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Social Images of the Chinese Returned Students

and Their Evolution in the Late Qing Dynasty and the Early Republic of China
Liu Xiaoqin

Abstract; Social images of the Chinese returned students changed from ambiguity to clarity in the late Qing dynasty.The
images of the returned students between 1850s and 1870s,such as Yung Wing,known as speaking foreign language and
staying a long time at overseas,were blurred.People got knowledge of the returned students when the Qing government
dispatched Tongwen College Students, the Chinese Educational Mission Boys and Naval Students to Europe.The society
embraced progressively the returned students, and the social images of the returned students were constructed in the
1880s to 1890s. After the Sino-Japanese War of 1894—1895, encouraged by works, such as Zhang Zhidong’ s
Exhortation to Learning (“Quan Xue Pian”,{31%¥ %)) and Liang Qichao’s Exhortations to Students Studying
Abroad ((AA5 B 22415 F ) . studying abroad quickly became one of the focuses of the late Qing society. The whole
society held high hopes for the returned students.Promoted by a series of policies such as rewarding returned graduates
and bestowing them offices, more and more returned students were appointed by the Qing government,and social elite
image of returned students were thus shaped. Until the early Republic of China, the society expected the returned
students to save China from decline, and the returned students played important roles in the political, academic, and
business circles.Bearing expectations and pressures from society and families, the returned students had completed the
shaping of their self-images. In the mid-1920s, many factors led to the criticism and questioning of the returned
students.Especially in the academic circles, the worship of the returned students was gradually eliminated, and rational
cognition had become the consensus.But the elite image of the returned students remained the same,and ordinary people
still idolized them.In the social evolution of the late Qing dynasty and the early Republic China, the returned students
came to the center of stage from the edge of society.

Keywords: the late Qing dynasty and the early Republic of China;the Chinese returned students; marginal groups;social

elites
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