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The Inner World of a Reformer:
Zheng Guanying' s Daoist Beliefs
and Aspirations to Better the World

Y ang, Jun-feng’

Abstract

In the past, academic discussions on Zheng Guanying's role in late
Qing history have emphasized two aspects. as a Chinese comprador, and as a
reformist thinker who advocated the doctrine of “Chinese learning as the
primary and Western learning as the secondary” (zhongben ximo lun). Both
of these factors orient this open-minded thinker within the context of
discourse on China s modernization. However, within Zheng's inner world,
Daoism occupied an important position. This paper discusses the connection
between Zheng's desire for eternal life and his ambition to better the world;
it also explains the subtle changes in his ideology on saving the country and
bettering the world in his later years, from the viewpoint of his Daoist
beliefs.

This essay argues that Zheng Guanying, at heart, always had a view
both to attain immortality and to better the world. At the same time, he also
believed that xianxue, “learning to attain eternal life,” and Western learning
provided sufficient means to better the world. Zheng's public image as a
reformist emerged from his propagation of Western learning, which
involved remolding socia communities. The Daoist beliefs that occupied his
mind were for the most part manifest in activities he engaged in as an
individual, and thus were easily overlooked. In fact, the familiar image of
the man who promoted the idea of “Chinese learning as the primary and
Western learning as the secondary” does not correlate at al with Zheng's
inner world. Conversely, the expression “to achieve the Dao and better the
world,” (chengdao jishi) captures more completely the interaction between
his beliefs and ideology and better resonates with the melody of his spiritua
life throughout his days. Once we turn our attention to the significant train of
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thought of the intellectual himself as a man, we not only chalenge the
well-laid path that determines the role of innovative thinkers within the
development of ideological trends, we also provide a distinctive case study
for research in the pluraigtic intellectual and cultural history of the modern

age.

Keywords: Zheng Guanying, Dacism, Immortality, zhongben ximo, chengdao jishi.
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