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BRS¢ (SR EAVERT ) o ( PR SR B EUHENSE ) 0 #H AL 5 Lawrence J.C.
MA, Commercial Development and Urban Change in Sung China 962-1279 (Michigan
Geographical Publication No. 6, 1971), p.9 & p. 49-50.
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Edward Thomas Williams, China, Yesterday & Today (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell
Company, 1923), p.140, “Seen from the top of a city wall the Chinese city, as a rule, does not
present a very interesting appearence. The prospect is one of dark grey gabled roofs covering
grey brick buildings. Here and there will be seen and open space overgrown with grass and
weeds. Most houses are of one story, a few have two stories; fewer have three. The monotony
of the view is broken only by the trees that rise above the garden walls, or by an occasional
pagoda....”
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[Research Notes])

The Definition of "Modern China'":

On the Question of "When Did It Begin?"

Yik-yi Chu
Department of History
Hong Kong Baptist University

According to The New Encyclopedia Britannica (1995), a modern society is an industrial
society. Between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries, the western world entered the modern
age. England, the Netherlands, northern France and northern Germany were the earliest examples
of modern states. The eighteenth century witnessed their rise. The American and French
revolutions installed fundamental political changes, and the Industrial Revolution in Britain
brought forth significant scientific and technological innovations.  Thus, modern states
experienced the forces of modernization. Related topics were material improvements,
mechanization, the increase in agricultural productivity, population growth, individualization,
urbanization, and the development of constitutionalism and democracy. However, the
Encyclopedia continues to reiterate an outdated theme. It believes that the western experience of
industrialization was the model for world industrialization, and that modernization meant
westernization.

As indicated above, to be modern is to become industrialized and modernized. Nevertheless,
historian Jonathan D. Spence has another definition of modern states. According to him, a modern
state is "to be one that is both integrated and receptive, fairly sure of its own identity yet able to

join others on equal terms in the quest for new markets, new technologies, new ideas."l With this
in mind, he believes that China is not really a modern state even at the end of the twentieth
century.



So, how should we define "modern China"? In terms of scientific and technological
developments (which the Encyclopedia highlights) and the integration into the world community
(which Spence mentions), China was not a modern state until it opened to the world in 1978.
Thus, to study "modern China" is to understand a certain period of its history, which is most-
directly related to its contemporary situation. In other words, my definition of "modern China"

rests on the criterion of time. As Paul A. Cohen states, the history of modern China is the study of

“the recent Chinese past.”;

The Historical Writing and the Problem of Studying Modern China

The definitions, of the Encyclopedia and of Spence, tell the biases of Sinologists in their
study of modern China. They had shaped our understanding of China for many years. In
Discovering History in China, Cohen discusses the historiography of modern China, and criticizes
the ethnocentric distortion of the traditional approaches. For example, the modernization approach
asks why China failed to experience an industrial revolution. As Cohen says, the basic
assumptions are that the west is the norm, and that there must be some abnormal aspects of China,
which deserve close attention. This is similar to the Encyclopedia's definition, which equates
modernization with westernization.

Cohen does not like the classification of Chinese history into the "traditional" and "modern"
periods. The dichotomy suggests that traditional China was backward and undeveloped, and that
the country became modern only after its contact with the west. This further relates to the
prejudice that Chinese society had been stagnant, and that it needed an external shock to set it in
motion again. According to Cohen, the modernization approach assumes "first, that China could
be jolted from its somnolent condition only by means of a major external shock; second, that the
modern West, and only the modern West, was capable of administering such a shock; and third,
that this process, already in motion, would end in the making over of Chinese culture in the

Western image."i Sinologists understood China only from their western perspective. Their
outlook was parochial as they only focused on aspects of Chinese history, which had direct
relations with the west. A noticeable example was the study of treaty ports. They painted an
oversimplified picture of China, that its history before the western intrusion was unchanging,
insignificant, and did not deserve serious attention. Having failed to realize that China had been
going through continuous social and economic developments, they claimed that "traditional China"
had been under inertia, and that westerners came to wake the country.

This approach dictates a fundamental question for Sinologists: why China had not undergone
the same modernization process like other western countries. Here, Cohen reminds us of an early
work. In A History of East Asian Civilization (1960, 1965), written by John K. Fairbank, Edwin
O. Reischauer and Albert M. Craig, China was regarded as relatively unchanging. The authors
believed that China had only experienced "change within tradition," without any substantial

transformation until the contact with the west.% They focused on "the more stable and abiding
features of Chinese culture," neglecting the existence of disruptive forces, and had their own

assumptions of what changes were good and what were not.2 Not only did they believe that
western intrusion accelerated the decline of the Chinese state, they argued that "the West alone

initiated the breakdown and remained its principal (if not exclusive) causal agent."é

I would say that modern Chinese history started around 1600. Here, I emphasize a number of
themes. Firstly, to understand China and the west is not to study two opposites, but to recognize
their relative differences. I do not employ the "industrial revolution" and "world community"
definitions for modern China because they were impositions of western images or standards. They
lead us to the fallacy that China should adopt the western way. However, I think they can serve as
criteria for comparison between China and the west.

Secondly, we should study Chinese history from the perspective of China itself. China had
not been static, but had always witnessed changes and growth. Even before the western
encroachment, China had experienced significant population growth, commercialization and the



development of the merchant class. All these happened without an industrial revolution, which
was usually a precipitating factor in the west.

Thirdly, China had been facing the problem of how to maintain the power balance between
the center and the provinces. In the 1910s and 1920s, China experienced important economic,
social, cultural and intellectual developments. It was an era of diversification and experiments,
but soon to be replaced by the rule of the Guomindang, and later of the Communists. Today, with
the demise of ideology and organization, Chinese people have a chance to develop their potential.
However, how to continue the present development and to avoid the possible dangers of chaos and
confusion? How to deal with the situation of decentralization? These were the problems which
confronted the Chinese throughout their history.

Fourthly, the starting point for modern China was around 1600. China then experienced a
population growth and a corresponding expansion in production, trade, and the supporting
institutions. As John King Fairbank notes: "From 1741 to the outbreak of the great Taiping
rebellion in 1851 the annual figures rose steadily and spectacularly, beginning with 143 million
and ending with 432 million. If we accept these totals, we are confronted with a situation in which

the Chinese population doubled in the 50 years from 1790 to 1840."Z The huge population had
exerted enormous pressure on the country, and led to the decline of the Qing dynasty even before
the western intrusion. The year 1600 marked the beginning of the problems that China would soon
face. The Chinese problems began at home, with domestic rebellions, and not with foreign
invasion.

1 Jonathan D. Spence, The Search for Modern China (New York: W. W. Norton & Co., 1990),
p. XX.

2 Paul A. Cohen, Discovering History in China: American Historical Writing on the Recent
Chinese Past (New York: Columbia University Press, 1984).

3 Ibid., p. 67.

4 Ibid., pp. 64-65.

3 Ibid., p. 65.

& Ibid., p. 77 (italics his).
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John King Fairbank, China: A New History (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, Harvard
University Press, 1992), p. 168.

[ Book News)

Clara Wing-chung Ho (ed), BRiographical
Dictionary of Chinese Women, The {ing
Period, 1644-1911 (New York: M.E. Sharpe
Inc., 1998; Hong Kong: Hong Kong University
Press, 1999). 387pp. +xxxvi. [Editors-in-
chief: Lily Xiao Hong Lee and A.D.
Stefanowska; The Qing Period Editor: Clara
Wing-chung Ho]



This major new reference is the product of years of research, writing, and translation by a
team of over 80 scholars based in Hong Kong, China, Taiwan, Japan, Australia, Canada, U.S.A.
and the Netherlands.

Complied from a wide array of original sources, these detailed biographies present the lives,
work, and significance of nearly 200 Chinese women from many different backgrounds and areas
of interest ---- including literature, painting, drama, embroidery, pottery, politics, science, religion,
education, journalism, healing, cuisine, and music.

Each entry is substantive and reflects careful research and the diligent gathering and
synthesizing of the known facts of each subject’s life. This book is the first biographical dictionary
in any Western language devoted solely to Chinese women.

Dr. Clara Wing-chung Ho is now associate professor in History at the Hong Kong Baptist
University. Her current research interests include historical attitudes towards Chinese women and
the development and content of children’s education in imperial China.

[ Book News)

Ricardo King Sang Mak, 7he Future of the
Non-Western World in the Social Sciences of
19th Century England (Frankfurt am Main:
Peter Lanh, 1999). 236pp.

This book investigates what 19th century political economists, social evolutionists, anthropologists
and new liberals, on whom modern development theorists draw heavily, and whom modern
underdevelopment theorists attack mercilessly, had to say about the future of the non-Western World.
Principally this book examines how these great minds of last century addressed the following questions:-
Can non-Western nations since the 18th century? - Are the interactions between Western nations and non-
Western nations obstacles or moving forces to the development of the latter? - Can the experience of Western
nations serve as a guideline by means of which the non-Western nations can escape from stagnation? This
book concludes that the 19th century social scientists’ position laid closer to the underdevelopment theorists
than to the development theorists.

Ricardo King Sang Mak, Ph.D. (Regensburg), MA, BA Hon (The Chinese University of Hong Kong),
Assistant Professor in History, Hong Kong Baptist University. Major research areas include Sino-German
relations and the transmission of Western thoughts to modern China.



