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Abstract:

In the first years of the twentieth century, the prominent radical intellectual
Liang Qichao argued that China needed a “new history” that would consti-
tute a history of the “nation” rather than court annals. This history would be
evolutionary, and Liang rooted the origins of the Chinese people in the
ancient myths of sage-kings. Liang mapped stages of progress (from primitive
tribal forms of social organization to feudal-aristocratic to the centralized
monarchy) onto Huang Di (the Yellow Emperor), Yao-Shun, and Yu. Both the
“three ages” theory of the New Text school and social Darwinism provided
Liang with a universal framework for explaining the course of Chinese history,
but he faced difficulties in explaining why Chinese and European history were
different. Liang’s attitudes toward the Qin unification were particularly

ambivalent: on the one hand it represented a progressive step at the time but
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Old Myth into New History 205

on the other it prevented later development. Liang’s early histories empha-
sized China’s originary moment, based on his reworkings of the sage-king
myths. What made China historically distinct, however, was its early shift to
centralized monarchy - whether seen in Yu’s founding of the Xia dynasty or

the later Qin unification — and its “failure” to further progress.

Liang transferred sacrality from the sage-kings to the nation itself. In this
sense the sage-kings were desacralized, demoted from their positions as cul-
ture heroes and founders of civilization to representatives of stages of hi-
storical development. For Liang, historical development was based on objec-
tive factors such as geography and the struggles between competing groups.
However, the Chinese nation was defined most clearly through a process of
political unification, and this unification in turn partly depended on human
decisions. In any case, Liang defined historical progress largely in terms of
the development of the polity. China’s failure to develop beyond imperial
forms and monarchism to the nation-state and democracy could be excused.
After all, the nation-state and democracy were new in Europe as well. Liang
also emphasized that China’s historical success had meant it faced few com-
petitors; without competitors, it could not develop. For Liang, this was a
particular worry because it left the Chinese people politically immature.
Unchallenged, the monarchy could and did deprive the people of their
freedom, their rights, and even their sense of civic duty. Liang’s great project
of the late Qing years thus became the creation of the “new citizen.” None-
theless, we cannot conclude that his historiography was simply a coded form
of political propaganda. Rather, his historical and political views influenced

and reinforced one another.

Liang’s contributions to modern Chinese historiography have long been
acknowledged. His historiographical project, however, was beset with tensions.
Liang could reconcile his faith in progress with a reality of stagnation (as he
saw it) only with difficulty. Liang also wrestled with the contradictions be-
tween determinism and voluntarism. And by turning the “nation” into the
subject of history, Liang had to wrestle with the problems of defining that
nation, of discovering what was new and old about it and what marked its
continuity through time, and of determining what properties it held in com-
mon with other nations (universal traits) and what properties made it distinct

(particular traits). In the end, much of what made China unique, for Liang,
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was a kind of byproduct of its movement through universal historical stages.
He destroyed the myth of a golden age, but valorized the evolution of the
Chinese nation. Using many of the building blocks of the old myth-history,

Liang provided a new narrative structure for the Chinese nation.
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Old Myth into New History 209

In 1902, in his new journal New People’s Miscellany (Xinmin congbao 37 % #_3F)
Liang Qichao ¥ £x4Z published two essays that called for a new under-
standing of history and offered a sketch of what such a history might look like.
His “Introduction to Chinese History” (Zhongguoshi xulun ¥ R € 4t#) and
“New historiography” (Xin shixue #7% %), along with several other carly
essays, have generally been treated by later scholars as China’s turning point
from “traditional” to “modern” history-writing. Recent studies have empha-
sized the pivotal importance of these essays.! In this, they are following
Liang’s own sense of breaking with the past. Liang’s condemnation of dynas-
tic histories, his denial that history could be reduced to the actions of a few
ruling families, his insistence on an evolutionary approach to the development
of the entire nation, his emphasis on causality and putatively universal
patterns, and his call for a study of society-wide change all marked a con-

scious effort to do an entirely new kind of history.

Liang did not merely issue programmatic statements about how to do
history; he attempted to write new histories.? Beginning at the beginning,
Liang did not abandon the traditional “sage-kings” (shengwang ¥ %) but
rather mapped his evolutionary scheme onto them, describing a historical
progress from primitive to civilized and thereby defamiliarizing Yao #, Shun
%, Yu 4, Huangdi (the Yellow Emperor % # ) and other progenitors of the
Chinese people. Yet, if defamiliarized, they remained great men, and Liang
thus left much of the mythic origins of Chinese civilization in place. In
Liang’s hands, the great deeds that created (Chinese) civilization were in a
sense relativized, or at least placed in a historical rather than quasi-timeless
framework. Yet they remained great deeds. Liang thus desacralized the
founders of the civilization/nation but simultaneously gave them new signifi-
cance in terms of their historical roles. To an extent, it was the “nation” that

was now sacralized, but this was a far from seamless project. Liang’s new

! See inter alia Xu Guansan 1989, Cheng Feng 1993, Huang Minlan 1994, Wang
Yeyang 1994, Duara 1995, X. Tang 1996, Wang Fansen 2001, and E. Wang 2001.

2 This essay focuses on Liang’s writings of the 1890s and early 1900s, and does not
consider Liang’s rather different, later historiography — for which see Huang Jinxing
1997, E. Wang 2001: 103-111. Though he never wrote a full-scale history, from 1919
to 1923 Liang published a series of theoretical articles that cast doubt on his earlier
evolutionism and attacked the positivism then popular. But however influential these
articles, they were not path-breaking in the sense of his earlier essays.

© Koninklijke Brill NV. Leiden 2003 Historiography East & West 1:2



210 Zarrow

history was explicitly designed as the evolution of the Chinese nation, and his
criticism of earlier histories rested on the premise that the proper subject of
historical narrative was the nation. Liang thus faced the problem of defining
“China” before he could write its history. If, on the other hand, Liang hoped
that a definition of China would emerge out of its history, he still had to

begin somewhere.

Liang sought to understand what we might call an “originary moment” in
(or rather, for) Chinese history. This is not to deny that he was interested in
change and development; Liang did not trace everything back to essential
origins. Nonetheless, his basic technique was to apply universal laws of
historical development to the originary moment. If the same laws applied to
the development of all different groups, then, logically, their distinct qualities
derived from their original conditions. Liang thus essentially combined a
universal historical methodology with an appreciation for different outcomes.
The questions that lay behind his studies were: What factors made China
different? And exactly how (and why) did historical progress lead to the
formation of the nation? What, then, was Chinese about the history of
China?

As 1s well known, Liang’s early historiography was based on a particular
form of naturalistic evolutionism, derived from both the New Text Confu-
cianism developed by Kang Youwei % 7 % and the social Darwinism that
Liang learned from Yan Fu B&4f and Japanese sources.’ Evolution of a
subject naturally had to begin with the origins of that subject, whatever it was.
Part of Liang’s concern with the originary moment of China can be ex-
plained in terms of the imperatives of nationalism.* Emplotting the nation in
the narrative mode of Enlightenment history creates a sense of the national
subject moving through time, giving the historian the tasks of pointing for-
ward to modernity and backward to the “primordial subject”. The “nation”
1s simultaneously new and old. That is to say, the nationalist argument rests
on both the proposition that the nation is young, strong, and vital and the

proposition that its roots or the germ of its being are ancient, if not eternal.

® H. Chang 1971: 64-66, 157-219f, Zhang Pengyuan 1982: 28-45, Pusey 1983:
89-112, Huang Jinxing 1997: 264-268, Mori Noriko 1999: 208-214. For the origins of
modern Chinese linear views of time, see Kwong 2001.

4 Tang 1996: 73-79, Duara 1995: 27-36.
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However, Liang was doing more than turning the Chinese nation into the
primary historical subject. The implications of evolutionism were uncom-
fortable for the nationalist project. Its universalistic pretensions (mythology?)
left little room for national particularism, and the unknowability of the future
that it posited jarred with nationalist confidence — raising the possibility of
degeneration and extinction. Liang’s eventual abandonment of evolutionism
may, in part, be attributed to these difficulties, though of course sheer disillu-
sionment with the West was also important. Yet it is critical to note that, even
if; as Hao Chang maintains, by the beginning of the twentieth century Liang
valued the nation as the highest good,> the nation was never Liang’s sole
value. The universalistic implications of evolutionism suggested the possibility
of a cosmopolitanism not currently realizable. Liang was thus engaged in a

project fraught with tensions.

On the one hand, if history followed universal patterns of development,
then cultural particularities seem trivial. Did the originary moment create
China or a kind of pre-China? If the latter, then when did China become
China? On the other hand, to write a national history demanded that the
entire unfolding of Chinese history be explained. Was this to consist of the
mechanical application of universal laws of development or the tracing of a

P

unique trajectory? Liang’s first step was to dismiss as non-historical (wushi .
¥ ) much of what had passed for “history” in the preceding eras. Although he
gave different definitions of history, Liang’s main point was simply that the
history of China could not be reduced to the doings of the court. Since
China belonged to the people (guomin B % : nationals, citizens), its history
had to be their history. In this way, Liang could claim that China was a young
nation,® since its real history could only begin with the birth of national
consciousness. This was also a history specifically designed to promote na-
tional feeling; indeed, without the right kind of history, “our nation cannot be
saved”.” Yet in practice Liang remained vitally interested in the most ancient
period, if only because it failed to create the conditions necessary for the

emergence of national consciousness.

® Chang 1971: 155-158.
® Liang 1996h: 9-10.
" Liang 1996k: 7; sce Huang Jinxing 1997: 264-265 and Wang Fansen 2001: 18-22.
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Liang’s attitudes thus remained ambiguous, but whether viewed as a kind
of prehistory of national consciousness or simply the embryonic stage of the
institutions that shaped subsequent history, the ancient period was pivotal to
him. Liang felt the necessity of origins not only out of his nationalist’s desire
to make Chinese identity eternal, or anyway ancient. As well, the very ques-
tion of collective 1dentity demanded an accounting of the emergence of the
group, marking it as different from other groups. However much illegitimate
records of its courts marked Chinese historical accounts, these accounts
provided a description of origins — origins that have preoccupied much
historical and archeological attention throughout the twentieth century.
Finally, the story of China could not begin in a vague way with late Qing
awakening, for this very awakening had to be highlighted and explained.? If
this awakening was to be attributed, even merely in part, to the stimulus of
European nationalism or “national imperial”, perhaps nationalist pride
demanded that it be provided with native roots. More immediately, the logic
of the national body demanded an understanding of its nature before it was

awakened.

In describing the origins of China, then, Liang was brought back to the
hazy ancient period and the stories of sage-kings. But who were the
sage-kings: primitive tribal leaders or great inventors of civilization? If the
latter, why did the pace of progress slow down (or reverse) after the era of the
sage-kings? While Liang did not romanticize them or turn them into harbin-
gers of democracy as some contemporary intellectuals were doing, he did
turn them into symbols of evolutionary progress. Essentially he argued that
they represented stages of Chinese civilization that followed universal pat-
terns of development, such as tribal society, feudal-aristocratic politics, and so
forth. The sage-kings were less comparable to post-Qin % emperors, re-
markable for their individuality (and selfishness), and more amenable to
adoption as symbols of the nation or guomin. In using the sage-kings to sup-
port his argument, Liang can be scen as engaged in a traditional practice.
The sages had originated as projects of the various ancient schools, and in a
sense Liang can be seen here as the heir of the ancient philosophers.? Nor,

indeed, was there anything particularly new about Liang’s calls for history to

8 For the trope of awakening, see Fitzgerald 1996.
® Lewis 1999: 123-129.
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be of use.!0 Still, it is especially ironic that the need to create a populist
history of the Chinese people (or, following Liang, “race”) led back to the
traditional models of imperial authority, the sage-emperors. Perhaps this
represented the lack, at the beginning of the twentieth century, of alternative
building blocks for the construction of Chinese national history. At any rate, it
certainly raised new problems for Liang, particularly how to fit the period
from the Qin (221 BC-) through the Qing into a progressive scheme, given
the putatively historical accomplishments of the sage-kings and a subsequent

stagnation.

New ‘Iext Progressivism and Evolution

The key feature of Liang’s naturalistic evolutionism was the sense that pro-
gress could not be explained by reference to virtue, much less fate, but oper-
ated entirely through natural laws. He did not doubt, however, the progressive
nature of history, which resulted in some form of (ever) higher civilization.
The sense of time that lay at the heart of this view was created by Kang
Youwei in his celebrated theory of the “Three Ages” (sanshi = +). Basing his
view of “Confucius as a reformer” (Kongzi gaizhi 3¢ + #z+#]) and as a “king of
institutions” (zhifa zhi wang #1i% 2. 1) on the New Text school’s mystical
adulation of Confucius, Kang proclaimed that Confucius knew the past and
foresaw the future through three ages.!! The three ages represented a sense
of linear progressive time but not a naturalistic form of evolution. As Char-
lotte Furth has pointed out, this “new evolutionary cosmology” linked new
knowledge of “a world history encompassing a plurality of high civilizations
in dynamic interaction with one another as well as with a ‘barbarian’ perime-
ter” with the notion of “a single cosmic reality.”!? It retained a moral teleol-
ogy, though relativizing China’s place in the world-historical dynamism. To
this, I would add that Kang Youwei, for one, essentially took the subject of

history to be a rather abstract form of civilization. His Confucius spoke not

% Huang Jinxing 1997: 265.

" Hsiao 1975: 41-189fF; Tang Zhijun 1984: 96-107, 153-171; Wang Fansen 1987:
61-208f..

2 Furth 1983: 325.
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for China, or not only for China, but for humanity as a whole. Furthermore,
Kang’s sense of the sage standing at the beginning of time acted to maintain
an implied notion of return: although progress unfolded through time it had
nonetheless been miraculously predicted and laid down. Yet Kang still repre-
sented a major break with views that minimized discontinuity, for his was a
new sense of the progressive and inevitable flow of time that in turn finally
separates the now and the future from the past. Whatever the value and
significance of history, it could no longer, in this view, be a repository of
absolute value (which is not to deny the possibility of valuing the unfolding of
history as the process of becoming). Although prophesized by Confucius,
change- through-time was largely secular, a reorganization of human institu-

tions and customs.

Kang combined the Three Ages — chaos (luanshi §*+'), lesser tranquility
(or rising peace) peace (xiaokang -|* B ; shengpingshi = L' +'), and great peace
(datong * W or taping = ) — he derived from the Liyun (3 3&) chapter of
the Book of Rites (Liji ## 3=) with the Darwinian evolutionism he learned along
with notions of progressive history from missionary accounts and Yan Fu’s
translation of Thomas Huxley’s Evolution and Ethics (which he probably read in
manuscript in 1895). Darwinism was of course to exert a stronger influence
on Liang than on Kang, but conversely Kang’s influence on Liang remained
strong through the turn of the century. The naturalism of Liang’s Darwinism
(as, in different forms, much of Darwinism in the West) remained, as we will
see, imbued with certain moral strains as well as the faith in progress itself
(that 1s, change was not meaningless in its own terms). Kang’s Confucius did
not, in fact, live at the beginning of the Three Ages but in their middle. For
Kang, the ancient sage-kings still represented the actual origins of civilization.
Indeed, at one point he stated that humanity flourished at the time of King
Yu. But it was Confucius who outlined the ideal political institutions associ-
ated with the mythical ancient sage-kings.!> The point here is not that Kang
was arbitrary in his readings of the Classics and his interpretations of his-
torical facts, nor that he was inconsistent.!* Rather, Kang understood that
the sage-kings and the kingly way existed in their own right but also that they

reached culmination in the form of Confucius, the “uncrowned king” (suwang

3 Kang Youwei 1958.
14 Wang Yeyang 1994:204-208.



Old Myth into New History 215

% 1 ). Kang was thus rewriting accepted origin stories by making Coonfucius
himself the founder of a Teaching (along with others, who had their own
Teachings), in distinct opposition to the view that Confucius was merely a

transmitter and the Six Classics primarily historical records.

In this scheme, Kang essentially posited a new originary moment. There
was an ancient and shadowy time before Confucius, but this was a semi-orga-
nized society (still in the age of chaos); Confucius created order oy, in Kang’s
terminology, “rising peace”. For Kang as for earlier Chinese scholars a high
degree of political and social organization (zA 7¢), not the appearance of
humanity itself, was what mattered. Furthermore, Kang even cast doubt on
what could be known about the earliest period, since, he implied, our knowl-
edge of it comes from the Six Classics, which Confucius designed to institute
progress (“reform”), not convey historical data as such. If this line of thought
had been more systematically pursued, perhaps Kang would have written the
mythical legends out of Chinese history entirely. That was not, of course, his
purpose, but the real originary moment for Kang, to which he attributed
(Chinese) civilization in the modern sense of the term, revolved around

Confucius, whose persona was highly mystical indeed:

Heaven having pity for the many afflictions suffered by men who live on
this great earth, [caused] the Black Emperor to send down his semen so as
to create a being who would rescue the people from their troubles — a be-
ing of divine intelligence, who would be a sage-king, a teacher for all the
ages, a protector of all people, and a religious leader for the whole world
[that 15, Confucius]. Born as he was in the age of chaos, he proceeded, on
the basis of this chaos, to establish the pattern of the three ages, progress-

ing with increasing refinement until they arrive at universal peace. !

In effect, Kang treated the figures of the traditional sage-kings with his-
torical skepticism, implying that Confucius created a myth of the three
dynasties (sandai = %) to promote his own views. At the least, the details of
the systems of the Xia g and the Shang F were already unrecoverable by

Confucius’s time.!6 Thus Yao and Shun (merely) represented democracy, the

® Kang Youwei 1958, preface (xu & ): 7; cf. Hsiao 1975: 107-108.
16 Kang 1958: 1:1-2.
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age of Great Peace, and human perfection for Confucius, Kang implied.!”
Indeed, Kang was prepared to begin human history only with Yu and the Xia
dynasty, in the wake of the great floods (Kang 1958: 2:9). When Confucius
appeared, he acted as a kind of de facto emperor by showing his and later
generations how to create proper institutions. In this way, Kang ignored the
traditional Golden Age (of the three dynasties) and replaced Yao, Shun, the
Duke of Zhou (% =) and the other sage-kings with the single personage of
Confucius. These notions possessed great force in the late 1890s (as well as
arousing considerable opposition) and, in several forms, persisted through the
1910s.

Liang Qichao, Evolution, and the Originary Moment

Liang Qichao took his teacher’s formula and extended it into a thorough
critique of previous approaches to history. Liang’s views changed, as is well
known, in important respects after his exile to Japan in the wake of the
abortive Hundred Days of Reform in 1898. Nonetheless, Kang Youwei had
already given him a progressive, unilinear, and universal staged development
scheme, to which he gradually added a Darwinian dynamic. As well, Liang’s
stress on the “group” (qun #¥) was greatly elaborated and focused, more
clearly than in Kang’s case, on the nation. Indeed, as early as his famous
“General Discussion of Reform” (Bianfa tongyi % 7% il 3R), serialized 1896-97,
already criticized cyclical dynastic histories for overemphasizing questions of
orthodox succession (zhengtong 1+ %t) and the actions of emperors — criticisms
that he developed more systematically after 1900.'® His historiographical
critique was derived from his political views, which in many respects were

critical of the institution of the monarchy.!? Liang thus already had a glimpse

Y Kang 1958: 12:283.

8 Liang 1996a.

® Liang’s political views at this time are explored in Zarrow 2002; see also Hao
Chang 1971:100-107. While not entirely consistent, Liang argued that the monarchy
represented selfishness (Liang 1996¢, 1996d), and he used “grouping™ as a kind of
cosmological-moral principle to condemn the isolation of the monarch (Liang 1996¢).
In good New Text fashion, he even slighted the role of historical monarchs as institu-
tion-builders, giving credit instead to Confucius (Liang 1996b).
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of writing Chinese history with the emphasis redirected away from the

monarchy altogether.

Nonetheless, this was still but a glimpse, not a scheme already worked out.
In tracing a historical process that exalted imperial power, intensified oppres-
sion of the people, and isolated rulers from their own ministers, Liang was
using a notion of devolutionary rather than progressive time, but in any case
was searching out historical processes that transcended the dynastic cycle.?
At the same time, Liang deliberately used the dynastic cycle to argue for
reform in claiming that the various dynastic founders established laws and
institutions.?!’ Through reform, he argued, the kingship would be renewed
(xtnwang #72), and the Qing could even achieve a restoration (zhongving *
8 a call that can be traced back to the 1860s.

On the one hand, then, Liang used a cyclical narrative to explain the his-
torical past, a past that offered models and object lessons, heroes and villains,
successes and failures. But on the other hand, he treated the historical past as
utterly decadent when compared to an originary myth of the perfect sage-
kings. Indeed, in a sense the past, at least since the decadence of the Qin, was
not historical at all: not worth investigation nor even conceivably a foundation
on which a better future might be constructed, but existing only to be con-
demned. At first glance, there seems to be a contradiction in Liang’s views.
One approach to history — examining the events of the past for lessons and
inspiration — might be called more or less realistic; the other was moralistic —
flagellating the past to show where history had gone wrong. In fact, the two
approaches answered different questions and operated on different levels.?? It
might also be argued that at this point Liang was not interested in “what
happened” in the past nor even much interested in the meaning of the past.
Rather, history was merely one of the many arrows he was firing at his
political targets. He did not deliberately try to trace the rise of the imperial
institution in China’s history but to criticize it. This is not to deny that Liang’s
historical understanding of the imperial institution, the political formations

of various dynasties, and the personal and characters of various emperors

2 Liang 1996c.
2 Liang 1996a: 1.
2 Cf. Chevrier 1987.



218 Zarrow

was quite sophisticated. Still, he was largely content with a sort of golden age

myth that served his critical purposes.

That myth was, of course, deeply embedded in what we might call the
Chinese historical consciousness — the sage-kings were understood as real if
very distant and possibly unrealizable in terms of their moral perfection.
Liang’s faith in the sage-king myths rested ultimately on references in the
Classics and other pre-Qin writings, buttressed perhaps by legends and stories
with no classical derivation but made familiar through reiterated stories and
legends. Yet Liang was soon to problematize this originary moment of Chi-
nese civilization (or, simply, civilization) as he had problematized the “histo-
rical” dynasties. As late as the 1890s, then, the creation of civilization by the
sage-kings was too obvious to be questioned. It was an assumption embedded
in the entire systems of scholarship and culture, not a proposition to be
proved. It may be relevant here that through the 1898 reforms Liang was
critically concerned with China’s cultural core: sages more than kings, the
preservation of the teaching (bagjiao W#<) more than questions of the na-

tion-state.?3

Still, in 1897 in another early essay, on the transition from monarchism to
democracy, Liang mapped the New Text’s Three Ages onto political evolu-
tion.?* Here he was writing more as a historian, and little is left of the golden
age. Liang posits a more naturalistic, even deterministic progressive through
set stages that could neither be skipped nor rushed. The first stage consists of
a multitude of leaders (chaos: tribalism and feudalism), the second of a single
ruler (rising peace: monarchism), and the third of the people (datong: democ-
racy). But how did it all begin? Military competition was the key, as crafty or
stronger men rose to leadership positions in isolated state-lets. In China, this
was the age of Yu and the multitude of lords (zhuhou #% %), and Mongolia,
Tibet, various tribal peoples, and the natives of the Americas and Africa were
still in this stage. In China, this stage next gave rise to the lose confederacy of
lords under an emperor (tianzi * + ) in the Spring and Autumn and Warring
States periods. It was a time of great suffering, both because of constant

warfare and because of the rulers’ profligacy and expenses. Again, still

2 Chang 1971: 112-119
% Liang 1996f.
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following the Kang’s New Text ideas, Liang posited that Confucius showed
the way to the rising peace of monarchism precisely to ease the people’s

suffering.

This essay suggests that for Liang the sage-kings were less important than
Confucius. But if Liang were to see Confucius as something other than a
political prophet, then the sage-kings might need to be restored. Indeed, after
he began his exile in Japan, Liang quickly moved in a more radical direction,
and he left New Text scholasticism and Confucianism far behind, explicitly
rejecting the Confucian Religion (Kongjiao 3“ 3).2° Initially, perhaps, Liang’s
writings in Japan represented an exploration of new directions more than an
explicit repudiation of his former creeds, but even that was soon to follow.
One of the features most notable in his new writings was a reliance on the
“science” of his day, or at least a resolutely non-mystical search for causes and
explanations. Instead, evolutionism, sometimes Darwinian and always pro-
gressing from primitive to more advanced forms, formed the core of Liang’s
thought, as is especially clear in his historical references and historiographical
essays.26 The process of development for Liang, then, was largely foreor-
dained; the historical choice for all groups (increasingly, nations and races)
could be expressed in ruthlessly amoral Darwinian terms: develop or perish.
In this scheme, the originary moment lost some of its previous importance,
for ultimately all groups shared similar origins as, indeed, they shared a
similar basic projectory of development. The distinctions among them were

caused by geographical and other entirely natural factors.

% Liang 1996l

% These features of Liang’s thought are inseparable from his nationalism, as scholars
ranging from Hao Chang 1971 to Xiaobing Tang 1996 have emphasized and as we
will see further, below. However, Liang’s naturalistic evolutionism was a powerful
overarching belief in his own right, not simply an aspect of his nationalism. He
explained various forms of “grouping” (qun #) as natural phenomena; one may as
well say that modernity as an expression of the natural flow of time led to Liang’s
nationalism as the converse: “Nationalist ideology not only made modernity a legiti-
mate concern and subject of study for Liang Qichao but also formed the dynamic
core of his historical consciousness” (X. Tang 1996: 35).
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First Stages

Mapping Chinese history onto universal stages and using universal laws to
explain history raised the problem of what was unique about China. What
were its origins and when did China start being “China”? One would surely
turn to the ancient period to discover the origins of China, but that period
still had to be set in a larger developmental context. In an essay written in
1901 that has received relatively little attention, Liang based his treatment of
the ancient sage-kings on this naturalistic evolutionary conception of his-
tory.?” Indeed, as he himself said, it was ultimately based on geographical
determinism; strikingly, Liang had here no use for human agency whatsoever.
Liang’s evolutionism was firmly universalistic: all societies (nations, races) go
through the same progressive stages from primitive to civilized, with corre-
sponding forms of political organization and freedom. Specifically, Liang
poured cold water on attempts to associate Yao and Shun with a putatively
ancient Chinese set of “democratic institutions” (minzhu zhidu = i #|&). It
may be said that Liang was often skeptical of attempts to claim “equivalency”
with the West, even if he was not entirely immune to making such attempts
himself.?® In his 1901 essay he condemned the Europeans’ theory of the
putatively ancient virtues and freedoms of the “Aryan race” as harshly as he
did the Chinese democratic mythology of Yao and Shun. Liang insisted that
all peoples and races were free by nature. In ancient times, however, this
referred only to a lack of restraints and hence marked “barbarian freedom”.
By way of contrast, “civilized freedom” was a recent product of historical
evolution. Therefore, even if Yao and Shun had really abdicated their thrones,
their actions occurred within a monarchical system. They were treating the
country as if it were their private property, but they still represented a univer-

sal stage of civilization more than the origins of China.

Liang’s broader goal was to demonstrate the principles of social evolution.
These principles applied to all groups in given circumstances, creating four
basic stages of progress (within which there were local variations). The key

principle was competition and struggle between groups; continental systems

7 Liang 1996].
% Liang 1996d: 108.
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were especially prone to this kind of struggle, which ultimately explained for
Liang the greater role for freedom in island Britain and peninsular Greece, as
compared with Europe, and Europe’s greater freedom as compared with the
larger Asia. As small groups succumbed to larger and more unified groups,
centralized empires emerged. For Liang, historical explanation was thus
rooted in objective and universal factors — not racial particularism — that in
turn operated to create local differences. Specifically, the first stage of histori-
cal evolution in this scheme posited small groups, all free and lacking classes
and ranks: the “age of barbarian freedom” or in China the stage before the
emergence of Huang Di (the Yellow Emperor & ). The second stage saw
increased competition between these groups, which therefore needed leaders
who, in turn, gradually emerged as a nobility: the age of aristocratic monar-
chy (in China, from Huang Di to the Qin #%). In the third stage increasing
struggles gave rise to greater centralization, and diffuse aristocratic systems
were replaced by strong centralized ones: the “age of flourishing monarchical
power” (in China from the Qin to the Qianlong §z/% Emperor). And finally
the fourth stage firmly established sovereignty, populations were orderly,
monarchical powers became more and more absolutist — which “developed”
the people to the point they could claim their collective powers. This was the
“age of civilized freedom” that China was now beginning to experience.
Indeed this view of the monarchy was compatible with the 1898 Reform
Movement’s faith in institutional change and leadership from above as a

prelude to eventual democratization.

Although Liang was obviously borrowing from Western ethnography, he
applied this scheme to China in his own terms. His argument did contain
anomalies. It is notable that he treated the eighteenth century (Qianlong) as a
turning point, but the nineteenth century seems to have no place in these four
stages. Whether Liang understood his own late Qing period in terms of the
dynastic cycle, it was, of course, a period when central and monarchical
powers degenerated and China became subject to foreign imperialism. This
would seem to be the opposite of absolutism, and would leave the people
dangerously un-developed: unprepared for the democratic tasks of the next
stage (as the monarchy, for whatever reasons, failed to fulfill its last role), but
Liang does not take up these points here. A second anomaly arises when the
four stages are mapped on to Liang’s argument at the beginning of the essay

that it was precisely Yao and Shun who built a strong, centralized monarchy.
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Perhaps this anomaly can be explained by understanding their achievement
as occurring within the context of the basic aristocratic-monarchical stage — in
other words, as a small evolutionary step within the larger framework. In any
case, Liang is insistent on the point that ancient China was ruled by powerful
aristocrats and clans. The abdications of Yao and Shun represented a system
whereby the emperor was chosen by the aristocrats from the clansmen (trac-
ing descent from Huang Di). They could also dismiss the emperor, which was
deemed a perfectly ordinary act in this age; indeed, it was part of the system
of selecting the most talented from among themselves. By the time of Em-
peror Yu, however, the kingship was passed directly from father to son. Liang
concluded that Yao and Shun marked a transition from a purer aristocratic
system to centralized monarchical powers. Imperial claims over succession
represented a weakening of the aristocracy. However — though Liang did not
spell this out — it must be presumed he understood this transition as still
operating within an “aristocratic-monarchical” system (since the monarchical
stage as such did not begin until the Qin). Such mixed aristocratic systems, he
did explicitly claim, could be seen in contemporary Abyssinia, early Ger-

manic kingdoms, and Spain in the Middle Ages.

We can see from this that monarchical powers at the times of Huang Di,
Yao, and Shun were nowhere near as great as those held by emperors in
later times. Sovereignty was mostly wielded by the powerful clans, and if
conflicts emerged between them and the emperor, the emperor was un-

able to impose his will.??

Liang nowhere doubted the essential historicity of Yao and Shun (or even
Huang Di); he was skeptical of the stories of their “abdications”, as we have
seen, preferring to situate them in a more naturalistic setting — naturalistic in
the sense that an understanding of historical evolution prohibited viewing
them as either democratic in the modern sense or solely in terms of moral
behavior in the traditional sense. Yao and Shun, in Liang’s historical descrip-
tion, were not god-like rulers but ordinary, if talented, men doing a job in
sometimes difficult circumstances, circumstances made difficult especially
because of the limits on their powers. They could make no major decisions

without the acquiescence of the major clans. In terms of historical evolution

# Liang 1996j: 26.
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operating through larger, more complex, and better articulated groups (to
impose a modern terminology on Liang), the rise of the monarchy over

aristocracy naturally represented a progressive step.

It was the monarchy, then, that was distinctively Chinese. The origins of
China as a unique culture lay in the rise of the monarchy for Liang. In an
essay comparing China to Europe, he emphasized China’s early move to
political unity and the abolition of aristocratic classes.?® These were of
course linked in a single historical stage, that of a strong monarch managing a
centralized burcaucracy. In this sense, the evolution of China was two thou-
sand years faster than that of Europe. The most ancient periods of Chinese
and European history were basically parallel, but they diverged from the
Qin-Han. That this divergence led paradoxically to Europe’s later more rapid
progress in Liang’s view is a point we will return to below. Here, the point is
that Liang traced the germs of China’s unification back to the most ancient
period of tribal/racial conflicts and the clans of Gonggong #+ 1, Chiyou #
%, and Huang Di. Struggles between the descendents of Huang Di and the
Miao @ finally gave rise to the “three dynasties”, which were descended
from Huang Di. For Liang, the states of Xia and Shang basically resembled
Egypt and Babylon in being a confederacy of tribal chieftains more than a

centralized monarchy.

In this scheme, the fundamental breakthrough comes less with Yu, though
he plays an important role in building the confederacy, than with the
Qin-Han abolition of the enfeoffment system (fengiian #t#2). Liang further
pursued this idea in an effort to trace the rise of autocracy through the
various historical dynasties.3! But the Qin unification did not just happen; it
emerged out of a long evolution. Huang Di, in particular was a great con-
queror who defeated other tribal leaders and rebels. More to the point, he
began to unify various tribes, thanks in part to his illustrious virtue (wewwer
weide 4.4 % 18).%2 By the time of Yao and Shun, the leader of this kind of
confederacy was elected from among the tribal chiefs, which the ancient texts

referred to as their abdications. The real unification (fongy: %t— ), however,

% Liang 1996g,
3 Liang 1996m.
¥ Liang 1996m: 65.
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started with Yu, who increased the leader’s powers and established the princi-
ple of hereditary succession. In this sense, the Xia and Shang periods repre-
sented a post-tribal polity, but one that had not yet stabilized in the

semi-centralized, semi-decentralized enfeoffment (fengjian) of the Zhou.

The Historicity of the Sage-kings

These essays simultaneously looked forward and backward. Forward, to a
debate about the nature of good government and democracy that Liang
wished to create. And backward, in a tradition of discourse on centralization
(fengjian/ junxian ¥1iE /%% &%), examined in the next section. Yet it should
already be evident that Liang was also wrestling with various problems that
unilinear historical development gave rise to. In his limited discussions of
historical causation, Liang stressed objective factors like geography and the
struggle for resources (which might be reducible to a view of human nature)
that, apparently, operated at the level of groups. He thus tended to removed
human agency from history altogether. This view perhaps does not represent
his later opinions very well, but it correlated to another important position.
That 1s, Liang was removing morality from history. If history was largely set
in stages that all groups must follow (or perish), individual morality, if it
existed at all, was irrelevant. So the issue was not Yu’s moral failure in choos-
ing his son to succeed him — contrasted to the morality of Yao and Shun —
but his greater powers, a product, simply, of progress. This was, of course, a
reversal of the traditional verdict, but from Liang’s point of view he was not
challenging the old morality with a new morality but removing morality from
historical judgment altogether. Liang claimed that his goal was precisely, as a
responsible historian, to illustrate the workings of evolutionary principles and
recover a true image of past. Liang explicitly concluded by saying that, for
their parts, Yao and Shun were not evil for extending imperial power: unifica-
tion of the various small groups was a necessary stage in China’s development,
and stages cannot be skipped. It might finally be noted that Liang’s was a
functionalist view: not from their point of view but from ours, the purpose of

Yao and Shun was to establish the monarchy (and not to develop democracy).

Yet a deeper problem stemmed from the universalism in Liang’s new ap-
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proach to history. It was not at all clear when “China” originated, as opposed
to the ordinary developments on the land that happened, at some later point,
to become China. This question masked a deeper one, one that Liang made
no attempt to answer: why write a history of China at all? Why, exactly,
should “China” be treated as a historical subject? Nor did Liang explicitly try
to determine the origins of a distinctive China, though we may infer an
answer. Did China begin in the era of “barbarian freedom” or after Huang
Di, when Yao and Shun (partially) centralized the monarchy? Barbarian
freedom would not seem to have culturally distinctive traits. This is confirmed
by another essay, “Introduction to Chinese History.”3% Here, Liang briefly
discussed both the origins of humanity and organized society in general and
China in particular. Liang posited that sociology explained how humanity
advanced through three stages. The first stage was of tribal chiefs loosely
holding individuals together. The second saw great clans in control of gov-
ernment, their upper levels choosing the king and their lower levels managing
the populace. And during the third stage centralized power was gradually
consolidated under a strong king.3* Again, the dynamic behind the transi-
tions was outside threat and struggle. Also, Liang proclaimed that archeology
showed another progress of the ages from stone to bronze to iron. Liang cited
the ploughs of Shen Nong # B and the bows and arrows of Chiyou # %
as proof that China had already entered the bronze age before Huang Di.35
The point would seem to simply prove the existence of progress. Liang did

not attempt to correlate technological and political progress.

Liang treated the age from Huang Di to Yu and the founding of the Xia
dynasty as China’s pre-history: but a late pre-history. The prehistoric ages
ended after the great flood(s) that affected the entire globe. In other words, in
China’s case history proper began with Yu’s founding of the Xia dynasty,
which marked the formation of a distinctively Chinese society and state.36
Historical accounts before this point, Liang treated as unproved, though he
did not doubt the sheer existence of the sage-kings from Huang Di on. In any

case, Liang insisted, from Huang Di to Yu was but a few hundred years, just

# Liang 1996i.

¥ Liang 1996i: 10.
% Liang 1996i: 9-10.
% Liang 1996i: 9.
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as from the floods to Huang D1 was a relatively short period of time. Huang
D1 and his immediate successors, then, might be regarded as transitional from
the completely primitive to the essentially civilized — in other words, from
unorganized to organized society. Indeed, Yao and Shun, and the Xia, Shang,
and Zhou % dynasties all traced their ancestry to Huang Di — the progeni-
tor of all the Chinese people. Liang did not dwell on this notion, which was to
become widespread and politically potent.?” Huang Di was soon to be
treated in genealogical and biological terms as the founder of the Han Chi-
nese race, distinct especially from the Manchus. Liang’s interest in Huang Di,
on the other hand, was less racial and more cultural — that is, he treated

Huang Di as the founder of what was to become a political community.

Nonetheless, while Liang scientifically distinguished pre-history from his-
tory, he left the mythic origins of Chinese civilization largely in place. He may
have termed the early sage-kings “barbarian” but they marked enormous
achievements. Liang also followed European practice in dividing history into
ancient, medieval, and modern periods — again, expressing his faith in pro-
gressive development. Of greatest interest here is Liang’s treatment of the
ancient period from Huang Di to the Qin. He emphasized the theme of
political unification over technological, cultural, or civilizational accomplish-

ments.

This was the age when China became China, as the Chinese nation
(Zhongguo minzu ® B X %) developed itself, struggled among itself, and
unified itself. Most significantly, the barbarian tribes were defeated as the
powerful and their worthy ministers and kinsmen divided up the impor-
tant territories, so tribal chieftainship became an enfeoffment system.
More and more lands were annexed and conquest was unceasing.... Ii-
nally, with unification, the Han nation (Hanzu ;% *%) was truly managing
its own internal affairs. At this time there only remained intercourse with
the Miao tribes.%®

Liang thus captured a sense of China’s relative isolation, though this was
an isolation that emerged out of the success of internal unification. Liang

may have taken it for granted that the “Han nation” was a kind of historical

37 Shen Songgiao 1997; Luo Zhitian 2002.
% Liang 1996i: 11, cf. Tang 1996: 38.
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given, but “China” certainly was not: it was created through struggle and, he
strongly implied, created out of various groups, if not peoples or nations.
This was the achievement of the ancient period. It was not the achievement
of a moment, and in various essays Liang gave credit to Huang Di, Yu, and

the Qin unification.

Let us briefly put Liang’s ancient period in context. Whether he was citing
four stages or three — or thirteen® — Liang equated historical progress with
the form of the polity. Using a three-fold scheme he traced back to Montes-
quieu and Aristotle via Yan Fu, Liang regarded aristocracy, monarchy, and
democracy not as ideal-types but as evolutionary stages. Citing Herbert
Spencer, he added a preliminary tribal stage to this scheme, and he played
with it in various ways. One version led to a long middle period, from the Qin
to Qianlong, as monarchical powers were extended.** And in the modern
period since the eighteenth century China was becoming part of the world
and beginning a transition through absolutism to a more democratic order: a
higher stage of social articulation. In another version, the enfeoffment system
was key*' It was not established from Huang Di to the Zhou (the most
ancient period) but was cemented in the Zhou. From the Han to the begin-
ning of the Qing central powers waxed and waned with the reality of aristo-
cratic and military rivals to the Throne (the reality if not the name of fengjian;
finally, however, the Kangxi & ¥ emperor abolished enfeoffment once and
for all.

Any theory of development through stages raises the question of how one
stage becomes the next. Liang gave relatively little thought to this question,
however. By turning the sage-kings into representatives of historical progress
rather than great men or demi-gods, Liang seemed to be removing agency
from history. We will examine this question in more detail in the next section,
along with the related question of moral responsibility. If historical causation
1s explained in terms of geography and the struggle for resources, then there
is no scope for moral question. Yet if evolutionism provides a normative

framework of progress, progress becomes a new moral standard. Chinese

¥ Liang 1996m: 64-69.
0 Liang 1996i: 11.
# Liang 1996m: 69-70.
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could take pride that the sage-kings early fashioned an organized policy out
of tribal struggles. They could take pride that their transition from feudalism
to monarchism occurred long before Europe’s. But they could not take pride

that they had failed thus far to enter the next stage of democracy:.

In this sense, Liang’s progressivism was not very stable. When Liang was
writing in a more moralistic or political mode, he sounded more condemna-
tory of what China lacked, rather emphasizing than what it had achieved. In
his famous “Ode to Young China”, written somewhat earlier on the eve of
1900 to celebrate the new century, Liang sought to position China as a young
nation, since the old China was not a true nation-state at all.#2 As Xiaobing
Tang notes, Liang was enjoying his cake and eating it too, or exhibiting a
“Janus-like attitude toward both historical and territorial continuity,” glorify-
ing China’s brilliant past while simultaneously insisting on its absolute new-
ness as a nation-state.* But the point here is that this stance necessarily
involved some distancing from the originary moment. Whatever the achieve-
ments of the Chinese “people” or “nation” during the long years of imperial
rule (or suppression of the nation), Liang could only take partial satisfaction
in them, for these achievements were tainted by their failure to create a full
nation-state. What defined ancient China for Liang was what it lacked: called
a nation-state (guo B]), yet it did not achieve national form (guo zhi xing B2
A5).4 Rather, the state belonged to clans, tribal chiefs, feudal lords, or the
emperor. Indeed, Liang consistently implied that, given promising beginnings,

something went wrong with Chinese history.

Monarchism and the Problems of Decline and Agency

However, if absolute autocracy is not instituted, then how can the state be
established? Thus if we look at the last several thousand years of history,
what is called the era of Lesser Peace is precisely the most large-scale and
stable era of the centralization of powers — such as the early Zhou, the

early Han, the early Tang, and the early Qing. When autocratic powers

2 Liang 1996h.
* Xiaobing Tang 1996: 38.
4 Liang 1996h: 9.



Old Myth into New History 229

declined, the country was divided. When the country was divided, mili-
tary forces rose to unify it again. FEach reunification strengthened the
autocratic system, which reached its apogee in the Qianlong period. We
know that the failure of democracy is due to suppression by the autocracy,

and that the success of the autocracy is due to the failure of democracy.®

But why did China fail to advance to democracy while Europe had suc-

ceeded? Why did China get stuck in the age of autocracy?

Here, we must return to the question of Liang’s politics. To reduce his
new theories about history to his politics is a mistake.*6 Liang’s history-
writing was not a form of political writing in code; rather, he was attempting
an cnormously difficult task: to reorder the traditional historical data into
what he saw as an entirely new framework of national progress. Of course,
Liang’s views of history were shaped by his political concerns (history is never
a perfectly a-political enterprise), and of course the very notion of doing
history in terms of national progress was inherently political. Liang saw
himself as an engaged scholar whose commitment to engagement shaped his
scholarship — and vice versa: his history cannot be reduced to his politics, nor
did he see the need to distort history for the sake of his politics but only to
understand it rightly. In other words, we must try to understand Liang’s
historiography in its own terms. It is true, nonetheless, that tensions remained
in his understanding of history, which given his ambitions should not be
surprising. More to the point, some of these tensions can be traced to his
political concerns. The most obvious of these is the contradiction between his
judgment of the monarchy as a progressive stage on the one hand, and as a
force for obscurantism and reaction on the other. Arguably, Liang might
protest that monarchism was “objectively” a progressive step two millennia
ago but that it persisted too long, delaying the next tick of the clock of pro-
gress. However, he never made such an argument explicit; rather, he veered
between a basically positive evaluation of the monarchy in his historical

essays, demonstrating his commitment to his new historical principles, on the

% Liang 1996m: 71.
% For which, see Huang Minlan 1994.
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one hand, and a sharply negative evaluation in his polemical essays on the

other. The dichotomy is not absolute, but it is revealing.

One solution was to insist on the fundamental equivalent of developments
in China and Europe. Thus in “Ode to Young China” Liang pointed out that
true nation-states had but recently emerged anywhere in the world about a
hundred years previously (which made European countries middle-aged
compared to young China). He also worked out an elaborate analogy bet-
ween Chinese history and the development of an organism. The pre-Yao-
Shun period was like an embryo; the Shang-Zhou period like a suckling
infant; and the entire period from Confucius to the present like childhood.
Thus was China on the verge of youth, though even here Liang admitted

China’s development had been unfortunately slow.*?

Liang’s basic faith in progress and the historical framework of stages that
he used never made him complacent. He remained a sharp critic of China’s
faults in the present and in the past, often comparing the course of Chinese
history unfavorably with that of Europe and Japan. However deep similarities
the similarities between ancient China and Europe, feudalism led to a system
of competing states that was continuous in Europe but only intermittent in
China. This required European states to progress or perish, improving the
quality of the citizens, and eventually enabling a breakthrough.*® Elsewhere,
Liang noted the different nature of feudalism in China and Europe, where
local self-government and independent towns meant that the leaders of the
emerging monarchies would unite with the people against feudal forces.*
Since the two needed each other, European autocracy could not completely
dominate the popular will. Something similar, Liang thought, had happened
in Tokugawa and Meiji Japan, but the Chinese people had played no compa-

rable historical role in either the feudal or monarchical stages.

Still, Liang also had positive praise for autocracy. He could not help no-
ticing that the Chinese had been saved much suffering. Unity not only

brought the disasters of warfare to an end but also strengthened the nation

4 Liang 1996h.
% Liang 1996g: 64, 66.
* Liang 1996m: 70.
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vis-a-vis others.”® Monarchism was thus not only an objectively necessary
stage that would, one way or the other, create the necessary conditions for
democracy. It was a real blessing — the “Lesser Peace” — in its own right. On
the other hand, it was also oppressive and decadent.’® And worse: China

seemed stuck in old ways just as modern Europe was leaping ahead.>?

Given these fundamental differences, Liang might have abandoned the
universalistic pretensions of his scheme of historical stages. That is, if the
pattern of Chinese history did not in fact follow that of the (normative,
universal) European pattern, in what sense did European history represent a
truly universal pattern? But of course Liang simply assumed that while China
had been early to end feudalism and was late to end monarchism, these still
represented the only (unilinear) path of development. Unilinear development
was thus, for Liang, normative. A nation was in some sense supposed to move
through the proper stages of historical evolution; otherwise, something was
wrong. Liang thus smuggled morality back into history, not as judgments on
individual’s actions but as judgments on the overall social condition. In the
final analysis, Liang was prescribing as well as describing. He treated the
nation-state as a good or a means to a good (this distinctions need not detain
us here). This in turn created a dilemma: the very value Liang placed on the
modern nation-state forced him to highlight Chinese historical stagnation. He
condemned monarchical despotism as an obstacle to modernity, and so he

had to see the prolonged imperial era as a tragedy:.

At the same time, Liang tried to solve the embarrassment of the decline

3

or what we might call the “what-went-wrong” problem, by emphasizing the
necessity and historical function of each stage of development leading to the
nation-state. This strategy worked to reinstate the importance of the originary
moment, though in a naturalized rather than mythologized way. For the
young Chinese nation-state could then reassume its position as direct heir of
a continuously developing group-consciousness and complex political articu-
lation. In the evolutionary mythology, Yao, Shun, and the others represented

“embryonic” stages or the germs of future greatness. The developmental

% Liang 1996f: 8-9.
! Liang 1996g: 63-65.
%2 Liang 1996g: 66-67.
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thrust of the ancient period was related to modern needs. The people then
created and defined would now, in Liang’s modern period, produce newer

and higher forms of social organization.

Yet then the Qin-Han monarchy represents disjuncture, as much as evolu-
tionary growth, for Liang. The proper next stage somehow turned into a
detour on the road of progress. The continuity of Chinese history was less
than whole, for the emperors had retarded the proper development of the
people. Perhaps an inability or reluctance to deal with the political history of
the imperial era prevented Liang from completing his long-proposed more
detailed history of China. Certainly, the pointless repetitions of the dynastic
cycle did not, as Liang explicitly made clear, represent history. The objective
purpose of the imperial period — centralization — was carried out, at best,
imperfectly. Liang praised the unity imposed (constructed? reflected?) by the
post-Qin imperial system, but he also condemned it for failing to raise the
cultural level of the masses. In the famous series of essays titled “Renewing
the People” (or “New Citizen”, xinmin #7 =) Liang repeatedly attacked the
monarchy precisely for turning the masses into immature political idiots who

lost their freedom, their rights, and even their sense of civic duty.

Nonetheless, underlying Liang’s sociopolitical “self-criticism” was a sense
that the future would be better than the past or the present. Liang was not
particularly drawn to utopian thinking, and, especially after drawing away
from Kang Youwei in the wake of the 1898 coup, Liang suggested that the
Datong might be millions of years away.®® And at times, at least, he ac-
knowledged the possibility of historical retreats as well as extinctions. Yet in
the end, in Liang’s historiography, humanity as a whole seemed doomed to
progress willy-nilly. Indeed, a strong determinist streak runs through his
historiography in this period. Progress is a natural law;>* affairs move from
simple to complex and bad to good.” One senses that if the strong nation

was not a definition of progress, it was nonetheless for Liang the clearest sign

53 Huang Kewu 1994: 114, among others, has pointed to Liang’s anti-utopianism;
however, in spite of what might be called Liang’s *
cially the darkness of human nature, his faith in progress strikes me as essentially
optimistic.

> 1996m: 59.
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of progress. However ambiguous his attitudes toward Chinese history (nor-
mal development or retarded, or even wrong turn), Liang insisted on using
universal categories of analysis as a master narrative that encompassed
thousands of years in a single “stage”. China’s lack of development in terms
of unilinear progress from the Qin to the Qing, therefore, was unfortunate for
the Chinese, but not proof of the inadequacy of this historiographical
scheme. On the contrary, since China faced little competition over these
millennia (since barbarian invaders were assimilated), imperial stagnation

confirmed the theory.

It may be that in the rapid development of Liang’s own views in the early
twentieth century, one can trace not so much ambiguity as a deepening of
both optimism and pessimism. That is, on the one hand, Liang came increas-
ingly to appreciate how difficult progress was to sustain and how many the
ways it could go wrong (not least because of human frailty), while on the
other hand, he came to believe that progress was in a sense rooted in the
cosmos, even if it proceeded fitfully and through the brutal extinction of the
non-adaptive. For the other side of progress was not stagnation but extinction.
This was, of course, a social Darwinian vision turned into a historical master
narrative in ways foreshadowed by Yan Fu and repeated with alarming

frequency by those who foresaw China’s imminent demise.

Liang’s sense of history as progress, then, was not entirely optimistic, since
it did not promise progress for all groups or historical subjects. In his 1902
“New Historiography” (Xinshivue #7% %) Liang went beyond his earlier
remarks to outline a more systematic approach to doing history.’6 Here,
Liang emphasized the importance of the collective subjects of history: na-
tions and races and their evolution. This might be taken to imply that an
emphasis on individuals, even sage-kings, would be misplaced if it neglected
the accomplishments of the group.”’ In fact, Liang could not entirely neglect
human agency, since this factor necessarily played a role in determining
whether a given race would be a “historical” race destined to dominate or a

“non-historical” race destined to subjugation and eventual extinction. A

% Liang 1996k; for discussions, see Xu 1989: 14-21, Huang Minlan 1994, and Tang
1996: 68-79.
% Liang 1996k: 3.
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degree of voluntarism thus marked Liang’s historiography.®® But the point to
be emphasized here is that Liang again used the theory of competition
between groups (here, races) to explain why some unified themselves (zzie
%), This was a universal process of struggle and domination he traced
through stages of clans, villages, tribes, and finally the nations of the present
age.”® Whether these increasingly higher and progressive stages of human
organization could someday transcend nation (or race), the way nations
transcended tribes, is left unclear. At the same time, Liang scarcely took
“groups” as a given. Although it is Liang’s relentless faith in evolutionary
progress that strikes the reader, he also possessed a keen appreciation for the
internal articulation (specialization of labor, class divisions, cooperation of
different elements) of groups. Unification and strength never, for Liang,

consisted of uniformity or simplicity.

Conclusion

It was common at the turn of the century to dismiss China’s entire post-Qin
history as a kind of wrong turn: a 2,000-year detour; and Liang was not
immune to this view. One point was to use the ancient past to attack the
recent past, but more was involved as well. To denigrate the Han and the
Tang along with the traditionally despised Qin was to attack, above all, a
particular form of dynastic kingship. If the relationship between Confucian-
ism and monarchism, as between the gentry and the court, had never been
entirely easy, still the reformers were attacking imperial Confucianism as it
had developed over centuries. This is, of course, one reason why conserva-
tives and even less radical reformers were so shocked by Kang and Liang
during the reform period of 1898. The only kingship that generations had
known was at stake. This was a highly moralistic and, in terms of Kang

Youwer’s historical readings, arbitrary treatment of China’s past.

However, Liang Qichao quickly moved beyond this type of radicalism af-
ter 1898. Before the Reform Movement of 1898, no leading Chinese scholar

% For the role of human consciousness in Liang’s historical thought, see Huang Kewu
1994: 132-133.
% Liang 1996k: 11.
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had ever challenged the sacrality of the originary moment of Chinese civili-
zation — whether this moment represented the origins of the monarchy or the
nation (or both). The radical reformers, following Kang’s New Text views,
had sacralized Confucius and played down the institution of the monarchy,
but they never entirely severed sagehood from kingship, nor did they chal-
lenge the sacrality of the originary moment. Liang, however, in effect simply
dismissed the originary moment question as unimportant. Though his writ-
ings on Chinese history were sketchy, they rigorously used a development
scheme that reduced “origins” to one stage only. The stage of “barbarian

freedom”, if attractive in some ways, was necessarily limited and primitive.

In other words, as we will see, in contrast to scholars (and revolutionaries)
searching for a Chinese or Han “essence”, Liang’s basically naturalistic
approach treated “essence”, if at all, as a byproduct of evolutionary progress.
Although Liang perhaps never entirely shook off the sense of Chinese history
as a pattern of early glory followed by decline, his new and influential master
narrative stressed gradual development. Again this had political implications.
Although the revolutionaries were influenced by Liang and by Darwinism
more generally, they continued to use a trope of “glory-decline” narrative —
whether the wrong turn was taken by the Qin or the later Manchus. Liang’s
progressivism, however, legitimated the Manchus in terms of a necessary
stage of despotism, now coming to an end. Yet we must also note that Liang
always retained his critical faculties (or in other words, he was not always
consistent). In “Ode to Young China” he essentially accused the dynastic
courts of usurping the nation from the people, making it the “private prop-
erty of one family” instead of the “public property of the people”, and even
in his “New Historiography” Liang continued to excoriate Chinese kings for
“privatizing” the empire, their actions legitimated by false theories of the

scholars.60

In the late Qing, the question of the originary moment of the Chinese
nation remained poised between Golden Age nostalgia and a more rigorous
social developmentalism. The master narrative of decline and stagnation was
a powerful one that never entirely disappeared, but Liang’s forceful expression

of the historical law of progress through universal stages was even stronger.

® Liang 1996h: 9-10, 1996k: 20.
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The commonplace observation of the 1890s that the QQin marked a fatal slide
into autocratic decadence was replaced in the 1900s with the reluctant
conclusion that even the Qin signaled a progressive step in the making of the
Chinese nation. Liang, at least at times, forthrightly praised the absolutist
monarchy for its role in forging a unified citizenry. Higher levels of social
organization were created regardless of moral concerns. At least morality in
the traditional sense of transcendental, cosmically-based rules had no place in
the new historiography (except perhaps as ethical notions were themselves
historical products of particular times and places). Thus was the new histori-

cal master narrative desacralized.

However, as we have seen, moral questions did in fact insert themselves
into the new historical narratives. Liang’s version of Darwinian evolutionism
implied a developmental pattern which was itself normative. After the steady
progress of antiquity (loosely under the sage-kings and the three dynasties),
the stalling or retardation of historical progress of the post-Qin imperial age

was a matter of distress and tension.

In his argument that “ancient history” was in fact created by Confu-
cius for heuristic purposes, Kang Youwei threw doubt upon the Classics as a
source of historical data — and so in important ways anticipated the future
“doubting-antiquity” (yigu #t + ) movement, as Wang Fansen has pointed
out.5! The point here is that this freed Liang to rewrite ancient history by
more rigorously fitting it into a scheme of evolutionary stages. The New Text
school’s attack on the textual authenticity of the Classics was critical in
allowing Liang to take the next step beyond Kang Youwei and leave Confu-
cius behind. In Liang’s new history after 1900, “China” emerged not from
the writing brush of Confucius but out of the development of a particular

people in a particular place.

But why “China”? This is a naive question, and no doubt over-deter-
mined: many factors led to the replacement of dynasties and chronicles with
the nation and narrative. If not China’s history, what history were late Qing
intellectuals to think about? National histories were translated from Western

languages from the mid-nineteenth century.®? By the turn of the century,

&1 Wang Fansen 1987: 50-53.
62 Peng Minghui 2002: 233-241.
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Japanese history textbooks were also widespread. The ancient-medieval-
modern division of time was imported, as was the application of this view of
time to the collective subject of the nation. Liang Qichao was particularly
struck by evolutionary thought as conveyed both in New Text forms by Kang
Youwei and in social Darwinist forms by Yan Fu, even if these two forms did
not in fact mix very well. Finally, the Chinese “we” required a narrative
structure to make sense out of the jumble of events recorded in the ancient
texts. Beginning with the political necessity of national identity, Liang (and
others) discovered that identity itself required a theory of historical stages (cf.
Carr 1986). Collective identity is forged in common experiences reflected in
story-events. The theory of historical stages provided Liang with a temporal
(and narrative) structure perfectly suited to his purposes, though of course

those purposes were also created by the narrative structure at his disposal.

If Chinese historiography in the late Qing does not look fully modern —
still lacking specialization in an academic setting, still attached by a last thread
to stories of the sage-kings — the impulse to reconceptualize Chinese history
that had emerged out of the scholastic and political trends of the 1890s had
nonetheless secularized historical processes, created a hegemonic master
narrative of progress, and shifted the historical subject to the nation (group).
In this transition, classical scholarship (jingxue 5.5 ) destroyed itself as a
political force and was transformed into historical and philosophical pursuits.
Liang’s was not the only contribution to this process but his was a major one.
He did not, as Gu Jiegang A # k' was to do, doubt the very existence of the
sage-kings, and he left them as cultural symbols of ancient Chinese achieve-
ments. Liang did, however, transmute these old myths into the building blocks

of his new, evolutionary history of the nation.
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