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The present PhD thesis researched the political, social and nationalist influences on the
historiography of traditional Chinese astronomy in two different periods, in the pre-war and
war-time Chinese Republic (1911-1949) and in the early People’s Republic of China (1949-
1966). In both these periods, the historiography of Chinese astronomy, as a part of national

heritage, was under influences of different ideologies and was organized in different ways.

When one examines the Chinese monographs and articles on the history of Chinese
astronomy written in the 20™ century, one must notice that in many of them China’s
achievements were significantly amplified. This is how the efforts to encourage the national
self-confidence were represented in the works on the history of Chinese astronomy. This
presentation of history had a certain development and was caused by certain political and
social background. These political, social and nationalist influences on the historiography of

Chinese astronomy are the topic of the present PhD thesis. The manifestation of such

influences was examined in the works of Zhu Wenxin 4 3% (1883-1939), the most prolific
pre-war historian of Chinese astronomy and in the works of other authors active in the first

period. For the second period, the attention was concentrated mainly on the early works of Xi

Zezong SR (1927-2008), the leading figure of the after-war historiography of Chinese

astronomy.

What are the main theses of this research? For the first period, the author concentrated
on the questions of the motivation on the basis of which the modern historiography of Chinese
astronomy was established, its relation to the ‘reorganization of the national past’ movement
and the influence of the construction of Sino-centric cultural tradition in the 1930s on the
historiography of Chinese astronomy that brought amplifications of the Chinese achievements

in the history as a result of the encouragement of the nation’s self-confidence.

1) Establishment of the Scientific Historiography of Astronomy (the Narrow Relation
between Modern Historiography of Astronomy and Gu Jiegang’s ‘Reorganization
of the National Past’ Movement).

During the period of the pre-war Chinese Republic, historians of Chinese astronomy
studied their subject in order to explain and systemise historical astronomical sources and
their use for modern scientific purposes, and it was shown that they were guided in this by the
spirit of the ‘reorganisation of the national past’ that was backed at that time by many

contemporary intellectuals. Shortly after the establishment of the Chinese Astronomical



Society in 1922, research principles and a plan for the research on the history of Chinese

astronomy were created, following the same trend of these new historical methods.

During the 1910s and 1920s, many Chinese intellectuals who shared the ideals of the
New Culture Movement (1915) and the May Fourth Movement (1919) advocated the

reorganisation of the national past. Among them, the most significant were Hu Shi #H1#

(1891-1962) and Gu Jiegang FHFHM| (1893-1980). ). Seeing the introduction of Western
scientific methods as a tool of modernisation, Hu Shi, Gu Jiegang and others strove for new
objectivity in historiography by adopting Western style criticism and rejecting authority of

Chinese classics and other schools of thought.

The influence of these ideas was evident when comparing historical papers in the

journal Observatory Reports (Guanxiang congbao #i % % %) published before the May
Fourth Movement and the research principles established by the Chinese Astronomical

Society after the May Fourth Movement in 1922. The creation and publication of the

Observatory Reports from 1915 onwards by the Central Observatory led by Gao Lu 5%
(1877-1947), who was also its editor-in-chief, was also intended as a preliminary phase for
the establishment of the Chinese Astronomical Society. The main purpose of the Observatory
Reports was to spread scientific and namely astronomical knowledge but also to recruit new

members for the Chinese Astronomical Society from among its subscribers.

The Chinese Astronomical Society was established in 1922 following the model of
many Western countries which already had their astronomical societies at that time. Another
reason for its establishment was to pool experience and expertise together as a reaction to the
Chinese tradition according to which the imperial astronomers had been rather insulated as
individuals and their achievements could even be entirely lost following a change in imperial

dynasties.

Several members of the Astronomical Society, especially Gao Pingzi =°F-F (1888-
1970) and Gao Lu were deeply interested in the history of Chinese astronomy and shortly
after the establishment of the Society created the Four Research Principles. In these
principles, they highlighted the need for the use of systematic and scientific methods in
research on the history of Chinese astronomy and the application of research results according
to scientific needs. Moreover, they created the /7 General Outlines (or topics to be

researched) that resemble Gu Jiegang’s systemising principles of the ‘reorganisation of the



national past’. Both the Four Research Principles and 17 General Outlines clearly showed
that the historians of Chinese astronomy shared these new methods of writing history as
proposed by contemporary intellectuals. Another example of the strong commitment of one of

these authors, Gao Lu, to these new principles and methods was the obituary written by him

for the most prolific historian of Chinese astronomy active in that period, Zhu Wenxin & 3%
(1883-1939). In the obituary, Gao evaluated how Zhu’s particular works conformed to the

Five Phases of Systemising History, as put by contemporary scholars.
2) The Spur from Japanese Historiography and the Nationalist Turn in the 1930s

Many Chinese writings on the history of astronomy in the 1930s bore strong
nationalist tones and strived to encourage national self-confidence. This thesis argues that this
was caused by the social and political climate after the Japanese occupation of Manchuria,
which eventually called for the construction of a Sino-centric cultural tradition. This was the
case with the Short History of Astronomy written by Zhu Wenxin in 1935 and the Brief
History of Chinese Ancient Astronomy written by Chen Zungui during wartime but published
much later in 1955.

The social and political climate that demanded the construction of the Sino-centric
cultural tradition was primarily caused by the Japanese annexation of Manchuria and the
reaction of intellectuals to it. A large proportion of intellectuals felt the need to make a
contribution to the nation’s self defence. Moreover, the construction of the Sino-centric

cultural tradition was directly supported by the Guomindang.

Moreover in the case of Zhu Wenxin, the most prolific historian of astronomy, it is
highly probable that Zhu was influenced by the Guomindang’s party policies and actively
took part in the construction of the Sino-centric cultural tradition. The reason was his family

background and official posts that drew him close to the government party.

The Japanese played an important role in stimulating the research on the history of
Chinese astronomy conducted by the Chinese themselves. On one hand they stimulated this
research through their debates in their own works. The Japanese Historians’ School advocated
that the origin of Chinese astronomy was actually not Chinese at all and that it happened quite
late, while the Astronomers’ School supported the idea of the independent and earlier origin of
Chinese astronomy and its significant influence on other cultures outside of China. The work

of Shinjo Shinzd was translated into Chinese and published in China prior to the publication



of Zhu Wenxin’s Short History of Astronomy. On the other hand, it was anti-Japanese
sentiment that encouraged new writings on the history of astronomy. This was the case with
Chen Zungui who directly acknowledged anti-Japanese sentiment as his motivation and was

probably at least indirectly also the case with some other authors.

Although during the pre-war Chinese Republic period historians highlighted new
ways and methods of writing historical works (especially Hu Shi and Gu Jiegang) and
historians of Chinese astronomy also adopted these new principles, many works actually
deviated from these ideas. In the case of the historiographical works written in pre-war China,
the nationalist undertone was one of the main factors that caused this deviation. Zhu Wenxin’s

Short History of Astronomy was clearly an example of this.

If Zhu Wenxin’s account of the origins of world astronomy and Chinese astronomy in
his Short History of Astronomy is taken as an example, one can clearly see that it was written
in a Sino-centric way. From Zhu’s point of view, in antiquity, the other cultures learned from
China and were far less developed, so astronomy among other knowledge spread from China
to them. Actually, the origins of Chinese astronomy was still being debated in Zhu’s time, but
Zhu asserted only this one Sino-centric view and did not provide other alternative theories
with much space. Among his accounts of other events in the history of Chinese astronomy
one can see that they were formulated in order to encourage a national self-confidence. In Zhu
Wenxin’s work, one can find several categories of arguments that encourage patriotism and
represent the Sino-centric view: 1) arguments that have a tendency to try to prove the primacy
of Chinese astronomy indirectly by way of asserting the alleged cultural superiority of China
in particular historical periods; 2) arguments which praised China’s brilliant ancient history
with consequent soul-searching why later in the course of history something went wrong and
China fell behind; 3) arguments which anachronistically explained certain Chinese ancient

concepts as foreshadowing modern astronomy.

For the second period, the early PRC, the author focuses on the questions of the
motivations on the basic of which the research on history of natural sciences was
professionalized, what was the role of the stimulation of the nation’s self-confidence in the
professionalization and how the quality of research changed as a result. Closely connected are
the questions on refutation of certain theses that were presented by the authors in the previous
period and the comparison of texts of both periods. Further questions related to comparison

are on the reappearance of tendencies anachronistically highlighting certain Chinese



primacies and on the influence of Marxism and the historical materialism that as a method of

writing caused the major differences between the texts of both periods.

3) The Professionalisation of the History of Astronomy after 1949 and the Need to

Stimulate the Nation’s Self-confidence

The professionalization of research on the history of natural sciences was a result of
the efforts of Zhu Kezhen, who was then vice-chairman of the Chinese Academy of Sciences.
It began with the establishment of the Research Committee for the History of Natural
Sciences in China in 1954 and continued with the establishment of the Cabinet for the
Research on the History of Natural Sciences in 1957. From the relevant sources one can
clearly see that this professionalization was motivated by the efforts to encourage a national
self-confidence as this kind of research was considered a tool for “conducting patriotic
education and the encouragement of national pride” (according to one of Guo Moruo’s key
speeches). Other main factors that prompted the creation of these institutions were the Soviet
influence and the need for delineation from and competition with Joseph Needham’s project -
Science and Civilization in China. The professionalization of the research on the history of
natural sciences was a part of the Twelve Year Long Term Plan prepared under the
supervision of Soviet advisors. This plan aimed to concentrate all resources in the key
industrial sectors and bring them as close to the global level as possible. Historians of natural
sciences, including astronomy, also prepared their own twelve year plans that included
publications, translations and the training of a large number of doctoral students. However,
only a small portion of the plans was eventually realised due to the political campaigns of that

period.

4) Higher Perfection as a Result of Professionalisation: Xi Zezong versus Zhu

Wenxin

The institutionalisation of research on the history of astronomy led to a higher
diligence and a higher consistency in the quest to ‘seek the truth from facts’. Some of the
claims of China’s primacies in astronomy mentioned in earlier works including those of Zhu

Wenxin were refuted by the historiography of the post war PRC.

It should be added that in spite of the political campaigns that slowed down research
work considerably at certain times, professionalization (and institutionalisation) allowed a

more intensive focus on research subjects. The concept of to ‘seek the truth from facts’ shi shi



qiu shi SEZ3KJE, an ancient principle that can be traced to the Han dynasty (202 BCE — 220
CE), was enshrined with a new interpretation in ‘Mao Zedong Thought’ and in the political
theories of all Chinese communist leaders since then. When the principle was allowed to
prevail, it acted as a powerful corrective to unfounded hubris and boasting. Moreover, the
need to compete with Western research on the history of natural sciences including astronomy
also demanded the diligent analysis of facts, lest Chinese historiography of science not be able

to withstand scrutiny when measuring itself against the West.

Chinese historical primacies in astronomy highlighted in earlier works, including those
of Zhu Wenxin and Chen Zungui on the discovery of proper stellar motion by monk Yixing in
the 8" century CE and Zhu Wenxin’s account of Wang Xichan’s prediction of the Venus

transit were convincingly refuted by Xi Zezong.
5) Anachronism for National Glory

While careful attention to facts led to certain claims of primacy being refuted, others
were produced at the same time. There was a tendency to present certain Chinese concepts as
early forerunners of modern astronomical theories, even though these concepts did not have a
long term influence or did not contribute anything to understanding the nature of their

particular phenomenon.

In the period of the early People’s Republic, the tendency to highlight such Chinese
historical primacies already began to appear to a lesser extent than in earlier times. However,
there were still a lot of these kinds of tendencies, though much more carefully formulated than
in the earlier works. The popular articles used a much more patriotic and boastful style. One

example was the ancient Chinese concept of space-time that allegedly forerun Einstein’s

theories by two millennia. Another example was the Xuan ye 'E A theory that described the
universe as infinite and the motion of celestial bodies as freely floating in space powered by
the energy qi. It was esteemed for its foreshadowing of the modern cosmological concept of
the universe. Nonetheless, both the ancient Chinese space-time concept and the Xuan ye

theory were just spontaneous concepts deduced from their intuition. In the history of Chinese
astronomy, this theory was much less influential than the other two, Gaitian K and

Huntian VEK.

6) Influence of Marxism



Under the influence of Marxist literature, monographs and articles on the history of
astronomy from the early PRC period were written in the spirit of historical materialism.
Compared to earlier works, they observe much more their social and political context and are
more structured and synthetically built. The History of Chinese Astronomy (Li et al 1981) that
was originally meant to be published before the Cultural Revolution was written in this

manner.

The influence of historical materialism is very visible in Li et al. (1981). When a
particular period is discussed, material, technological and production conditions together with
the relationships among classes are provided as a background to the evolution of astronomy.
The authors paid much more attention to the broader political and social context of the events
in the history of astronomy, structured their arguments and amalgamated their hypotheses
with more diligence than the authors of earlier works. It should be added that the influence of
historical materialism is much more visible in monographs than in articles (except for fairly

long ones).

This thesis uses as its main methods an interpretation/close reading of the historical
texts, especially the evaluations of particular events, combined with basic quantitative
comparisons (how much space is devoted to a particular topic in different monographs).
These basic quantitative comparisons reveal some fundamental patterns not fully captured just

from a close reading of these texts.

This PhD thesis has demonstrated a clear thread that links the second phase of the
historiography of Chinese astronomy in the pre-war Chinese Republic and the historiography
of Chinese astronomy in the early People’s Republic. The thread linking them was the
patriotic motivation and the need to encourage the nation’s self-confidence. In both periods,

this motivation was treated in a different way and had a different undertone.

The research presented by this PhD thesis has contributed not only to better
understanding the historiography of Chinese astronomy and the related political, social and
nationalist influences from the beginning of the Chinese Republic to the 1960s. Moreover, it
has certain contributions to the general understanding of the influences on writing history in
the 20™ century China. The research also helps the better understanding of China’s
modernization and building the Chinese state in both researched periods, for which the

encouragement of the nation’s self-confidence was an indispensable tool.
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