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Abstract

In the first part of this talk, I will propose that Tang Junyi developed a civil theology (sections
3), and that he did so against the backdrop of his perception of social modernity (section 2).
The second part of the paper will deal with Tang’s ideas on the “practical” manifestation of
civil theology within society. It is in this respect that Tang proposes to implement modern
Confucianism as the foundation of a civil religion (section 4). Since Tang did not refer to
“civil theology” and “civil religion” by the exact Chinese words for these terms, one may
raise the question if it might, after all, be anachronistic to introduce these concepts here.
Pointing to the distinction between words and concepts (which in turn can be expressed by
different words) is an obvious way of addressing this problem. But the justification for
introducing these concepts cannot solely rely on this distinction. It is, therefore, necessary to
consider the historical and intellectual context of Tang Junyi’s application of concepts like
“civil theology” and “civil religion”. If no contexts could be identified to which these
concepts plausibly relate, the suspicion of an anachronistic distortion would be well founded.
This problem will be addressed in various parts of my talk.
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Some critical considerations on Tang Junyi’s Confucian civil theology and civil religion
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1) Contemporary critics of Tang Junyi who denounce his interpretation of modern
Confucianism as being too lofty or too “philosophical” for a Confucianism which sets out to
gain social impact miss a crucial point: Tang was keenly aware of the danger that
Confucianism might be reduced to a “profane utilitarianism and positivism” which in turn

might readily be turned into dogmatism by the hands of those in power.
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The result of this in regard to the continuing interpretation of Confucianism is, in Tang’s view,
disastrous: If the religious dimension is neglected, modern Confucianism turns into a tool for

serving the profane purposes of an one-sidedly mechanistic type of modernity.
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Those who would still resist such an undesirable course of modernity and turn to
Confucianism in a broader, scholarly context, would be compelled to take up the role of

monks.
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2) What Tang’s civil theology sets out to achieve with respect to modernity is highly
ambitious: to establish a normative theory of modernity, covering all spheres of society, based

on the theological metaphysics of a Confucian “study of spirit and essence”.
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This does not take the form of dogmatic prescriptions and there is no prescribed way of how

to implement the concepts of liang zhi and sheng ren in political agendas.
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Nevertheless, Tang’s project is characterized by an extremely optimistic attitude to the
modern world, since it portrays modernity as a historical process which is altogether

controllable through the workings of a Confucian civil theology.

HEARANIE - FEERATETE - R A R E AR MRy - KAE
TRFER AU I B T A 7 2R IR (R 2 BB DA T Pl ey — (el FE SRR

Arguably, a notion of a modernity which remains completely within the reach of human

agents (and their good intentions) bears the imprint of a potentially dangerous illusion.
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3) Does modern Confucianism as it is developed by Tang Junyi and others serve as a
source of spiritual inwardness which in turn provides consolation for the individual who is

caught up in the “iron cage” of modernity?
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If so, does this consolation, in the last consequence, serve the self-stabilization of modern

societies without fundamentally questioning societal issues of modernity?
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Does modern Confucianism nourish the individual’s delusion of a modernity which fully
submits to the ethical will of human agency, and thus exaggerates the role of human agency in
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a process which is, at least partially, characterized by developments outside the immediate

reach of an ethical will (see above: “iron cage”)?
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In “vindication” of modern Confucianism, one might refer to its theological-metaphysical
vision, which does not promise the Confucian believer consolation, justice etc. in a world
beyond, but leaves him or her in constant need of addressing this world and engaging in it,

although not without a “transcendental vision” (liang zhi, sheng ren).
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The Confucian believer is, thus, well-equipped to fundamentally question the modern world.
But possibly this is done in terms of a superelevation of ethical agency, “humanism” etc. that

provide a distorted picture of the process of modernity.
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4) Tang Junyi’s idiosyncratic depiction of ,world religions” represents their
complexity in regard to theologies and historical as well as social and political aspects

insufficiently (Daoism and Islam are hardly mentioned at all).

4) FEERE TR BIRR ORI > BUR T SRR B (R SRR S R
AN - bt g ~ BURSE A Ay (EERI PR EC% P 2iem g
) -

Perhaps even more problematic is Tang’s tendency to interpret the religious commitment of

followers of world religions as stemming from an individual decision of the believer.
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Consequently, he tends to equate religious consciousness (including religious denomination)
with a consciousness of values (applying a rationalistic concept of value) that shall serve, at

the same time, as antidote to the reification of modern man.
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It is questionable, to say the least, whether this “humanist” interpretation of religion can be an

adequate basis for further reflection on the function of “religiosity” in a global perspective.
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