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TIME FOR ANOTHER ENLIGHTENMENT:  
RECONSTRUCTING MODERNITIES  
WITH CHINESE PHILOSOPHY AND WORLD 
PRAGMATISM1

Ľubomír Dunaj
University of Vienna

This year sees the 30th Anniversary of the initial 

publishing of Heiner Roetz’s pathbreaking work 

Confucian Ethics of the Axial Age: A Reconstruc-

tion Under the Aspect of the Breakthrough Toward 

Postconventional Thinking (first in German in 19922, 

then in English in 1993). Roetz (inter alia) offers a 

profound challenge to the field of (neo)pragmatist 

(largely American-dominated), informing intercul-

tural comparative philosophy and sinology at large. 

A central component of Roetz’s argument regard-

ing the need to “reconstruct” Enlightenment uni-

versality involves the claim, “the Weberian as well 

as the pragmatic discourses [regarding axiological 

transcendence] fail to appreciate the fundamental 

nature of China’s classical philosophy in general 

and Confucianism in particular” (Roetz 1993, 2). He 

locates that basic nature as a “crisis of the estab-

lished context and the inherited tradition”, recog-

nizing that both “Hegel and Weber were wrong” 

in answering in the negative regarding the ques-

tion whether traditional Chinese thinking “knew 

of any context-transcending reflexivity.” Roetz 

then goes on to question whether pragmatist-in-

spired sinology is wise to be rejecting the “very 

question [Hegelian-Weberian] as springing from 

an unjustified generalization of modern Western 

1 I would like to thank Joe Harroff for his insightful comments to 
this introduction.
2 The title image is meant to refer to the original cover of Roetz's 
book, which was published in German and depicts the Chinese 
character ren, which is usually translated as humaness or be-
nevolence. It is one of the key concepts of classical Chinese phi-
losophy – especially of Confucianism. Roetz's book begins with 
a quotation from Paul Thiry d'Holbach "Humaneness is a knot to 
link the citizen of Paris with the citizen of Peking". Although ev-
ery pragmatist-oriented philosopher is aware of how difficult it 
is to develop universality in ethical or political issues, this quote 
can still be seen as an impulse to philosophize further on global 
affairs in a certain specific way.

idiosyncrasies.” In recounting a particular sinologi-

cal Hegelian response to the “esoteric Sinophilia”3 

of our time for “preposterously seeking ‘ways to 

the self’ in a culture one of the characteristics of 

which has been exactly not to develop a self-sepa-

rated from nature,” Roetz asks whether in critically 

interrogating the works of authors such as Herbert 

Fingarette, Henry Rosemont Jr., David L. Hall, and 

Roger T. Ames and others representing a trend in 

pragmatist and sinologically informed comparative 

philosophy we might arrive at the conclusion that it 

is part of a deeply problematic assurance and lega-

cy of post-Modern anxieties  to be suggesting that: 

China can teach us to recognize that the men-
tality of self, autonomy, and freedom has run its 
course. Together with the Chinese, we should 
recall our “communal rituals, customs, and tra-
ditions” and “inherited forms of life.” We should 
abandon the “myth of objective knowledge,” and 
adopt a “thinking that avoids the disjunction of 
normative and spontaneous thought.” Confucius 
especially presents us a model which for our 
world is perhaps “more relevant, more timely, 
more urgent” than it has been even in China her-
self” (Roetz 1993, 2).

Roetz developed this critique of a philosophical imagina-

tion of Confucius as “moral philosopher” who can save 

the decadent West. Further, in a 2013 article A Com-

ment on Pragmatism in Chinese Studies, Roetz suggests 

that we may need to return to the hermeneutic circle 

again in engaging with the classical pragmatist tradition 

itself. He proceeds in order to clarify that some of the 

aforementioned pragmatist-inspired sinological meth-

ods might not only be misrepresenting (or perhaps more 

charitably ‘creatively misreading’ Chinese philosophy, 

even perhaps in profoundly good faith in a postmod-

ern-neopragmatist tradition of philosopher-poets brave-

ly risking a “strong misreading” in the interest of creative 

advance), but in what may be an even more ironical ges-

ture. The collaborative and singular work of Roger Ames 

has largely presented a post-modernist, communitarian, 

and neo-pragmatist reading of Confucianism as part of 

a broader movement of counter-discourses, or perhaps 

3 Roetz refers here to: (Trauzettel 1977). 
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exit strategies to the European origin (if not domination) 

of the Enlightenment and its limitations for moral theo-

ry—e.g. Confucian role ethics certainly goes beyond the 

myth of the foundational individual and the sole sover-

eignty of nation-states. Though Roetz maintains that this 

approach cannot possibly do justice to the indebtedness 

of pragmatism to this very Enlightenment, especially its 

better angels of communicative rationality, radical po-

litical equality, and any other aspects of Enlightenment 

thinking practices, and the historically emergent ensem-

ble of institutions that in some ways contribute to the 

realization and preservation of the freedom, flourishing, 

prosperity and dignity of all persons around the globe. 

The conditions requisite for sustaining ethical-political 

cultures promoting universality and a truly inclusive mo-

dernity for all peoples and nations are part a robustly 

convivial cosmopolitical vision, and why not trace this 

to at least in part the problematic legacy of the coloniz-

er-colonized dialectical struggle that gets roughly and 

euphemistically shorthanded as “the Enlightenment.” It 

is in this spirit of philosophical reconstruction that Ro-

etz has proposed a different approach while appealing 

for the relevance of basic pragmatist tenets for an ongo-

ing project of a critical modern “reconstruction”, rather 

than a simple restoration of Confucianism or any other 

possible set of conventional values inherited from ar-

chaic traditions. This concrete ethical claim and specific 

hermeneutic task before us, as well as the other aspects 

of Roetz’s philosophical corpus, have been analyzed and 

criticized from various positions.4 Yet there remains a big 

task for future research, in regards to reconstructing the 

complexity of a larger discussion concerning the plau-

sibility and desirability of a sort of “second Enlighten-

ment”, freed from its Western-centric imperialist hubris 

and with the figure of Confucius as educator and moral 

4 Cf. Hall, David, L. – Ames, Roger T. (1995): Anticipating China. 
Thinking though the narratives of Chinese and Western Culture. 
Albany: SUNY; Jullien, François (2004): Detour and Access. Strat-
egies of Meaning in China and Greece. New York: Zone Books. 

philosopher at the heart of a hermeneutic undertaking. 

What is needed is for philosophers to continue to expand 

the conversation about ethical universality beyond the 

bad universalisms haunting the hypocritical deployment 

of human rights discourse in the past, so as to get a grip 

on our neo- imperial present. Although we could surely 

trace these discussions much further back, we do well to 

highlight a particularly resounding intensification of this 

philosophical conversation to the year 1987 when Roger 

Ames and David Hall published Thinking Through Con-

fucius, as all of the debates surrounding that text and its 

methodological proposals became part of a philosophy 

and cultural politics of ars contextualis.

In understanding how this debate, especially the 

need for a clear-eyed approach to China philosophy as 

method, we should appreciate the importance of this 

philosophical culture, offering us alternative resources 

capable of realizing a “post-conventional” modernity 

on its own terms. Such an ethos can free us from the 

transcendental pretenses and ontological anxieties of 

the liberal West. By presenting this special issue of Prag-

matism Today we hope the contributors have found the 

opportunity to be creatively reflective on just how it is 

that pragmatist elements might facilitate more effective 

intercultural understandings, or otherwise be ethically 

generative in projects seeking to “reconstruct” viable 

ethical and political philosophies from classical Chinese 

sources. Simply put, how is pragmatism as a philosophi-

cal tradition and method of thinking still relevant to un-

earthing what Chinese philosophers might have to say 

from the Warring States Period contributing to bringing 

conceptual clarity and ethical resolution to our uneasy 

global present? Answering these and related questions, 

we hope to avoid the all too frequent and scandalous-

ly amorphous “road-blocks” to inquiry that John Dewey 

lamented in his preface to the inaugural publication of 

the Philosophy East & West.  written in Waikiki in 1951 

during the early stages of the Cold War. Dewey would 

seem to require that at the very least we take seriously 
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Roetz’s challenges to be more fully acknowledging the 

provincial elements of much of pre-existing pragmatist 

literature, and perhaps to proceed more radically from a 

temporal register of modernity (or perhaps better ‘con-

tested and sometimes conflicting enculturated moderni-

ties’). With such a theoretical recognition of the diverse 

plurality of contributing “chronotones” foregrounded we 

might hope to avoid any conservativism regarding past 

institutions or the valorization of certain entrenched rit-

ual grammars of society in reimagining universality as a 

central value in the field of global ethics. 5 By submitting 

the received past traditions and more recent discourses 

regarding universalism to a deep “hermeneutics of suspi-

cion” we might in this issue also hope to remain alert to 

the lost potentials that a “hermeneutics of trust” might 

reclaim for us—that is by listening carefully and in rela-

tional humility to the words of wisdom that the living 

tradition(s) of Confucianism and the ever evolving, com-

municative ends-in-view of “World Pragmatism” might 

be voicing for our shared globalized subjectivity forma-

tion in this age of increasingly profound precarity and 

disjointed world solidarity. 

In four articles of this special issue offers a concep-

tual proposal for a universal pragmatic methodology. 

Firstly, Ole Döring explores how philosophy and lan-

guage can constructively engage cultural horizons, con-

sidering their epistemic telos and expression, according 

to the structure of judgement. Gloria Luque Moya’s 

article shows that Confucius’ thought is a philosophy of 

life that can offer a valuable contribution to human cul-

ture. That is, Confucius does not present his thought as 

a potted ideology or a static doctrine, but above all as 

5 See Massimiliano Tomba’s Insurgent Universality: An Alter-
native Legacy of Modernity (Tomba 2019, 14) for more on how 
“anachronistic institutions are reactivated in a new configura-
tion of the present; and to show how that reactivation makes 
it possible to trace an alternative legacy of modernity” beyond 
reductive and imperialist, hegemonic forms of universalism.

an “art of living”. In order to reconstruct the complexity 

of this philosophy, she analyzes the notion of harmony 

(hé) from a comparative approach that blends Confucius’ 

thought and Dewey’s philosophy. César E. Giraldo Herre-

ra develops a response to Heiner Roetz’s critique of Hall 

and Ames' work. His focus, however, reflects on the roots 

of pragmatism as an inherently intercultural philosophy, 

the fruit of the encounter between Native American and 

European thought. Guided by some of the insights of the 

debate between Roetz, Hall and Ames, he explores the 

paths afforded by a reencounter between pragmatism 

and Native American thought. In the last article focused 

on the topic of this special issue, Leah Kalmanson offers 

a speculative exercise in reimagining “modernity” as a 

diverse phenomenon occurring in multiple locales under 

a variety of different conditions. The exercise proceeds 

by method of case study, grounding its major topics and 

ideas in the context of Tokugawa-era Japan (1603–1867) 

to envision “modernity” from that standpoint.
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