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From Gewu zhizhi to Kexue and Shengchanli:
A Study of Knowledge Systems and Cultural
Relationships from the Perspective of Intellectual History

Jin Guantao & Liu Qingfeng’

Abstract

This essay examines the transformation of the function and structure of the
knowledge system of Chinese culture by performing frequency counts and meaning
analyses of such terms as gezhi (gaining knowledge by studying of the principle of
matters), kexue (science), changshi (common sense) and jishu (technology). The
research was conducted with the help of a database specialized for the study of
modern Chinese intellectual history. We investigate the formation and structure of
scientism in modern Chinese political culture. We also examine the differences
between Chinese scientism and its Western counterpart.

First, we determined that the term gezhi was used to refer to “science” since the
late Ming dynasty because of the emphasis on the integration of knowledge and
morals by the Cheng-Zhu School of Neo-Confucianism and the formation of the
modern Chinese tradition. It was a manifestation of the common-sense rationality of
Chinese culture. Second, the term kexue was originally used as the short form for
keju (imperial civil service examination system) and xuexiao (school) in Chinese.

The replacement of gezhi by kexue happened between 1902 and 1905—the same

*  Jin Guantao: Institute of Chinese Studies, The Chinese University of Hong Kong
Liu Qingfeng: Institute of Chinese Studies, The Chinese University of Hong Kong
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period that the abolition of the examination system took place. We analyzed the
reasons why these two events coincided from the perspective of intellectual history,
finding that the Qing government had adopted a dualistic ideology that maintained a
demarcation between China and the West. It used this ideology as the foundation of
its abolition of the examination system and the launching of constitutional reform.

3

This dualism resulted in the divorce of “science” from “morals.” Chinese
intellectuals thus began to use the amoral kexue to denote “science.”

By doing frequency counts and meaning analyses of kexue, changshi and other
related terms, we found that as an important concept of modern Chinese culture that
took shape during the New Culture Movement, kexue has been given two different
meanings. First, as modern common sense, it was seen as the revival of a
justification structure similar to that of the Cheng-Zhu School of Neo-Confucianism.
This justification structure was used to determine the moral values from a knowledge
system based on common-sense rationality. Kexue was used to attack superstition
and served as the basis of a new ideology. Second, it was often used to refer to both
science and technology and covered the contents of the Confucian concept of jingshi
zhiyong (practical application of knowledge to governing the country).

We found that although the replacement of gezhi by kexue symbolizes the
modern transformation of the knowledge system of Chinese culture (and its
application) under the impact of the West, the relationship between the knowledge
system and the new ideology (modern value system) remained isomorphic during the
New Culture Movement. This proves that the positioning of the knowledge system
and new ideologies (modern value systems) may vary according to the values of
different civilizations while this positioning does not change with the modern

transformation of knowledge systems and traditional cultures.

Keywords: gezhi, scientism, modern Chinese intellectual history, history

of science and technology, history of ideas
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