
 

 

http://researchspace.auckland.ac.nz
 

ResearchSpace@Auckland 
 

Copyright Statement 
 
The digital copy of this thesis is protected by the Copyright Act 1994 (New 
Zealand).  
 
This thesis may be consulted by you, provided you comply with the 
provisions of the Act and the following conditions of use: 
 

• Any use you make of these documents or images must be for 
research or private study purposes only, and you may not make 
them available to any other person. 

• Authors control the copyright of their thesis. You will recognise the 
author's right to be identified as the author of this thesis, and due 
acknowledgement will be made to the author where appropriate. 

• You will obtain the author's permission before publishing any 
material from their thesis. 

 
To request permissions please use the Feedback form on our webpage. 
http://researchspace.auckland.ac.nz/feedback
 

General copyright and disclaimer 
 
In addition to the above conditions, authors give their consent for the 
digital copy of their work to be used subject to the conditions specified on 
the Library Thesis Consent Form. 

http://researchspace.auckland.ac.nz/
http://researchspace.auckland.ac.nz/feedback




ABSTRACT 

This t h e s i s  examines t h e  r o l e  of Zhang Yuanji, both a s  a  l i b e r a l  

p a t r i o t i c  reformer i n  l a t e  Qing and a s  China 's  leading publ isher  a f t e r  

1900. A h i s t o r i c a l  f i g u r e  hardly known t o  t h e  W e s t ,  Zhang contr ibuted  

s u b s t a n t i a l l y  t o  China's modernization i n  his q u i e t  pragmatic s t y l e .  When 

China was challenged by the  i m p e r i a l i s t  West, t h e  response of the  na t ion ' s  

scholar-gentry e l i t e  ranged £ran s p i r i t e d  c a l l s  f o r  wholesale westerniza t ion  

t o  a  stubborn c l ing ing  t o  the  ' n a t i o n a l  essence ' .  Individuals  a t  the  

extremes of t h i s  range have received more a t t e n t i o n  from h i s t o r i a n s  than 

t h e  middle-of-the-road group of moderates, who i n  the  twent ie th  century 

worked f o r  modernization without d i sca rd ing  t r a d i t i o n  t o t a l l y .  Zhang Yuanji 

was a t y p i c a l  f i g u r e  i n  t h i s  group who a t t a i n e d  i n t e l l e c t u a l  matur i ty  under 

Confucianism and y e t  was open-minded enough t o  accept  Western philosophies 

and t o  adopt Western p r a c t i c e s  of entrepreneurship.  

Zhang Yuan j i ' s i n  tense  sense of p a t r i o t i c  ob l iga t ion  t o  introduce 

progress ive  learning f o r  China's b e n e f i t  while popularizing the  b e s t  of 

the  c l a s s i c a l  he r i t age  was coupled with a c u l t u r a l i s t i c  viewpoint t h a t  

the re  could be no genuine changes unless  a  c e r t a i n  percentage of China 'S  

th inking populat ion became modernized i n  outlook, well-inf ormed of world 

a f f a i r s ,  and imbued with a progressive s p i r i t .  Zhang pioneered i n  modern 

education f r m  1896 and remained a dedicated educa+t ional is t  a l l  h i s  l i f e .  

H i s  publ ish ing ca ree r  i n  t h e  Commercial Press  can -be viewed a s  a  l o g i c a l  

extens ion of h i s  e a r l y  aim of modernizing China through the  spread of new 

knowledge. 

The h i s t o r y  of the  Commercial Press and i n  p a r t i c u l a r  Zhang ' s 

p a r t  i n  it have received l i t t l e  scholar ly  a t t e n t i o n ,  previous 

t rea tments  of t h e  sub jec t  have r e l i e d  heavily on two o f f i c i a l  Commercial 

Press h i s t o r i e s  and the  autobiographical  wr i t ings  of Wang Yunwu, 

which neglect  Zhang ' s  major contr ibut ions .  The Commercial Press ,  as the  



l a r g e s t  publishing house i n  modern China, was i n  the  f o r e f r o n t  of educational ,  

scholar ly ,  and l i t e r a r y  development i n  China from 1900 t o  t h e  1950s, and 

Zhang played a v i t a l  r o l e  i n  p r m o t i n g  progressive publ ica t ions  a s  w e l l  a s  

preserving the  b e s t  e d i t i o n s  of c l a s s i c s  and h i s t o r i e s .  Zhang's e f f o r t s  t o  

run the  Commercial Press  successful ly  through a l l  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  upheavals 

that bese t  China from l a t e  Qing t o  a f t e r  1949 r e v e a l  both t h e  s c h o l a r ' s  

a t tempts  t o  keep up with a l l  the l a t e s t  ideological  t rends  a s  w e l l  a s  t h e  

entrepreneur 's  ambition t o  run a modern business e f f i c i e n t l y .  A study of 

Zhang Yuanji 's  l i f e  and ca ree r  i s  i n  p a r t  a study of t h e  evolution of 

China's gen t ry -e l i t e  and t h e  emergence of t h e  na t ive  c a p i t a l i s t s .  

The t h e s i s  draws on newly-available primary mate r i a l s ,  both i n  t h e  

o r i g i n a l  and i n  manuscript,  including over a thousaml of Zhang 's l e t t e r s ,  

severa l  hundred poems and essays,  and t h e  e x t a n t  sec t ions  of h i s  business 

d iary .  These mate r i a l s  a re  supplemented by information provided by Zhang's 

surviving l i t e r a r y  and e d i t o r i a l  colleagues.  I n t e r n a l  publ ica t ions  and 

source-materials of t h e  Commercial Press a re  a l s o  used t o  reconst ruct  t h i s  

biography of a li ttle-known man who worked f o r  China's modernization by 

drawing on h i s  s o l i d  learning about China's pas t .  








