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Ordering the World in Late-Qing China, the 1840s-1890s

This paper examines the attempts to rethink “the world” in late-Qing China,
with a focus on Renxue (The Exposition of Benevolence) by Tan Sitong (1865—
98). The paper adopts the ancient gentlemanly commitment of statecraft (jingshi)
as a heuristic device to explore the newly conceived materiality of a globe that
underlaid the intellectual renovation. The basic motif of statecraft was an
aspiration to bring order to the world through political service and self-
cultivation, on the premise of continuity between body, state and cosmos.
Accordingly, the rising expectation for a single global order among visionary
thinkers interwove their sensory and mind experiences of changing political and
natural environments. The vision of cosmic unity in Renxue constituted wider
efforts to make sense of these unfamiliar experiences of a global space, in
cohering the fragmented reality into a meaningful whole.
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