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Reverence, Suspicion and Innovation:
Zunjing Academy and its Evolution of
Learning

Specialty: History of Particular Subjects

PH.D.Candidate: Li Xiaoyu  Supervisor: Prof.Chen Tingxiang

The Zunjing (which means “classical respect” or “respect classi¢cs™) Academy
has been long the sign of learning, politics, culture, and education in Sichuan, which
had played a crucial role in turning the local culture of Sichuan and even promoting
the social change of China in modern history.

The academy was founded in the first year of Guangxu (1875) under the
complexity of the local politics. The founders advocated the ideal of Wen Weng, the
creator of the first academy (also in Sichuan) in China about 2100 years ago, but
operated following the rules of Gujing Academy and Xuehai Academy, striving to
clear the evils of the imperial examination system by traditional classical studies. In
the beginning, Mr. Zhang Zhidong, then the officer in charge of education in Sichuan
and also as the distinguished scholar of the academy, made a great contribution in
drawing the regulations, collecting literatures, and opening book stores. And Zhang
compiled his famous A4 List of Minimum Classics with Edition Introduction and
Youxuan Yu: an Introduction to Classics. In addition, he selected many talents who
became later the major scholars in modern China, including Yang Rui, Liao Ping, and
Zhang Xiangling. These attempts had turned the academic status and proved the base
for the rise of learning in Sichuan.

After Zhang’s leave from Sichuan, Mr. Wang Kaiyun was invited by Ding

Baozheng to charge the academy, who opened a new era of learning. Wang
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strengthened the regulations and built the Zunjing Book Store. More importantly, he
promoted to supersede the textological tradition of scholars from Zhejiang (e.g., the
Lecturer Qian Baotang and Qian Baoxuan) by the practicalism of ‘scholars from
Hunan. This was another turn in the academy history. Mr. Wang required his students
to broaden their intellectual horizon while keep their behaviors within the
bounds of propriety. Under the charge of Wang, the academy won a great
reputation for growing up a group of brilliant scholars, including Yang Rui,
Liao Ping, Song Yuren, Wu Zhiying, Yue Sen, Hu Congjian, Liu Zixiong,
Zhang Xiangling, and Dai Guang.

These students came from various backgrounds of professional or official
careers. Some were high officials with brilliant honors, such as Zeng Pei and Peng
Yusong; some were well-known imperial scholars, such as Yue and Ying Dianyang;
some were devoted to pure studies and education with indifference to fame and
wealth, such as Liao and Dai. And there were also those clinging to high officials and
serving staff, such as Yang Rui and Gu Yinyu. Despite the experiences their thought
and act were deeply branded with the tradition of Zunjing.

Then Mr. Wu Zhaoling succeeded the head of Zunjing, who also held Jinjiang
Academy. Contrary to his predecessors adhering to the Han-Study tradition, Wu
strived to develop the Song-Study tradition. Under the support of Gao Geng’en, the
official in charge of education of Sichuan, he organized the compilation of the
Collected Works of Shu Study to set up the Shu-Study system centered on the Song
Study. This aroused strong opposition from the former students headed by Liao Ping,
who as a reaction compiled The Annotated Eighteen Classics. Although at daggers
drawn, ultimately they made compromise and syncretized the two academic
traditions to formulate modern Shu Study.

Along with the modernization movement the academy began to publicize
western learning. Mr. Liu Yueyun well up in mathematics was then in charge but
only one year later he was forced to step down due to his poor relation with the local
authorities. At that time, Mr. Luo Chengxiang ranked first in the imperial

examination and inspired local scholars like Yang and Song to initiate the renaissance
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of Shu Study. Mr. Song, a student from Zunjing and once on diplomatic missions to
England, France, Italy, and Belgium, was strongly influenced by the academy. He
returned to hold the academy in the 23rd year of Guangxu (1898) and saw its turning
from prosperity to poverty. Collaborating with Liao Ping, Wu Zhiying, and others,
Song founded the Society of Shu Study and published a periodical Shu Study to
propagate political reform, in response to Mr. Yang in Beijing. Song also purchased
numerous western books from Shanghai to accelerate the publicizing act. But among
these scholars there were much strong controversy as to how to treat the western
learning. For instance, Yang, Liao, Luo, and Wu were all pursuing modernization
while standing by the Chinese tradition and fighting against westernization. As the
most conservative in the reform group, they insisted on taking western function on
the basis of Chinese substance.

After the failure of the political reform in 1998, Zunjing began to fall and was
canceled in 1903 by Cen Chunxuan, the general governor of Sichuan. Although
deleted from the official list, the academy was still influential in many ways. Facing
the shock of the western learning and the turbulent situation of China, scholars from
Zunjing separately made their own choices. Some became politically radicalist, such
as Zou Rong and Zhang Lan; some became culturally radicalist, including Wu Yu
and Wu Yuzhang; and others, such as Meng Wentong, Li Yuancheng, and Liu Fuli,
took a moderate and gradualist attitude.

In conclusion, in its 27 years of being, Zunjing Academy had brought up many
scholars and played an important role in modern history of China. Bearing the Weight
of the honor and brilliance of modern Sichuan, it incarnated the character and spirit

of Sichuan people and became the very sign of the local culture.

Key words: Zunjing Academy; Zhang Zhidong; Wang Kaiyun; Shu Study;

reform movement
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