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In this seminar, Prof. Nielsen will share his paper which reviews the argument developed in Max Weber’s
“The Religion of China. Confucianism and Taoism” that Confucianism hinders/obstructs the emergence
and functioning of Capitalism in China, and confronts this with stylized facts about the emerging capitalist
economy in the last 3-4 decades and with data (interviews and archival) collected in the context of a
research project about the dynamics of the Chinese model of capitalism.
In more than two millenniums Confucianism was entrenched in Chinese society as organizational
principles and behavioural guidelines officially sanctioned and supported by education. It lost its official
recognition and privileged position in the early 20th Century. However, recently, a quiet restoration has
happened.
Some features of Confucianism are seen to hinder capitalist dynamics: whereas others underpin capitalist
economic growth. The paper concludes that although the evidence is ambiguous, Confucianism does not
seem to have hindered the emergence of a booming capitalism. It has rather strengthened it. However, at
the same time some of the defining characteristics of Confucianism have been weakened as an effect of the
Chinese capitalist dynamics. Individualism (Western cultural influence, consumer behaviour) has become
entrenched. Employees have become less subservient. Scepticism toward guanxi has become widespread.
Huge attitudinal differences have become evident between young versus old; and new middle class norms
with new aspirations linked to quality of life has developed among urban professionals.
The weakening impact of Confucianism on economic behaviour is a problem because it may be seen as
more needed than ever as a corrective to the dark side of capitalist development in China. Crony
capitalism, exploitation and immoral profit seeking is reflected in numerous business scandals around
product safety issues, neglect of labour rights, pollution etc. Immoral profit seeking is a result of too much
unrestrained modernity and too little Confucianism (the perpetrators are no Confucian ‘gentlemen’).
Further, corruption, exploitation of labour and land grab is caused by violations of the Confucian
requirements of mutual obligations, reciprocity and paternalism. More Confucianism may be seen as the
solution.
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