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If not a Competent Minister then a Gentry
Businessman: the Confucian Thought and
Charity Career of Chen Buchi

Zhang Hui

Department of Chinese Literature, Chu Hai College of Higher Education

Abstract

In June 1908, a disastrous flood inundated many counties of Guangdong
province, such as Zhaoqing, Nanhai, Dongguan, Qingyuan, and Sihui, as well
as Guilin in Guangxi province. Thousands of houses were destroyed, millions of
people were made homeless, and their fields were all flooded — as though it was
the end of the world.

Chen Buchi (1870 —1934) rose to the historic arena during this very rare
catastrophe. In the flood period, Chen published his poems entitled “Save Lives”
in the newspaper every day to attract the attention of the public. These poems
were embroidered on pieces of cloth by many ladies who sold them to raise funds
for victims of the flood. This won Chen the fine sobriquet of Master of Studio of
Embroidered Poems. In response to Chen’s call to salvation, many people from
different sectors, such as government offices, hospitals, charity bodies, and even
actors, actresses, and prostitutes, joined these charity activities. This illustrates
Hong Kong’s fine renown of a charity city. In addition, Chen’s invention of
selling goods for charity marks the origin of selling flags, which has long been an
important fundraising activity in Hong Kong. This enhanced the significance of
the concept of charity in today’s Hong Kong.

Chen’s later careers unravel part of the mystery about the practices of

adoption of orphans and arranged marriages executed by the Po Leung Kuk of
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Hong Kong. This enables us to learn about this part of history in the integration
process between Guangdong Province and Hong Kong, which otherwise could
have been unknown to us.

As a businessman, Chen became president of the Po Leung Kuk. He
conducted a series of social welfare activities, such as salvation of natural
disasters, arrangement of marriages, adoption of orphans, and establishment of
schools. His work substantially shared certain responsibilities with local officials
or gentries. To a certain extent, Chen’s deeds reveal a significant change in the
career of intellectuals. Since the abolishment of the imperial examination
announced in the reign of Emperor Guangxu (r. 1875 —1908) , some intellectuals
found no way to serve the government after the completion of their study and
therefore changed their role from “intellectual” to “gentry businessman.” They
became stereotypes for those who modernized the notion of “caring for people by

giving them goods” and put it into practice.

Keywords: Chen Buchi; flood; Studio of Embroidered Poems Building; Po

Leung Kuk; gentry businessman



