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India China Lunch Talk: Confucianism, Socialism and 

Liberalism: Political Thoughts on Chinese Modernization 

 

On August 3rd 2017, the Center for India-China Studies invited famous Chinese Philosophy 

scholars Prof. Roger T. Ames of Peking University, Prof. LI Chenyang, founding Director of 

Philosophy Program at Nanyang Technology University, and American scholar on political 

economy now a faculty of Jindal School of Liberal Arts and Humanities Prof. Tom Lairson to 

talk on the interesting topic Confucianism, Socialism and Liberalism: Political Thoughts on 

Chinese Modernization. This talk dealt with the cultural, political, and economic aspects, 

thereby connecting it with the concept of Confucianism. 

Professor Roger T. Ames tried to explain the difference between individualism and 

Confucianism.   The word Confucianism was first coined in 1836 by John Francis Davis, the 

2nd Governor of Hong Kong in a book titled “The Chinese”. Simply, Confucianism is an 

ideology of philosophical and ethical teachings.  It focuses on relational instead of individual. 

But he said, today we live in a time where individualism has become an ideology. After a 

certain point, the idea of individualism starts liberating and at the end there is no 

individualism. From Confucianism perspective, there is no individualism and everything an 

individual does is because of association. An everyday example of this sort of association 

could be that while an individual walks, it needs to be associated with the ground, without 

which he would fail to take any step further. Associations are simply stipulated as roles and 

as soon as it develops into roles, it becomes a norm. As per the prevalent tradition, 

Confucianism is an alternate to individualism. 

He also mentioned that a scholar named James P. Carse, came up with an interesting concept 

of finite versus infinite games, whereby he explained that a problem can be much easily 

solved by following the path of Confucianism over individualism. As per his explanation, 

Finite games are played by human beings, within a finite time, following certain prescribed 

rules and at the end of every game there is a winner and a looser. The idea of infinite games 
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doesn’t have a beginning or end. It refers to either winning together or loosing together. Even 

though finite games are the predominate models but it can’t address today’s growing 

problem. Hence, it’s much more viable to move from finite to infinite games. 

Prof. Chenyang Li discussed the political aspect of it and was of the opinion that culturally 

Confucianism is reviving in China while it was heavily criticized at the beginning of the 

Chinese modernization.  The birth of Confucianism was a revolution in terms of promoting 

meritocracy legitimacy instead of genetic legitimacy.   Prof. Li also shared its own view on 

China’s one party rule and he was of the opinion that the one party rule in China is likely to 

continue in China for at least next 20 years since people are supportive it.  The major 

question that arises is the relationship between Confucianism and Democracy. Prof. Li  

summarized the four points among scholars.  First, both Confucianism and Democracy can 

work together; Second, Confucianism and democracy cannot co-exist; Third, Confucianism 

and democracy can be integrated;  Last, not like an internal integration of the two but a co-

existing model. This model refers to promote Confucianism within a large democratic social 

arrangement. Simply, it would be largely democratic even though culturally there is a 

presence of Confucianism. 

Prof. Tom Larson, dealing with economic aspects, expressed his view on how China is one of 

the most misunderstood countries in the World in terms of economy and that Chinese 

economy has nothing to do with socialism or communism, rather framing as state capitalism.  

He mentioned the narrowly interpreted capitalism or market theory cannot explain Chinese 

economic development model.  
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Students and faculty also actively asked about questions.  For example, some asked how 

Chinese pursue spiritual development in the fast material development.  Speakers mentioned 

that not just Confucianism but other religions such as Christian, Buddhism etc. are also 

becoming popular in China now.   


