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The Idea of Gongde: History and Conceptual
Reconstruction
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ABSTRACT

This paper examines the idea of gongde (literally translatable as "public morality"),
and is divided into two parts. The first part explores the history of the idea, while the
second attempts a conceptual reconstruction on the basis of its essential meaning
prevailing in contemporary Taiwan. Despite its long presence in Chinese communities,
the concept of gongde has not received any scholarly scrutiny. My study shows that a
precise grasp of this idea and its theoretical implications can contribute to an illuminating
understanding of an essential feature of Chinese civic culture. This understanding in turn
indicates ways of improving this culture.

The idea of gongde originated in Meiji Japan, known as kdtoku. Liang Qichao
introduced it to his Chinese readers in 1902, and it spread quickly and widely. The basic
meaning of kétoku is the moral responsibilities one has toward public interest and other
individuals in society. When explaining this idea, Liang Qichao made a change in
emphasizing the element of an individual's devotion to the general welfare of his nation.
This collectivistic flavor of the idea, however, soon weakened in China, and the concept’s
meaning remained close to its counterpart in Japan. In modern Taiwan, gongde chiefly
refers to what I call negative civic behavior, that is, citizens' restraint from damaging
public interest and harming other individuals in social life. Gongde makes no demands on
social and political participation.

Owing to its "negative" nature, gongde differs significantly from the Western idea
of civic virtue, which focuses on participation and sense of fraternity. Gongde points to
the Chinese habit of appropriating things public for personal use and a common apathy
toward strangers. This paper argues that "negative” and "positive" civic behaviors are
divergent in nature. Participation in public affairs and democratization will not
automatically lead to an improvement of the gongde problem. For this goal, independent
efforts are required. This paper also points out three main constituents of gongde as a
"virtue": a universalistic ethic of personal relationships, law-abiding conduct, and a clear
idea of the public sphere.
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