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“Historicism” in the Intellectual History of Modern China
Wang, Yuan-yi
abstract

The notion that there was a special Chinese road to the communist (socialist)
utopia of the future was a widely held belief among Chinese intellectuals during the
last years of the Qing Dynasty (the so-called “first generation of modern Chinese
intellectuals”) and among radical intellectuals of the May Fourth period. The
conviction was that China could for itself a path of development that would differ
from those traveled by Japan and the advanced nations of Europe and America to
attain the realm of the Great unity, that is, a communist society. This belief was
based on a faith in China’s unique “advantages of backwardness.” This “Chinese
‘idea” (as it shall be referred to in this study) of utilizing the “advantages of
backwardness” to leap forward to a communist utopia not only constituted the
mainstream of radicalism during the period of 1895-1923, but also foreshadowed in
many aspects the thinking and psychology of Mao Zedong during the Yanan period
(1935-45), and during the almost two decade era of “late Maoism,” from the Great
Leap Forward of 1958 through the Cultural Revolution (1966-76).

At the heart of this idea of a special Chinese path to socialism is a critique of
the Eurocentric pretensions of the Enlightenment and its unilinear conception of
history. The first two generations of radical Chinese intellectuals firmly rejected the

assumption that there was only one single path leading to modern civilization, that
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all nations had to pass through similar stages of social development on that path to
reach the summit of human civilization and evolution (understood to be Western
civilization), and that non-Western nations had to accept the Western model of
historical development as exemplified by the discourses of the Enlightenment: the
overall improvement or development of mankind as a whole as it constantly evolved,
guided by the teleology of production, technology, and instrumental reason. These
Eurocentric beliefs further maintained that all nations should be placed on the same
evolutionary ladder and be described as early or late, high or low, advanced or
backward. They also rejected the technical determinism of an historical view which
dictated that all nation states must pass through similar stages of social development
in order to arrive at a communistic future. In more general terms, they criticized and
attempted to de-universalize the Western naturalistic, technocratic and positivist
conception of human history, offering an alternative model of rationality which
would allow for full human self-realization and lead to a genuinely universal

civilization.

Keywords : modernity, democracy, development, cultural nationalism, historicism,

historicist, views of the world, the third world
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