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Historical Reflection on Rural Modernization: Liang Shuming's Thought on Rural Economic

Cooperation:

Exploring the Path of Renewing Tradition from Modernity

SHI Yikun



Abstract: In the early 20th century, the Western cooperative ideology was regarded by modern
intellectuals as one of the tools to solve rural problems and achieve rural modernization in China,
with Liang Shuming's rural economic cooperation thought being the most typical. This idea is
rooted in Confucian ethics and local order, drawing on the basic principles of modern Western
economic cooperation organizations, and proposing a design plan for rural economic cooperation
organizations guided by intellectuals and social groups to restore rural economy and rebuild rural
society. The theory of "old roots sprout new sprouts" in Liang Shuming's cultural philosophy, using
a modern perspective to re-examine traditional Confucianism, has found a way to update tradition
in modern times: firstly, it is necessary to "learn from the experience of the West", but still need to
return to the roots of traditional Confucianism and local order, which is determined by China's
basic national conditions; Secondly, it emphasizes the Confucian ethical standard and local order
as the basis, advocating the salvation of rural areas from tradition. Although traditional China lacks
group spirit and participation consciousness, the good customs such as "mutual assistance”,
"benevolence", "harmony", "humility" and "etiquette" provide a foundation for establishing group
organizations and achieving economic cooperation; Thirdly, cooperation should be regarded as
the best way to solve rural economic problems, and the Zouping Cooperative should be
constructed from the perspectives of route positioning, institutional arrangement, and process
guarantee. Although there are some references to modern Western economic organizations, more
of them are reflections on traditional Confucianism and local order; Fourthly, the "conformity" to
the principles of modern Western economic cooperation organizations, as well as the
"transcendence" of traditional Confucianism and local order, are the main characteristics of Liang
Shuming's rural economic cooperation ideas, fully demonstrating his innovative approach of

"drawing from the West" but "rooted in tradition".

Keywords: rural modernization; rural economic cooperation; rural society; Liang Shuming;

confucianism; civilization mutual learning
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