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Towards Confucian Republicanism:  

a theoretical proposal 

 
As the traditional alliance between Confucianism and hereditary monarchy collapsed 

with the rise of modern China, Confucianism -- deprived its institutional manifestation -- has 
been rightly described as a ‘wandering soul,’ capable of none but nugatory impact on modern 
political life. While Confucianism remains to be a source of moral inspiration and a tool of 
moral critique for many (even, at times, for political leaders) such achievement has fallen short 
of Confucianism’s two most important political goals: (1) to bring good governance and (2) to 
promote general moral cultivation. This article seeks to approach an important question, one 
that may decide the future of Confucianism as a body of political thoughts: through what kind 
of institution is Confucianism to manifest itself in modern times? Only when there is progress 
in settling this question can Confucianism take up a more proactive and constructive role in 
politics.  

I will defend that any institution suitable for manifesting Confucianism must satisfy 
three minimal criteria: (1) it should be available and practical under modern conditions; (2) its 
core components should not conflict with most of the core ideals of Confucianism; and (3) it 
should be conducive to achieving Confucianism’s two major political goals mentioned above. 
To approach the question, I will first critically and thematically evaluate the institutional 
proposals that are currently available. I argue what suits Confucianism is neither ‘liberal 
democracy’ nor ‘guardianship,’ but republican political institutions. Besides the weaknesses of 
the alternative proposals, my claim is grounded on the following three contentions:  

Firstly, republican institution is available and practical because its basic components 
like ‘constitution,’ ‘representative bodies,’ and ‘rule of law,’ have matured for good 
governance through centuries of development. 

Secondly, ideals advanced by republicanism such as freedom as non-domination and 
social cohesion do not fundamentally conflict with those of Confucianism, though admittedly 
the two strands of thoughts have very different emphases.  

Thirdly, the prodigious pedagogical function of republican institutions can be utilized 
for the purpose of general moral cultivation as envisioned by Confucianism. Practices under 
republican institutions such as civic education and participation in public affairs offer ample 
opportunities for the moral improvement of general public.  

This article does not of course seek to argue that republicanism is flawless or the only 
possible future of political Confucianism. Nonetheless, considering the possibility and the 
advantages of adopting time-tested republican institutions while maintaining allegiance to the 
two chief political goals of Confucianism, the most hopeful direction for Confucianism to be 
out of the current impasse may well be towards Confucian Republicanism.  


