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The Controversy between Nationalism and Familism in the
Legal Reform of the Late Qing Dynasty

Zou Xiaozhan

Abstract; Familism and family ethics that used to be the spiritual core of traditional
Chinese culture have suffered a double challenge from nationalism and individualism in modern
Chinese history. In the late Qing Dynasty, the challenge to familism came mainly from
nationalism and there was a controversy between nationalism and familism in relation to the
legal reform. The main issues of the controversy are whether familism is suitable for China’ s
real needs, whether it hinders national prosperity, whether the pursuit of national prosperity
should destroy the family system and familism, whether the state should aim to realize its moral
values or pursue its own prosperity, and whether legislation and institution should follow
historical conventions or give more play to the subjective initiative of the human beings.
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