.

The Sacred Complex

The above analysis of the various forms of religilous
syncretism clearly shows that both the sacred school and its

religious scholars are permeated almost without exception
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with a deep reverence for the ancient authorities--the sacred
complex. This complex was best described by the late Confu-
clan philosopher Liang Ch'i-ch'ao, a leading disciple and
critic of K'ang Yu-wel. He said:

If a man harbored even the slightest intention of
doubting or criticizing a single word or sentence in a
classical text, he felt instantly as i1f he had fallen .
into a position of "vilifyling the saints and disregarding
the law;" he would be uneasy and consclence-stricken, not
only in drsgd of legal prosecution and irresponsible
criticism.

Another Confucian philosopher Han YU once remarked
during the T'ang period: "That which has passed through the
hands of the sages 1s beyond the reach of discussion and
criticism."?? Although both men's remarks referred to the
Confucian intellectuals' respect for the ancient sages, never-
theless, they can be considered as typical expressions of the
degree to which the sacred complex was deeply entrenched 1in
the followers' minds of the various sacred schools. Probably
it 1s due to the deep entrenchment of this complex that some-
times a religious scholar is obliged to adopt new things 1in
disguise lest 1t offend the popular respect for the sacred
school.

Furthermore, 1t 1s understandable that both the

Taoists and the Neo-Confuclanists, after having absorbed the
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