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Modern Chinese Historiography and

Its Japanese Connection:
The “Historiographical Revolution” of the Late
Qing and the “Civilizational History”
in Modern Japan

Wang, Q. Edward”

Abstract

There have been two opinions with respect to the origin of modern
Chinese historiography. One regards the Opium War of 1840 as a watershed in
marking the modern period of historical study in China and the other credits the
epoch-making influence of Liang Qichao’s New Historiography (Xin shixue)
in 1902 and considers it the beginning of modern Chinese historiography. The
first opinion extends the Marxian periodization of Chinese history to the study
of historiography, although its supporters are not necessarily Marxist historians.
The second opinion is endorsed mostly by overseas Chinese scholars, although
it seem also to have appealed to mainland scholars. Having compared the
trajectories of historical development in both China and Japan from the
mid 19th century on, this article analyzes their differences in dealing with the
intrusion of the West and how the differences were reflected in the historical
outlooks and worldviews subscribed to by the intellectuals of the two countries.
It further argues that these different historical outlooks and worldviews
contributed to a different outcome of the two countries’ experiment with
modernization, as shown by the result of the Sino-Japanese War in 1895, in

- which China was tragically defeated. This defeat drew the attention of Chinese
officials (e.g. Zhang Zhidong) and reformers (e.g. Kang Youwei and Liang
Qichao) to Japan’s success in Westernization/modernization. It also brought a
number of Chinese students, scholars and politicians to Japan wherein they
absorbed knowledge of Western learning via Japanese translations. Liang
Qichao’s exile in Japan during the period exposed him to the influence of

* History Department, Rowan University.
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“civilizational history” (bummeishi), promoted by Fukuzawa Yukichi and
Taguchi Ukichi a few decades before. Though Liang’s New Historiography
seemingly resembled Ukita Kazutami’s General Introduction to History
(Shigaku tsuron), a closer analysis reveals their marked differences and Liang’s
indebtedness to Fukuzawa’s ideas in the latter’s OQutline of a Theory of
Civilization (Bunmeishiron no gairyaku). Sharing the intentions and interest of
the Japanese civilizational historians, Liang, in his New Historiography, called
for a “historiographical revolution” and advocated a nationalist and positivist
approach to historiography, emphasizing the need of describing the growth of
the Chinese nation and adumbrating the trends of social progress in historical
writing. This “revolution” received support from Zhang Taiyan and other
Chinese scholars; all of them too had sojourned and studied in Japan at the turn
of the 20th century. By revealing this Japanese connection, the author provides
a detailed study of Liang Qichao’s important role in initiating modern Chinese
historiography and extends support to the argument that Liang’s call for the
“historiographical revolution” helped usher in a new period of historical study
in China.

Keywords: modern Chinese historiography, modern Japanese historiography,
“historiographical revolution”, “civilizational history”, Wei Yuan, Wang Tao,'
Zhang Zhidong, Liang Qichao, Oka Senjin, Fukuzawa Yukichi, Taguchi Ukichi,

Ukita Kazutami, Thomas Buckle, Frangois Guizot.
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