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Ying-shib Yii

The Radicalization of China in the
Twentieth Century

has dominated the Chinese mind. The history of Chinese

thought in the twentieth century may be interpreted as a
process of rapid radicalization. As a matter of fact, never in China’s
long intellectual tradition of over 2.5 millennia had she been as
thoroughly radicalized as in modern times.

Radicalism in the Chinese intellectual tradition, however, has its
limits. The critique developed within the tradition is essentially an
internal one. Traditional critics in general and Confucians in partic-
ular have tended to take the Way (Tao or Dao) to be immanent in the
world of everyday life. This is expressed in the opening statement of
the Confucian classic, The Doctrine of the Mean, “The Way cannot
be separated from us for a moment. What can be separated is not the
Way.” This would suggest that we have always lived in the Way. But
on the other hand, the Way as transcendence must also be distin-
guished from the world of everyday life. Indeed, it would not be
conceivable that the Way could have generated critical principles as
it actually did without this transcendent dimension. However, itisan
undeniably unique feature of the Chinese critical tradition that
political and social criticism consists primarily in the interpretation of
the Way, not in the discovery or invention of an alternative Way. In
his Interpretation and Social Criticism, Michael Walzer, of the
Institute for Advanced Study at Princeton, argues that since the moral
world has long been in existence, neither discovery nor invention is
necessary. It is rather in i ion where the real ibility of

S INCE THE TURN OF THE CENTURY, a radical mode of thinking

Ying-shib Yitis Michael Henry Strater University Professor of East Asian Studies and Professor
of History at Princeton University.
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® GO R  TAF Inis Chang, The Chinese in America: A Narrative History (New York: Viking, 2003), ch. 16,
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