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Qing-Dynasty China’s Shift in Perspective

on Civilization and Self-Awareness
by

TESHIROGI Yuji

Through their encounter with Western modernity at the end of the Qing
Dynasty (mid 19th century - early 20th century), Chinese intellectuals shifted
their traditional perspective on civilization that had seen Chinese as the lone
civilization but now recognized the superiority of Western civilization, which
was understood as different from Chinese civilization. How then did they
formulate this new self-awareness in the process of comparing themselves to
the West? Conventionally, this new self-awareness is thought to have been
addressed after the Sino-Japanese War (1894-95) by Yan Fu #%f# and Liang
Qichao #7%#8 in studies critical of the national character. In fact, however, a
new self-awareness critical of the national character appeared during the
shift in perspective on civilization prior to the Sino-Japanese War. The
purpose of this paper is to follow the process of renewed self-awareness
among Qing Dynasty intellectuals, clarifying the commonality seen therein
while considering the relationship between self-awareness and missionary
discourse, and also clarifying how the formulation of a new self-awareness
accompanied the shift in perception of civilization in Qing-dynasty China.

The original idea of a new self-awareness seen in the criticism of the
national character after the Sino-Japanese War had already begun to appear
among some intellectuals, such as Wang Tao F#, Zhang Deyi k%%, Zhong
Tianwei $iK#, and Zheng Guanying ¥t in the latter half of the 1870's
to the 1880’s, in the shift in perspective on civilization triggered by the
acceptance of Western information and the dispatch of diplomats to the
West. Their self-awareness was strangely similar in that it portrayed
Chinese people in a generally negative light, highlighting their
conservativeness, negativity, laziness, proclivity for falsehoods, subservience,
and selfishness.

What is noteworthy here is that just prior to the formulation of this new
self-awareness by intellectuals, the missionaries had characterized the
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Chinese people and wrote in Chinese criticizing the Chinese people as
conservative, negative, lazy, having a proclivity for falsehoods, being
subservient and selfish based on the negative view of China formed by
Western modernity that had been built up by thinkers from Montesquieu to
Hegel. Moreover, Young J. Allen's Zhongyi Guanxi Liielun V6 B4R and
“Zhian Xince” BLH ¥ (published in Zhongdong Zhanji Benmo T HEAEA
K) regarded as the representative Chinese language missionary works, and
Ernst Faber's Zixi Cudong H Vi 1H %, which was published in Wanguo
Gongbao 73 EAH, were circulated from the latter half of the 1870’s onward,
Zixi Cudong and Zhongdong Zhanji Benmo as individual books were
popularized wholeheartedly by the Guangxuehui Jii2¢4 among bureaucrats
and intellectuals from the end of the 1880’s until around 1900.

Based on the above, when conducting a comparative examination of the
self-awareness of Chinese national character found in the Chinese language
works by missionaries and those that followed written by intellectuals, in
particular Zhongxi Guanxi Liielun and Zhong Tianwei's “Yu Cheng Xizhi
Shu” 5-#Ei% 2 3%, Zixi Cudong, and Zheng Guanying's Shengshi Weiyan it
&5, “Zhi'an Xince” and Liang Qichao’s “Zhongguo Jiruo Suyuan Lun” H[Elfg
g5, in each case considerable similarity is seen between the content
of the Chinese national character being criticized and the specific examples.
From the remarks of the intellectuals and associated materials, we can also
see that they were deeply involved with the missionaries and their works.
Based on this, it becomes obvious that the criticisms of the Chinese national
character by Allen and Faber had a profound effect on Zhong Tianwei,
Zheng Guanying, and Liang Qichao’s awareness of the Chinese national
character. Additionally, we can assume that such awareness of the national
identity gradually spread among a broader range of intellectuals due to the
popularity of Chinese-language translations of the missionary’s works.

In the process of the shifting perspective on civilization, Qing-dynasty
intellectuals were faced with the formidable task of formulating a new self-
awareness. At that time, the earlier criticism of the Chinese national
character expressed by the missionaries had a strong influence on how the
intellectuals, who were seeking an alternative to the traditional Chinese
awareness, shaped their self-awareness. This line of thinking enables us to
understand for the first time the mysterious similarities found in the new
self-awareness of intellectuals.

Key Words; Qing Dynasty China, Shift in perspective on civilization,
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Self-awareness, Criticism of the national character, Missionary
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