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Discourses of Civilization and Culture in the
Co-Construction of the Nation-State, Chinese,
and Japanese Empires: Towards a Conceptual

Framework for the Study of Colonial Policy

in Taiwan and Korea(2)

by Fumitaka YAMAUCHI

Historical writings on China have long been constrained by a seemingly
indisputable rupture between the periods of the Qing dynasty and the Chinese
republic: Qing is examined as an empire, whether a regional despotic empire or,
as in recent revisionist views, a colonial empire that is contemporaneous and
compatible with its Western counterparts in global history; the Republic of China,
meanwhile, particularly that after the consolidation of power by the Nationalist
Government in the late 1920s, is studied exclusively through the nation-state
framework. During the late nineteenth century, however, the Manchu dynasty,
which had stretched far away into the non-sinographic terrains of Inner Asia,
redefined itself in sinographic terms as zkhongguo or the one and only Middle-
Kingdom while refusing to be just another empire in the world; it was only after
its defeat in the First Sino-Japanese War that the Qing court for the first time
adopted the Japanese translation of empire diguo (Jp. teikoku), coupled with
wenming (Jp. bunmei) or civilization, into the official lexicon. The dominant
historiography, then, has left unquestioned the paradigmatic gap between
zhongguo and diguo as well as the two ideas’ hegemonic struggle, which has
lingered on in post-revolutionary Chinese discourse; furthermore, it hastily
equates accomplishments of revolution with assertions of de-imperialization
without attending to the more nuanced relationship between imperialism and
nationalism in that same discourse.

The present paper, which is the latter half of Chapter 2 in this serial article,



re-interrogates the transition between the dynastic and republican regimes as the
specific formation of a nation-empire, namely, the imperial formation
characteristic of the age of the nation-state, as was explored in the first
installment. Central to the analysis is the proposition that in that process the
translated notions of civilization and culture were re-signified in the sinographic
semantic field in a way that eventually articulated the discourse of anti-imperial
culturalism. It is this discourse that enabled the new republic to authenticate
itself as a legitimate victim of empire, whether as a semi-colony (ban zhimindi) or
an even lower-ranked hypo-colony (ci zhimindi), in both cases thereby effectively
denying and defying its deeply internalized imperiality. In order to trace the
highly complicated process of this discursive formation over the course of a
century, this installment is divided into three sections, on the late nineteenth
century, the turn of the twentieth century, and the early republican era,
respectively. The argument demonstrates that in each period the semantic
equivalence in translation between jiaohua and civilization, jinhua and evolution,
and wenhua and culture was foregrounded but re-signified by way of a
sinographic play on signifiers; this re-signification, moreover, granted tonghua or
assimilation positive value in dominant discourse. Hence the nascent nation-
empire was enabled to represent itself as a nation-state embracing the entirety of
its subjects in the Chinese nation (zhonghua minzu), while undermining the idea
of culture as a principle of difference and autonomy. The materials this text
considers, among others, are late Qing policies towards Taiwan and Korea, Liang
Qichao’s adaptation of “national imperialism” (minzu diguozhuyi), and Sun
Yatsen’s advocacy of “royal-way culture” (wangdao wenhua).

The concurrent formation of an empire that is mediated by the suppression
of its very imperial self in culturalist terms strongly affected the workings and
legitimacy of the Japanese empire and its colonial policies towards Taiwan and
Korea. This study reexamines East Asian history in terms of the antagonistic but
complicit emergence of regional empires so as to articulate a fresh critique of

inter-imperial global modernity.



