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Revisiting Confucianism in Modernizing China:
Observations Based on Zhang Taiyan’s “Zhuohan” Pieces

Yihong YU

Abstract: Drawing on Buddhist and Neo-Confucian resources, Zhang Taiyan’s “Master Zhuohan Pieces” is a
significant texts group. Extant studies on Zhang Taiyan partly ignored his activities after the Xinhai revolution,
so an in-depth study of “Master Zhuohan Pieces” can enhance the extant understandings of the dynamic role
of traditional scholarship in modern China. This paper introduces Zhang’s neglected records of his netherworld
travel, which marks his turn to Buddhist and Confucian mind-oriented ideas in late years. In “Master Zhuohan
Pieces”, Zhang has tried to defend humans’ moral sense in a world that is illusory from a Buddhist perspective;
in other words, to lodge pursuit of Buddhist truth in an illusory world with Confucian morals. Being faced with
the deformation of institutionalized Confucianism and related moral conventions, another objective of “Master
Zhuohan Pieces” is to reach a reformation of Confucianism in modern China. To achieve this goal, Zhang
re-examines the historical position of Neo-Confucianism which supported moral conventions in Song-Qing
China. With the further deformation of Confucianism Zhang sensed, to secure moral common sense in China,
he shelves pursuit of truth and turns to defend traditional conventions outright. Besides insights in Buddhism-
Confucianism synthesis, Zhang’s intellectual shifts indicated in “Pieces” reflect both passive self-adjustments
and the marginalized position of Confucianism in modernization.
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