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Historical Stages of the Modern Transformation of

Chinese Society
— “Keyword-centered” in Studies of the History of Ideas—

Jin Guan-Tao (National Chengchi University)

B Key Word : Origins and transformation of modern Chinese thought, History of ideas,
Chinese society from the perspective of the history of ideas, The ultra-
stable system of China’s social transformation, Interaction between

ideas and society

This essay presents an overview of our achievements in the study of the
origins and transformation of modern Chinese thought by using the database
method, and addresses the modern transformation of Chinese society from the
perspective of the history of ideas. We believe that studies in the history of ideas
verify the historical perspective of the ultra-stable system of China’s social
transformation, and can solve the basic theoretical problems in this field
mentioned by Arthur O. Lovejoy.

First of all, we chose approximately one hundred significant keywords directly
related to modernity. By conducting quantitative analyses of their historical
meanings, we discussed the origins and transformation of three basic elements
of modernity: personal rights, instrumental rationality, and national identity in

China. We discovered that China’s adoption of modern values can be divided
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structured ways of thinking. Our examination of those one hundred concepts
provided evidence of the existence of the constant and deeply-structured ways

of thinking. Though early in the 1930s, Arthur O. Lovejoy already believed that
ideas are ways of thinking which are of long duration and difticult to change, his
view had never been proven in historical studies. This history-of-ideas study of

the modern transformation of Chinese society is a test of Lovejoy’s point of view,
and it marks the beginning of a new field of research of the interaction between

172_ 7§t A8 H|45(2009. 12)
chronologically into three stages. The first stage, from 1840 to 1894, was

characterized by the selective absorption of modern Western thought by
ideas and society.

Confucianism. Values not compatible with Confucianism were treated with
indifference, or rejected. The stage in which modern Western thought was learnt

took place after the Sino-Japanese War of 1894-95. This second stage, especially
from 1900 to 1914, was also marked by the formation of a dualistic ideology,
which maintained a demarcation between China and the West; personal rights,
instrumental rationality, and cultural nationalism played an immense role in
motivating the modern transformation of Chinese society. It was also a period in

which Chinese political thought came closest to the West. From 1915, a stage of
reconstruction replaced the former stage of learning or adoption of Western

values; this third stage started with the New Culture Movement (1915-1924) and
onwards. It is then that modern concepts learnt from the West underwent some
transformation. Such changes gave birth to the Chinese style of modern thought,

which we call contemporary Chinese thought, and which dominated the
revolutions and the formation of the party-state system in China after May

Modernity originated in the West. Generally, the modern transformation of

Fourth.
traditional societies was accomplished by learning modern Western values to
establish a nation-state. But the stage of learning from the West in China was

very short: less than twenty years, in fact. Traditional Chinese ways of thinking
were important in the formation of Chinese modern thought. This illustrates that
the modern transformation of Chinese society was dominated by the pattern of
traditional Chinese society and the cultural-integration pattern in history; the
ultra-stable system in history is as-yet unbroken. It is the pattern we suggested,

to use the system theory in explaining ancient and modern Chinese history. Such
a pattern is valid due to its constant and deeply-structured ways of thinking. In

Origins of Modern Chinese Thought: the Evolution of Chinese Political Culture
Sfrom the Perspective of the Ultra-Stable Structure, we discussed the deeply-



