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Sons of Western Learning: Foreign Experience and

Cultural Identification in the Cases of Yung
Wing and Joseph H. Neesima

CHEN Wei-fen

In the middle of the nineteenth century, China and Japan had experienced long
periods of “Prohibited Sea Policy.” It was just as if the two countries had experienced
a hundred-year sleep and were waiting to be awakened. It was then that Yung Wing
and Joseph H. Neesima both left their countries, and went to New England for their
graduate and post-graduate education, becoming trailblazers for those who followed
them to North America for education. They left the mainstream of East Asian society,
characterized by such stern traditions as the Imperial Civil Service Examination
System and Japanese Military Family Culture. After immersion in a western society
during much of their young adulthood, they were somewhat marginalized when they
returned to their native countries, and hampered in their careers as a result of their
foreign experience. How did Yung and Neesima view the changes in their native
countries that took place during their lifetimes, for Yung, the end of the Qing dynasty
and the beginning of the Republic of China and for Neesima the ideological cataclysm
from the end of the Tokugawa to the Meiji period?

This paper explores concepts such as “East and West,” “pre-modern and
modern,” “religion and national identity,” “public meanings and private feelings,” to
compare the foreign, boundary crossing, and identity. From practicing the strategy of
“learning from the strengths of the foreign invaders” to opening minds to the West, the
paper compares the similar experiences of Yung Wing and Joseph H. Neesima. Second,
it analyzes how intellectuals identified themselves with nationalism when encountering
cultural conflicts and integration between the West and the East. Through investigating
the history of China-Japan overseas study, the paper shows how the experience of
studying overseas reformed national education, and what roles these two men played in
the process of modernization of China and Japan.

LR INT3

LR I3

Keywords: Yung Wing Joseph H. Neesima modernization
East Asia cultural identity
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