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Abstract

As a group of scholars of bespeaking cultural conservatism, the contemporary
neo-Confucianists are considered as a unified school, and the interchange and
disagreements among its members are therefore often overlooked. Xu Fuguan and
Qian Mu, two twentieth-century neo-Confucianists, started off as allies but later parted
on bad terms. This thesis analyses the reasons for the change in their relationship by
examining the interactions between them over time, debunking in the process the
misconception that there is no disagreement among the contemporary Neo-
Confucianists.

Taking into consideration of the historical background and their life experiences,
this study compares and contrasts the thoughts of Xu and Qian, their respective
responses to the call of their time, their scholarly and political disagreements that result
in the differences in their academic approaches. The correspondence and debates
between them and other relevant materials comprise the core of the primary resources
of this thesis.

In addition to the introduction and conclusion, this study consists of four
chapters. The first chapter analyses the interactions between Xu Fuguan and Qian Mu
in the early years of their acquaintance, showing that, from the late 1940s to the early
1950s, they were not only allies within the cultural conservative and anti-communist
camp, but also like-minded personal friends. The following three chapters each starts
with one of the public debates between them. The second chapter explains in the main
the difference in the way Qian Mu and Xu Fuguan interprets Confucian thoughts that
results from the differences of their academic approaches — Qian’s traditional
evidential scholarship as influenced by contemporaneous scholarly trends on the one

hand, and Xu’s modern scholarship which evidential scholarship plays a secondary role

4



to the study of the history of Confucian doctrines on the other. Furthermore, it
documents, with the correspondence between Tang Junyi and Mou Zongsan as
evidence, how Xu was widely supported by his fellow Neo-Confucianists in his
arguments with Qian. However, in the context of the traditional Chinese notion “Zun
Shi Zhong Dao (Obey one’s teachers and respect the traditions they represent)”, Xu’s
“victory” over Qian, his social senior, came with a price. It signifies the beginning of
the irreparable fracture in their friendship, leading to an abrupt end in their
communications in September 1957.

The third chapter reveals that, because of their different life experiences, Xu
and Qian hold very different views on democracy. While Qian Mu emphasized the
importance of democracy, his strong will to defend Chinese culture and his self-
identification as a ‘“scholar disinterested in politics” deprive him of a thorough
understanding of the actual drawbacks of traditional political actions. Consequently,
he held the conventional scholar-bureaucrat government in very high esteem, he failed
to take note of its autocratic implications and elitist character. By contrast, influenced
by both his Confucian thoughts and his participation in politics, Xu Fuguan had a more
profound understanding of democracy than Qian.  With the Confucian spirit and
liberal democracy as the two main concerns of his life, Xu had a highly unique way in
explaining Confucian ideas. By emphasizing the long-standing conflicts between the
Confucianists and the autocratic monarchy, Xu contrasted with Qian in that the latter
emphasized the two traditional concepts of “assimilation” and ‘“harmony”. Yet,
informed by the Confucian thoughts, Xu took “to accomplish exemplary virtues” as his
ultimate goal in both academic life and real life, and in this way, failed also to liberate

himself from the traditional expectations of an intellectual.



The fourth chapter reveals the focal points of their debates over the contended
autocratic nature of traditional Chinese political system and the progress of democracy
in China. Qian was inclined to Sun Yat-sen's Three Principles of the People, whereby
he believed that as long as the wise and virtuous elites were in power, true freedom and
equality for all could be assured. At the same time, he overlooked the autocratic
implications of “taking politics as the highest manifestation of morality”. Xu’s
emphasized the importance of assuring negative liberty for people, while his advocation
to hold on to the good but discard the bad of traditional Chinese culture makes him
stand out from the main-stream thoughts. Yet, like Qian, Xu was at least in part a
product of Confucianism, and as such believed that all issues are ideologically based
and must be resolved ideologically. In this way, he exemplified the effect of human

consciousness on the progress of history.

The interaction between Qian Mu and Xu Fuguan not only reflected the
similarities and differences among the Neo-Confucianists, but also the struggle of
those Chinese intellectuals who gave themselves to saving their motherland in face of
the tug-of-war between tradition and modernity on the one hand and the tension that

sustains between scholarship, politics, and life on the other.
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