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The Modernity Transformation of Chinese Culture
in the Ming and Qing Dynasties
A Case Study of the Four Academic Elites

Feng Tianyu (Wuhan University)

Abstract In the Ming and Qing dynasties, Chinese society changed from ancient to modern
times, and the culture also transformed from medieval form to modern form. The academic per-
formance of the enlightenment thought during the Ming and Qing dynasties shows the trend of the
transformation of Chinese traditional culture to modern culture. The modernity of Chinese culture is
not entirely transmitted from the Western, but is the result of mutual agitation and mutual conver-
gence between the Western learning and the spontaneous Chinese enlightenment culture. Xu Guangqi
used mathematical language in the 17th century and was good at empirical research. Gu Yanwu
began to distinguish the concept of the world from the country. Wang Fuzhi elucidated the materi-
alistic ideas such as the immortality of material, conservation of energy, evolutionary history and the
pluralism of culture. Huang Zongxi pioneered the road to political ideas of democratism. They four
elites in the Ming and Qing dynasties was the outstanding representative of the indigenous resources
for the modern Chinese enlightenment thought.

Key words social cultural transformation; enlightenment thought; four academic elites in the

Ming and Qing dynasties
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