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Abstract: Back to the 1990s, a few Asian politicians galvanized a debate on Asian values, 

contending that democracy is not compatible with Confucian culture in East Asia. Echoing this 

view, Huntington (1991) even asserted that “Confucian democracy” is “a contradiction in terms” 

(307). On the other hand, efforts have been made in philosophy to suggest that Confucian 

ideals perfectly dovetail with the democratic ethos. It is claimed that the idea of “people as the 

root” (Minben) may help hold political officials accountable, the spirit of noble men (Junzi) 

may bring about a robust civil society and so forth. While this debate has demonstrated 

striking levels of sophistication in theory building, however, there has been very little 

empirical knowledge about how in reality, Confucian legacies influence the way people 

understand and behave in a democracy. In this paper, I focus on Taiwan, one of the affluent 

and consolidated Confucian democracies, to explore what role Confucian culture plays in 

political communication between elites and citizens. The research uses Facebook data to 

examine the political messages posted by Taiwanese legislative members from Legislative 

Yuan. Applying quantitative content analysis, the paper tests the following hypothesis: in the 

context of online social networks, expressing stronger Confucian values would help political 

messages draw more support and attention from followers than containing a weaker 

Confucian orientation. The findings would offer empirical insights into the debate about 

Confucianism and democracy that has been so far occupied largely by theoretical speculation.  
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Introduction 

“A majority of teachers are sons of bitches (Wangbadan, literally, eggs of turtle),” Taiwanese 

legislator Tsai Chi-Fang yelled at a hearing in the early morning of November 17, 2003. The 

wildly controversial Congressman was infuriated by a survey suggesting that Taiwanese 

teachers viewed the former authoritarian ruler, Chiang Ching-Kuo, as one of the few political 

figures free from corruption. 

Note that in the Confucian tradition, teachers have the highest levels of public respect. It is 

canonically illustrated in the Confucian dictum that “being a teacher for only one day entitles 

one to lifelong respect from the student in the same way that befits his/her father.” Tsai’s 

attack on teachers quickly backfired. Opposition parties were among the first to condemn his 

speech. Tsai’s fellow party members joined them shortly afterwards. Calls poured into Tsai’s 

office as angry constituents expressed their outrage. Twenty-four hours later, the 

Congressman hastily made a formal apology to Taiwanese teachers in the hope that the crisis 

could be over. This, however, did not cool down the enraged public. Extensive media coverage 

continued, and the Taiwanese Association of Teachers even attempted to sue Tsai for slander. 

Facing an unprecedented storm of protest, on November 21, Tsai visited a high school. 

Clasping his old teacher into his arms, he literally cried in front of TV cameras and said: “I am 

indebted to my teacher. All of the success I’ve had is due to our hard-working teachers” (“Foul-

mouthed legislator said teachers were bastards,” Apple Daily, November 18, 2003)! 

How are we to understand the role that Confucian legacies play in modern democracy? The 

vignette offers a brief glimpse. The centuries-old tradition, derived from a set of teachings of 

Confucius, is thought to be the social code of Chinese societies from regulating personal ethics 

and social civility, to constraining the ruler “by systemizing cosmology and monopolizing 

moral authority” (Gries and Rosen 2004, 7). Over the past decades, scholars have done a great 

deal of work theorizing about the potential roles Confucianism may play in a democracy, 

leading to a proliferation of different, often contradictory hypotheses. Huntington (1991), for 

instance, explicitly declared that “Confucian democracy” is “a contradiction in terms” (307). 
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Fukuyama (1995), on the other hand, disagreed by contending that Confucianism with its 

tradition of tolerance and equality, has been extraordinarily replete with features in favour of 

democracy. Though the debate has demonstrated remarkable levels of sophistication in theory 

building, the puzzle remains: in reality, how do Confucian legacies influence the way people 

understand and behave in a democracy? Scant empirical scholarship has emerged. Given that 

there is indeed a Confucian democracy in Chinese society, namely, Taiwan, the lack of 

empirical attention is striking.  

To this end, my paper focuses on Taiwan, a democracy whose population is largely ethnic 

Chinese, to examine how the Confucian tradition penetrates into political communication 

between legislators and citizens. It finds that when posts were framed by Confucian values 

such as family theme, local theme, respect for tradition, politeness, soft sell and humbleness, 

the political messages were well received and found strong resonance among politicians’ 

followers. Based upon the preliminary findings, I argue that Confucian culture is 

fundamentally malleable. While it could be (and has been) employed to justify authoritarian 

rule, the very same tradition could be fit for democratic governance. The project will contribute 

to our understanding of the decades-long debate on Confucianism and democracy by 

introducing an empirical perspective. It will also shed light on the cultural underpinnings of 

Taiwan’s consolidated democracy. 

 

Three Tales of Confucianism 

The theoretical debate about Confucianism and democracy has developed along with three 

main lines.  

Incompatibility thesis: Huntington (1996), among others, famously asserted that 

“Confucian heritage, with its emphasis on authority, order, hierarchy, and supremacy of the 

collectivity over the individual, creates obstacles to democratization” (238). Echoing his view, 

a few Asian politicians, led by Lee Kuan Yew (Zakaria 1994), galvanized a debate in 1990s on 
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so-called “Asian Values”, contending that democracy is not compatible with Confucian culture 

in East Asia. More recently, He (2010) elaborated this position further by arguing that a 

collectivist imagination of community as a whole in Confucian societies precludes articulation 

of individual/factional interests, an overemphasis on moral concerns handicaps political 

bargaining process, and the philosophy of harmony renders dissidents socially unacceptable.  

Compatibility thesis: On the other side, a separate group of philosophers and political 

scientists fought back and contended that Confucian ideals dovetail nicely with democratic 

governance. For example, Confucian heritage with its stress on equal access to education is 

thought to lay the foundation for democratization (Fukuyama 1995). The ethical way of living 

according to Confucius’ teachings is held out as guidance for people to speak out against 

injustice (Tan 2003).  Furthermore, the Confucian characteristics of community based upon 

particularistic ties are considered to facilitate the accumulation of social capital, a key for a 

robust civil society (Ames and Rosemont 2010).  

 Transformation thesis: Different from the compatibility thesis, a number of scholars focus 

on transforming Confucian philosophy to fit democratic practices through a progressive 

reinterpretation of its classic texts. Being resonant with the local tradition, they claimed that 

a Confucian democratic theory is more likely than liberalism to foster the legitimacy of 

democracy in East Asia. The New Confucianism movement, for instance, argues that the idea 

of “people as the root” (Minben), originally used to check the power of the monarch, can be 

reinterpreted to endorse democracy (Hsu 1986). Also, Confucian virtues such as filial piety, 

fraternal love and loyalty can be useful supplements to human rights norms (Chan 1997).  

Despite the heated debate that has ebbed and flowed over generations, the empirical 

evidence remains sparse and inconclusive. For one thing, the questions have thus far been 

mainly studied from an interpretive approach. Ancient classics have been investigated, layers 

of texts analysed, and meanings reinterpreted. The flaw of this approach is conspicuous: it fails 

to provide rigorous and testable evidence demonstrating that Confucian legacies on the 

ground, instead of in the texts, influence democratic governance. For another thing, a recently 
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growing body of social sciences literature (Dalton and Ong 2005; Chang et al. 2005; Fetzer 

and Soper 2012; Kuan and Lau 2002; Park and Shin 2006; Shin 2012; Welzel 2011) is limited 

to testing if Confucian values correlate positively or negatively with democratic orientations. 

Yet, by what mechanisms Confucian culture can affect people’s behaviours and 

understandings in a democracy is still unclear.  

Thus, in this study I focused on the landscape of political communication, and explored in 

what way Confucian culture penetrates into the communication between political elites and 

citizens. Echoing the compatibility thesis, I will argue that expressing stronger Confucian 

values would help political messages draw more support and attention from followers than 

containing a weaker Confucian orientation. Ironically or not, traditional Confucianism persist 

in modern democracy, and it almost always affects the way democratic representatives 

communicate with their followers.  

 

Which Confucianism?  

At least two divergent understandings of Confucianism exist in the literature: 

(1) Confucianism as a school of philosophy, a doctrine or an ideology ranging from 

Confucius, Zhuxi, to New Confucianism in the 1950s. This usage takes place when one speaks 

of Confucianism as juxtaposed with other schools of thought, such as Daoism and Buddhism, 

which constitutes “the three teachings” (三教, also known as 儒释道) in the Chinese history. 

Indeed, in most Chinese discourses, when the term “Confucianism” (儒家) is used, what people 

have in mind is often a school of thought, a doctrine of philosophy, and people consciously or 

subconsciously place it in comparison with Daoism and Buddhism. 

(2) Confucianism as a culture, often used as an equivalent of the Chinese culture and its 

extension in East Asia. The geographic boundaries of Confucianism as a culture are unclear. 

It definitely includes ethnic Chinese societies as well as Korean society, but it is sometimes 
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extended to Vietnam, and perhaps Japan, even though controversial. Of particular importance 

is that, unlike Chinese discourse, in English literature and probably in the West in general, the 

two senses of Confucianism – as a culture and as a school of thought – are both widely used. 

One can certainly speak of Confucianism to refer to the school of philosophy, especially the 

teachings of Confucius. But in addition to that, Confucianism can also be used to mean the 

remarkably distinctive culture that exists in East Asia and is often differentiated from Anglo-

Saxons culture. For some reason, the latter sense of Confucianism seems to be more prevalent 

in the English language usage. 

Note that what Confucianism as a school of thought claims may be quite differing from, if 

not contradicting to, what Confucian culture actually is. To be sure, there is a link between 

Confucian philosophy and Confucian culture, and the culture is dominantly shaped by the 

school of philosophy  and has its origin in Confucian philosophy. It was precisely because of 

the school of Confucianism, its classics, philosophers and institutions brought to Korea, and 

because both Korean elites and common people have gradually internalized Confucian 

doctrine over centuries, that Korea today can be considered a Confucian society in the cultural 

sense. However, the two are different, what Confucian philosophy advocates is more or less a 

high culture merely prevalent in scholastic discourse, whereas Confucian culture in the second 

sense is at best a low culture popular among the common people and in many situations 

diverges from the teachings of Confucian philosophy. To illustrate, the idea of graded love is a 

good example. As many scholars including Fukuyama, Fei Xiaotong and alike pointed out, 

Chinese Confucian society is culturally characteristic of amoral familism, where the bonds 

with the immediate family “took precedence over all other social relations, including relations 

with political authorities” (Fukuyama  1995, 26). The result is a low trust society and leads to 

a general apathy towards strangers to some extent. Although this might be true of Confucian 

culture, it is not what Confucian philosophy endorses. Indeed, quite the opposite, 

Confucianism as a school of thought claims “the man with ren wishes to establish himself and 

also seeks to help others to establish themselves; wishes to achieve something and also seeks 
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to help others to achieve something” (夫仁者，己欲立而立人，己欲达而达人) (6.30). The 

amoral familism in Confucian culture is exactly what Confucian philosophy objects.  

With the distinction in mind, this paper uses the term of Confucianism in the cultural sense, 

rather than as a school of philosophy. The purpose of the study is to explore how Confucianism 

as a broader cultural complex affects the way Taiwanese politicians communicate with their 

followers.  

 

Research Design 

As Confucianism has its origin in Chinese communities and Taiwan is the only democracy 

with a large ethnic Chinese population, I chose Taiwan as my area focus. The research uses 

Facebook data to examine the political messages posted by Taiwanese legislators from 

Legislative Yuan. Social media data was collected during December, 2017. There are in total 

113 members of Legislative Yuan. Using an automatic data retrieving tool (Netvizz), I have 

successfully collected Facebook data from 104 members. Excluding the legislators with small-

N samples of posts (n<90), there are 98 members of Legislative Yuan that I have retrieved 

sufficient data, including all posts from 2016/02/01 to 2017/12/11. The number of posts 

collected for each of the 98 legislators varies from 200 to 1200. 

Applying quantitative content analysis (Brady et al. 2017), the study tests the following 

hypothesis: in the context of online social networks, framing political messages with strong 

Confucian values would draw more support from followers than messages containing a weaker 

Confucian orientation. Here the key independent variable - the strength of Confucian values 

contained in each post - is coded and assigned a numeric value according to a Confucian Values 

coding scheme. The dependent variable, support from followers, is derived from the number 

of “Like”.  

Central to the study is to gauge the strength of Confucian values contained in each post, and 

after that to quantify them into numbers. To begin with, it is important to lump together the 
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values considered to be central to the Confucian tradition. As one of the first systematic studies 

of Chinese Confucian values, Chinese Cultural Connection (1987), led by Michael Bond, serves 

as a useful starting point. The authors asked a number of Chinese social scientists to compile 

a list of 40 “fundamental and basic values for Chinese people” (145). The list of 40 values is 

attached as Appendix. Building upon the values developed by Chinese Cultural Connection 

(1987) along with other scholarship about Confucian culture, the list of values was carefully 

customized to my own study. The customization is partly because not all 40 values were 

intensively present in the posts. For instance, self-cultivation 修养, did not appear at all, due 

to the fact that the posts were primarily about political life, rather than private life. It will be 

important to select values specifically fit for Taiwanese political context. As a result, here I 

selected 12 values into a customized list. In addition, there are some other values missing in 

the list of Chinese Cultural Connection (1987) which other literature emphasizes in the study 

of Confucian culture (Singh et al. 2005). I included them as supplements.  

The coding scheme was created through a back and forth process. Starting with Chinese 

Cultural Connections (1987) as well as other cultural studies, I examined how some of the 

Confucian values were laid out in the Facebook posts by Taiwanese politicians, and then 

developed the following coding scheme based upon a pilot dataset. Note that Chinese Cultural 

Connections (1987) merely lists the value items, while how these items are operationalized in 

the Taiwanese political context remains unclear. In order to develop these values to a well-

defined coding scheme, it is important to use a bottom-up approach in which the 

operationalization scheme is derived from the data itself.  

 

• Constituency giving back (Repayment of the good to constituents, 報恩, as well as 

collective ethos). Presence of policies relevant to one’s constituency, giving back to 

constituents or pledge to do so, and constituent caseworks in general. Examples are: 

solving irrigation issues in a local village, investigating traffic jam problems in one’s 
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constituency, seeking central government’s compensation for local farmers after 

natural disasters, and etc.  

• Local theme. Posts of recommendations of specific local restaurants, local companies, 

and local festivals, and emphasis on locality (在地，道地) in general. 

• In-group solidarity. Defend or promote policies or positions of one’s own party, and 

of fellow party members.  

• Out-group hostility. Attack the opposition party or the administration when the 

opposition party holds the power.  

• Family theme. Posts of family, marriage, friends, campaign teams, assistants (助理), 

filial piety (孝), veneration of elderly (敬老).  

• National identity (Patriotism). Posts of historic monuments, national day, symbols of 

the Republic of China, icons reflecting Taiwanese identity.   

• Respect for tradition. Emphasis on history and culture. Posts about traditional 

holidays such as Lunar New Year, attending traditional festivals, rituals and etc.  

• Humbleness. Posts suggesting a low profile approach, giving an impression of being 

humble.  

• Hierarchy information. Posts about the political status of a legislator: an invitation 

of a VIP member or a higher ranked politician such as the President to join the 

legislator in a local event, receiving an interview, bringing important people with 

power to solve issues in his/her constituency, questioning executive members in 

hearings, and welcoming representatives of foreign governments.  

• Sense of righteousness. Posts about standing out for the constituents, the party or the 

country.  

• Kindness/Benevolence. Posts about charity 慈善, and messages showing sympathy 

with the poor, the elderly, the disabled, animals, 弱勢群體，single parent 單親, 

people with illness, and those people in a disaster, and response to petition 陳情. 

• Politeness (Courtesy). Greetings such as Good Morning, happy holiday, appreciation 

感謝，節日快樂，致敬，congratulations 恭喜, reminder of bad weather, Thanks 

for the hard work 辛苦了, reminder of safety, God bless, express best wishes, and etc.  

• Soft sell. Posts emphasizing the affective and emotional side of policies, situations or 

constituents, use of entertainment theme, playing cute. Languages such as 苦，

touched 感動，feeling感受, use of love and harmony appeal, give a pledge,  
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• Working hard. Posts emphasizing s/he was working hard in the position, and his or 

her team was working hard for constituents. Keywords include: 努力, 打拼. 

 

In order to contrast traditional Confucian values with modern individualist orientation, I 

also selectively included 4 value items as below to the coding scheme.  

 

• Hard sell (negatively correlated with soft sell). Posts full of arguments, logical 

reasoning, and detailed legal analysis.  

• Achievements (negatively correlated with humbleness). Posts about achievements, 

such as a funding that the legislator successfully obtained for his or her constituency, 

a bill that the legislator proposed and bragged about, and etc.  

• Equality (negatively correlated with the hierarchical tradition). Posts indicative of a 

sense of equality, such as calling for equality between male and female.  

• Freedom. Posts that pay attention to freedom of speech, human rights violations and 

etc.  

 

Each post was thereby used as one unit of analysis. Each value was coded manually as a 

dummy variable, 1=presence, 0=absence. By manual coding, the measurement validity is 

assured to a maximum extent. Indeed, because of the nuanced nature of value coding in which 

values are implicitly present between lines, there are a good number of cultural studies 

(especially in the field of advertising studies) using manual coding approach (Lin 2001; Ji and 

McNeal 2001; Singh et al. 2005; Zhang and Harwood 2004; Zhang and Shavitt 2003). As a 

result, with the strength of Confucian values quantified, each Facebook receives multiple 

numbers (0 or 1) to represent whether a value item shows up. The final work is to examine the 

correlation of the strength of Confucianism contained in the posts, with the support that the 

post obtains from legislative members’ followers (measured by the number of “Like” following 

each post).  
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FIGURE 1 
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TABLE 1: SIMPLE REGRESSION MODELS OF LIKE_LOG 
 

 

To be continued… 

Variable           

Constant -0.54541 -0.42144 -0.59921 -0.49331 -0.57165 -0.52446 -0.5300 -0.44736 -0.39083 -0.475612 

 (0.07913) (0.07532) (0.07685) (0.07378) (0.07874) (0.07356) (0.0754) (0.07875) (0.07673) (0.081938) 

Constituency 0.34346          

 (0.17739)          

Out-Group  -0.46581*         

  (0.21798)         

Family   0.64613***        

   (0.17674)        

National 
identity 

   0.25130       

   (0.29011)       

Local     0.46370**      

     (0.17434)      

Tradition      0.59541*     

      (0.26072)     

Achieve       0.4434*    

       (0.2182)    

Hierarchy        -0.16585   

        (0.18607)   

Righteous         -0.52520**  

         (0.18936)  

Benevolent          -0.006063 

          (0.167673) 

R2 0.01849 0.02243 0.06294 0.003756 0.03433 0.02554 0.02033 0.003977 0.03722 6.57e-06 

           

Adj.R2 

 
0.01356 0.01752 0.05823 -0.00125 0.02948 0.02064 0.0154 -0.001029 0.03238 

-0.005019 

*p<0.05; 
**p<0.01; 

***p<0.001 
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continued… 

TABLE 1: SIMPLE REGRESSION MODELS OF LIKE_LOG  
 

 

 

Variable          

Constant -0.4535 -0.57070 -0.65520 -0.50425 -0.53465 -0.56692 -0.34365 -0.46504 -0.682387 

 (0.0745) (0.07905) (0.08789) (0.07442) (0.07339) (0.07916) (0.07015) (0.07262) (0.143066) 

Hard_sell -0.2788         

 (0.2562)         

Polite  0.44815*        

  (0.17294)        

Soft_sell   0.47742**       

   (0.14389)       

Work_hard    0.32151      

    (0.25591)      

Humble     0.68093**     

     (0.25234)     

Equality      0.43004*    

      (0.17317)    

Freedom       -1.21892***   

       (0.21205)   

In_group        -0.34519  

        (0.38916)  

Time         0.004046 

         (0.002447) 

R2 0.005917 0.03264 0.05242 0.00787 0.0353 0.03006 0.1424 0.003938 0.01355 

          

Adj.R2 

 
0.0009212 0.02778 0.04766 0.002884 0.03045 0.02518 0.1381 -0.001067 0.00859 

*p<0.05; 
**p<0.01; 

***p<0.001 
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Results  

As this is an ongoing study and the coding of the entire dataset has not been finished yet, here 

I will only present the findings based on a pilot dataset. The pilot dataset is consisted of 201 posts, 

only a small portion of the full dataset. The posts come from two legislators (尤美女 and 許淑華), 

one of which is a female KMT legislative member, and the other of which is a female DPP 

legislative member. Figure 1 presents the frequency statistics of all 18 cultural values, Confucian 

as well as modern individualist values.  

Since the sample size is not large, a simple bivariate OLS regression was run using 18 value 

dummy variables as independent variables. The dependent variable is to gauge the support among 

followers with the number of “like”. Note that some legislative members have 100,000 followers, 

whereas others are followed by 30,000 people. This makes the number of “like” each post received 

difficult to compare. To make it comparable across different legislators, I divided the number of 

“like” each post received, by the average number of “like” this legislator received for one post. The 

result is the ratio of the number of “like” that a specific post drew relative to the average amount 

of “like” that the legislative member usually obtained per post. In addition to that, since the 

number of “like” tends to have a long tail to the right (a positively skewed distribution) when 

plotted in a frequency histogram, it does not fit the normality assumption of most regression 

models. Thus, mathematically I transformed the ratio of “like” by taking logarithms in order to 

render it close to a symmetrical distribution. Table 1 returns the simple regression models results.  

The findings suggest that posts expressing Confucian values such as family theme, local theme, 

respect for tradition, politeness, soft sell and humbleness, significantly increases the support of 

political messages from followers. Surprisingly, showing a sense of righteousness and attacking 

the opposition party indeed find less resonance among followers.  
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    On the side of individualist orientation, speaking about achievements and equality turns out to 

be very popular. What is perhaps more striking, however, is that political messages emphasizing 

freedom (free speech and human rights violations) drew dramatically less support from followers, 

and the presence of freedom alone explains 14% of variance in the dependent variable.  

It is also important to note that each legislator has a communication style of his or her own. 

Table 2 returns interaction models in which the impact of cultural values upon followers differs 

across different legislators. In this pilot dataset, Confucian values such as humbleness and family 

drew more support from DPP legislator’s followers than from KMT ones.  

TABLE 2: 

INTERACTION MODELS OF LIKE_LOG 
 

 

Variable    

Constant -0.55809 -0.48620 -0.47322 

 (0.06143) (0.06392) (0.06298) 

Group_id_c -0.97196*** -0.82671*** -0.80198*** 

 (0.12291) (0.12784) (0.12597) 

Family_c 0.69294***   

 (0.18190)   

Achieve_c  0.45313*  

  (0.19909)  

Humble_c   0.69419** 

   (0.22673) 

Family_c  : Group_id_c 1.36808***   

 (0.36477)   

Achieve_c  : Group_id_c  0.94687*  

  (0.39845)  

Humble_c  : Group_id_c   1.42316** 

   (0.45333) 

R2 0.3593 0.2115 0.2319 

    
Adj.R2 

 
0.3496 0.1994 0.2202 

*p<0.05; **p<0.01; 
***p<0.001 
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Discussion  

   As this is an ongoing research, the study presented here is at best explorative, and far from 

being able to generalize the results to a general population. Using the full large-N dataset, I will 

employ machine coding instead of manual coding, and dummy variables will be changed to 

variables with more variation. With a clustered data, I will also use multi-level modelling (HLM) 

to carry out the analysis. Even so, the preliminary finding in this paper speaks for itself. Along 

with individualist orientation that many assumed to be prevailing in democracies, Confucian 

culture persists in Taiwanese modern democracy. Some traditional, collectivist, Confucian values 

such as family theme, humbleness and many others shaped political messages sent by politicians 

as well as how well they were received by politicians’ followers. Modern, individualist, democratic, 

orientation like the idea of equality, also found strong resonance in political communication.  
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