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From Tianxia to the Nation-State: Interpreting China’s modern transformation through intellectual history

— A review of Confucian China and Its Modern Fate

Hao Yu

School of Political Science & International Relationship, Tongji University, Shanghai

[ Abstract] Confician China and Its Modern Fate: A Trilogy is Joseph R. Levenson’s representative work and has
exerted a significant influence on Chinese studies both in China and abroad. This article aims to examine Levenson’s
intellectual-historical interpretation of China’s modern transformation in this work, with particular attention to his central
thesis concerning China’s transition from Tianxia to the modern state. Following the three-volume structure of the original
work and drawing on perspectives from both intellectual history and institutional history, the article provides a focused
analysis of several key arguments, including the ideological dilemma of “Chinese learning as substance and Western
learning for application,” the tension between Confucianism and monarchy, and the “museumization” of Confucianism.
The article finds that Levenson revealed the difficulty of reconciling the deep conflict between tradition and modernity
within the discourse of “Chinese learning as substance and Western learning for application.” He further argued that
Confucianism declined alongside the gradual collapse of monarchy, and that, after the founding of the People’s Republic
of China, Confucianism was transformed from a living institutional resource into historical memory and a cultural symbol.
The article concludes that Levenson’s interpretation offers an illuminating intellectual-historical framework for
understanding China’s modern state transformation. Although some of his arguments were shaped by the limitations of his
time, such as an overemphasis on conflict, a tendency toward simplification, and an inability to explain the later revival of
Confucianism, his analysis of the loss of universal validity of the Confucian tradition remains highly suggestive today.

[ Keywords] Levenson; Modern nation-state; Confucianism; Modern transformation
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