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Cheng "K:uan—ying’s Idea of Saving China through
Entrepreneurial Undertakings

Wang Erh-min

; \ rial thinking of Cheng Kuan-ying
(1842-1922), who : leadlng foreign firms for many years
and enjoyed a long ‘1st1ngu1shed business career. In historical perspective, Cheng
can be regarded as a pioneer in the commercial and technological modernization of
China. In the face of strong Western economic intrusion, Cheng put his experience to
good account by helping to establish and operate a number of Chinese-owned
enterprises. Particularly important, moreover, were his repeated warnings to his
countrymen, urging them to arouse themselves from the seemingly prosperous age in
which they lived.

The entrepreneurial thinking of Cheng Kuan-ying can be discussed under four
heads: First, his realization of China’s critical situation. Cheng believed that for the
sake of survival, China should not isolate herself from the rest of the world, but should
actively reform herself in order to face the unprecedented changes that had now taken
place. Secondly, the idea of “commercial rivalry” (shang-chan #:). Though this idea

his personal expenencef the runmng of the government-supervised merchant under-
takings and his criticisms of this system. For a number of years, Cheng at various times
served as manager for the China Merchants’ Steam Navigation Company, Shanghai
Cotton Cloth Mill, Imperial Telegraph Administration, and Hanyang Ironworks. His
views on the merits and demerits of the ‘‘official supervision and merchant
management” system, a system which came into existence in response to the Western
impact, were most penetrating and deserve to be carefully studied. Fourth, his idea of
enriching the people through commerce and saving China through entrepreneurial
undertakings. Like other reformers, Cheng beligved that wealth and power were most
essential if China was to be strengthened. But he went one step further by emphasising
the point that wealth was the very foundation of power. People had to be enriched
before a nation could become strong. To achieve this, Chinese mer ants should strive
to earn greater profits from the Westerners to beneﬂt thelrk ou . After the Sino-

first one to use the

devoted himself to the \_tealjzation of his ideal, which was to save China through
entrepreneurial undertakings.



