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Humanitas still Exists. Confucian Tradition and
Political Culturein Sixth and Seventh Century China

Fu Yang*

Abstract

Confucian tradition in medieval China has long been seen as mundane
and intellectually unstimulating, and receives relatively little scholarly
attention. From the perspective of intellectual history, this article views
Confucian tradition as a cultural tradition, and examines its place in the history
of medieval China by focusing on how it shaped the representations of
political culture in sixth and seventh century China, that is, the Sui (581-618)
and the early Tang (618-907) periods.

In medieval China, Confucian tradition was a cultural tradition based on
a canon, from which political and ethical ideas were drawn. Its main
characteristic was the quest to establish an ideal social and political order. Two
given contexts are especialy relevant. First, from the fourth century onward,
there had been no unified empire but multiple warring regimes, which
ideologically contradicted the ideal Confucian socio-political order. Second,
there also existed other cultural traditions which made the appeal of Confucian
tradition less favourable.

As the Sui and the Tang reunified China, Confucian tradition once again
had firmer ground on which to put its ideals into practice. It claimed to restore
the tradition of the Han and Wei dynasties, and argued about the ways in which

* Fu Yang is a Ph.D. candidate in the Faculty of Asian and Middle Eastern Studies at the
University of Cambridge, UK.
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those literati and officials who were associated with Confucian tradition could
benefit the state. At any rate, as far as its socio-political aspects are concerned,
Confucian tradition in medieval China was vigorous and deserves further
investigation.

Keywords: Confucian tradition, cultura tradition, intellectual history of
medieval China, Sui and early Tang, political culture






