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David Hall and Roger Ames rely upon a very useful and
adaptable source in John Dewey in making their case
for the possibility of democracy in China. From their

point of view, any chance of a democratic China depends upon
China’s reaffirmation of Confucian philosophy, especially as out-
lined by Confucius himself in the Analects, and the engagement
with Western social thinking on democracy. John Dewey is a per-
fect choice for this engagement. 

Dewey’s denial and rejection of any intrinsic link between
democracy and capitalism takes a first, and important, step in initi-
ating a true dialogue between China and the West. This denial of
any link between democracy and capitalism was, of course, never
a concern for Confucius or any subsequent Confucian. However,
the second step taken for the invocation of Dewey is most relevant
and necessary in light of Confucian philosophy, and is found in his
recognition that capitalism presupposes an independent, monistic
conception of the self, which is so prevalent in Western considera-
tions of identity and social arrangements. Against this trend in
Western thinking is Dewey’s conception of democracy. Deweyan
democracy requires that individuals recognize, and ultimately
value, their interdependence. There are numerous references in the
Analects that support such a relational and interdependent self. 
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Ultimately, Confucius’s thinking on the self becomes defini-
tive of the Chinese cultural narrative. In chapter 9 (“The Chinese
Individual”), Hall and Ames carefully reference and discuss the
Chinese sense of person as being “something that one does rather
than is” (190). Their discussion is framed by an analysis of two
important Chinese terms—qi, which they translate as “vital 
energizing field,” and xin (“heart-mind”). This discussion is 
executed through a focus/field model “in which the individual is
not considered a part of society to which he or she belongs, but a
productive focus of the experiences and interactions constituting
that society” (191). Their “focus/field model” is most instructive
for Western readers, and especially teachers, in making sense of
the self in Chinese culture. Throughout this chapter, Hall and
Ames continually compare their model with the Deweyan
assumption that the individual is dependent upon “definite social
relationships and publicly acknowledged functions” (197).
Dewey’s understanding of the individual (as is Confucius’s) is in
direct contradistinction to most Western conceptions of the 

individual. The argument of The Democracy of the Dead ulti-
mately hinges upon this conception of self.

The authors’ suggestion for China that the possibility of
becoming more democratic without necessarily needing to
embrace capitalism is a most radical suggestion in light of con-
temporary opinion—even though, at least from the pragmatic
point of view of a person on the street, there is not much differ-
ence in practice between capitalism in the West and economic
reforms in China. The link between capitalism and democracy
may be an issue “of face” that will make further dialogue between
China and the West possible, but as the authors correctly point
out, is this anything more than ideological?

Hall and Ames take great pains in Part 1 to locate the roots of
contemporary Chinese culture in Confucius’s thinking and to
establish fertile ground for fruitful future discussions for the hope
of democracy in China. In the first chapter (“The ‘Myth’ of the
Han”), the authors argue that the myth the Chinese are hanren, or
the people of the Han, must be rejected. In the subsequent parts of
the book, Hall and Ames argue even more radically, at least from
the Western perspective, for a rejection of the “Myth of Liberal
Democracy” in the West. The philosophy of John Dewey provides
most of the grist for this mill. This cultural critique of both sides is
essential for their final conclusion.

Dewey, like many Western thinkers, especially American
thinkers, insists on the worth of science and technology. This
insistence, in light of the appeal to the ancient thinking of Confu-
cius, will seem somewhat at odds with the authors’ project. Hall
and Ames, however, are able to make clear that this insistence is
not simply born of Western infatuation with the new and
improved, and highlight Dewey’s call to rethink, and to revise, the
relationship between individuals and how they fulfill their daily
needs. Again, this is another fundamental link between Dewey
and Confucius’s thinking. If we are truly working on the assump-
tion of excess rather than scarcity, the practical implications for
social reorganization are revolutionary. What may be missing in
both a Deweyan and Confucian account, however, is the acknowl-
edgement of the numerous criticisms of technology as a panacea
for the ills of personal, social, and environmental estrangement
faced by the world’s population, and recognition of its ability to
enslave and destroy as well as to emancipate. 

In order to bring together the communication Dewey finds
necessary for the realization of democracy, to avoid the cultural
imperialism of forcing upon China the Western ideal of rational
discourse, and to recognize the traditional importance of the aes-
thetic in Chinese life, Hall and Ames read together two of
Dewey’s most influential texts, Art as Experience and Freedom
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and Culture. While their very sympathetic, and clear, reading of
Dewey presents a quality of community—one that many of us
would desire to live in—this conception of community in practice
represents a crisis (weiji) for the Chinese and is dangerous (wei).
There was, and still is, much tension and potential for personal
revenge in the traditional (and current) Chinese community, with
its formal modes of organization and justice, as there is happiness
and the displays of personal integrity emphasized by the authors.
Still looming large in contemporary China are the effects of 
the Cultural Revolution. Chinese students know very little of 
their cultural heritage, or have an appreciation for the aesthetic
lifestyle encouraged by Hall and Ames. With the introduction of
democracy, China will require a reintroduction to some of the 
cultural practices the authors find so valuable. In this respect, 
The Democracy of the Dead provides as much for contemporary
Chinese readers as it does for Western readers and should become
required reading for all Chinese university students.

Many Westerners who teach Chinese students experience that
very few even recognize the name “Kongzi,” let alone identify
themselves as Confucian in their daily lives, or even in some
aspects of their daily living. Most Chinese students do not admit
to any religious practices, or philosophical inclinations, although
many of them do admit to wanting to “make much money.”  The
Cultural Revolution may have done more than all the Western
intervention in the last 100 years, and even more recently, the
promise of “the good (read material here) life” has created a
nucleus of good consumers in China!  Unfortunately, the Cultural
Revolution also created a cultural vacuum that marketing and con-
sumerism may be far better at filling than the radical and passion-
ate appeals of The Democracy of the Dead.

While Hall and Ames wish to focus on the family as a source
of stability and value acquisition, they do so without much
acknowledgement of the tension surrounding the idea of family in
contemporary China. Although a mere drop in the expansive his-
torical bucket, China has had some fifty post-Cultural Revolution
years of identifying “putting the family first” as a bourgeois activ-
ity practiced by class enemies. Although many Chinese students
express much love for their hometowns, far too many express a
familiar Western (and non-Confucian) disdain for their parents,
and older people in general. At the same time, however, they live
seven to eight in small dormitory rooms, fetch their own drinking
water, bathe without hot water, and have limited electricity and no
flush toilets. They endure these conditions in a very Confucian
way: without physical fights, verbal arguments, or the loud inva-
sive, and often violent, music of the West. Certainly, the Chinese
have adapted ways of living, some of which resonate strongly
with Confucius’s original project, that would make the adoption of
Deweyan democracy much more palatable than its other democra-
tic forms practiced in the West. This is the other side of China’s
weiji—its opportunity (ji).

The Democracy of the Dead: Dewey, Confucius, and the
Hope for Democracy in China is an extraordinary book in many
ways. Its radical discussion will appeal to and challenge readers
from a variety of perspectives and disciplines. Beyond its appeals
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and challenges, Democracy of the Dead is a prescription for many
Western social maladies as well as a discourse on, and with,
China. We would do well to read this work by David Hall and
Roger Ames carefully, and live more accordingly to what it
argues—that we must reassert, and ultimately reaffirm, the com-
munitarian aspects of our respective cultural narratives and foun-
dational philosophies so we can develop a “richer sense of ‘we’”
and arrive at a “mutual recognition of full humanity” (239).

In The Democracy of the Dead, Hall and Ames move beyond
the setting of Chinese thought common to their previous collabo-
rations. Implied in their earlier work is the idea that Chinese
thought could change the way we think today—that thinking
through China rather than around China helps us see alternatives
to our own intractable problems. It is in this latest work, however,
that they show us exactly how. The apparent simplicity of com-
paring Confucius and Dewey thus reveals this work’s radical
nature and singular importance. While we can argue about partic-
ulars and fuss over whether Hall and Ames have gone too far or
not far enough, the most significant aspect of The Democracy of
the Dead is that the authors have propelled us along a new path,
the existence of which they only formerly suggested. In blazing
such a trail, they do us yet another service: in their demonstration
of why comparative philosophy is so critical and vital an enter-
prise for our personal, collective, and environmental welfare, they
provide us a model for our own future work in comparative stud-
ies as well as presenting an authoritative standard for excellence.
Hall and Ames weave together apparently disparate threads in
their creation of a new social fabric. This fabric offers opportuni-
ties of improved social and political layering for those of us aspir-
ing to more communitarian styles of democracy. While donning
this new and old array of governance and social organization is
fitting for the Chinese, it is also of pragmatic value to those in 

the West who wish to free democracy from the stranglehold of
capitalism. 

We have grown accustomed to reading books crafted from
the Hall and Ames partnership and have come to appreciate their
service to scholars and non-scholars alike. They have made
China’s wisdom more accessible and pushed the boundaries of our
thinking. Their extraordinary collaborations have created a com-
mon anticipation among many, and we have come to expect regu-
lar collaborations from these two distinguished thinkers and tal-
ented writers. Most regretfully, this will be one of their last works
because of the death of David Hall. Working until the time of his
death, one can hear Hall’s voice resonating in Confucius himself:
“How would I dare to consider myself a sage (sheng) or an author-
itative person (ren)? What can be said about me is simply that I
continue my studies without respite and instruct others without
growing weary” (Analects 7.34). Although this will not be the last
book to appear from the professional relationship and personal
friendship of David L. Hall and Roger T. Ames, it will remain a
beacon of hope in this new century as the Chinese struggle with
their problems of an inherited dialectical materialism, and as we
attempt to render our own democracy at home more human. n
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