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The Dream of the Chinese Renaissance:
From the L ate Qing “ Resurgence of the Ancient”
(Guxue fuxing) to the Early Republican
“New Tide’ (Xinchao)

Zhitian Luo”
Abstract

In 1904 Liang Qichao summed up Qing dynasty learning as “the age of
the revival of ancient learning,” which was meant to indicate that Chinese
learning had begun to turn from decline to revival. By the 1920s, when Liang
had returned from his European tour, he characterized Qing learning as “eman-
cipating by returning to the ancients.” In recent years scholars have cited the
latter formula frequently to indicate Qing learning. Actually, most Qing schol-
ars never consciously aspired to an “emancipation.” Yet this phrase in fact can
describe a selected group of intellectuals of the last years of the Qing period
who, inspired by the model of the European Renaissance, indeed devoted
themselves to reviving the ancient learning. Known as the School of National
Studies, these intellectuals believed that returning in a Renaissance to the
ancient models could revitalize not only Chinese learning, but also the Chinese
nation-state itself, like Europe. This essay examines, first, how innovationist
intellectuals of the late Qing and early Republican periods perceived the
European Renaissance. Second, it investigates how Republican-period scholars

*  Zhitian Luo is a professor in the Department of History at Sichuan University.
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contested from within Liang Qichao’s interpretational paradigm of Qing learn-
ing. In both cases, these Chinese scholars both projected into and expressed
through them the common wish of many Chinese intellectuals of the early 20"
century to cause Chinato achieve its own European-style Renaissance.

Keywords. Renaissance, Modern Chinese Mind, Liang Qichao, the School of
National Studies, New Culture Movement



