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A Historiographical Trace of the Concept, Discourse
and Analytical Paradigm of “Modernization”

Zhang Jing
(Peking University, Beijing 100871, China)

Abstract: Modernization is both a core concept in development strategies, theory construction, policy
practice and academic research, and a linguistic signifier with multiple meanings. In Marx and Engels’
theoretical discussion on historical materialism and materialist conception of history, language or concept,
together with matter or material action and consciousness or thought, constitute a dialectical and interactive
mechanism of understanding. In the study of modern Chinese history by historical scholars, “modernization”
and its associated conceptual clusters, in the form of discourses, also play a role of “entanglement” of
language or concept in historical materialism on the consciousness of the actors in modern Chinese history
and the temporal order of historical narratives. There is an urgent need for historical research to clarify
methodologically, on the basis of historical materialism, the significance of concepts for the formation of
historical order and their circulation and differance within this order, and in doing so we need to guard
against concept-guided coherent historical narratives, and to avoid the all-encompassing situation of
circular argumentation and the philosophical trap of turning everything up side down again.

Key Words: Language; Historical Materialism; Polysemy of Modernity; Modernizing China and
Globalizing China

133



