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Abstract: This article attempts to strip away the Eurocentrism of the Enlightenment, 
to reconsider how this concept that originated in Europe was transmitted to China. 
This is thus an attempt to treat the Enlightenment in terms of its global, worldwide 
significance. Coming from this perspective, the Enlightenment can be viewed as a 
history of the exchange and interweaving of concepts, a history of translation and 
quotation, and thus a history of the joint production of knowledge. We must 
reconsider the dimensions of both time and space in examining the global 
Enlightenment project. As a concept, the Enlightenment for the most part has been 
molded by historical actors acting in local circumstances. It is not a concept shaped 
and brought into being solely from textual sources originating in Europe. As a 
concept, the Enlightenment enabled historical actors in specific localities to begin to 
engage in globalized thinking, and to find a place for their individual circumstances 
within the global setting. This article follows such a line of thought, to discuss the 
conceptual history of the Enlightenment in China, giving special emphasis to the 
processes of formation and translation of this concept within the overall flow of 
modern Chinese history. 
Keywords: Enlightenment, conceptual history, global intellectual history, Reinhart 
Koselleck, enlightenment movement, civilization and enlightenment 

 
I. INTRODUCTION 

 
How should we understand the Enlightenment of 18th century Europe? 

That historical period over 200 years distant from the present gave birth 
to a number of eminent thinkers. From Locke in Britain, to Voltaire, 
Rousseau, and Diderot in France, to Kant in Germany, these 
Enlightenment sages of deep insight left a legacy for our present day. But 
what exactly is the nature of that legacy? In 1966, the American historian 
Peter Gay, a Jewish refugee from Europe, published a landmark work on 
the Enlightenment. In this work, he argued that the Enlightenment was 
characterized by anticlerical and liberal ideas, and was inspired by 
classicism and scientific cosmopolitanism. From the Renaissance to the 
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Enlightenment, and then from the Enlightenment to the French 
Revolution, the logic of his historical narrative is that of the modernization 
thesis, which regards the Enlightenment as the event that inaugurated 
modern Western political culture (Dijn, 2012: 789-791).1The focus of 
Gay’s writings about the Enlightenment is on the elite stratum of 
Enlightenment figures. Although his works also touch on other parts of 
Europe, he remains focused on how the French Enlightenment influenced 
the Enlightenment movements in the other nations of Europe. In terms 
of the scope of his work, Gay treats the Enlightenment as a singular 
phenomenon, that of the French Enlightenment (Gay, 1966-1969). 

In recent years, the modernization thesis raised by Gay has been 
questioned by scholars who believe that “Enlightenment” is actually a 
term invented by later researchers who were working to periodize or 
categorize European historical events. As Roger Chartier has stated, the 
consensus view that the Enlightenment led to the French Revolution is 
due to the fact that chronologically speaking, the Enlightenment, and the 
theories of its leading figures, appeared during the years leading up to the 
ideas that took hold in the French Revolution. However, as Chartier 
reminds us, when the audiences from diverse places and origins read about 
the ideas of these Enlightenment sages, they held very different, even 
conflicting attitudes toward the ideas that emerged from the revolution. 
As a result, the ideas of the revolution and the revolution itself were two 
quite distinct entities. Chartier’s thesis is that the French Revolution 
shaped or even invented the Enlightenment. The revolution borrowed the 
voluminous theoretical treatises of Enlightenment sages to establish a 
basis for the legality of the revolution (Chartier, 1991: 5). Most of the 
Enlightenment sages advocated maintaining the status quo, and did not 
wish to carry out a revolution. The theories of Montesquieu and Voltaire 
had nothing to do with overthrowing the government. The Encyclopedists’ 
intellectual blueprint did not call for an American- or French- style 
democratic government. The occurrence and aftermath of the French 
Revolution were the actual moment when democratic modernity came 
into being (Dijn, 2012: 786, 792-794).  

Roy Porter, a British historian who sadly died while still in his prime, 
told us that we need to break through the pattern of research on the 
Enlightenment that takes France as its center, and instead to examine the 
Enlightenment in the various contexts of its different national constituents. 
Only by taking this path can researchers escape from the paradigm of 



Cultura. International Journal of Philosophy of Culture and Axiology 15(2)/2018: 31-52 

33 

Enlightenment history that sees France as the center, as Gay advocated. 
The Enlightenment need not have possessed the characteristics of the 
French Revolution and its toppling of the old order. Enlightenment 
thinkers in other nations were even more eager to create a new order than 
were the French sages (Porter and Teich eds., 1981: vii-ix). For example, 
in Porter’s work, the British Enlightenment that he researched did not 
view overthrowing the old regime and establishing a free world as an 
important task. The British style of the Enlightenment was not 
characterized by radicalism, but rather, the focus of concern there was to 
reorient politics toward ethical concerns (Porter, 1981: 6, 16). Porter’s 
research amounted to placing the Enlightenment within the different 
nations where it occurred, to see it as a pluralistic movement. Charles 
Withers moved this spatial perspective from national identities toward 
geographical space, to understand how it functioned within the logic of 
geography, and how the discipline of geography, which emerged as a 
science in the 18th century, became connected to nature and to the world.  
Withers does not emphasize the importance of national identity to the 
various manifestations of the Enlightenment (Withers, 2007). 

If we turn our gaze from various nations toward a global historical 
perspective, and examine the global historical impact of the 
Enlightenment, then we can take a further step in decoupling it from a 
Eurocentric perspective, and rethink how this originally European 
concept was exported to other countries around the world. From this 
perspective, the Enlightenment possesses a history of the exchange of 
ideas, of translation and quotation, and of the joint production of 
knowledge. We must rethink the temporal and spatial orientation of the 
Enlightenment, to see it as a global phenomenon. As a concept, the 
Enlightenment was molded by historical actors located in specific 
localities, and not merely formed out of texts that emanated from 
European origins. As a concept, the Enlightenment enabled local 
historical actors to begin to engage in global thinking, and to place their 
own circumstances into a larger global context (Conrad, 2012: 1011, 1019). 
That is to say, we must seek out the relationship between the 
Enlightenment and the world as a whole (Outram, 2013: 8). This essay 
follows this line of thinking, to discuss the Enlightenment as a conception, 
and the process by which it was formed and translated within the context 
of modern Chinese history. 
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II. WHEN THE ENLIGHTENMENT ENCOUNTERED A 
MOVEMENT: “THE ENLIGHTENMENT MOVEMENT” IN 
MODERN CHINA 

 
In a December 1783 issue of the periodical Berlinische Monatsschrift, the 

Prussian thinker Johann Friedrich Zollner blurted out the following 
question: “What is enlightenment?” (Was ist Aufklarung?) Zollner’s 
question quickly stirred up an intense debate, with Prussian intellectuals 
like Johann Mohsen, Moses Mendelssohn, Karl Reinhold, the 
philosopher Kant and others all joining in with pieces on this topic. 
Among these various responses, the most familiar to us today is that of  
Kant, who said: “If  someone asks us whether or not we are now living 
in an enlightened age, our answer should be in the negative.  
Nonetheless, we are certainly living in an age of  Enlightenment” (Pagden, 
2013: 5-9). 

A century and a half  later, in 1940, the important figure of  “Zhanguo 
School [Warring States Faction]” Chen Quan, who had studied in 
Germany, penned an article about the German “Sturm und Drang” 
Movement, in which he said the following:  
 

“Prior to the Sturm und Drang, German literature had existed 
in the shadow of  French literature, and the official language of  the 
court was actually French. Whether in theory or in practice, French 
was the uncontested standard to which all faithfully adhered. At the 
time, the prevailing intellectual trend in Europe was that led by 
France’s ‘Mouvement des Lumières,’ which held that reason could 
guide human endeavors, and that relying on the application of  reason 
would lead to a rational and beautiful existence.” (Chen, 1995: 349-
352) 

 
Chen Quan argued that for France’s neighbor Germany, the championing 
of  reason had imposed shackles on the natural emotions, and it was “only 
through Sturm und Drang that the German people had been able to 
recognize themselves for the first time” (Chen, 1995: 349-352). Chen 
Quan’s “Mouvement des Lumières” is what in today’s Chinese-speaking 
world is translated as the “Enlightenment Movement” (Ch. Qimeng 
yundong). In modern Chinese history, the translation of  “Enlightenment 
Movement” had its own trajectory, which was tightly bound up with the 
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two components “enlightenment” and “movement” in a complex 
process. “Enlightenment” is a word of  ancient provenance, which was 
very much part of  traditional Chinese vocabulary, and referred to the 
formative education of  young children or of  others who had not yet 
received an education. “Movement” originated, as Lydia Liu pointed out 
some time ago, from so-called “Japanese neologisms using Chinese 
characters” (Liu, 1995), and stresses the social context, as well as its use 
as an activity of  deliberate propaganda. It can also refer to collective, 
group action, and closely approximates the contemporary meaning of  
“social movement” (Wagner, 2001: 66-122).2 

In a translation of an essay by the Japanese Yagi Kōkan published in 
1906 by Liang Qichao’s Xinmin congbao (New People’s Gazette), we find 
the earliest example of the translated term “Enlightenment Movement” 
that has subsequently become so familiar to us. This article, which 
recounts the development of nationalist education from ancient Greece to 
the 19th century, translates “Enlightenment” as “the Age of Enlightenment” 
(Ch. Qimeng shidai) in its discussion of 18th century educational thought 
(Guang yi, 1906: 2-3). In Youth China: Special issue on Religious Questions (Vol. 
2) of 1921, Zhou Taixuan tangentially introduces the rise of the European 
Enlightenment in a discussion of religion, where he translates 
“Enlightenment” as “Enlightenment Movement” (Zhou, 1921: 31). In 
1932, writing under the pen name “Dai Shuqing,” A Ying compiled A 
Dictionary of Literary Terms, where he includes two entries related to 
“Enlightenment Movement.” One of them, “Enlightenment Literature” 
(Ch. Qimeng wenxue), states as follows: “Enlightenment literature is 
literature that breaks through the old, to begin to construct a new literature. 
Each period has its own enlightenment literature.  For example, the 
vernacular literature of our nation’s May Fourth Movement is that era’s 
enlightenment literature” (Dai, 1932: 115). The second entry is called 
“Enlightenment Thought” (Ch. Qimeng sixiang), and appended at the end 
it includes the original English word “Enlightenment,” which obviously 
refers to the European Enlightenment. From these two definitions, we 
can understand that at least by the 1930s, China’s knowledge and 
understanding of the European Enlightenment had reached a certain level. 
“Enlightenment” had inherited the traditional connotations of the 
Chinese expression “opening up and dispelling ignorance,” and when 
attached to the Japanese-mediated term “movement” to come together 
into this modern terminology, it hastened the transformation of 
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Enlightenment into a modern term, and also facilitated the translation of 
the foreign word “Enlightenment” into “Enlightenment Movement.” 

The German conceptual historian Reinhart Koselleck reminds us that 
when scholars wish to undertake research on conceptual history, it is 
essential that they systematically consult each period’s dictionaries (such 
as German dictionaries, and bilingual or multilingual dictionaries), and also 
encyclopedias, handbooks, and thesauruses (Richter, 1995: 39). In this 
essay, I argue that if a term or a concept has been included in a dictionary 
or encyclopedia, this signifies that it occupies a definite place in history. 
Dictionaries are cultural texts, and they collected the vocabulary related to 
contemporary life and systems, and systematically compiled terms related 
to changes in politics, society, culture, and economics. This essay assumes 
that the conceptual nexus constructed by the Enlightenment Movement 
was relatively stable, and is manifested in these dictionaries and 
encyclopedias. 

In 1928, Comprehensive English-Chinese Dictionary by Huang Shifu and 
Jiang Tie was published. It translated “Enlightenment” as “Enlightenment 
Movement (qimeng yundong)” (Huang and Jiang, eds., 1945: 389).  In 
Fang Yi and Fu Yunsen’s Ciyuan xubian (Supplement to the Origin of 
Words, 1932), styled a “bridge that unites new and old,” a total of three 
entries are related to “Enlightenment Movement”: “Age of 
Enlightenment,” “Illumination or Enlightenment (Ch. Qimeng zhexue),” 
and “Education in the Illumination (Ch. Qimeng shidai jiaoyu)” (Fang and 
Fu, eds., 1932: 39-40). In 1936, the rival of the Commercial Press, 
Zhonghua shuju, published Cihai (Sea of Words), which similarly included 
the English word “Enlightenment” at the end of its entry on 
“Enlightenment Movement” (Shu et al eds., 1936: 42). 

Dictionaries consist of single words and definitions, while the defining 
characteristic of encyclopedias is that they furnish information about 
things and events and not simply items of vocabulary. This is where the 
latter differ from the former. Compared to dictionaries, encyclopedias 
draw from a broader range of content, and are richer and more 
comprehensive in terms of the knowledge they supply. The word 
“encyclopedia” literally means “scholarship in a circle,” implying that an 
encyclopedia encompasses the entirety of scholarship within it, displaying 
the world of knowledge, as well as arranging the contents in the order of 
a dictionary (Mittler, 2007: 195-196). In 1923, the Commercial Press 
published Encyclopedic Dictionary of New Knowledge, which was a product of 
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the New Culture Movement of the time. Commentators pointed out that 
Encyclopedic Dictionary of New Knowledge was actually an encyclopedia of 
western knowledge. This encyclopedia collected a wide range of 
information, among which “new studies” referred specifically to foreign 
knowledge that bore no connection to Chinese affairs (Wagner, 2007: 37).  
In Encyclopedic Dictionary of New Knowledge, under the entry “enlightenment 
philosophy (Ch. Qimeng zhexue)” the editors appended three sets of original 
equivalents of this term in English, French, and German: Illumination, 
Enlightenment (English), Lihrepensée, Émancipation intellectuelle 
(French), and Aufklärung (German) (Tang, 1923: 456-457). In 1926, Fan 
Bingqing published his Dictionary of Philosophy, which was actually an 
encyclopedia-style dictionary. In this dictionary, under the entry 
“Enlightenment”, he similarly appended the original words 
Enlightenment or clearing up (English), Lihrepensée, Émancipation 
intellectuelle (French), and Aufklärung (German) (Fan, 1926: 570-571). 
These entries for the Enlightenment very lucidly describe the historical 
development of this event in the various countries around the world, as 
well as the particular character of each nation’s enlightenment thought and 
its representative figures. In 1930, the Chinese Encyclopedic Dictionary edited 
by Shu Xincheng was published, and under “Enlightenment-ism (Ch. 
Qimeng zhuyi),” it appended the original source as “Enlightenment” (Shu 
ed., 1930: 694-695). 

The word “movement” is semantically related to the word “progress.”  
According to some researchers, the modern Chinese word “progress” 
(jinbu) is a direct translation of the English word “progress.”  It is usually 
used as an adjective, but at the same time can also be used as a verb or 
noun, in which case it has the sense of things or substance continually 
moving in a positive direction. We can say that “progress” has turned from 
the sense of people moving, to that of society developing. This kind of 
change in meaning and usage occurred in 19th century Japan, and later 
expanded into Chinese (Shen, 2014: 302-303). This is an extension of what 
Darwin said of the natural world that “in a competitive struggle, the fittest 
survive,” and in its fundamentals, equates social “’progress” with natural 
“evolution.” The underlying implications and logic of “progress” are also 
evident within the term “movement.” Hence, the “Enlightenment” that 
appears in the processes of civilization and opening up is the very 
“Enlightenment Movement” in which civilizational progress is explicit. 
When “Enlightenment” meets up with “Movement” in the latter’s societal 
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sense, “Enlightenment Movement” becomes a word that vaguely implies 
forward development or gradual progress toward the future. The 
“Enlightenment Movement” that bears such notions of “progress” thus 
becomes a term that implies a linear view of historical evolution.  

Examining selected examples of text from dictionaries and 
encyclopedias, we find “Enlightenment Movement” in the Comprehensive 
English-Chinese Dictionary of 1928, and “Enlightenment Philosophy” in the 
Encyclopedic Dictionary of New Knowledge, published in 1923. “Enlightenment 
Movement” became the most widely used version in the 1930s. In its 
original sense, Enlightenment is related to the meanings of “flash of light” 
or “illumination,” which are completely unrelated to the Chinese 
translation of “movement.” In modern Chinese historical development, 
“movement” is inseparable from the concept of “progress.” And as a 
result, “enlightenment” became tied to “movement”, progressing to 
become the now universally accepted “Enlightenment Movement” in the 
Chinese-speaking world. That the Chinese Enlightenment joined a 
“movement,” is related to Modern China’s literary historical view, with its 
ideas of linear development, forward movement and development, and 
even the projection and anticipation toward the future. 

 
III. FROM CIVILIZATION AND ENLIGHTENMENT TO THE 

ENLIGHTENMENT MOVEMENTS: MEIJI JAPAN’S 
“ENLIGHTENMENT MOVEMENT” 

 
As noted above, the “Enlightenment Movement” of modern China is 

derived from the Japanese translation of the European term.  Both the 
translation and adoption of the term by Meiji era Japanese scholars 
underwent a similar process of selection. According to Douglas Howland, 
before around 1870, nothing related to the “Enlightenment” had appeared 
in any Japanese texts. Only the word “enlightened” had come up in 1871, 
in the diary by Iwakura Tomomi he wrote on the mission he led to the US 
and Europe. Iwakura used it to describe knowledge that was transmitted 
into Japan from the outside world, which in English could be called 
“enlightened civilization,” and which in Japanese was rendered as bunmei 
kaika (Ch. wenming kaihua) (Kimura, 1954: 6). In 1872, Mori Arinori, the 
Japanese envoy who had been sent to the US, also used “enlightened” to 
describe the western nations that had “opened up and been transformed 
(enlightened)” (kaika) by civilization, that is, the collective body of nations 
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that comprised civilized human society (Mori, 1972: 16, 22, 28, 32). Hence, 
early Meiji intellectuals regarded “enlightened” and “civilization” as 
virtually synonymous. In the second edition of Lexicon of Philosophy (1884) 
compiled by Inoue Tetsujirō, the word daigaku is glossed as “a religious 
(that is, Buddhist) term for the great realization of  enlightenment.” And, 
it equates “enlightenment” with bunmei kaika. And in the earliest 
Japanese-English dictionary, James Curtis Hepburn’s Waei gorin shūsei 
(1886), “enlightenment” is translated as a secondary meaning of  bunmei.  
Among Meiji era intellectuals of  the 1870s and 1880s, enlightenment had 
not yet been identified with the 18th century French intellectual 
movement known as the Enlightenment. In the third edition of  Inoue 
Tetsujirō’s Lexicon of  Philosophy (1912), the German Aufklärung was 
added to describe enlightenment (keimō/qimeng), explaining it as “the 
elimination of  superstition.” This shows that by this time Japanese had 
encountered the intellectual substance of  the Enlightenment, but had not 
yet used the term to describe that historical event. Hence, the application 
of  the word enlightenment (keimō) to the historical Enlightenment must 
have taken place in the 20th century (Howland, 2002: 37-40). In the 
limited cases of  early uses of  the word qimeng/keimō, these were all based 
on the traditional Chinese sense of  “opening up the minds of  ignorant 
youth.” An example of  this is in the British missionary James Legge’s 
1856 work, Graduated Reading: Comprising a Circle of  Knowledge in 200 Lessons 
(Shen and Uchida, eds., 2002). 

The aforementioned Mori Arinori has been called a key figure of the 
early Meiji enlightenment publication Meiroku zasshi. Through examining 
Meiroku zasshi, we can learn more about the early Meiji understanding of 
“enlightenment.” After examining all 43 issues of Meiroku zasshi, this essay 
discovered that there is not a single mention of “enlightenment” or 
“enlightenment movement.” Rather, it uses kaika (opening up and 
transforming), kaimei (opening and illuminating), or kaimei shinpo (open 
and illuminating progress) (Swale, 2009: 92).3 To cite an example, in an 
article entitled “Discussing the means by which to advance opening up 
and transforming” by Tsuda Mamichi in Issue No. 3 (April 1874), it brings 
up Christianity as a very effective tool for aiding the Japanese people to 
open up and transform their nation. By adopting the most liberal, civilized, 
and progressive elements of Christian thought, Japan could hasten its 
transformation into a civilized nation (Tsuda, 1999: 117-121).  In No. 5 
(April 1874), “US Politics and Religion (1)”, the author Katō Hiroyuki 
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translated the American scholar Joseph Parrish Thompson’s work that 
discusses the separation between church and state.  In this piece, Katō 
noted that this kind of system whereby church and state are separated is 
the fundamental element for promoting peaceful politics and “openness 
and illumination of human intelligence” (jinchi kaimei) (Katō, 1999: 195-
201). In an article in Issue No. 7 (May 1874) entitled “The advancement 
of opening up and transformation is not up to the government, but should 
be determined by popular opinion—a draft translation of Buckle’s History 
of British Civilization,” Mitsukuri Rinshō translated the famed British 
historian Henry Thomas Buckle’s History of British Civilization (Mitsukuri, 
1999: 250-255), rendering “civilization” as kaika.  In Issue No. 12 (June 
1874), Nakamura Masanao’s translation of “A Glimpse of Western Studies 
(3),” which touches on Machiavelli’s discussion of political systems, cites 
David Hume to the effect that when the system of government is a 
monarchy, the political structure of an “opened up, civilized nation” has 
reached a mature phase of development (Nakamura, 1999: 398-405). In 
Nishimura Shigeki’s “On Transformation,” published in the last issue 
(November 1875), the author uses bunmei kaika as a noun that specifically 
describes Japan’s development. In this piece, Nishimura discusses the 
great transformations of Japanese society, beginning with the era of sonnō 
jōi (exalting the emperor and expelling the barbarians), noting that the 
principal theme of subsequent transformation was bunmei kaika 
(Nishimura, 2009: 399-408). 

The aforementioned Douglas Howland has presented a narrative 
description, which for the most part is accurate, of the process by which 
“Enlightenment” was transmitted into Japanese intellectual circles in the 
Meiji era. However, Howland neglects the fact that as early as the late Meiji 
period, a scholar had already translated the German Aufklärung as keimō 
(Ch. qimeng), and used it to refer to the 18th century intellectual movement 
that is so familiar to us today: The Enlightenment. The scholar in question 
is known as the “Japanese Kant,” namely the philosopher Ōnishi Hajime. 
In Chapter 45 of his History of Western Philosophy (1895), where Ōnishi 
discusses the various schools of modern philosophy, he introduces French 
philosophy of the Enlightenment under the heading “Enlightenment 
Thought of France.” In this chapter, Ōnishi describes the characteristics 
of 18th century European thought as “the Age of Enlightenment.” In 
introducing how 18th century France was stimulated by the vibrant British 
intellectual influences of the 17th century, he again uses “Enlightenment 



Cultura. International Journal of Philosophy of Culture and Axiology 15(2)/2018: 31-52 

41 

Movement” to describe the intellectual stages through which France 
passed (Ōnishi, 2001: 375-377). After this book was published, in 1897 
Ōnishi published an article titled “Discussion of the Spirit of the Age of 
Enlightenment,” in which he explains that he adopted the term “Age of 
Enlightenment” to refer to the age of “Aufklärung.” Ōnishi also claimed 
in this article that the enlightenment thought of the Meiji Restoration bore 
strong affinities with 18th century France (Ōnishi, 2001: 624-625). 

Through the previous discussion, we can recognize that during the 
1870s, “Enlightenment” was rendered most often by the word kaika, and 
that this latter was connected with bunmei to become the expression bunmei 
kaika or “civilization and enlightenment” (Craig, 2009: 41; Braisted, 1976: 
531).4 This translation shows the perspective of Darwinism, in that 
different civilizations must undergo different stages of civilization before 
finally arriving at the “modern” stage of civilization. At many moments, 
enlightenment and civilization were used interchangeably, or even 
synonymously. Even though “enlightenment” emerged earlier than 
“civilization and enlightenment,” by the late 19th century the former was 
gradually supplanted by the latter (Deneckere, 2016: 219-223). 

During the Taishō and Shōwa eras, Japan published a steady output of 
dictionaries about these new lexica. In a work published in 1918 entitled 
Corrected and Supplemented New Dictionary, the term “Enlightenment 
Movement” (qimeng yundong) appears with the English equivalent given as 
“Enlightenment.” The definition is stated as “a movement that shakes off 
the control of traditional superstitions, constraints, or other shackles, and 
for which scholarly opinions must accord with scientific, rational, and 
impartial judgments” (Hattori and Uehara, eds., 1918: 106).  In A Modern 
Dictionary of New Words, the definition of “Enlightenment Movement” is 
not far from that of Corrected and Supplemented New Dictionary, differing only 
in emphasizing that “enlightenment movement” is “a new type of 
movement” (Jidai kenkyūkai, ed., 1919: 65). In Standard Dictionary of New 
Words in Wide Use compiled by Ueda Keiji et al, “Enlightenment 
Movement” is glossed very similarly to the entry in A Modern Dictionary of 
New Words (Ueda, ed., 1919: 90). Modern Dictionary of New Words in Use, 
compiled by Takeno Nagatsugu, published during the Shōwa era, brings 
together these various previous efforts to present the most detailed 
description of “Enlightenment Movement.” This dictionary has two 
entries, “Enlightenment Movement” and “Enlightenment Thought.” 
Under “Enlightenment Movement” it continues to stress the need to 
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escape from constraints and oppression, to seek self-awareness. The result 
of this kind of effort is to eliminate evils or abuses of the past, and open 
up a new life, and this is what is meant by enlightenment movement. The 
editor specifically identified the enlightenment movement as a general 
rubric for the various social movements that appeared during that era. As 
for its description of “Enlightenment Thought,” it begins with a 
discussion of the meaning of the word enlightenment. “Enlightenment,” 
it says, is the uncovering of ignorance, which means to open and expand 
the scope of rational intelligence, to seek self-awareness, and a life of 
freedom. This, it says, is enlightenment thought. This entry specifically 
brings up the idea that self-aware thinking began in the Renaissance, and 
hence that enlightenment thought grew out of the Renaissance.  Its 
description of enlightenment thought does not depart from that of the 
enlightenment movement. Enlightenment Thought is the struggle 
between established thought and new thinking (Takeno and Tanaka, eds., 
1928: 213-214).  

               
IV. REINHART KOSELLECK IN MODERN CHINA: FOUR 

CHARACTERISTICS OF MODERN CHINA’S 
“ENLIGHTENMENT MOVEMENT” 

 
To Reinhart Koselleck, the methodological underpinning for his 

Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe: Historisches Lexikon zur politisch-sozialen Sprache in 
Deutschland (Basic Concepts in History: A Historical Dictionary of  Political and 
Social Language in Germany) began to develop in the middle of  the 18th 
century, when the topic of  classicism began to produce great changes in 
political discourse. This was the well-known Saddle Period (Sattelzeit) of  
1750-1850, when a series of  transformations occurred within Germany’s 
old system, resulting in the birth of  modern Germany (that is, German-
speaking Europe), and the sensibilities and influence that this modernity 
brought with it (Koselleck, 2011: 34; Richter, 1995: 36). The Saddle 
Period stands for the process by which the “past” gradually transformed 
into the “present.” Concepts have recorded these changes. Beginning in 
1750, changes to social and cultural terminology accelerated (Koselleck, 
2001: 9-10). From this period, a range of  previously unknown words and 
meanings began to appear, with the result that new understandings of  
the world began to infuse the language as a whole. Reinhart Koselleck 
has proposed four characteristics of  the Saddle Period to describe this: 
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Verzeitlichung (the location within a temporal and historical 
development), Demokratisierung (democratization), Ideologiesierbarkeit 
(the increasing susceptibility of  concepts to the abstraction from their 
concrete social and historical referent), and Politisierung (politicization) 
(Hampsher-Monk, Tilmans and Vree, 1998: 2). 

If we wish to apply these various characteristics to examine the 
Enlightenment Movement of modern China, we can achieve similar 
results. In 1919, a series of student protests occurred in Beijing, which led 
to student strikes, workers’ strikes, and other incidents, and eventually 
evolved into changes throughout society and a revolution in the 
intellectual world. These were called at the time the “May 4th Movement” 
(Chow, 1960: 1-15). In 1937, on the day commemorating the 18th 
anniversary of the May 4th Movement, the following slogan appeared 
among the Beiping intelligentsia: “To commemorate the May 4 th 
Movement, we must develop a new Enlightenment Movement” (Zi fei, 
1937: 187). At the time, a writer took advantage of  this commemoration 
of  May 4th to write in the newspaper Beiping chenbao (Beiping Morning 
News) that “In order to carry on the Enlightenment Movement and 
commemorate May 4th, we need a new Enlightenment Movement” (Zhao 
ou, 1937). Thus, “Enlightenment Movement” was given Verzeitlichung, 
placed before the “new” Enlightenment Movement” which of  necessity 
needed a previous Enlightenment Movement. This old Enlightenment 
Movement was the May 4th Movement of  the recent past. “The New 
Enlightenment Movement” made the May 4th “Old Enlightenment 
Movement” its target, in the desire to step out of  the constricting frame 
of  the May 4th “Enlightenment Movement,” and fashion a new discursive 
framework, as well as a new model of  thought that was a kind of  
modernization movement. With this new “Enlightenment Movement” 
as its standard, the history before the May 4th period belonged to the old 
Enlightenment Movement, and post-May 4th history belonged to the new 
“Enlightenment Movement.” The “Enlightenment Movement” became 
the marker for the “new” China, and served as the special expression for 
modern China’s historical progress. As Zhang Shenfu, a leader of  the 
New Enlightenment Movement, put it, the May 4th Movement initiated a 
new cultural movement, and the New Enlightenment Movement should 
be a genuinely “new” cultural movement (Zhang and Qi, 1937: 88).  

This new “Enlightenment Movement” came together with the history 
of  civilization and linear historical view of  China, to inform historical 
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works that were titled civilizational histories. Explicit in these works was 
a sort of  historical view that originated in the European Enlightenment, 
and could be called the history of  civilization that regarded human 
history as the history of  the evolution of  human civilization, and which 
rejected those groups or histories regarded as “backward” or “barbarian.”  
The “Enlightenment Movement” thus was transformed into a link in the 
linear historical view of  modern China, and modern Chinese intellectuals 
began to adopt this linear framework of  western history to reinterpret 
Chinese history. With this upward-facing Enlightenment Movement, they 
could set a particular point in time (like the Opium War, the 1898 Reform 
Movement, the 1911 Revolution, the May 4th Movement, the Northern 
Expedition [of  1927], etc.) with which to string historical events together 
to create a coherent narrative, and provide a temporal axis and measuring 
stick for understanding and interpreting historical events. 
“Enlightenment Movement” was like a thread tying together these 
historical events as if  they were a string of  pearls, bringing them into 
place as part of  a structured order as neatly arranged as the teeth on a 
comb or the scales of  a fish. Historical interpretation under the 
conceptual control of  the new “Enlightenment Movement” makes for a 
linear, progressivist view of  history, for which there is no conceptual 
“past” for this New Enlightenment Movement. Instead, there is only an 
outdated, backward past, which can only evoke nostalgia, and is unworthy 
of  any serious thought. It is just as Reinhart Koselleck points out, the 
concept of  Verzeitlichung stimulated the rise of  a linear historical 
perspective (Steinmetz, 2012: 92). Facing upward as it does, the 
“movement” in modern China’s Enlightenment Movement implies 
progress, or a gradual progression toward the future, which certainly 
accords with a linear historical view of  modern China. This new 
“Enlightenment Movement” has been further applied as a basis for 
reflection over the evaluation of  past history and the opening up of  
future vistas.  

The New Enlightenment Movement of the 1930s similarly displays the 
characteristics of Politisierung and Ideologiesierbarkeit. The New 
Enlightenment Movement in practice consisted of  resisting the [Japanese] 
enemy, and democracy, and was very much the product of  the Sino-
Japanese War (Yang, 2010: 181, 183). This new intellectual movement 
was employing experience to prove [its ideals], and paid great attention 
to its links with concrete reality. Hence, the intellectual movement was 
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not simply work carried out in the laboratory, but most importantly, it 
was a “movement.” The New Enlightenment Movement was no mere 
reprise of  May 4th, but under these new circumstances, and on the 
foundation of  past achievements, it was meant to unleash a new 
movement (Han Fu et al., 2010: 13). With the arrival of  a new era, a new 
cultural movement was needed, to act as a “sentinel” or an aid for politics.  
For the proponents of  this New Enlightenment Movement, the New 
Enlightenment Movement served to carry out democratic politics, and 
methodologically speaking, it needed to universalize and raise the level 
of  the masses’ political consciousness so that they could exercise their 
political rights, and effectively strive for national independence and 
democratic freedom (Chen, 1938: 11). This movement that arose during 
a time of  war had as its ultimate aim the salvation of  the nation in the 
face of  Japanese aggression, and had a “patriotic character” (He, 1990: 
203, 227). The New Enlightenment Movement inherited two slogans 
from the May 4th Movement: “Democracy,” and “Science.” Both of  these 
were discourses made on behalf  of  “politics.” As the participants at the 
time said, the central task of  the new enlightenment movement was for 
all scholarly knowledge to link up with the scientific method, to promote 
the scientific movement, and see the ideal of  the “new science” as one 
of  the tasks to be put into practice (Zhang, 1939: 3, 31). Another 
participant brought up the new enlightenment movement as an action 
that united different social classes together to fight on behalf  of  
democracy and for national liberation (Liu, 1937: 38). In the end, science 
and democracy come together with politics, and politics is the ruling 
narrative that controls the former two, so that politics can harness the 
narratives of  science and democracy to apply them to the difficulties of  
that troubled era in China. Through “science” the new enlightenment 
movement participants came into possession of  a sign that was 
acceptable to the self, and at the same time they were able to imbue this 
movement with the name of  science, and to bring about the unification 
of  their causes, positions, and discourses within a structured, orderly 
form. In the midst of  the new enlightenment movement, these two 
narrative branches of  science and democracy, respectively, were absorbed 
by the discursive system of  politics, enabling the movement to become a 
model of  science and democracy. Through the narratives of  science and 
democracy, the discourse of  politics became an irreplaceable aim to be 
sought out by such advocates.   
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As the entry in Chinese Encyclopedic Dictionary cited above shows, 
“Enlightenment Movement” was translated as “Enlightenment-ism” in 
the 1930s. “Ism” (or, “doctrine”) demonstrates the character of 
Ideologiesierbarkeit. In the history of modern China, the developmental 
process of “isms” can be divided into four stages: “ism” as a translation 
of “-ism,” as the “ism” led by modern western democratic politics, the 
“ism” of the harmonization of daily life, and so forth. As a suffix, “ism” 
strengthens the tendencies toward singularity and normalization of the 
“isms” held by contemporaries toward these ideologies, becoming both 
the standards by which to judge and distinguish between new and old and 
also an effective tool for turning thought into a practical political force 
(Wang, 2013: 3-88). The Enlightenment Movement became 
“Enlightenment-ism,” a fact that gave it a much stronger political and 
ideological character than “movement,” and reflected the trend toward 
Ideologiesierbarkeit in China at that time, thereby turning “enlightenment 
movement” into a tool of political practice. In the history of modern 
China, the Politisierung and Ideologiesierbarkeit of  concepts usually 
occurred in tandem with one another, and thus the two were not 
necessarily as clearly distinct from one another as Koselleck defined these. 
One could even say that that these two characteristics are mutually 
interchangeable, or even that they might be a single characteristic. 

The Demokratisierung of  modern China’s Enlightenment Movement 
comes from the universality of  the Chinese word “enlightenment” 
(qimeng). In its original meaning, and followed by the word “movement,” 
it refers to a movement that enlightens people’s inherent intelligence, and 
stimulates them to think. This sort of  verbal construction emphasizes 
the traditional meaning of  “removing ignorance,” and its use basically 
begins in the traditional Chinese understanding of  the term as such.  
The only difference is of  where the emphasis lies, and in the subject or 
object for stimulating the desire to lift ignorance, as well as of  how to 
create “movement.” It is as Mao Zedong once said, to see Marxism-
Leninism as a ready-made magic pill with which to treat people is 
immature and ignorant; instead we should carry out an “enlightenment 
movement” toward them (Mao, 1942). In newspapers and periodicals of  
the late-Qing and Republican period, this plethora of  “enlightenment 
movements” were quite varied, and did not remain constricted to a 
vocabulary that only concerned itself  with a certain social class or social 
group. Such uses of  the term enlightenment movement showed affinities 
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with the traditional Chinese meaning of  the term qimeng as “clearing away 
ignorance,” and one could even say that the two were practically 
synonymous. The only difference between them was that the traditional 
sense of  “clearing away ignorance” appeared in the form of  a verb, 
whereas “enlightenment movement” was used as a noun. But precisely 
because it appeared in the form of  a noun, this strengthened the 
universality of  “Enlightenment Movement,” and demonstrated its 
Demokratisierung.   
 
V. CONCLUSION 

 
The subject of  this essay has been to show how “Enlightenment” 

became part of  the conceptual history of  “Enlightenment Movement” 
in modern Chinese context. Through the four characteristics proposed 
by Reinhart Koselleck, this essay has revealed that the modern Chinese 
“Enlightenment Movement” represents three types of  meaning.  
“Enlightenment Movement” can refer to the historical events of  the 
European Enlightenment; it can also be used to refer to the May 4 th 
Movement; and thirdly, it can serve as a noun that corresponds to the 
traditional Chinese meaning of  “clearing away ignorance.” In addition to 
touching on its meaning as a reference to European historical events, this 
essay’s discussion of  “Enlightenment Movement” has focused on the 
evolution of  its usage within the context of  modern China’s unique 
history. Using it to make an analogy with the May 4th Movement makes 
clear the hybridity of  the “Enlightenment Movement” with the 
[European] Enlightenment. On the one hand, the May 4th Movement was 
carried out as a top-down enlightenment movement, but on the other 
hand, through its relationship to the European [First World] War, it also 
became one link in the globalization of  the European enlightenment 
movement. “Enlightenment Movement” became one stage in the linear 
view of  modern Chinese history, which reflected the influence of  
evolutionary theory on modern China. Moreover, this was also reflected 
in how the term “movement,” which implied progress toward the future, 
evolved from physical activity of  the body, into a social movement in the 
realm of  thought and culture. Whether viewed from a social, political, or 
economic perspective, this type of  usage presaged a progressive ideal, 
and both carried out and described social activism. Through the concept 
of  the Enlightenment Movement, such usages were able to impart to 
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these activities a civilized, progressive, or enlightened image, and 
indirectly, to provide an outline of  the way to distinguish these from the 
dark, backward, or barbaric activities that had never been through an 
Enlightenment Movement. Hence, as a term that showed how to open 
up the lower echelons of  society to the intellectual society of  the 
traditional upper classes, “Enlightenment Movement” became a 
progressive concept for distinguishing tradition from modernity. 

From this discussion we can see that the term Enlightenment 
Movement has multiple kinds of  “movement” for enlightening people’s 
thinking and bringing openness to the masses. Moreover, it brings 
together many kinds of  “enlightenments” into a collective 
“Enlightenment.” On the one hand, the discourse on modern China’s 
“enlightenment movement” draws intellectual resources from the 
traditional Chinese concept of  “eliminating ignorance,” and also borrows 
concepts from the original source of  the Enlightenment in Europe. On 
the other hand, it refers to progressive conditions, and a process of  linear 
development. While appropriating “Enlightenment Movement,” modern 
Chinese intellectuals also brought in the universal significance and spirit 
of  the European Enlightenment. The historical writing and hopes of  the 
Enlightenment Movement are precisely the process of  enlightenment 
movements in the plural and writ large that modern Chinese intellectuals 
have been seeking. These wishes of  a huge swath of  intellectuals of  that 
time were transformed into an historical reality. In order to 
imagine/define the future, modern Chinese discourse of  the 
Enlightenment Movement was to appropriate/attack the 
imagination/definition that had persisted since ancient times. This had a 
number of  points in common with the situation of  the European 
Enlightenment (Edelstein, 2010: 45; Pagden, 2013: 10-11; Robertson, 
2015: 1). The process of  modern Chinese Enlightenment Movement was 
that of  social actors’ unceasing search and their interaction with historical 
processes. To define the Enlightenment Movement as one current within 
modern Chinese thought is to use it to demarcate the “modern” from 
the “premodern” historical periods.            
 
Notes 
 
Translated by Stephen Roddy, University of San Francisco. 
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1 This kind of modernization thesis originated with Peter Gay’s works. Gay began to 
propound these ideas in the 1950s, first in an article published in 1954, and then in a 
more condensed form in a book about the French Enlightenment published in 1964. 
Its final version appeared in his two-volume history of the Enlightenment (1966-
1969). 
2 Acording to Rudolf Wagner, “movement” was the result of globalization of the 
concept of a social movement, which became the main trend following the May 4th 
Movement in modern Chinese context. 
3 This is not my own observation, as a number of scholars of the Meiji Restoration 
have already pointed to the magazine Meiroku zasshi as the self-identified magazine of 
the enlightenment movement. However, the words “enlightenment” or 
enlightenment movement” do not appear there.  
4 Bunmei kaika was coined by Fukuzawa Yukichi, and appeared in his 1868 translation 
of John Hill Burton’s Political Economy. 
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