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Appropriation, Self-Orientalization and Resistance:
Intellectuals’ Response to the “Yellow Peril” and Its
Colonial Worldview in the Late Qing Dynasty

Yong ZHANG

Abstract: As the Western construction of the “other”, the “Yellow Peril” is an integral part of Orientalism.
It often arises when Western aggression encounters resistance from the East and is essentially a racist and
colonial discourse. The response of intellectuals in the late Qing dynasty to the “Yellow Peril” can be divided
into three levels: First, they appropriated the “Yellow Peril” to alert the people or boost people's morale,
and the former was the main one. This is typically reflected in the use of “yellow peril” as “disaster for the
yellow race”. The second is to sing loudly about “Yellow Peril” and "racial war". Although it contains realistic
demands for national independence and the expulsion of foreign invaders, it also unconsciously adopted the
colonial worldview behind the “Yellow Peril”, and thus fell into the trap of self-Orientalization; the third is
to reveal the “white disaster” caused by Western colonialism and imperialism in the world, call for the “red
disaster” from the perspective of socialism and anarchism, transcend species and national boundaries, explore
new ways to unite against imperialism, and in this sense redefine the true meaning of the “Yellow Peril”.
Generally speaking, the understanding of the “Yellow Peril” among the intellectual circles in the late Qing
dynasty was restricted by the prevailing discourse of “saving the country and preserving the species”, which
also revealed the complex connection between nationalism and colonialism from one aspect: if nationalism
cannot overthrow the intellectual system framework and its power structure of colonialism, it will hardly
constitute a real resistance to colonialism, but can only be a mirror image of colonialism. However, the
debate between revolutionaries and constitutionalists at this time made the division of “race” and “ethnicity”
a focus issue, and the introduction of anarchism and socialism brought a new vision of cosmopolitanism that
transcended countries and races. All provided opportunities for intellectuals to break through the limitations of
the “Yellow Peril”.
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