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Imagine China: Construction of the
Genealogies of Chinese “National
Heroes” in Late Qing

Sung-chiao Shen

Abstract

It is now well recognized that historical writing has an underneath in the
cultural process of national imagination. This article seeks to examine from this
perspective the ways the late Qing (1895-1912) Chinese intellectuals invented a
new kind of Chinese history with newfound “national heroes” and their
exploits.

Under the sway of modern nationalism as an ideology, the Chinese
intellectuals began to advocate a nationalized Chinese “new history” in the late
nineteenth century. The concept of “national hero” and the national heroes
found were nothing but the products of this nationalist project. Since differing
in political stand, the Chinese intellectuals discovered different historical
figures to serve their own purposes. Anti-Manchu Han revolutionaries
emphasized the principle of ethnicity and focused their eyes only upon those
who had fought heroically against the invasion of alien ethnic groups. The
Constitutionalist reformers, on the other hand, emphasized the principle of state

and brought into the pantheon of “national heroes” only those who had fought
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to aggrandize Chinese glory and territory in the past. The contrast reflects two
different ways of imagining Chinese nation—either as an exclusive ethnic
community of Han descents or as an inclusive state-centered political
community. In the late Qing process of national imagination, the issue of
Chinese “national heroes” thus appeared as a cultural field where intellectuals

of different political visions debated, contested and negotiated with each other.

Key words: historical writing, national heroes, late Qing, imagination of

nationhood
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