The History of the Perception of Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations in China (late 19th – first half of the 20th centuries)

The first information about The Wealth of Nations as an important work of Western economic science became available to Chinese readers in the 1880s through translations from English of elementary textbooks on political economy. The translations were initiated by Protestant missionaries who sought to demonstrate to Chinese educated elite the connection between British prosperity and the ideas of liberalism and openness to foreign trade formulated in British classical political economy. Among the first versions of the translation into Chinese of the title The Wealth of Nations (The Theory of the Use of Wealth by Nation, The Use of Wealth by Ten Thousand Nations), the most successful was The Search for the Sources of Enriching the Nation from the translation of the textbook by W.S. Jevons, which contained an exposition of some aspects of Smith’s teachings.

The publication in 1896 of a book by Chinese official Chen Chi entitled A Sequel to the Policy for Enriching a Nation” contained a reference to The Wealth of Nations. He claimed that foreign “wise man” who wrote The Policy for Enriching a Nation advocated the expansion of trade with other countries, this policy allowed Great Britain to get rich and gain world dominance over the course of a century. Chen Chi’s book was supposed to play the same role in the development of China’s economy. Based on superficial and fragmentary information about The Wealth of Nations, the Chinese author concluded that following the British example would enable China to achieve a similar level of prosperity and international influence.

The first Chinese translation of The Wealth of Nations was published in 1902 by the famous educator and scholar Yan Fu. He expounded Smith’s ideas in classical Chinese, hoping to attract the attention of the imperial educated elite. The Wealth of Nations was given the Chinese title The Origins of Wealth. Yan Fu purposefully propagated Western liberalism in China; in the economic sphere, he called for limiting government intervention and putting an end to the commercial isolationism of the Qing Empire. The translator hoped that Smith’s book would stimulate China’s progress towards a free market economy.

In 1923, the publications by Chinese intellectuals on the occasion of the 200th anniversary of Smith’s birth marked two different approaches to his legacy. The thematic issue of the influential social and political magazine Dongfang Zazhi (The Eastern Miscellany) became a platform for recent graduates of American universities who adhered to the liberal approach. They approached Smith as the founder of Western economic science and agreed that the individual’s self-interest makes a positive contribution to the development of society.
Chinese students who studied in Japan presented a different view of the teachings of Adam Smith in the Xueyi (Wissen und Wissenschaft) journal. Influenced by the socialist ideas of the Japanese professors of that time, they considered Smith as Marx’s predecessor. 
The second translation of The Wealth of Nations into Chinese, published in the early 1930s, was a part of a large-scale project by two young intellectuals, Wang Yanan and Guo Dali. In preparation for translating Marx’s Capital, first they decided to translate into Chinese the classics of Smith, D. Ricardo, T. Malthus, and J.St. Mill. Wang Yanan and Guo Dali prepared a complete translation of The Wealth of Nations into modern Chinese, accessible to broad audience and suitable for an accurate presentation of Western economic terminology. They insisted that the heyday of industrial capitalism described by Smith is fading into the past, and therefore his ideas can no longer serve as a guide for the development of China. The translators turned to The Wealth of Nations to add historical depth to the propaganda of Marxist political economy, and not to popularize the liberal ideas for which purpose Yan Fu had translated this book three decades earlier.
In 1936, the Shihuo (Food and Commodities) journal that focused on the economic history of traditional China, responded to the 160th anniversary of the publication of The Wealth of Nations. The editors described The Wealth of Nations as the “avant-garde” of economic historiography and called Smith an “economic historiographer” who was able to achieve success in economic theory due to his good knowledge of economic history. In the mid-1930s, mainstream Chinese economists were fascinated by the idea of state control and planning for economic development. Following these trends, the editor Tao Xisheng stated that Smith’s teachings were of limited applicability in China, since the former Western economic liberalism had already been transformed into monopoly capitalism in the world economy.
A notable feature of the publications of the Shihuo journal was an attempt to evaluate, based on Chinese historical materials, judgments from The Wealth of Nations about the Chinese economy. At the end of the 19th – beginning of the 20th centuries, Smith’s critical statements about the economic stagnation of imperial China stimulated Chinese intellectuals to consider liberal recipes for increasing national wealth. In the 1930s, against the background of the growth of cultural consciousness and the decline in the popularity of Western ideas, the approaches of Chinese scholars became less critical of the national tradition. The authors of Shihuo pointed to the lack of objectivity of Smith’s statements about China’s historical neglect of the industry, trade and navigation.

