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The Invention of “Inherent National
Virtues”: The Past and Present of
"Propriety, Righteousness, Integrity,
and Shame" in the Intellectual History
of China and Japan

Jui-sung Yang®

Abstract

This thesis adopts a macro perspective, utilizing a wealth of traditional and
modern literature in both Chinese and Japanese, to conduct an in-depth analysis
of the symbolic evolution of "Propriety, Righteousness, Integrity, and Shame"
(Li, Yi, Lian, Chi)within the context of Chinese and Japanese intellectual history.
Originally appearing in the classical text Guanzi as an art of statecraft for rulers,
these concepts evolved into synonyms for the teachings of ancient sages and kings.
Subsequently, during the New Life Movement in 1930s China, they acquired
new significance as virtues for modern soldiers and became the primary tenets
of a so-called inherent national virtues. Furthermore, from a cross-cultural and
cross-contextual perspective, the symbolic evolution of these virtues underwent a
similar development in Japanese intellectual history. Following the introduction
of Confucianism to Japan, these four virtues were gradually viewed during the
Edo period as martial virtues representing the core cultivation of the samurai. The
Mito School of the late Tokugawa period explicitly equated them with the Way
of the Samurai. By the Meiji period, propelled particularly by nationalist Bushido
discourse, "Propriety, Righteousness, Integrity, and Shame" came to represent not

only the spirit of Bushido but also Japan's indigenous national spirit. Based on the
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comparative perspective of this analysis, it is evident that the conceptualization
of these virtues as military morality and indigenous national morality appeared
in the Japanese intellectual context at least thirty years prior to China's New Life
Movement. Through this comparative analysis of semantic evolution, we not only
gain insight into the complex historical shifts of this common school motto—Ilong
taken for granted in Taiwan's collective memory—but also further understand that
this invented "inherent national virtues" is, in reality, a derivative discourse of
modern nation-building and national identity construction in both China and Japan.
It represents an attempt to reinforce a sense of communal historical destiny and

collective moral superiority.

Keywords: Propriety Righteousness Integrity and Shame (Li-Yi-Lian-Chi),
Guanzi, Chiang Kai-shek, Shigeno Yasutsugu, Inoue Tetsujirou,
Okuma Shigenobu, Bushido
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