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Abstract

For decades, the writers
of the Journal of National
Essence (Guocul xuebao,
1905-1911) have been
considered to be
backward-looking,
regressive, and
reactionary because of
their insistence on finding
the Chinese national
essence in ancient
classics. At the same
time, many National
Essence writers [such as
Zhang Taiyan, Liu Shipei,
Deng Shi, and Huang Jie)
were well-known radical
thinkers. As anti-Manchu
revolutionaries, they
invented the myth of

Yellow Emperor being the
father of the Chinese race;
as political theorists, they
promoted the self-rule of
local communities; as
educators, they wrote
history textbooks to create
“an imagined community”.

How do we make sense of
these conflicting images of
the National Essence
writers? |s there such as
thing as “revolutionary
conservative”? In this talk,
Prof. Hon will attempt to
answer these questions by
examining the political and
social views of the National
Essence writers. He will
focus on the historical
metaphor, “the
Renaissance”, that these
writers deployed to
distinguish themselves
from the “French
Revolution” of the Sun Yat-
sen group. Prof. Hon will
argue that by stressing the
need to return to the past
in creating the future, the
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National Essence
writers not only
presented a different
plan for the new
Chinese nation, but
also expressed their
determination to
preserve China’s
subjectivity in its quest
of modernity.
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