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<LK >
A Study on Wei Yuan's Reformism and Its Limits

Sung, Hye-young

Wei Yiian deserves our attention as a mirror of the changes
confronting the society of the early 19th century China: not only in
his role as a leading scholar but as an expert in statecraft. Up to this
time, most of the studies have a tendency to exaggerate the causal
relation between the western impact and his reformism. The primary
aim of this study is to supplement these. one-directional understanding
and to  re-establish the proper position of Wei Yian's reformism
mainly in connection with the inner dynamics of the Chinese tradition.

Wei Yiian was a representative of the “statecraft” or reformist
group of the early 19th century. He criticized the main stream of the
Ch’ing scholarship which had lacked socio-political practicality. It is
with this practical value that he approached the Confucian classics
from which he searched for the background for handling the worldly
concerns. These efforts fundamentavliy based on Confucian ideology,
“cultivating self and governing people” &% A, especially on “gov-
erning people” #& A, which means “statesmanship and utility” &30
in the expression of the 19th century.

Wei Yiian’s concern was extended from this Confucian ideology to
the other traditional thoughts such as Mo-tzu and L.ao-tzu, Chuang-tzu,
all of which were to be infused in the name of Ching shih #%itt. But
to Wei, the Tao i which is the essence of Chinese civilization was
unchangeable and lasting, despite that the human events ceaselessly
change and the Tao was inseparable from these worldly concerns.

“Therefore his reformism, the utilitarian response to ever-changing



78 WO ES5EE

human problems, would be restricted by this concept of Tao.

Wei Yiian's reform proposals on the tribute grain transport, the
water administration and the salt monopoly were focused on the elim-
ination of unlawful or illegal corruption and resulted in the rational-
ization or efficiency of administration. But these were not enough to
reform the law and institution fundamentally. These dificiencies were
characterized by his role as a mu-yu ¥ as well as the limits of his
ideology.

The mu-yu were the private secretaries who were recruited on a
personal and unpfficial basis by the provincial officials, As an adviser,
the mu-yu was expected to give moral as well as technical advices.
Especially, he supplied their patrons with the professional knowledges
they needed in order to cope with the problems of governing. Such
dependent relationship of the mu-yu to his patron seemed to restrict
his role and activity in some sense. Moreover, it is noticeable that the
mu-yu, the statecraft expert in general, supplemented and enabled
the officials continue to be Confucian generalists or amateurs. Wei
Yiian’s reform-proposals also could be understood in this context.

As a consequence of all these considerations the following could be
concluded. Wei Yiian's reformism was fundamentally aimed at the
changes for new society. His reformism, however, had some ideolog-
ical deficiencies from the setting on by the fact that his framework
of thought was based on the Chinese tradition. -And his reformism
concreted through the mu-yu was also ultimately within and for the
Chinese traditional institute and values.



