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The paper is a study of citizenship in early twentieth-century China as a philosophical

anthropological concept.  This perspective is based on the works of pre-Critical Kant as well as his

onetime student, Johann Gottfried Herder.  It is an approach which aims to understand human not

in abstract metaphysical terms but as concrete beings defined by their “manner of living.”1

The approach is informed by two concerns.  First, it represents an attempt to incorporate

continental philosophy in the study of modern Chinese political thought.  Specifically, it is

informed by what early Foucault described as the “Kantian problem,” which is distinctly concerned

with the question of “what is man?” without resorting to “an ontology of the infinite.”   While this2

Kantian dimension of Foucault’s thought is neglected in Anglo-American scholarship, recent

trends in the study of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century German philosophy suggest a growing

interest in Kant's pre-Critical thought and the works of his contemporaries.    Second, the proposed3

approach aims to develop new understanding of China’s historical quest for political identity as the

country sought to anchor itself within the political parameter of the nation-state.  When gauged by

rights-based liberal framework, the quest is generally considered a failure.

Accordingly, the paper focuses on the writings of Liang Qichao and Sun Yat-sen, along

with selected samples of journalistic writings from the last decade of imperial China to the early

years of Republican China.  The question that guides the study is how citizenship is conceptualized

as a new way for the Chinese people to live their daily lives.  While this particular rendition of

modern citizenship can be read within the Neo-Confucian framework of self-cultivation, it is

argued that the anthropological approach as identified in the paper offers new insight into

democratic citizenship that goes beyond the liberal-communitarian binary.  Specifically such a

conception appears to resonate with that of Alexis de Tocqueville.  Through his travel in the New

World between 1831 and 1832, Tocqueville observed that democracy can only work when it is

embedded in an ethos that is observable in the daily lives of its citizens.  Thus considered,

citizenship is as much about the “manner of living” as it is about rights.  The paper asks if such a

conception can be effective in empowering individuals as political actors when institutional

democratic framework is nascent and/or weak.
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