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Late Qing Press Debate and Its Impact on Modern China

The late Qing press debate between the monarchist periodical
Xinmin congbao and the revolutionary Minbao in 1905-1907 is often
seen as the last conservative resistance against the inevitable progressive
revolution that inaugurates Chinese modern state in the 1911 Xinhai
Revolution. Such an interpretation constitutes the integrative part of the
broad revolutionary narrative of the Chinese modern state and politics in
both Republican and PRC periods that highlight the progressive nature of
revolutions. However, the controversial nature of modernity and post-
Xinhai sociopolitical turmoil throughout the 20™ century complicate such

an interpretation.

Drawing on the idea of organic society, this study examines the
discourse of modernity as constructed in the press debate. It aims to
delineate the linguistic features of the specific imaginings of what it takes
to bring modernity to China, and considers the possible impact of the
debate on discourses about Chinese society and state. Assisted by corpus-
based analysis, the study identifies the negation of Chinese practices and
Institutions as contributing to a radicalised discourse. It argues that the
loss of anchorage in lived experiences erodes the basis of conservatism as
a counterbalancing force of social change. The discursive negation
constitutes a critical rupture in Chinese modernity. As the broken link

between social values and practice, the rupture spawns a utopian
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Imagining of a future China. Revolution as an extreme form of radicalism
Is symptomatic of the underlying anxieties of the Chinese collective self
that struggles to achieve intellectual and emotional integrity in the pursuit
of modernity.

The study is based on a critical analysis of 16 key articles (231,781
characters) of the debate, applying the corpus analysis software
WordSmith Tools. In the presentation, | will also show the broad
trajectory of key terms of the debate in the post-Xinhai eras using the
New Youth (1915-1926, 2.95 million Characters) and the People’s Daily
(1946-2012, 1,702,968 articles, over 1 billion characters) as two
examples. The contour of these key terms indicates the strong expansion
of the term ‘state’ and ‘revolution’ but the decline of the term ‘guomin’. It
symbolises the shrinking society and magnifying state in the process of

modernisation.
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