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A Contest between Public Sphere and Cultural Hermeneutics: Cognitive IHusions of China’s
Regional History with the Vision of Global History
Benjamin A. Elman
( East Asiun Studies and History, Princeton University, U. 8, A. )

Abstract; Whether in cultural history or in the social sciences, scholars of Chinese classical learning, often called
“Confucianism,” apply the “modernization narrative” to pre-modern China. They measure Confucianism according to
the yardstick of the present. As the present changes, that yardstick also changes. In an earlier “present,” when China
was visibly backward and weak by the standards of the industrial revolution in Europe, Confucianism, particularly
Cheng-Zhu Neo-Confucianism, was singled out and uncritically blamed for that backwardness. Now that China’s
“present” differs from its earlier “present,” so also the valuation of Confucianism has moved from obstacle to facilitator
on the path to modernity. It depends on what “present” is used to measure which “past. ” In the 1950s, scholars
sought the reasons for the success of socialism in Russia and China; now in the twenty-first century most write about its
demise. We already find in recent Eastern European elections that socialism’s obituary was premature, just as was the
ohituary for Confucianism in Asia earlier this century. What passes for “world history” before and after 1900, for
instance , is usually written according to this “modernist” narrative,

Key words: Habermas; public sphere; Gadamer; hermeneutics; cognitive illusions
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