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ABSTRACT

| wouid like to explore the emergence and evolution of a
new time consciousness in the late Qing period which provided
the ground for Chinese modernity and made it possible for the
“imagined community” of a new nation. This new sense of time
was enunciated by intellectuals like Liang Qichao but found its
audience in popular and material cuiture. It was measured by
the use of clocks and new calendars (coupled with the old) and
llustrated in print culture, including fiction (novels and stories
with a variety of narratorial voices) and poetry {especially the
“zhuzhici”). | would like to put theory in a richly nuanced cultural
context so as to hopefully shed some new light on this timely
subject as we all approach a new millenium.
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On his trip to Hawaii in 1899, the eminent Chinese intellectual
Liang Qichao wrote a travel diary to regisier his thoughis. 1 would
like to quote some passages from its “Preface” together with two di-
ary entries by way of introducing the theme of this paper:'

* * *
Preface
I was a provincial . . . for hundreds of years my ancestors lived

in this country, and relatives of my clan cultivated their land and did
their studies, and paid no attention to affairs of the world. It is as if
we lived in a “Village of Peach Blossoms” [a Chinese “Shangri-la”].
Only when I was ning years old did I first travel to another town; and
only when I was seventeen did I travel to another province. I had no
ambition, and in the muddled state of my mind I knew nothing about
the world. I was a perfect, unadulterated country bumpkin. Before
long, the great worldly tides of the 19th century swept across, the
impact of their commotion causing me to have no other choice but to
become a man of the nation and to become a man of the world. How
could a country boy of a dozen years ago have ever imagined this to
be possible? . . . There is no way I could have escaped from it. Sincz |
have this duty I must know; since I know my duty I must act upon it.
But it is hard to become a man of the nation and of the world. Since it
is difficult and there is no escape, how am I going to cope? I must
learn. So last year, on account of a national issue {involved in a re-
form movement that failed in 1898] I had to travel east and stayed in
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an advanced Asian country that was the first to establish a constitu-
tional polity [Japan]. This marked the beginning of my traveling to
other countries, In the eleventh month of this year, I will sail across
the Pacific Ocean and stay in the most advanced nation which was the
first to establish the constitutional pohity in the world. So, upon
reaching my twenty-seventh year I begin to learn to be a man of the
nation and of the world . . . Heaven and earth are vast, and so are the
horizons of my future. How can I not fear . . . Since the ancients
wrote their diaries when they traveled, I now follow their convention,
and I record at night what I saw, heard, and felt every day . . ..

First Entry

December 19th—that 1s, the seventeenth day of the eleventh
month of the Chinese calendar (and from now on my entries will all
be dated according to the Western calendar). ...

Someene may ask: a Chinese writing a diary and using the
Western calendar—isn’t this rather unpatriotic? My answer is no. For
the invention of signs for all things is meant to be a convenience for
people. There are all kinds of signs. . . Even language and writing is 2
big and complex system of signs. Since signs are used principally to
be convenient, they must be unified . . . When different groups of
peoples had not communicated with one another, they used signs as a
result of custom and habit. This is what it should have been. And
since they begin to communicate, there must be unification, otherwise
for ten groups there would be ten systems of signs, and for a hundred
a hundred systems—and human beings would have used their brains
only to memorize signs . . . As for their solar calendar, it has been
extensively used in the world, and its principles are also precise and
intricate, so I use it by jettisoning our own. Besides, the countries I
now travel are places where the Western calendar is used . . . As for
patriotism, it lies in practicality, not in empty words. The problem of
the scholar officials of our country is that they fight for face and ap-
pearance, and revolve around the surface. The real interests and rights
of our country they willingly gave away with no regret, but they
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would fight to the death about formalities and signs with no impor-
tance, How can this be patriotism? [ am the opposite.

The 25th. For some days I have nothing to do [on the ship] so 1
wrote poetry for self-amusement . . . Although I cannot write poetry
well, T love to discuss poetry. I think the poefry circles have been
dominated for the past thousand years by parrot literati (I often teased
famous writers as parrots; perhaps this is too sarcastic and harsh).
Occasionally one finds a few good lines or paragraphs, but upon
reading them they look familiar, as if one had read them in some col-
lections. This is reaily despicable. So if I wish to write poetry, I will
definitely strive to be the Columbus or Magellan of the poetry world.
It is comparable to the situation in which the land resources of Europe
have been exhausted by over-production, and one must find new
lands in America and the shores of the Pacific Ocean . . . However,
from a scholarly point of view, the true spirit and ideas of Europe are
yet to be imported into China, much less into the poetic realm. This is
not surprising. Though I cannot write poetry, I will do nmy best to
introduce European spiritual thought, so that it can serve as poetic
materials for future poets. In China, the fate of poetry would be
doomed if there were no poeiic revolution, Now the moment for
revolution is ripe, and it will not be long to see the appearance of a
Columbus or a Magellan,

* ® w

These words mark one of the first instances of a new discourse
of time and modernity by a leading Chinese intellectual, These diary
entries were written, by coincidence, in December 1899, on the very
eve of the twentieth century, when Liang declared that he would
henceforth adopt the Western calendar for the sake of “convenience.”
Of course more issues are involved, both intellectual and historical, in
this simple declaration of faith and the adoption of a new calendrical
scheme. In my view, time is indeed the crucial issue that underpins
Liang’s intellectual remapping of a “global” space and the redefini-
tion of his own identity—from a provincial man o a man of the na-
tion and of the world. This new notion of time also figures promi-
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nently in his discussions of patriotism and revolution in poetry: these
diary entries foreshadowed his espousal of nationalism and reinforced
his ongoing task of introducing “European spiritual thought” in order
to effect an nfellectual revolution in his own country, Even his refer-
ences to Columbus and Magellan are quite apropos as these two
Western figures can be considered revolutionaries in their own right
who navigated the oceans and mapped out a new world, thereby
changing permanently the Western perception of the world. (Liang
did not mention, however, that Columbus embarked upon his famous
Jjourney in order to find China!) In his view, revolution is closely re-
lated to temporal and spatial change—a widening of global space, in
which China was no longer the center, and a transformation from
traditional Chinese notions of time and history to the modermn Western
concept of linear time which he began to regard as universal, This
seems to be by now a familiar narrative of the emergence of modern
consciousness as a result of the French Enlightenment. In fact,
Liang’s text is itself a product of his translations and promulgation of
Western ideas, including those from European Enlightenment think-
ers. Still, the configurations and consequences of Chinese modernity
are different.

It would have taken a long monograph to map out Liang’s over-
all intellectual trajectory and the steps by which he finally arrived at
such a position. Such has been done by a number of scholars.? In this
paper I shall focus only on this particular conceptual transformation
of time and its implications on Chinese modernity. It went hand in
hand with Liang’s ideas of nationalism and of the necessity of form-
ing a modern Chinese nation-state. This new conception of time has
also guided the intellectual movements and the “social imaginary” in
China during the first half of the twentieth century, I shall also reflect
upon the traditional Chinese ideas of time and history as a back-
ground against which this modern narrative unfolds,
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1.

The secular nature of Liang’s new notion of time is obvious, but
this was not posited against any sacred tradition in premodern China.
As we all know, China does not have a long and entrenched tradition
of the church. Thus modernity does not necessarily entail a process of
“secularization,” and the adoption of secular time did not seem to
pose any inherent obstacle for Chinese intellectuals like Liang Qichao.
On the other hand, this does not mean that traditional Chinese civili-
zation is totally secular and bereaved of religiosity. We can find a
certain “metaphysical” basis for the traditional Chinese notion of
time—a metaphysics without necessarily involving a transcendent
God. As Ying-shih Yu has pointed out, in Chinese culture there is
general acknowledgment of some transcendent source for values, but
“there is no special attempt to construct another perfect metaphysical
realm in which to anchor such values.”™ Time, therefore, has been
“theorized” not by religion but by some fundamental conceptions of
nature and history.

The familiar notion of the dynastic cycle that governed tradi-
tional Chinese historical writing is itself connected with the notion of
the alternation of order (zAf) and disorder (/uan): a period of order is
supposed to be followed by a period of disorder, which in furn returns
to order. This cyclical frame, in which two contrasting elements also
complement each other, stems from a longer tradition: not only the
idea of complementarity as embedded in the Book of Changes but
also related cosmological ideas such as the sequential succession and
mutual displacement of the so-called “Five Elements” (metal, wood,
water, fire, earth). The myriad phenomena and activities in the human
realm, according to this frame of thinking, are said to bear strong
correspondences to the movements of the natural world and the
workings of “ftian,” which can mean both the physical sky and the
more metaphysical heaven. Just as the moon waxes and wanes and the
four seasons change, so do affairs of human beings, Thus we find the
idea in early Confucianism that a gentleman-schelar (junzi) must re-
new himself unceasingly by emulating the perennial motions of
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heaven. However, after Confucius, this “heavenly” weight was gradu-
ally replaced by a predominant concern with the human realm (ren).*

One might state as a gross generalization that traditional Chinese
civilization was predominantly “this-worldly” without, however, be-
ing narrowly “secular.” There was no concept of “eternity,” nor a
strong sense of eschatology. (Some degree of apocalypse can be
found later in the religious beliefs of popular millenarian movements
inspired by popular Buddhism.) Time, therefore, never stands still: it
moves constantly in big cycles which govern the fortunes of dynasties.
While the official history of a dynasty was always written by the
court assigned historians of the subsequent dynasty, there were also
historical works written by individual scholars which emphasized
“rong” or diachronic sweep, which could mean a long time-span of
continuity or development across several dynasties, as in establishing
the genealogy of a particular literary genre, Tradition over time was
seen as the sum total of cultural accretion down to the present,” but
the present was not privileged over the past. Instead, the past was
often held as a mirror for the present, from which one learns from
past examples. The distant past was sometimes mythologized by early
Confucian thinkers and politicians as a “golden age.” But the official
dynastic history was not totally past-oriented: the cycles of rise and
fall, order and disorder, did not necessarily bring history back to its
point of origin, nor was the previous dynasty favored over the present
one. At critical moments scholar-officials did acknowledge crucial
differences between past and present: the Song Confucianists cer-
tainly had a sense of how they differed from their predecessors in the
Han and Tang dynasties, although they still clung to an ideal of gene-
alogical continuity. Thus we can also find, as in the Western tradition,
recurrent debates between “ancients” and “moderns™ in matters refat-
ed to scholatly texts as well as government policies.

But all of this changed with Liang Qichao. By the time of
Liang’s diary, the Qing Dynasty had entered into its last phase, fol-
lowing the failure of the Reform movement of 1898, led by Liang’s
mentor Kang Youwei (1858-1927). As a Confucian thinker of the so-
called “New Text” School, Kang had put forth a bold vision—of his-
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tory unfolding in three consecutive stages: the age of “decay and
chaos” would lead inexorably to the next age of “rising peace” which
in turn would lead to the last age of “universal peace.” Though still
couched in a traditional vocabulary, Kang's “three-age” theory al-
ready contains elements of linear progress. By the time Liang adopted
the Western calendar in his diary, another intellectual, Yan Fu (1853-
1921) who had studied in England, had already translated the works
of Adam Smith, John Stuart Mill, Thomas Huxley, and Herbert
Spem’.:er.‘5 As a result, the doctrine of evolutionism couched in a social
Darwinian language came to be very influential on the entire genera-
tion of late Qing intellectuals, Liang included. Not only had Liang
read Yan’s translations, he also added some more translations of his
own. Shortly after his journey he published in his journal, the New
(ifizen (Xinmin congbao) installments of a manifesto-like tract titled,
“New Historiography,” in which he formally announced that history
is that which “narrates the phenomena of evolutionary changes,” that
this new historical narrative must be present-oriented and organized
around the nation-state. He attacked traditional Chinese historians for
lacking a commitment to the present: “Whereas in the West the more
recent the times are, the more detailed their histories tend to be, in
China a history of one dynasty can appear only after its demise or
overthrow.”” Thus this new historiography must be written with a
“modemn” sense of time, in which the present takes precedence over
the past. These ideas clearly echoed those of Yan Fu, who had already
written the following words in a seminal essay published in 1895:

The greatest and most irreconcilable differences be-
tween Chinese and Western thinking is that the Chinese
love the past and neglect the present, while the Westerners
strive in the present to surpass the past. The Chinese be-
lieve that to revolve from order to disorder, from ascension
to decline, is the natural way of heaven and of human af-
fairs, The Westerners believe, as the ultimate principle of
all learning and government, in the infinite, daily progress,
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in advance that will not sink into decline, in order that will
not revert to disorder.®

When we combine the ideas of these two influential figures, Yan
and Liang, we can say that their works had in effect produced an in-
tellectual revolution, from which the leaders in the subsequent May
Fourth Movement (1917-1923, billed also a movement of New Cul-
ture and an intellectual revolution) drew their strength. The May
Fourth radicals also solidified the notion, which they proclaimed as
their belief, that history moves in a “unilinear, irreversible process ot
progress of evolutionary development.” They went one step further by
equating the “modern” with the “new” and defined the nature and
value of this Chinese modernity primarily in the context of linear time.
Due to their promulgation, a set of new vocabularies came to be used,
of which the most representative was the term “epoch” (shidai, liter-
ally “time-era,” as in “new epoch” or xin shidai), which highlights
their new awareness of this “universal” time in conjunction with their
belief that China had entered into world history. Armed with this new
outlook, Chen Duxiu, one of the leaders of the May Fourth Movement
and later the founder of the Chinese Communist Party, proclaimed a
“twentieth-century consciousness” in an essay titled, “The Year
1916™:

The epoch in which we live, what epoch is this? It is the
beginning of the sixteenth year of the twentieth century.
The changes of the world are evolutionary, different from
month to month, year to vear. The shining history is un-
folding faster and faster . . . To live in the present world,
you must raise your head and proudly call yourself a per-
son of the twentieth century; you must create a new civili-
zation of the twentieth century and not confine yourself to
following that of the nineteenth. For the revolution of hu-
man civilization is replacing the old with the new, like a
river flowing on, an arrow flying out, constantly moving
and constantly changing.’
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Chen’s enthusiastic statement has moved Liang Qichao’s con-
cern with modermn time a step further by adopting not only the West-
ern calendar but the Western concept of the century (s#ifi). For Chen,
the 20th century marks 2 new beginning, a time of accelerating
change and a new Civilization that is qualitatively different from the
old. In Chen’s twentieth-century vision, time definitely moves for-
ward in a linear fashion from the past to the future; the present is the
ground on which traces of the past will be eliminated and the future is
seen definitely as replacing the past. It would be but one more step to
make linear time “unilinear” and to invest the 20th-century vision
with a teleology, a final goal. This was, in fact, what the Chinese
revolutionaries pursued: in countless manifestos and articles pub-
lished in the 1930s they invoked and invented big metaphors: the
“grand epoch” or the “great age,” the “big wheel of the epoch,” and
the new “wave,” “fide” “torrent” of history on which they would like
to ride (always at the crest). Revolutionary rhetoric preceded revolu-
tionary practice by at least a decade. And a new teleology entered into
their discourse in the form of utopianism, the belief that the future
would bring about a great age. With the establishment of the People’s
Republic of China in 1949, the Western calendar, together with the
century concept, was finally adopted as official.

In a thoughtful book published recently, Jiwei Ci attempts to re-
assess this temporal legacy which he calls “utopianism”™: “For a peo-
ple accustomed to attach value to the past and not to think beyond the
present, utopianism enlarged the future in their consciousness and
made it the purpose and meaning of their lives.”'® But “the future
envisioned as utopianism,” Ci continues, “brought with it the prospect
of disappointment no less than of fulfillment.” Once the anticipation
for the fulfillment of the ambitious goal, as defined in the vision of
Mao, evaporated, disappointment and loss of stamina led to nihil-
ism."" The valorization of linear time also brought with it the teleolo-
gy of development, the belief that modern China will become a coun-
try of wealth and power which promises collective freedom (if not
individual liberty), equality and happiness. This form of utopianism
reached the height of mass fervor during the Cultural Revolution, in
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which Mao’s injunction that China must overtake England and
America in twenty or thirty years was a dramatic reminder of “time
consciousness” as well as an eloquent plea for developmentalism.
Despite the failure of the Cultural Revolution and the erosion of the
Maoist vision, which caused a general crisis of collective faith in the
carly 1980s, the present regime in China once again champions a for-
ward-looking ideology of the “Four Modernizations,” It seems that
modernity continues to capture the Chinese imagination and fuel their
dream of a 21st century that will belong exclusively to China and
Asia.

In their zest to embrace this forward-looking and future-oriented
1deology, Chen and his colleagues seemed to have conveniently
overlooked, or chose to “misread,” a concurrent trend in late [9th-
century Europe, that of fin-de-siécle decadence, the aesthetic and
philosophical idea of decline and degeneration.'* The seminal figure
in this Western counter-tradition of modernity was of course
Nietzsche, whose works proved as popular in China as those of Dar-
win and Spencer. However, the Chinese interpretations of Nietzsche
did not portray him as a counter figure to the Enlightenment. The
Nietzsche work that proved most popular in China, Thus Spoke
Zarathustra, was received by Chinese intellectuals, especially Lu Xun,
China’s foremost modern writer, as a “prophetic” text of the coming
of the new species, the Superman. In Lu Xun’s early essays,
Nietzsche was listed in a distinguished genealogy of lone geniuses
who fought against utilitarianism and mediocrity. Lu Xun was by no
means enamored with the works of Liang Qichao, but he found him-
self propelled to fame in Chen Duxiu’s New Youth, the leading May
Fourth journal where he published in 1918 a story titled “Dhary of a
Madman,” which was hailed as China’s first modern short story, As
an tntellectual leader of this New Culture Movement, Lu Xun was
compelled to defend the new May Fourth stance of enlightenment and
progressivism while describing his private doubts in convoluted im-
ages in his poetry and fiction. In a short poetic play called “The Pas-
ser-by” partially inspired by Baudelaire’s prose peem, “The
Stranger,” Lu Xun uses the trope of temporality to depict the contra-
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dictions between his public conviction and private quandary. At the
end there is still no solution to the protagonist’s spiritual predicament
of being trapped in a temporal paradox of past and future. The same
dilemma is represented in another piece, “The Shadow’s Leave-
Taking,” a poetic solitoquy of the narrator’s “shadow” directed to the
self.” The many references to Nietzsche’s Zarathustra in Lu Xun’s
writings consistently underscore its evolutionist scheme without,
however, noting the cyclical implications of the Nietzschean concept
of the “eternal return,”

In sum, it can be said that the Chinese recepiion of this counter
trend of modernity led to neither a counter stance of what Matei
Calinescu has called “aesthetic modernism” that opposed bourgeois
modemity nor to a critique of the West as an “overripe” civilization
already showing the signs of decline.'® In fact, the May Fourth intel-
lectuals, Lu Xun included, applied the trope of decline and degenera-
tion to their own tradition and their race: moral degeneration was
considered a trait of the Chinese national character."”” This sense of
malaise may have generated considerable anxiety, but the theories of
Spengler and Toynbee—that all civilizations go through large cycles
of rise and decline—seemed to have no appeal to May Fourth intel-
lectuals. Instead, we find Hu Shi, another famous May Fourth thinker,
defending his belief in linear progress with the metaphor of race-
course: “He saw only one ‘racecourse’ in world history, and even
though the West had already won the championship, the other con-
tenders on the same track still needed to reach the finish line.”'® This
sounds strikingly like a “late-comer” theory of modernization. Even
self-styled “avant-garde™ writers in Shanghai used the term in a tem-
poral sense-—that they were at the forefront of the world’s new artistic
trends, hence ahead of their own time, Their brand of avant-garde
modernism, so they argued, was a true reflection of the modern life in
their city, the largest and most advanced metropolis in China. These
Shanghai modernists adopted decadence as an aesthetic pose or prin-
ciple of writing, but intellectually they still chose to believe in its
other face, progress.
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In adopting the Western temporal category of the “century” in a
strictly secular vein, Chen Duxiu has also conveniently chosen to
ignore its Christian origin—that the centuries hinge on the pivotal
year of Christ’s birth—which was certainly alien to traditional Chinese
culture. Like most radical intellectuals of the period, he had nothing to
say on the quotidian level: how such Western categories and concepts
of time mnght or might not change the pattern of everyday life. The
century concept would have little impact on the lifeworld of the Chi-
nese people, who would be more affected by the calendrical calcula-
tions of the year, the month, and the day. The traditional Chinese ho-
rary systems have been fully explained by Joseph Needham.'” A full-
day (from midnight to midnight) is divided into 12 “double-hours”
(shi), sometimes with each double-hour divided into two halves so as
to give 24 divisions, hence almost identical with Western practice. At
the same time, a full day is also divided into 100 quarters (ke), each of
them being equivalent to 14 minutes 24 seconds of modern reckoning,
A night (sunset to sunrise) is divided into five “night-watches” (geng),
which are further subdivided each into five chou. “This duodecimal
system goes back as far as the Old Babylonian rule,” according to
Needham, “and may well have been transmitted to China from this
source at an early date.”"®

In some ways the calculation of the Western calendar year, di-
vided by twelve months, is also quite close to that of the Chinese lu-
nar year, which is also divided by twelve months, each month con-
sisting of either thirty or twenty-nine days, and in every three years an
additional month is added. Thus the same date in the Western and
lunar calendars has a time-gap of about a month. While the year and
month in the Chinese calendrical counting may not differ greatly from
the Western, the Western division of the month info weeks was
nevertheless a novelty. Instead of the week, the traditional Chinese
used a ten-day unit called “xun.” There were also phrases like “shi”
(equivalent of two hours), “ke” (14 minutes and 24 seconds) and
“chen” (moment) in the classical Chinese vocabulary, but they are not
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exactly equivalents to hour, quarter, and minute. Nor was there a
“second” (which can only be rendered by such terms as “shunjian,”
the “twinkling of an eye” or “shana,” “split-second”). Thus despite
possible equivalences of counting time, in the mental world of tradi-
tional Chinese people time figures in very different ways from that in
Western civilizations. In classical popular fiction and poetry we find
frequent references to the time-unit geng and to watchman (gengfu)
who beat the gong at regular two-hour intervals to indicate time dur-
ing the night to the entire community. Thus the third geng would be
midnight: “when the moon is dark and the wind blows high” and
murders are likely to take place, so goes the fictional cliché. And the
fifth geng would be dawn.

In his elaborate account, Revolution in Time: Clocks and the
Making of Modern World, David Landes has argued that the use of
clocks not only to measure time with precision but to endow time
with value has been a Western invention. To be sure, the Chinese had
invented gigantic clocks of their own, such as the great “astronomical
clock” built by Su Song in 1090, a water-wheel tower which was
mote than thirty feet high.'” Bui Landes argues that they were pri-
marily intended not as clocks but as “mechanisms for the study and
display of the movements of heavenly bodies.” Telling time was aux-
iliary to such “heavenly” purposes. This is because, so Landes argues,
“the ordinary Chinese did not need to know the hour in order to do
what had to be done. He knew what was to be done, and sometimes
the hour impinged on his consciousness. In this context, such natural
indicators as were available were good enough, for all their impreci-
sion.””® Insofar as there was need to tell what had to be done on a
yearly basis, the average Chinese resorted to the almanac, This omni-
present calendar book was issued by both the central government and
locatly. Its key function, aside from teiling time by the month and the
day, was to provide a seasonal guide to farming activities as befitting
the traditional rural lifestyle. The almanac’s other function was to
serve as a source of temporal geomancy—to indicate lucky and un-
lucky days of the month and the year and to give practical advice on
what people needed to do.”
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This popular practice continued in spite of the knowledge of
Western clocks since the 16th century, when the Jesuits presented
them to the Ming and Qing emperors as gifts, to their great amuse-
ment. The early emperors of the Qing Dynasty (1644-1911) were
more interested in the Jesuits as astrologers and presided over an open
contest with Muslim astrologers in predicting the eclipse.”? Whereas
the Jesuits had nothing but disdain for the imprecision of the Chinese
water clocks, their Western clocks were received by Chinese emper-
ors and officials as curiosity items or toys and had no visible impact
on the traditional Chinese way of measuring time.”

The Jesuits also introduced the Gregorian calendar. But it was
not until the late Qing peried, in the second half of the 19th century,
that the Western calendar came to be “displayed,” first by the Shang-
hai newspaper Shenbao (Shanghai news), founded by an Englishman,
Etnest Major, in 1872; its inaugural issue printed both Western and
Chinese dynastic dates side by side. In 1905, a customs officer com-
piled a comparative calendrical chart for the years from 1751 to
2020.* But it was not until the early 20th century that people began to
pay serious attention. After the revolution of 1911 overthrew the
Manchu Dynasty, two millennia of dynastic tradition suddenly came
to an end. The central government of the new Republic decided to
adopt the Western calendar and celebrate its founding day on January
[, 1912 which was declared as a national holiday. The enterprising
Commercial Press immediately published some pamphlets about the
feasibiliy of the new calendar and how {0 use it.” Still, despite all the
offical fanfare and pedagogic zeal on the part of May Fourth intel-
lectuals, the popular support for the new calendar was lukewarm.
Peasanis in the villages ignored it; even urban dwellers in Shanghai
made fun of it, especially when the government urged merchants to
celebrate the traditional lantern festival, which was normally ob-
served on the fifteenth day of the first lunar month, on January 15th
of new Republican calendar, This mix-up of calendars and seasons
apparently inspired the following satirical poem by an. anonymous
writer:*®
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The new calendar is adopted beginning with this year

We have lost track of spring, summer, autumn and winter

Aging and illness must be guarded against when seasons
Cross

From now on there’s no more worry throughout the vear

It is clear from the above lines that for most Chinese at this time,
the use of the new calendar was rather inconvenient, as 1t “messed
up” the seasons and the rural population in particular could no fonger
rely upon it as a guide for farming. Nor did the urban population find
calculation of dates easy to handle, as the days of the week do not
match the dates of the month.”” As late as 1921, newspaper colum-
nists still deplored the popular lethargy toward the new calendar. The
lunar new year, they noted, were celebrated with far more fanfare
than the Republican new year’s day. “People’s psychology is such
that without exception they preferred the lunar calendar to the solar
one.”® One columnist suggested that the new calendrical policy must
be enforced first with the business community since its three ac-
counting cycles were calculated in accordance with the three popular
festival dates: Spring, Mid-Autumn, and last day of the year.” Slowly
and gradually, a compromise was made by the adoption of both cal-
endars. A new popular art was made out of this combination—the
calendar-poster. By the 1920s and 1930s, the use of the calendar-
posters as part of commercial advertisement became widely popular
in the cities. These calendar-posters were mostly given away by the
commercial firms (both Chinese and Western) in Shanghai and other
coastal cities and were intended to be hung on the walls in people’s
houses. The format often consisted of a portrait of a woman on the
top half and a calendar at the bottom, framed by the firm’s logo to-
gether with a phrase or two of advertisement.”

The basic design of the calendar is composed of monthly co-
lumns or squares which are further divided into weeks and days. A
few are “Western-styled” and reproduce only the Western calendar,
but the majority of them are Chinese-Western joint calendars, which
put Chinese and Western dates side by side. The earliest sample
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(1909), published two years before the Manchu court toppled, is es-
sentially a lunar calendar, divided by the month, but we also find the
Western weekly markers with the word “/ibai,” a translation of the
Christian term which means church service on Sunday. In other sam-
ples of joint calendars, the crucial lunar dates are placed within the
Western calendar or juxtaposed with the modern dates—as if to re-
mind the contemporary user of the calendar’s past pedigree in the
almanac or to show that the old magic still hovered over or lurked
behind the frame of modern time. The past can indeed live in the pre-
sent if only as markers and traces. This dual calendar system has been
used down to the present day: in calendars printed in Taiwan and
Hong Kong, the two dates are sometimes printed in different sizes
and colors and put side by side or one below the other,

The impact on everyday life was considerable. With the intro-
duction of the new time scheme of the week, the calendar served to
popularize and legitimize the new work schedule: six days of work
followed by a day of rest. From this we can easily infer the adoption
of the nine-to-five (or eight to six) daily work schedule. I have no
idea when they were first adopted officially by the Republican gov-
ernment, but most likely they were first used in Western banks in
Shanghai, where on top of the Customs Building in the International
Settlement is a giant clock which chimes every hour down to the pre-
sent day (with interruptions only during the Cultural Revolution).
This new scheme of time also created a new taxonomy of daily rituals
that differed greatly from the old: when to get up and go to bed, when
to have the three daily meals, and when to go to work and get off
work; at what hour do restaurants open and close or movie theaters
begin their first and second showing at night etc. etc. By the late
1910s, a popular magazine was founded which called itself “Satur-
day” (Libai liu) and justified its title by stating that according to the
Western calendar, Saturday ushers in a day of rest for which the
magazine would provide some reading materials for relaxation. The
publication unleashed a trend: a whole corpus of fiction of popular
entertainment was henceforth called the “Saturday School.”
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Of course the most significant implication is that this new con-
ception of time made it possible to 1magine a new community, the
nation. In Benedict Anderson’s famous words: “What has come to
take the place of the medieval conception of simultaneity-along-time
is, to borrow again from Benjamin, an idea of ‘homogenous, empty
time,” in which simultaneity is, as it were, transverse, Cross-wise,
marked not by prefiguring and fulfillment, but by temporal coineci-
dence, and measured by clock and calendar.””' The “technical means”
for representing the nation, whereby this modern notion of simultane-
ity or “temporal coincidence” was realized, according to Anderson,
were the two forms of print culture, the novel and the newspaper. It
goes without saying that Anderson’s observations are most relevant
not merely to modern Europe but to non-Western societies as well.
The early decades of the Chinese Republic were indeed a period of
nation-building with varying degrees of success. The official regula-
tion of time and the calendar can be seen in the same light as the
adoption of Mandarin as the national language, the regulation of
school textbooks, the establishment of new government bureaucracies,
and the massive consiruction projects for the new capital Nanking.
However, what Anderson may not have noted is the fact that the
boundaries for this new “imagined community” were not so clear-cut,
nor were the measures of national unification entirely successful.
There was indeed an “imaginary” quality to it, made possible by the
urban print media—newspapers, journals, and the novel. At the same
time, what may be called (to borrow from Charles Taylor) a “social
imaginary” of Chinese modernity contains elements of both moder-
nity and tradition.

The case of the calendars suggests that during the first part of
the twentieth century, much of the population in this new “nation”
lived in “dual time”: outwardly under the new official calendar of the
Republic but “mentaliy” (in terms of “mentalite”) still in a traditional
time frame. This double framing of time does not necessarily create
confusion or tension but rather conveys a parallel and double-edged
temporal consciousness—for many the basis for living in harmony.”
The inclusion of the lunar calendar serves to remind the modern Chi-
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nese people of the traditional seasonal festivals and other important
dates which are celebrated together with the national holidays as
marked in the modern calendar. In some cases, the traditional dates
such as the lunar new year hold more significance than the new ones.
Thus underneath the new national community lies another “imagined”
community held together by a shared sense of time—or dual time.

3.

In concluding this brief study of the conception and practice of
time in modemn Chinese history, let us go back to Liang Qichac’s
diary quoted in the beginning. That Liang had declared his adoption
of the Western calendar at the very end of the last millennium is a
matter of sheer coincidence. But Liang could not have chosen a better
time to do so, since his diary presaged his beginning effort to imagine
the modern nation of China. Little did he realize, however, that this
performative act of an intellectual declaration could have led to such
mammoth consequences. Liang had certainly felt the pulse of his
times, a critical pulse for change that would lead fater not only to the
creation of a new nation-state but to a revolution of massive propor-
tions that has transformed the entire nation.

If Liang were still alive at this century’s end, he would have
looked back on the past record with a deep sense of ambivalence, The
birth of 2 modern Chinese nation seemed inevitable, but the global
space he envisioned is now torn with human strife and fraught with
insoluble problems resulting from the faith in the unlimited poten-
tialities of science and technology—-a faith that the May Fourth radi-
cals had fervently championed. Liang correctly saw in the Western
calendar the emblem of a new conception of secular time which gov-
erns a new world order, in which China will become a part, but he
could not foresee all the consequences. True, by the early 1920s he
was already somewhat disillusioned with the state of affairs in the
new Republic, but he did not give up the vision of the nation-state,
which he reinforced with an even stronger emphasis on statism. He
had written a novel titted The Future of New China, in which the story
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begins in 1962, when the Chinese nation is holding an international
fair in Shanghai to celebrate the “fiftieth anniversary of reform” and a
descendant of Confucius is giving a lecture on “the history of China
in the past sixty years.” The bulk of the novel, however, is concerned
with two aspiring young men who find themselves debating the mer-
its of constitutional monarchy and democratic revolution (Liang fa-
vored the former).™ The novel was never finished, nor did it contain
any description of a “brave new world” except for the Shanghai fair.

The task of popularizing this imagined new world was left to the
print media, which looked to Liang as its “spiritual leader.” It was not
until the early 1930s, in my view, that this social imaginary found its
cultural expression in the thriving publishing industry in Shanghai,
which had become also the financial center of the newly established
Nationalist government with its capital in nearby Nanking. It was also
in this urban context that the Nationalist government embarked on its
nation-building projects—including the adoption of a Republican
calendar which for all practical purposes is the same as the Western
calendar (except for the imposition of the year of the Republic). Thus
it can be said that Chinese modernity was first proposed by Liang and
his contemporaries at the turn of the century as an intellectual dis- .
course, which was popularized by urban print culture and eventually
taken over by the Nationalist government as a nation-building project.
Due to the outbreak of the Sino-Japanese war in 1937 and other so-
cioeconomic factors, the project was left unfinished. Modernity took
on a new ideological face and momentum in the Chinese Communist
Revolution which, during its early phase, had inherited the ideas of
evolutionism and linear progress. While Mao’s own revolutionary
vision, inspired by Rousseau, seemed to challenge one of the central
strains of Western modernity—what Benjamin Schwartz has called
the “technological or engineering approach to the human condi-
tion™*—it does not mean that the Maoist revolution represented a
movement of anti-modernity. In fact, the Chinese revolutionary dis-
course represents a continnation of the radical wing of the May
Fourth Movement which derives its activistic ethos from the faith in
human progress and the conception of linear time.
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However, the manifestation of this Chinese modernity cannot be
seen merely as an unmediated extension of the Western model. In
other words, once on Chinese soil Western modernity underwent con-
siderable transformations. The intellectual baggage of Western En-
lightenment was duly acknowledged but not adopted wholesale (de-
spite Hu Shi’s then clarien-call for “total Westernization™). The issues
are far too complex to be discussed in this brief paper. From historical
hindsight, it would seem that the central Cartesian notion of subjec-
tive individuality together with its philosophical language of the self
did not firmly take root in China (the May Fourth stogan of “indi-
vidualism” referred to the act of personal emancipation rather than to
any philosophical construction of the self). Nor was there sufficient
cultural ground for the rise of a Habermasian civil society. Democra-
¢y and science became new intellectual icons, but the problems relat-
ed to instrumental rationality, together with the Weberian reflection
on “disenchantment,” were not fully discussed by Chinese intellectu-
als until much later.

At a more popular level, it would seem that modernity did be-
come a reality in the urban culture of Shanghai and other treaty-ports
in the 1930s. In fact, a new word, “modeng” ( a transliteration of
“modern”) was coined around this time to refer to fashion and to a.
fashionable urban life-style. However, as T discussed in detail in my
forthcoming book, the entire urban culture of modeng Shanghai, in-
cluding its most Westernized sites (such as racecourse, dance halls,
cinema and coffee houses, and department stores) in the foreign con-
cessions, represented a massive Chinese reappropriation of Western
cultural sources. In other words, Shanghai’s modern cosmopolitan
culture was itself a “hybrid,” a mixture of East and West, This proc-
ess of reappropriation also means that this process of “modern trans-
formation” took place en “native grounds,” on the complex matrix of
Chinese culture whose local, regional, and traditional ingredients got
“mixed up” with Western cultural elements. The calendar-poster
provides a concrete artifact that illustrates such a mix: in a sense
modern time also gets mixed up with traditional time, the two cos-
mologies existing side by side in the popular consciousness without
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showing any symptoms of modern malaise or “postmodern” schizo-
phrenia.

As we sum up this narrative of modernity and time in twentieth-
century Chinese history, it would seem that the story can be told at
two levels. On the elite intellectual level, it is a story of how genera-
tions of modern Chinese intellectuals had been swept forward on the
wings of time in their pursuit of an utopian future; it took them the
first half-century to pursue their dream but the second half century to
witness the dream falling to pieces. At century’s end, a few have be-
gun to rethink seriously such a legacy.*® On the popular level, it is a
story of how the quotidian lifeworld was gradually transformed by
certain “tides from the West” (the title of a famous Chinese memoir
by Jiang Monglin), which resulted in an interesting cultural mix of
both traditional and moder elements for the urban population n the
coastal cities. On the other hand, the rural population in the hinterland
has been largely dominated by traditional culture for most of the
century until recently.

Whether or not China in the twenty-first century will present a
new model of “alternative modernity,” only time can teil.

NOTES

*This is the slightly revised version of a paper originally pre-
sented to the Pope at a conference on “At the End of a Millenium:
Time and Modernities” (Castel Gandolfo, Italy, August 17-18, 1998).

' Rengong (Liang Qichao), “Hanman lu” (Record of travel to-
ward the unknown), Qingyi bao (Pure discussion news) 35 (1899):
2275-78.

? See Hao Chang, Liang Qichao and Intellectual Transition in
China, 1890-1907 (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1971); Xiaobing Tang,
Global Space and the Nationalist Discourse of Modernity: The His-
torical Thinking of Liang Qichao (Stanford: Stanford UP, 1996).

* Ying-shih Yu, Zhongguo sixiang chuantong de xiandai chuan-
shi (A modern interpretation of the Chinese intellectual tradition;
Taipei: Lianjing, 1987) 20. One might add that The Daoist-tinged



Titme and Modernity in 20th-Century China 89

cosmological notion of beginning—in the form of a primordial chaos
out which grew the one and many—does not necessarily conjure up a
beginning; rather, it merely conveys a sense of unknown, an original
mystety as it were, without necessarily pointing to God.

“Yus.

? Joseph Needham has adumbrated this point of “cumulative
growth” in arguing that broadly speaking linearity dominated in Chi-
nese civilization, that “the culture of China was, on the whole, more
of the Iranic, Judaeo-Christian than of the Indo-Hellenic types.” See
his Science in Traditional China: A Comparative Perspective (Cam-
bridge, Ma.: Harvard UP; Hong Kong: The Chinese UP, 1981), Chap.
5, “Attitudes toward Time and Change as Compared with Europe”
128-31.

®For a detailed analysis of Yan’s translations, see Benjamia
Schwartz’s classical study, In Search of Wealth and Power: Yen Fu
and the West (Cambridge, Ma.: Harvard UP, 1964).

7 Xiaobing Tang 63-4.

® Yan Fu, “Yuan giang” (Original strength), quoted in Leo Ou-
fan Lee, “In Search of Modemity: Some Reflections on a New Mode
of Consciousness in Twentieth-Century Chinese History and Litera-
ture,” in Paul Cohen and Merle Goldman eds., Ideas across Culture:
Essays in Honor of Benjamin Schwartz (Cambridge: Harvard East
Asian Monographs, 1990) 112. I have drawn upon materials con-
tained in this essay for some of the ideas in this paper.

? Chen Duxiv, “Yijiu yiliunién” (The Year 1916), QOingnian
zazhi (Youth magazine) 1.5 (1916): 1. Quoted in Lee 134.

19 See Jiwei Ci, Dialectic of the Chinese Revolution: From Uto-
pianism to Hedonism (Stanford: Stanford UP, 1994) 3-4.

"cig.

2 1n a recent article, Lung-kee Sun has challenged the standard
interpretation of the May Fourth Movement by arguing that this con-
trapuntal trend, which opposed the notion of linear progress with that
of degeneration, malaise, and entropy, was likewise embraced by a
number of leading Chinese intellectuals from the late Qing to the May
Fourth period—in particular, Zhang Taiyan, Wang Guowei, and Lu



90 Tamkang Review, Vol. XXX, No. 4

Xun, See Sun, “The Presence of the Fin-de-siécle in the May Fourth
Era,” in Gail Hershatter, et al, eds., Remapping China: Fissures in
Historical Terrain (Stanford: Stanford UP, 1996) 194-209. In my
view, however, it did not exert too strong an impact.

'* See Leo Ou-fan Lee, Voices from the Iron House: A Study of
Lu Xun (Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1987), Chap. 5.

"“Matei Calinescu, Faces of Modernity: Avant-Garde, Deca-
dence, Kitsch (Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1977) 41-5. There was
much criticism of the problems of the Western material civilization in
the pages of the journal, Dongfang zazhi (Eastern miscellany) at this
time, as a result of the First World War, But Chen Duxiu vigorously
defended the West and charged the journal’s editors as reactionary.

'* Lung-kee Sun 201-02.

'® Lung-kee Sun 195.

"My account is entirely based on Joseph Needham et al,
Heavenly Clockwork: The Great Astromonical Clocks of Medieval
China (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1960, 2nd ed., 1986), appendix:
“Chinese Horary Systems” 199-205.

'® “Chinese Horary Systems” 199.

'* Joseph Needham 3.

¥ David S. Landes, Revolusion in Time: Clocks and the Making
of the Modern World (Cambridge, Ma.: Harvard UP, 1983) 29,

*! See James Hayes, “Specialists and Written Materials in the
Village World,” in David Johnson, Andrew J. Nathan and Evelyn S.
Rawski, eds., Popular Culture in Imperial China (Berkeley: U of
California P, 1985) 9283,

# The full story can be found in Jonathan Spence, To Change
China: Western Advisors in China, 1620-1960 (Boston: Little Brown,
1969), Chap. 1.

2 Carlo M., Cipolla, Clocks and Culture, 1300-1700 (New York:
Norton, 1978) 87. However, Western clocks appeared in a number of
Chinese novels together with Western cannon. See Wilt Idema, “Can-
non, Clocks and Clever Monkeys: Europeana, Europeans, and Europe
in Some Eighteenth Century Chinese Novels,” in W. J. J. Schipper et
al., White and Black Imagination and Cultural Confrontations, Bul-



Time and Modernity in 20th-Century China 91

letin of the Royal Tropical Institute, Vol. 320 (Amsterdam, 1990) 54.
82.

** Zheng Hesheng, Preface to Jinshi Zhongxi shiri duizhao biao
(A comparative chart of Chinese and Western historical calendars in
modern {imes; first published by the Commercial Press in 1936, re-
print edition, Taipei, 1972) 2. This book begins with the year 1498
and ends with 1941,

 See Baibashinian yinyangli duzhao biao (Comparative chart
of lunar and solar calendars for the last 180 years; Shanghai: Shang-
wu yinshuguan, 1912). The time frame of the chart spans the years
from 1744 to 1923. Articles on the new calendar also appeared in
leading new journals such as Xin gingnian and Dongfang zazhi. A
collection of valuable essays by Chen Hengzhe, a woman writer, and
others are included in the Dongfang wenku (The Eastern repository;
number 49) under the title of Xin /ifa (The New Calendar Movement)
(Shanghai: Shangwu yinshuguan, 1923),

*® Tang Weikang and Du Li, Hucheng fengsu ji (Popular cus-
toms of the city of Shanghai; Shanghai: Shanghai huabao chubanshe,
1991} 36-7.

* Tang and Du 37.

 “Gaiyong yangli zhi fa” (The way of changing to a solar cal-
endar), Shenbao (Shanghai News, Jan, 28, 1921) 4. However, the
newspaper continued its practice of putting both the Republican and
lunar dates side by side. I am grateful te Mr, Chen Jianhua for this
research item.

* “Gaiyong yangli zhi fa” 4.

*1 have done a “textual reading” of the calendar portrait in
another paper, “The Cultural Construction of Modemity,” to be pub-
lished in a collection of essays titled “Becoming Chinese” (edited by
Wen-hsin Yeh; Berkeley: U of California P, 1999). It is also included
in my forthcoming book, “Shanghai Modern: Urban Culture and the
Literary Imagination in China, 1930-1945.”

*! Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on
the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (London and New York: Verso,
1983) 30.



92 Tamkang Review, Vol. XXX, No. 4

* Down to the present day, my mother, who has received a
modem university education, still chooses to celebrate her birthday
according to the lunar calendar, like countless other Chinese.

* Included in Ah Ying, Wanging wenxue congchao (Collections
of late Qing literature), Ficrion, Vol. 1 (Beijing: Zhonghua shujy,
1960) 1-82. Apparently, in the beginning of the novel Liang got the
Western date wrong as 2062.

* Benjamin Schwartz, “The Rousseau Strain in the Contempo-
rary World,” in his China and Other Matters (Cambridge: Harvard
UP, 1996) 208.

* For instance, the works of the young scholar Wang Hui. The
term “modernity,” translated as “xiandai xing,” is now a hot item for
debate on Beijing’s intellectual scene.



