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INTRODUCTION

Civilizations Do Not Clash;

Empires Do

Language has always been the perfect instrument of empire.

-Antonio de Nebrija, Castilian Grammar (1492)

I spent the summer of 1997 conducting archival research at

the British Library and the Public Record Office in London. When I first ar­

rived, the countdown clock was ticking away, as it was the eve of Hong

I(ong's historic handover to the People's Republic of China. Newspapers up­

dated the public regularly about Prince Charles's preparations for the up­

coming event and published opinion pieces predicting the future of Hong

I(ong. After glancing through the headlines each morning, I would get into

an Underground train headed toward the I(ew Gardens station and resume

my research at the Public Record Office. There, I would spend most of my

day going through the old diplomatic dispatches between the British Empire

and the Qing government during the Opium Wars. It was the first of those

wars that led to the British colonizing of Hong I(ong in 1842.

The return of the British Crown Colony to China in the summer of 1997

refocused my attention on the issue of empire and sovereignty, one that had

troubled Anglo-Chinese relations for over a century. The timing of it greatly

affected the shape of my research project, as I had originally planned to

work on the nineteenth-century missionary translations of the Bible. The

strange experience of coming into physical contact with the official docu­

ments that had sealed Hong I(ong's fate a hundred and fifty years before and

then witnessing the moment of its return to China was enough to make me

ponder the meaning of it all and rethink my book project. It struck me

that the contemporary quibbling over the proper meanings of "handover,"

"takeover," and "return" with regard to the sovereignty of Britain or China

seemed to echo a set of older concerns and anxieties. As I was to discover in

the Reading Room of the Public Record Office, the argument over dignity,
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entitlement, and the proper use of words carried just as much weight as the

business of the opium trade insofar as treaty negotiations were concerned in

the nineteenth century. The battle of words and translations in the official

archives turned out to be central, not peripheral, to the sovereign will that

had driven the Opium Wars.

Having been trained as a literary critic, I am intensely interested in ar­

chives, historical texts, artifacts, and so on because these things put me in

touch with the rationale and, if I may say, the essence of the theoretical

work I wish to pursue. This book is engaged with the hetero-culturallegacy

of sovereign thinking in the nineteenth century, broadly defined. I em­

phasize the moments and forms of moral and affective investment in sov­

ereignty that articulate effectively to the modern world of empires and na­

tion-states. The itinerancy of signs and meanings in modern global history

requires that a work like this pay close attention to the extraordinary circu­

1ation of text, object, and theory across linguistic, ethnic, cultural, and civ­

ilizational boundaries in modern times. Each chapter of the book investi­

gates a central aspect of the problematic of sovereign thinking and makes a

close examination of the texts, whether legal, diplomatic, religious, linguis­

tic, or visual. A sustained focus on desire and sovereign thinking throughout

the book enables the disparate strands of my research-on international

law, semiotics, imperial gift exchange, missionary translations, grammar

books, and colonial photography-to interweave in ways that I had not

thought possible when I first embarked on the project.

Civilizations do not clash, but empires do. Having said this, I have the bur­

den of proving it with this book. Chapter 1 raises the possibility of reading

empire by engaging with the theory of semiotics and the notion of the sign

in light of the novel military technology of telegraphic communication in

the second half of the nineteenth century. I argue that reading empire en­

tails thinking historically about the intimate connections among language,

war, international law, semiotic inventions, and the idea of foreignness. The

chapter provides a number of theoretical and historical grids for reading

later chapters and seeks to reframe the issues of intersubjectivity, indexi­

cality, and violence in light of the work of Charles Sanders Peirce, Michel

Foucault, Georges Bataille, and other theorists.

In Chapter 2 I analyze the Anglo-Chinese Treaty of Tianjin, government

archival sources, and published material to show how the translation of the

written Chinese character yi at the time of the Opium War led to the inven­

tion of the super-sign yi/barbarian by the British, who believed that the use
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of the character was intended to insult the foreigner and thus sought to ban

the word. I raise two historical questions: Why should the character have

posed a threat to law and to the emergent order of international relations?

And what are the sources of the anxiety that led to the ban?

In Chapter 3 I focus on the concept of yi in the articulation of the mandate

of Heaven and in the imperial ideology of the ruling Manchus. The Yong­

zheng emperor's infamous literary persecution of Zeng Jing in the eigh­

teenth century, for example, poses the intriguing issue of why, unlike the

British, the Qing emperors chose not to ban the character while punishing

the Chinese dissidents who opposed their alien rule but instead gave the

Confucian concept a distinctly geopolitical reading in order to promote their

own imperial projects.

Chapter 4 tackles the circulation of international law, in particular, the

classical Chinese translation of Henry Wheaton's Elements of International
Law in 1864. Drawing on archival sources, public records, and published

works, I bring to light the role that the American missionary W. A. P. Martin

played as a translator and diplomat at the close of the second Opium War.

His translation of Elements of International Law was a major historical event

that came to shape the relationship among the Qing, the Western powers,

Japan, and I(orea in the nineteenth century.

Chapter 5 focuses on the long, overlapping reigns of Queen Victoria and

the Empress Dowager Cixi, raising new questions about gender and empire.

I attempt to develop a reading that helps us understand issues such as impe­

rial gift exchange and the sovereignty complex, as well as the colonial condi­

tion of the nineteenth-century women's suffrage movement.

Chapter 6 centers on the sovereign subject of grammar in nineteenth-cen­

tury linguistic science. My analysis of the work of the American linguist Wil­

liam Dwight Whitney indicates that there emerged a symbiosis of interna­

tionallaw and the laws of language that informed comparative scholarship

as well as mainstream linguistic theory. Comparative grammar provided the

objective ground on which positivist arguments about race, culture, and

sovereign rights could be advanced and proved on behalf of the Indo-Euro­

pean language family. My study of Ma Jianzhong, the first Chinese compar­

ative grammarian, shows that when he undertook the task of composing the

monumental Ma's Universal Principles ofClassical Chinese (1898), he was trying

to negotiate a sovereign position for classical Chinese vis-a.-vis the Indo-Eu­

ropean languages.

In the conclusion I reflect on the implications of this study for our under-
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standing of the new imperial order of the present. The chapter focuses spe­

cifically on the fetishizing of the throne chairs of the Qing emperors and the

circulation of visual images of those chairs via photography and contempo­

rary film, showing how the imperial unconscious continues to be haunted

by the ghost of its past.



CHAPTER 1

The Semiotic Turn of
International Politics

It is not quite true, as is so often asserted, that it is the "newness" of

contemporary technology that leaves us culturally unprepared. It is

also the effacement of "oldness" of so many of the background as­

sumptions and practices that lurk unexamined at the edges in these

cases which contextualize the technology and frame our questions

and responses.

-Paul Rabinow, Essays on the Anthropology ofReason

It may seem a truism that a nation-state cannot imagine itself

except in sovereign terms. But what is the truism saying to-or, rather,

withholding from-us? Consider the contemporary makeup and breakup

of national territories and identities, where the personal continues to be

haunted by the sovereign and where the imperial may well appear in the

guise of the national. Consider also the familiar notion of human dignity. In­

deed, what is human dignity if not somehow vested with the mystique of

sovereign thinking? Conversely, does the loss of sovereignty condemn to ex­

istential abjection those who experience that loss and must recuperate their

dignity in the name of sovereign right?

In Black Skin, White Masks, Frantz Fanon provides some extraordinary in­

sights into the formation of what he calls the "massive psychoexistential

complex" brought about by the violence of colonialism. l The symptoms of

the inferiority complex and colonial schizophrenia he diagnosed among col­

onized black people in the twentieth century remain potent and fascinating

to this day, but they now appear to be migrating toward a different sort of

problematic from that which troubled Fanon decades ago. 2 Increasingly, it

seems that the critique of sovereign thinking must factor into our discussion

of empire and colonial abjection, so that the psychoexistential complex of

colonial and postcolonial subjects may articulate meaningfully to the gen­

eral problematic of sovereign rights in our rapidly changing world.

5
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In his reflections on the condition of sovereignty in the post-cold war era,

the philosopher Jean-Luc Nancy points out that globalization may appear to

displace the concept of war, along with all the politico-juridical concepts of

sovereignty, but the return of war appears at the very heart of these dis­

placements, even though some may claim that it does not appear at all. "Our

anxiety also testifies ... not to a regret, or to a nostalgia," writes Nancy,

"but rather to a difficulty in doing without sovereign authority [l'instance
souveraine], even down to its most terrible brilliance (seeing as it is also the

most brilliant) ."3 As we follow the movement of diasporic populations in

our time, the conflicting ways of sovereign thinking among those who mi­

grate from one sovereign state to another, be it for political asylum or eco­

nomic reasons, tend to support rather than disprove Nancy's observation

about the difficulty of doing or thinking without sovereignty. For one can­

not assume without a degree of philosophical naIvete that the will to sover­

eignty exists only among those who struggle for independent states but

becomes irrelevant for diasporic communities that fight for their rights, dig­

nity, and political recognition within an adopted sovereign state. Is political

recognition not already articulated by the theory of sovereign rights? Is the

personal not vested in the sovereign as one adopts the identity of an Asian

American, African American, Jewish American and so on? Finally, is the ar­

gument of hybridity and multiplicity capable of grasping the ground of its

own desire for sovereignty?

Inasmuch as sovereignty continues to be contested in the international as

well as national realm, national and even racial identity needs to be under­

stood and analyzed in terms of what the international is doing within the

national imaginary, not just beyond its borders. This may be one of those

simple lessons that dialectical reasoning can teach us; but it is not so simple

when it comes to making personal choices at particular times. The choice of

personal identity or bio-political belonging, of which citizenship is but part

of the game, is very much constrained by the types of questions we can or

cannot ask of sovereign rights in the modern world.

Such questions matter because we are dealing with a thoroughly histori­

cal, legal, and philosophical discourse of freedom. Or as Benedict Anderson

rightly points out, "nations dream of being free, and, if under God, directly

so. The gage and emblem of this freedom is the sovereign state."4 Anderson's

thesis is well made and seems indisputable on historical grounds. It is pre­

cisely on those grounds, however, that we need to pursue further the mean­

ing of "freedom" beyond the established discourse of rights and to compre-
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hend, rather than assume, the universal condition of any nation's dream of

freedom when that dream must be figured a priori as a desire for the sover­

eign state. We should ask, for example, what renders the truth of sovereign
right as freedom so self-evident, powerful, and inevitable? Insofar as sover­

eignty articulates a major mode of exchange between nation and empire in

recent history, the truism of its truth needs to be unpacked carefully.

One of the ways in which we could begin the inquiry is to raise some new

questions about desire, rights, and sovereign thinking, not exclusively in

terms of legal discourse, but in light of what we can learn about colonial ex­

change and its production of difference, fetishism, identity, and the logic of

reciprocity in translingual practices. As I try to demonstrate in this book, in­

tellectual and material developments of this sort have had such significant

bearing on sovereign thinking and the rise of international law that our

study of the latter can no longer be confined to the self-explanatory evolu­

tion of legal discourse in Europe and North America. For sovereign thinking

is one of those intellectual legacies of empire and nation building that must

be reexamined, to borrow Edward Said's words, "according to a detailed

logic governed not simply by empirical reality but by a battery of desires, re­

pressions, investments, and projections."5

Signifying Empire: A (. --) B (-- ... )

Reading empire, which is what this book essentially does, entails thinking

historically about hetero-cultural and hetero-linguistic moments of sover­

eign thinking. It requires that we take the interactive engagements of lan­

guage' war, international law, semiotic theories, and inventions among sov­

ereign nations and empires seriously. The history of military technology

demonstrates that major innovations in naval and military telecommunica­

tion systems took off in the beginning of the nineteenth century and under­

went a dramatic upsurge in the latter half of the century. What it suggests to

us is that the pioneers in the studies of the sign, Charles Sanders Peirce

(1839-1914) and Ferdinand de Saussure (1857-1913), did not invent the

meanings of the "code," "sign," "signal," and so on but already shared their

usage with the engineers of the Royal Navy and the inventors of Morse

code, Albert J. Myer's signal system, and other nineteenth-century systems

of telegraphic communication.6 From the start, the development of modern

communication systems has been linked to military requirements and has

been interwoven with the communication systems for the navy and armyJ
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The mnemonic aid for the international Morse system (1851), designed

to assist rapid memorization of the code through short syllabic alphabets,

throws fascinating light on the imperial ambitions of an evolving technol­

ogy. One aid, reportedly developed by Samuel Morse himself, calls for the

letter A (. --) to be memorized as "Ag-ainst" and the letter B (-- ... )

as "bar-ba-ri-an." Thus, the first two letters of the English alphabet in inter­

national Morse code are rendered as "against barbarian." The same memory

aids continued to be used by the u.S. Army well into World War 1.8 Morse

code was thus rendered meaningful as the master code of civilization and

barbarity that came to govern the local meanings of numerous military ac­

tions taken by the British, the French, the Russians, the Americans, and

their allies against the peoples of Asia, Africa, the Americas, and elsewhere

in colonial warfare. As I show in Chapter 2, the super-sign yi/barbarian ar­

rived at its prominent enunciatory position during the Opium Wars when

the British crusade "against barbarians" encountered one of its strangest

mirror images in the Chinese character yi. The signing of the Anglo-Chinese

Treaty of Tianjin in 1858, therefore, fulfilled the destiny of the mnemonic

coding of A (. --) and B (-- ... ) by banning the hetero-linguistic

super-sign yi/barbarian for good.

Myer's system of "aerial telegraphy," the chief competitor of Morse code,

was one of the most versatile of the signal systems invented in the nine­

teenth century. It involved waving a flag or torch to indicate individual let­

ters according to a prearranged code. Developed around 1858, this system

was based partly on Myer's prior work as a doctor with the deaf and the

mute and partly on observations made by the u.S. Army of the signal prac­

tices of American Indians during the military campaigns against the native

population. According to David Lyndon Wood, Myer served as an army doc­

tor at various rugged frontier posts in Texas in 1854-1856 and had frequent

opportunities to observe how the Native Americans signaled across vast dis­

tances. 9 Myer's Manual of Signals suggests that his innovative code was di­

rectly linked both to the u.S. wars on the Native Americans and to intelli­

gence gathering. 1o

It is well known that the Swiss linguist Saussure took a deep interest in

the sign language of deaf mutes and closely followed the new developments

in military and maritime signaling and the telegraphic technologies of his

time. The scope of his investigations included these as well as the writing

systems of existing languages and artificial languages such as Esperanto. ll

Saussure recognized the importance of the novel signifying systems and

treated the inventions by European naval and commercial forces as systems
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of visual signifiers among other signifying systems. 12 Peirce, for his part,

made a legendary contribution to technological development by applying

Boolean logic to electric switching circuits in 1867. Both semioticians inhab­

ited the brave new world of signs and signals invented by their contempo­

raries and predecessors; in that sense, they initiated the study of the sign as

much as they were initiated into it by the unprecedented innovations in mil­

itary communication systems that enabled the major Western powers to ad­

vance their imperial bid for domination of the world.

The proliferation of international treaties and agreements among sover­

eign states has left a profound mark on our thinking about language, inter­

national politics, national histories, and modernity in general. The relation­

ship between international politics and the study of the sign, however, is

not patently obvious, nor are the disciplines of international law and linguis­

tic science in the habit of speaking to each other in today's scholarship.

Whereas treaty making and the study of language can each be dated to the

centuries before the dawn of modern international relations and of modern

linguistic science, the regulation of the sign and its global circulation had

been unthinkable and unnecessary before the onslaught of modern colonial

and global warfare. Insofar as we acknowledge the novelty of the work of

Peirce and Saussure and their original contribution to the study of the sign,

we must simultaneously register the novelty of the semiotic turn of interna­

tional politics itself in the nineteenth century.

In recent decades a good deal of attention has been devoted to revisiting

and analyzing Saussure's notion of the conventionnel or the arbitraire that was

thought to characterize the relationship between the signifier and signified

in a sign. Jacques Derrida argues in OfGrammatology that Saussure's concept

of the arbitraire fails to account for the movement of the instituted trace cen­

tral to the constitution of meaning and the objectivity of the sign within the

classical system of oppositions. The instituted trace is where the relationship

with the other is marked prior to the possibility of binary opposition and ar­

bitrariness of the sign; but the movement of that trace, argues Derrida, is

necessarily occulted, and "it produces itself as self-occultation. When the

other announces itself as such, it presents itself in the dissimulation of it­

self."13 In contrast, Derrida discovers in Peirce's multiple trichotomies the

superior quality of being able to accommodate supple conceptualizations of

the sign over and above Saussure's binary opposition of the signifier and sig­

nified. Peirce's notion of symbol, in particular, allows the movement and

endless play of signs that appears to have anticipated Derrida's own critique

of semiology and phenomenology.
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My interpretation of the Peircian symbol differs from Derrida's endorse­

ment of it. But before I move on to a detailed analysis of the subject, let me

quickly observe that the idea of the arbitraire was hardly Saussure's inven­

tion and could be interrogated further with reference to the semiotic turn of

international politics in the nineteenth century. As I demonstrate in Chap­

ter 6, the American linguist William Dwight Whitney's (1827-1894) earlier

elaboration of the arbitrariness of the sign resonated directly with the nine­

teenth-century vocabulary of positive law, and his appropriation of the con­

cepts phusei (natural) and thesei (conventional) from the Greeks bears the

hallmarks of contemporary legal discourse. Saussure, who was familiar with

Whitney's work, joined this intellectual effort by developing his own notion

of the conventionality of the sign for general linguistics. In an article titled

"The Convention of Geneva: History of Linguistic Ideas and History of Com­

municative Practices," Daniele Gambarara draws our attention to the novel

uses to which "convention" was put in Saussure's time, notably with refer­

ence to international assemblies and treaty meetings that sought to regulate

semiotic projects as well as matters relating to war. The first international

convention on road traffic and signals, the Geneva Convention of 1909, and

the Brussels Convention of 1910 on maritime collision (and danger and dis­

tress signals) took place during the interval between the second and third

courses given by Saussure on general linguistics.

The novel study of the sign, which was to exert a major impact on modern

theories of language and communication, begins to acquire new meaning

when approached in light of what I have called the semiotic turn of interna­

tional politics in the long nineteenth century. For the first time in history,

sovereign states and imperial powers convened and drew up binding treaties

among themselves to regulate maritime signals, road signs, electrical codes,

and other sign systems. International conventions became the venue par ex­

cellence for the standardization and adoption of various artificial sign sys­

tems. The novelty of this phenomenon is, as Gambarara puts it, that "we

find men assembling in council for the purpose of establishing the mean­

ings of signs and communication contexts by decree, and language being

tested and specified by senior civil servants solemnly gathered around a

table: semiotic convention at work under our eyes."14 In 1868 a commission

launched by the British and joined by representatives of other sovereign Eu­

ropean nations succeeded in laying down an international code of signals for

merchant navies, later extended into the International Code of Maritime

Signals. This and other international agreements for the standardizing of
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codes and transportation systems such as railways and motor vehicles were

only afterwards incorporated into the various national laws. Road traffic and

signals were deliberated at the Geneva Convention, while danger and dis­

tress signals (maritime collisions) became unified at the Brussels Conven­

tion' and so on. 15

What Whitney and Saussure have to say about the "conventionality" and

"arbitrariness" of the sign is now common knowledge in modern semiotic

discourse. All the more reason why we must reevaluate the novelty of their

ideas in the context in which they emerged and, in particular, their relation­

ship to the widespread utopia of global communication inspired by the tech­

nological innovations of their time. Particularly intriguing is the question of

how and why abstract speculations about the sign mattered under those cir­

cumstances. Be it the burgeoning of new sign systems, military and other­

wise, or the growing importance of international conventions that regu­

late semiotic practices in the international community, this course of events

seems to bear meaningfully on the logic of reciprocity as practiced among

sovereign nations and on the newly acquired sovereign status of the Indo­

European family of languages, reigning supreme among the myriad tongues

of the world. If the developments in military technologies and related legal

instruments have proved indispensable to the making and consolidation of

modern imperial powers, it follows that a semiotic reading of empire and a

rethinking of the propositions of semiotics in light of empire are not simply

unavoidable but absolutely necessary. In what follows, I explore the possi­

bility of hetero-cultural refashioning of the notion of the sign both for the

purposes of this book and for the sake of those who wish to venture beyond

the Englishness of the Peircean sign or the Frenchness of the Saussurian

sign. 16

The Super-Sign: How Languages Get Thrown Together

The familiar triad of icon, index, and symbol in Peirce's semiotics is a subdivi­

sion of the dynamic object-a concept that brings to mind Saussure's signi­

fied-in its relation to the sign. 17 These trichotomous divisions are intended

to demonstrate how the sign, the object, and the interpretant interact to

produce meaning in complex ways.IS Of the triad, the iconic sign turns on the

logic of resemblance to convey ideas of the things it represents by mimicking

them; interestingly, photography is cited as an example of the iconic sign.

The second group of signs, called index, is characterized by their primary
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function of directing attention or pointing, such as a road sign, a pronoun, or

a vocative exclamation like "Hi there!" The third, and by far the most dy­

namic and complex of the triad of signs, is the symbolic sign, which becomes

associated with its meanings through convention or usage. According to

Peirce, the natural language is a perfect system of symbolic signs because lin­

guistic signs always grow out of other linguistic signs, omne symbolum de
symbolo. And even the Greek etymology of the word "symbol" is shown lit­

erally to underscore this view of the sign. Peirce writes:

Etymologically, it [symbol] should mean a thing thrown together, just as

EIlJ3oAOV (embolum) is a thing thrown into something, a bolt, and

7Tupa{3oAov (parabolum) is a thing thrown besides, collateral security, and

V7To{3oAov (hypobolum) is a thing thrown underneath, an antenuptial gift.

It is usually said that in the word symbol the throwing together is to be un­

derstood in the sense of "to conjecture"; but were that the case, we ought

to find that sometimes at least it meant a conjecture, a meaning for which lit­

erature may be searched in vain. But the Greeks used "throw together"

((Jv~{3aAAELv) very frequently to signify the making of a contract or con­

vention. Now, we do find symbol ((Jv~{3OAOV) early and often used to mean

a convention or contract. 19

Peirce ponders and rejects one sense of the Greek word for "symbol" in fa­

vor of a translation that will lead him to the proper meaning of the original

term in its literal, albeit already translated, manifestation: "throw together."

But in what sense does the Greek etymology truly authorize and ground his

notion of the linguistic sign as symbol? Is the English term "contract" or

"convention"-one that carries the full weight of positive legal discourse as

discussed earlier-not already thrown together (or equated) with its Greek

counterpart before the ancient etymology can present itself intelligibly and

authorize particular meanings in the foreign tongue? If the answer is yes, as

I am suggesting, Peirce is clearly engaged in a manner of reasoning, common

among those who look toward Greek or Latin roots to help secure the mean­

ings of modern words, that requires the hand of translation to perform the

etymology yet simultaneously occults the traces of that redoubled, authoriz­

ing gesture. What I mean to say is that the act of translation exemplifies the

situation of "thrown-togetherness" in the quoted passage better than the

particular etymology of the Greek word (rup./3oAov, and that same act ren­

ders the concept of the "linguistic sign" inadequate to the translated sense of

"symbol." In short, we are catapulted into the realm of what I call the super-
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sign-a linguistic monstrosity that thrives on the excess of its presumed

meanings by virtue of being exposed to, or thrown together with, foreign et­

ymologies and foreign languages. The super-sign escapes our attention be­

cause it is made to camouflage the traces of that excess through normative

etymological procedures and to disavow the mutual exposure and transfor­

mation of the languages.

It is a commonplace that verbal signs are not stable and can change with

time and usage; but as two, three, or multiple languages are involved and

implicate one another, can we recapture the foreignness of that which has

penetrated the opacity of the indigenous? Registering the influx of loan­

words is not enough, because loanwords tend to gesture back toward the

language(s) from which they borrow the etymologies and meanings and do

not bother to hide the fact, as attested to by the existence of dictionaries

such as the OED. There are a large number of hetero-linguistic verbal phe­

nomena in modern languages that do not lend themselves to loanword

analysis, nor can they be properly classified as indigenous elements or even

words. Recognizing them as super-signs constitutes the first step toward

identifying and analyzing forms of translingual speech and writing that

would otherwise elude our grasp completely.

What is a super-sign? Properly speaking, a super-sign is not a word but a

hetero-cultural signifying chain that crisscrosses the semantic fields of two

or more languages simultaneously and makes an impact on the meaning of

recognizable verbal units, whether they be indigenous words, loanwords, or

any other discrete verbal phenomena that linguists can identify within par­

ticular languages or among them. The super-sign emerges out of the inter­

stices of existing languages across the abyss of phonetic and ideographic dif­

ferences. As a hetero-cultural signifying chain, it always requires more than

one linguistic system to complete the process of signification for any given

verbal phenomenon. The super-sign can thus be figured as a manner of

metonymical thinking that induces, compels, and orders the migration and

dispersion of prior signs across different languages and different semiotic

media. For that reason, it offers ample insight into the workings of intel­

lectual catachresis, of which this book offers many instances, such as the le­

gal ban introduced by the British on the Chinese character yi through the

super-sign yi/barbarian at the time of the Opium Wars (discussed in Chapters

2 and 3).

The super-sign marks the place where one might begin to analyze the

instituted traces that Derrida mentioned, for example, in his critique of
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Saussure but did not fully conceptualize as a hetero-linguistic and hetero­

cultural movement of the signifying chain across different languages and

writing systems.20 This movement is generally occulted so that a word may

appear free of the traces of the super-sign that animates it. The super-sign is

good at camouflaging the foreignness and internal split of a verbal unit by

adopting the unchanging face of an indigenous word, be it in written or

phonetic form, and projecting an illusion of homogeneity onto the fa\ade of

concrete wordness, the materiality of the written script, to the unsuspecting

eye of a native speaker.21 In short, the super-sign exemplifies the semiotic

operations of translingual speech and writing by acting out the verbal unit of

one language and simultaneously displacing its signification onto a foreign

language or languages, always in what one might call an occulted move­

ment of thrown-togetherness.22

Not surprisingly, when Peirce began working on his theory of the sign, he

envisioned the scene of first encounter between foreigners as a pure model

of communication and invited us to "imagine two men who know no com­

mon speech, thrown together remote from the rest of the race. They must

communicate; but how are they to do SO?"23 The innocuous conjuration of a

first encounter presupposes, once again, a condition of thrown-togetherness

between strangers and a certain hypothesis of communication that lead the

semiotic inquiry in directions other than that of the etymological closure

performed by the evocation of the Greek word for "symbol." We are driven

to ask: What causes the strangers to be thrown together and removed from

the rest of the human world? Whence does the theological injunction "they

must communicate" originate? Peirce's originary fiction of a first encounter

cannot but refer us to other originating fictions in which the primary scene

had occurred before and been repeated countless times until it had blazed a

trail of simulacra of first encounters since the European conquest of the New

World.

Daniel Defoe had imagined just such an encounter in his novel The Strange
and Surprising Adventures of Robinson Crusoe. The meeting of Crusoe and Fri­

day takes place on a fictional Caribbean island and exposes them to certain

risks. To what risks, one might ask, do Peirce's fictional characters expose

themselves? Is it the state of being thrown together, or their removal from

civilization, or the impulse to communicate? Suppose we transpose Peirce's

hypothesis onto Defoe's island and imagine a European outcast and a Ca­

ribbean "savage" being thrown together in this remote place and cut off

from the rest of human society. Must they communicate? If so, how? Peirce
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would reply that they communicate "by imitative sounds, by imitative ges­

tures, and by pictures. These are three kinds of likenesses. It is true that they

will also use other signs, finger-pointings, and the like. But, after all, the

likenesses will be the only means of describing the qualities of the things

and actions which they have in mind."24 The immediate occulting of finger

pointing or the indexical sign troubles Peirce's attempt to establish the prim­

itivity of the first encounter in terms of mimetic iconicity. Let us pause and ask

how the possibility of finger pointing may transform the local meanings

of imitative gestures, sounds, and pictures and put them in the service of

indexicality.

The Terror of Intersubjective Communication

The transposition of Defoe's and Peirce's fictions of first encounter opens the

primary scene of first encounter to semiotic inquiries and enables us to

ground the originary fiction of communication in a new understanding of

thrown-togetherness so we may avail ourselves of other points of departure for

semiotic studies as well as employ a new set of analytical apparatus in the

reading of empire. Whereas Peirce's scientific hypothesis leaves the identity

of his strangers deliberately abstract and vague, the novel Robinson Crusoe is

almost painfully straightforward and unambiguous in the manner in which

it brings the British man and the Caribbean "savage" together on Defoe's

fictional island. Will Crusoe be compelled to talk to Friday in a Peircian vein

"by imitative sounds, by imitative gestures, and by pictures"? What are the

plausible semiotic conditions under which the strangers will begin their

communication? This excerpt from Crusoe's narrative account hypothesizes

the scenario very well:

So to let Friday understand a little what I would do, I call'd him to me again,

pointed at the Fowl which was indeed a Parrot, tho' I thought it had been a

Hawk, I say pointing to the Parrot and to my Gun, and to the Ground under

the Parrot, to let him see I would make it fall, I made him understand that I

would shoot and kill that Bird; according I fir'd and bad him look, and im­

mediately he saw the Parrot fall, he stood like one frightened again, not­

withstanding all I had said to him; and I found he was the more amaz'd be­

cause he did not see me put any Thing into the Gun; but thought that there

must be some wonderful Fund of Death and Destruction in that Thing, able

to kill Man, Beast, Bird, or any Thing near, or far off, and the Astonishment
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this created in him was such, as could not wear off for a long Time; and I be­

lieve, if I would have let him, he would have worshipp'ed me and my Gun:

As for the Gun it self, he would not so much as touch it for several Days af­

ter; but would speak to it, and talk to it, as if it had answer'd him, when he

was by himself; which, as I afterwards learn'd of him, was to desire it not to

kill him.25

In this extraordinary moment of first encounter, Crusoe's communication

with Friday appears to employ imitative sounds and mimetic gestures, but

these mimetic acts simultaneously perform the deictic task of finger point­

ing. The sacrificing of the talking bird both mimics and forestalls the act of

killing Friday. The latter is invited to play the audience on condition that he

be capable of decoding the message correctly or else mimick the death of the

parrot. Crusoe's message does not seem lost on Friday: submit or be killed.

Now, the precariousness of Friday's situation goes without saying, since

he is thrown together with someone who has a gun and who intends to

shoot him should he refuse to obey. To Crusoe, the failure of communication

poses an immediate threat because it means that Friday would not recognize
him as the sovereign of the island or his gun as that "wonderful Fund of

Death and Destruction." His first task, then, is to terrorize Friday, to make

him comprehend the sovereign power of himself and his gun and be subju­

gated. Defoe anticipates Peirce's hypothesis of communicative behavior by

initiating a series of semiotic maneuvers on behalf of Crusoe. Essentially,

what the Englishman does is to point and kill vicariously. The staging of lit­

eral, deictic pointing turns Crusoe's gun into an extension of the human

finger, exposing Friday to the terror of indexicality. The gun-sign initiates

the familiar ritual of colonial subjugation and fetishism in the European

imagining of first encounter and establishes the Englishman as the master,

lord, and sovereign of the Caribbean island on the strength of his unparal­

leled military technology.

It should be emphasized that the power of Crusoe's gun lies not in its

physical ability to take the other's life but in its very indexicality as a sign of

terror and human intention. It would be interesting to reconsider Louis

Althusser's notion of interpellation in this light and ask whether the Althus­

serian pedestrian would indeed turn around to answer the call of the police­

man.26 The situation can be further elucidated by the concept of deixis in

linguistic theory. According to structural linguistics, a deictic situation arises

when two or more interlocutors engage in a reciprocal exchange of the pro-
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nominal "I" as each addresses or hails the other as "you." Emile Benveniste,

who has theorized deixis extensively, discusses the deixis of pronominal

forms:

The importance of their function will be measured by the nature of the

problem they serve to solve, which is none other than that of intersub­

jective communication. Language has solved this problem by creating an

ensemble of "empty" signs that are nonreferential with respect to "reality."

These signs are always available and become "full" as soon as a speaker in­

troduces them into each instance of his discourse. Since they lack material

references, they cannot be misused; since they do not assert anything, they

are not subject to the condition of truth and escape all denial. Their role is to

provide the instrument of a conversion that one could call the conversion of

language into discourse. It is by identifying himself as a unique person pro­

nouncing I that each speaker sets himself up in turn as the "subject."27

Intersubjective communication is the compulsory condition under which

the deictic construction of subjectivity takes place among the speakers of a

language. The ground of reciprocity in deixis allows the production of differ­

ence through the deictic exchange of person as well as a simultaneous level­

ing of that difference with respect to reciprocal address. Benveniste's con­

cept of deixis escapes the conditions of truth and denial and along with them

the potential risks attending the circumstances of intersubjectivity. This in­

strumental understanding of subjectivity, whose partial truth has been reit­

erated by recent poststructuralist scholarship, disavows the conceptual tie

between subjectivity and sovereignty and, consequently, the possibility of

raising an issue about the reciprocity of deictic address that, for all we know,

may produce the relations of sovereign rule as much as it produces recipro­

cal subjectivity.

Benveniste's model of communication, like Peircian semiotics before him,

occults the terror of intersubjective communication to which some speakers

could be exposing themselves in a given deictic situation. In contrast, De­

foe's candid tale of colonial domination suggests that the Englishman inau­

gurates his sovereign consciousness not only by occupying the position of

the Ibut also by fantasizing, naming, and subjugating the other. The double

act of deictic enunciation creates simultaneously a sovereign (the lord of

the island) and a subject (the slave attached to the lord) as well as the

phenomenological ground of intersubjective communication. I should add

that such acts are often gendered if not simultaneously racialized. One of
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the foremost feminist thinkers of the nineteenth century, Elizabeth Cady

Stanton, was given to fantasizing the self-sovereignty of liberated (white)

woman in the image of "an imaginary Robinson Crusoe with her woman

Friday on a solitary island."28 Such a fantasy may be shocking to today's sen­

sibility, but it has been part of a progressive feminist legacy that once shaped

and transformed the political agendas of the imperial states of the past. 29 As

my discussion of gender and empire in Chapter 5 shows, the desire to be­

come a female Robinson Crusoe with her woman Friday not only troubles

the liberal notion of political freedom by bringing it face to face with impe­

rial desire but also suggests that the mutual constitution of sovereignty and

subjectivity merits closer attention in our theoretical reflections on power

and language.

Desire and the Sovereign Subject

Foucault's work on the politics of biopower has interjected a cautionary note

into any subsequent attempt to take up the issue of sovereign power this

way, because his theory of subjectivity is premised precisely on the idea that

the archaic forms of sovereignty in the West have been superseded by the

disciplinary regimes of knowledge and technologies of biopolitics which are

organized around the management of life rather than the threat of death.

This process of "making live and letting die" (faire vivre et laisser mourir) must

be rigorously distinguished from the way in which sovereign powers used to

exercise the right over life and death (faire mourir et laisser vivre).3o In The His­
tory ofSexuality, Foucault states that sovereign power was "a right of seizure:

of things, time, bodies, and ultimately life itself; it culminated in the privi­

lege to seize hold of life in order to suppress it. "31 If genocide is indeed the

dream of modern powers, "this is not because of a return of the ancient right

to kill; it is because power is situated and exercised at the level of life, the

species, the race, and the large-scale phenomena of population."32

By construing an archaic notion of sovereignty within Europe's self­

referential geographic boundaries, does Foucault place imperial rule outside

the narrative of European bourgeois subjectivity? Ann Laura Stoler raises a

good point in Race and the Education ofDesire about Foucault's ethnocentrism

proposing that "we should be pushed to ask what other desires are excluded

from his account, to question how shifts in the imperial distributions of desir­

ing male subjects and desired female objects might reshape that story as

well."33 Reflecting on Judith Butler's earlier work on the subject of desire,
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Stoler further argues that if a desiring subject has the philosophical aim of

finding within the confines of this self the entirety of the external world in

the process of externalization and mimesis, the imagined and practical world

of empire must be seen as one of the most strategic sites for realizing that

aim. She contends:

No political story is more relevant to the production of western desire than

colonialism, itself the quintessence of a process in which the mirroring of

bourgeois priorities and their mimetic subversion played a defining role.

Affirmation of the bourgeois self entailed an overlapping series of discursive

displacements and distinctions on which its cultivation rested. There was no

bourgeois identity that was not contingent on a changing set of Others who

were at once desired and repugnant, forbidden and subservient, cast as

wholly different but also the same. 34

Stoler's postcolonial intervention makes it imperative for us to reconsider

Foucault's notion of assujetissement-subjugation and subjectivization-in

light of modern imperial history.35 We may pursue further the question

whether, by assigning the idea of sovereignty to the absolutist form of rule,

Foucault was not foreclosing the possibility of investigating the condition of

modern subjectivity as a reinvention of sovereignty. 36 That foreclosure would

presuppose the severance of the historical ties between subjectivity and sov­

ereignty that have long defined the meaning of the one in terms of the other

and would lead to the conviction that sovereign thinking has ceased to in­

habit the realm of modern subjectivity and requires no further debate.

George Steinmetz's comparative work on German colonial native policy in

Asia and Africa reminds us that the colonial state as an actor and determi­

nant of its own policies was keenly invested in the production of imperial

subjectivity.37

My immediate concern is not whether the power of the state and its jurid­

ical system ought to continue to engage our attention but whether sover­

eign power is necessarily archaic and therefore irrelevant to our consider­

ation of desire and subjectivity in this book. 38 If the answer is no, as I am

trying to argue here, we may question the hypothesis that sovereign power

produces only juridical subjects but not other types of desiring subjects. Ju­

dith Butler's critique of Foucault in The Psychic LIfe ofPower ponders a num­

ber of scenarios that bring into question Foucault's argument of subjugation

and subjectivization. She does so by making a psychoanalytical incursion

into the discursive site of injury, such as a person's seemingly perverse at-
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tachment to injurious interpellations, and asks, "How do we account for at­
tachment to precisely the kind of state-linked individuality that reconsoli­

dates the juridical law?"39 Butler tries to articulate the conditions under

which the resignification of prior interpellations becomes possible and em­

phasizes that such resignification should be regarded not as an unconscious

outside of power, but rather as "something like the unconscious of power it­

self, in its traumatic and productive iterability. "40

Does the unconscious ofpower point in the direction of sovereign thinking in

our future reflections on modern subjectivity? I believe so. The iterability of

the emperor's empty throne, which I analyze in the concluding chapter,

shows that the disenchantment of the modern world is not so thorough as to

cause the fetish to lose its meaning and its power of enchantment in our

own time. The throne chairs of Chinese emperors on display at the Victoria

and Albert Museum and at the National Palace Museum in the Forbidden

City are empty yet occupied in the sense that their emptiness is constantly

filled with the dreams and fantasies of those who come upon them in muse­

ums, photographs, films, novels, and history books. The traces of sovereign

thinking in the psyche of the modern subject appear to act in the manner of

the unconscious ofpower even if they elude our grasp as such.

Let us consider a number of theoretical propositions that may further ex­

plain why the notion of sovereignty as an archaic power can hamper our

ability to understand the process of subject formation in modern times.

Georges Bataille has argued that sovereignty is not just about emperors,

kings, or absolutist forms of rule but is about the production of subjectivity

through social labor and can be central to a theory of general economy. In

The Accursed Share, Bataille writes:

The sovereign does not labor, but consumes the product of the others' labor.

The share of this product that is not necessary to the subsistence of the object

that the man who produces is for the time being, is the share of the subject

that the sovereign is. The sovereign restores to the primacy of the present

the surplus share of production, acquired to the extent that men submitted

to the primacy of the future. The sovereign, epitomizing the subject, is the

one by whom and for whom the moment, the miraculous moment, is the

ocean into which the streams of labor disappear. The sovereign spends fes­

tively for himself and for others alike that which the labor of all has accu­

mulated.41

I(ings and other royalty are traditional figures of sovereign power, but

Bataille is not being literal about them. The dialectic of the sovereign epito-
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mizing the subject is that of Hegelian recognition (Anerkennung), whereby the

multitude labor for the benefit of the sovereign and recognize him insofar as

they recognize themselves in him. This is how the sovereign comes to signify

and epitomize subjectivity for the multitude.

Bataille's dialectic is almost certainly drawn from Hegel's analysis of

Begierde (desire) in the Phenomenology ofSpirit, where the philosopher shows

that, in the movement of desire, self-consciousness seeks absolute self-cer­

tainty by treating all otherness as something to be negated and superseded.42

Bataille's reworking of the dialectic of lordship and servitude turns on a

Marxian understanding of surplus value and the material and symbolic ex­

penditure of that value. The sovereign is the one who epitomizes the subject
inasmuch as he consumes the share of the product that is not necessary for

the subsistence of the multitude but is otherwise productive of a miraculous

moment in which the multitude recognize the sovereign insofar as they rec­

ognize themselves in him. Why does Bataille call the process a miraculous

moment? Does it have anything to do with what we might call the mystified

power of recognition (or conjuration)? This is the kind of issue that Frantz

Fanon set out to explore in Black Skin, White Masks and he echoes and revises

the Hegelian narrative:

For Hegel there is reciprocity; here the master laughs at the consciousness

of the slave. What he wants from the slave is not recognition but work.

In the same way, the slave here is in no way identifiable with the slave

who loses himself in the object and finds in his work the source of his liber­

ation.

The Negro wants to be like the master.

Therefore he is less independent than the Hegelian slave.

In Hegel, the slave turns away from the master and turns toward the

object.

Here the slave turns toward the master and abandons the object.43

Fanon had thought long and hard about the situation of colonial subjec­

tivity and black people's struggle for independence. The miraculous moment

arrives when the slave turns toward the master and demands a different re­

lationship of reciprocity. "One day the White Master, without conflict, recog­

nized the Negro slave," writes Fanon. "But the former slave wants to make
himselfrecognized."44 The new meanings Fanon tries to wrestle from the He­

gelian notion of Anerkennung lead to the contention that self-consciousness

occurs when the slave demands recognition on an equal footing with the

master and risks his life fighting for true reciprocity.45 Fanon's engagement
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with the struggle for recognition is not just a mimicking of Hegel but derives

from his reflections on the history of colonial warfare and the struggle for

sovereign independence.46 He converts the fiction of lordship and servitude

into a historical narrative about the socioeconomic and psychological abjec­

tion of black people by European colonial domination. "As soon as I desire,"
writes Fanon in the guise of a slave, "I am asking to be considered. I am not

merely here-and-now, sealed into thingness. I am for somewhere else and

for something else. I demand that notice be taken of my negating activity in­

sofar as I pursue something other than life; insofar as I do battle for the cre­

ation of a human world-that is, of a world of reciprocal recognition."47

The dialectic of reciprocal recognition did not, however, do the same job

for Fanon as it did for Bataille and the other Hegelians of his time. Jean-Paul

Sartre, for instance, challenged his fellow countrymen to imagine "what

then did you expect when you unbound the gag that had muted those black

mouths? That they would chant your praises? Did you think that when

those heads that our fathers had forcibly bowed down to the ground were

raised again, you would find adoration in their eyes?" Rather than greet the

French intellectual on his support of the decolonization movement with

open arms, Fanon balked at those rhetorical questions and gave his legend­

ary rejoinder to Sartre: "I do not know; but I say that he who looks into

my eyes for anything but a perpetual question will have to lose his sight;

neither recognition nor hate."48 If Sartre's rhetorical questions suggest that

he somehow knew the subjugated people and their desires, Fanon resists

that knowledge claim. His enigmatic response to Sartre causes the mirror

of subjectivity to shatter momentarily by introducing an element of aporia

into the Hegelian logic of reciprocal recognition. Looking fails to guarantee

knowledge, at least not the type of knowledge a specter would impart to

one's soul. A terrifying moment of non-seeing or self-blinding may ensue

from direct contact with another looking subject whose eyes mayor may

not return the gaze. Loss afsight, therefore, becomes Fanon's primary figure

of epistemic upheaval-a prognosis of the breakdown of the colonial mirror

image of the sovereign subject.49

Violence and the Colonial Origins of Modern Sovereignty

Fanon's radical rethinking of the Hegelian struggle for recognition suggests

that violence is central to the constitution of modern subjectivity. Sover­

eignty, far from being archaic, has a proper place in the violent structuring of
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the unconscious of power and the continual investment in the workings of

modern subjectivity. If Foucault's conceptualization of sovereignty as the ar­

chaic "right to kill" is no longer adequate to the task of understanding the

conjuration of the sovereign/subject, how do we go about analyzing the

structure of violence in these processes?

Giorgio Agamben has provided some answers to the question in his inves­

tigation of the sovereign exception in the legal traditions of the West. His

book Homo Sacer is an attempt to push Foucault's central premise about life

and biopower further by examining the enigmatic character of the sovereign

exception and analyzing how sovereign power relates to bare life through

that exception. In the course of reassessing Carl Schmitt's and Bataille's

work on sovereignty, Agamben argues that "if the exception is the structure

of sovereignty, then sovereignty is not an exclusively political concept, an

exclusively juridical category, a power extended to law (Schmitt), or the

supreme rule of the juridical order (Hans I(elsen): it is the originary struc­

ture in which law refers to life and includes it in itself by suspending it. "50

Agamben explains the concept of sovereign exception by evoking the ar­

chaic Roman figure Homo sacer, a sacred figure who represents the simulta­

neous unpunishability of killing and exclusion from sacrifice according to

Roman law. He observes a structural parallel between the sovereign excep­

tion and sacratio in situations where "the sovereign is the one with respect to

whom all men are potentially homines sacri, and homo sacer is the one with re­

spect to whom all men act as sovereign. "51 The political sphere of sover­

eignty is thus constituted through a double exclusion, an excrescence of the

profane in the religious and of the religious in the profane, which takes the

form of a zone of indistinction between sacrifice and homicide. Thus "the

sovereign sphere is the sphere in which it is permitted to kill without com­

mitting homicide and without celebrating a sacrifice, and sacred life-that is,

life that may be killed but not sacrificed-is the life that has been captured in

this sphere."52 This is the sphere of the sovereign exception.

Agamben refuses to let the sovereign exception stand as an archaic prob­

lem of the remote past and takes it all the way to the Nazi state in the twenti­

eth century in order to explain the structure of violence in the modern

state's exercise of biopower. In my view, this is an important intervention

into the poststructuralist theories of subjectivity which have heretofore

downplayed the problem of sovereignty and its relevance for thinking about

the disciplinary regimes of power. Agamben chooses to be silent, however,

on the issue of colonial violence in the discussion of violence and modernity,
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a subject that had centrally engaged Fanon's attention. When modern colo­

nialism disappears from Agamben's genealogy of sovereign power, should

the historical linkages between colonialism and the Holocaust be likewise

disavowed? The severing of the vital connections between colonial violence

and the European notions of sovereignty cannot but distort the story of how

sovereign power came to mean what it means. As will be seen shortly, there

is ample proof in the evolution of international law that our familiar notion

of sovereignty has been a product of centuries of colonial expansion, treaty

making, and reciprocal dealings rather than of intra-European conflicts; but

one must shed the myopia of European exceptionalism and the universalist

aspirations of Western legal discourse in order to be able to observe and doc­

ument these dynamic processes.

I(eeping this in mind, the intervention that Michael Hardt and Antonio

Negri make in their book Empire deserves a brief comment here. In the

course of analyzing what they call the "sovereignty machine" of the mod­

ern nation-state, the authors argue that modern sovereignty is fundamen­

tally different from that of the ancien regime because it has been achieved

through a synthesis of sovereignty and capital and through the transcenden­

tal exercise of authority. Sovereignty turns into a political machine in this

process, one that rules both as a police power and as a political power

against all external political powers. "Through the workings of the sover­

eignty machine," they write, in a Deleuzean vein, "the multitude is in every

moment transformed into an ordered totality."53 Unlike Agamben, the au­

thors acknowledge colonialism as part of these processes and allow colonial

sovereignty to be implicated dialectically by the notion of modern sover­

eignty, concluding that "the end of colonialism and the declining powers of

the nation are indicative of a general passage from the paradigm of modern

sovereignty toward the paradigm of imperial sovereignty. "54

Does the passing of modern sovereignty to imperial sovereignty signify a

historical passage from imperialism to Empire to which the reality of colo­

nialism seems no longer relevant? Such a claim would have to rest on the

assumption that our notions of sovereignty, modern or imperial, are not

fundamentally grounded in coloniality, an assumption that must be scruti­

nized in light of the results of the new empire studies by Anthony Pagden

and the other historians whom I will discuss shortly. The genealogy of mod­

ern sovereignty as traced out by postcolonial scholars is sufficiently different

from the Eurocentric ones constructed by Foucault, Bataille, Agamben, and

even Hardt and Negri as to merit serious consideration. The main point of
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the dissent, as I view it, is whether coloniality enters the big picture in the

manner of a belated negative dialectic or as the originary condition of mod­

ern sovereignty.55 The postcolonial scholar would argue that modern sover­

eignty is colonial sovereignty tout court rather than its negative mirror image,

and, by extension, what Hardt and Negri identify as imperial sovereignty

should be properly grasped as a response to postcolonial sovereignty. Let us

ponder the matter in greater detail.

Scholars of international law have long regarded the sixteenth-century

Spanish theologian Francisco de Vitoria (1492-1546) as the founder of their

discipline. 56 Vitoria and his students at the University of Salamanca were re­

sponsible for elaborating the basic concepts of natural law and international

relations, and these concepts were further developed and perfected by Hugo

Grotius, Samuel Pufendorf, and other major figures in international law.

Vitoria's two main extant lectures, De Indis Noviter Inventis and De Jure Bellis
Hispanorum in Barbaros, place the imperatives of the ius gentium, or law of na­

tions, unmistakably in the early years of colonial encounter. As Anthony

Pagden argues in The Fall ofNatural Man, it was the "Indian problem" during

the early years of the Spanish conquest of America that raised the issue of

"the nature of the relations between the different groups of men within, as

Vitoria termed it, 'the republic of all the world (respublica totius orbis). "'57 The

central question with which Vitoria and his fellow scholastics were preoccu­

pied was: By what right had the barbarians, namely, the American Indians,

come under the rule of the Spaniards? Was it legitimate for the Spaniards to

dispossess the American Indians of their land and property purely on the

ground that the natives were not Christians and that they lived in what the

Europeans regarded as barbarian societies? The answer to these questions,

as Pagden points out, was of paramount importance at the time because the

task of the theologians and jurists under Habsburg rule was to establish the

ethico-political principles whereby the Castilian crown was seen to act as the

guardian of universal Christendom. 58

Vitoria organizes his lectures around a consideration of legitimate and ille­

gitimate public titles to Indian lands which define the limits of sovereign

consent and authority. He concedes that the Native Americans were "bar­

barians" and were guilty of mortal sins and forms of heresy but rejects the

idea that the moral and religious inferiority of the natives constitutes legal

ground for civilized Europeans to deny them legitimate public title to the

territory: "This title, or the ability to act as a sovereign, is subject to moral or­

der which requires sovereigns to permit free intercourse and propagation of
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the faith. Any attempt to violate these divinely revealed 'rights' terminates

their public title and enables the Spaniards to use whatever force seems nec­

essary to enforce the divine order."59

Vitoria's reasoning is based on a notion of the ius naturae or natural rights,

that could be applied to both "believers" and "nonbelievers." In the lecture

De Indis, delivered in 1537, he argued that the "affairs of the Indies" was a

question not of the limits of papal jurisdiction, nor of Roman law, but of the

law of nature or of natural rights. Pagden analyzes Vitoria's complex theo­

logical arguments in his essay "Dispossessing the Barbarian: The Language

of Spanish Thomism and the Debate over the Property Rights of the Ameri­

can Indians" and summarizes the principles of the ius naturae as follows:

Under the ius gentium, the Spaniards possessed what [Vitoria] called the

"right of society and natural communication." Seas, shores and harbours

are necessary for man's survival as a civil being and they have, therefore, by

the common accord of all men, been exempted from the original division of

property. It had always, Vitoria claimed, been an objective right in law that

no man could be forbidden to land on any stretch of beach, no matter to

whom it actually belonged, which is why Aeneas had rightly described the

ancient kings of Latium as "barbari" when they refused him anchorage.

This right to travel, the ius peregrinandi, therefore, gave the Spaniards right

of access to the Indies. There was also, under the headings of communicatio,

an implied right to trade. As the Spaniards had come to America, or so

Vitoria claimed, as ambassadors (legati) and traders, they had to be treated

with respect and be permitted to trade with all those who wished to trade

with them. And since this was a right under the law of nations, it could only

(at least by the terms of Vitoria's present definition) be changed by the con­

sensus of the entire human community, not the will of an individual ruler.

Vitoria also claimed that ius gentium granted the Spaniards the right (the ius

predicandi) to preach their religion without interference-although it did

not compel anyone to accept it-and that it permitted them to wage a just

war against any tyrant "in defense of the innocent. "60

Central to Vitoria's concept of sovereignty is the right to wage war. The last

observation in the quoted passage stresses the circumstances under which

the Spaniards could be justified in waging war on the native population in

the name of the ius gentium. According to Vitoria, the American Indians

maintained their legal rights and protection so long as they guaranteed the

"safety and peace" of Spaniards journeying, trading, or preaching the Gos-
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pelon their land. The reciprocity of "natural rights" stipulates further that, if

the Spaniards' right to trade with the natives and to sojourn in their lands

were violated by the natives, it would constitute ground of injury. "The vin­

dication of injuries constitutes a just war, and ultimately it was only by

means of such a war that the Spaniards could legitimate their presence in

America. "61 In that respect, Vitoria's allusion to Aeneas is highly significant

because it claims a legal precedent for what he is proposing and raises the is­

sue of how antiquity is generally appropriated to support present and future

causes.62

The requirements of freedom of trade, travel, and proselytizing antici­

pated their later definition as part of the standard of "civilization," one that

still prevails in the postcolonial international politics of our own time. 63 In­

deed, the colonial refashioning of the concepts of jus gentium, sovereignty,

and rights of war during the Spanish colonial conquest of the Americas has

provided a pattern rather than an exception in the evolution of the law of

nations. 64 The Europeans who entered the East Indies at this time found

themselves unexpectedly in the middle of a complex network of organized

Asian states. In terms of the law of nations of the sixteenth century, there

was no room for the application of titles of discovery or occupation of terra

nullius in the East Indies. Neither was this possible from the point of view of

local interstate custom, which counted treaty making and cession of terri­

tory or conquest among its established legal institutions.65 Toward the end of

the sixteenth century and the beginning of the seventeenth century, the

Dutch began to challenge the Portuguese monopoly on trade and navigation

in the East Indies. It was at this juncture that Hugo Grotius, long regarded as

the forerunner of European international law, was invited (and possibly

commissioned) to intervene in the Dutch-Portuguese dispute. The archival

evidence collected and analyzed by C. H. Alexandrowicz in his research on

the controversy and the history of treaty making and diplomatic relations

between European and Asian sovereigns speaks against the anachronistic

view of sovereign rights as something that first arose as a result of intra­

European conflicts and extended to non-European countries centuries

later. 66 This view has continued to prevail in the contemporary scholarship

on international relations and, in particular, on the status of European

exceptionality that is granted by the Peace of Westphalia of 1648. Modern

international society is taken to be an enlarged version of European West­

phalia, as summarized in this description of the latecomers: "Others ad­

vanced to full Westphalian status-the United States in 1783, Canada in
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1867, and China and Japan by the early twentieth century."67 But, as

Alexandrowicz has pointed out, "to consider the European nucleus of States

as the founder group of the family of nations to the exclusion of Asian Sov­

ereigns in the East Indies was to view the origin and development of that

family in the light of positivist conceptions which were only born at the turn

of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. "68

In his Introduction to the History of the Law of Nations, Alexandrowicz has

brought to light the significant fact that Grotius carried out his study of the

Indian Ocean regimes in the archives of the Dutch East India Company,

where he first formulated the doctrine of the freedom of the sea on the basis

of what he knew of Asian maritime custom. During a time when the doc­

trine of mare clausum was more prevalent in European state practice than the

freedom of the high seas, Asian maritime customs served as a legal prece­

dent for his purpose. Grotius noted that navigation from east of the Red Sea

to the Pacific had been free and that local state practice never treated the In­

dian Ocean as mare clausum, although the Islamic-Portuguese conflagration

changed the whole situation, and the arrival of the Dutch made it even more

precarious. Grotius composed his seminal text Mare Liberum when his opin­

ion was solicited on the case of the Santa Catharina after a Dutch naval com­

mander named Heemskerck had captured the Portuguese galleon loaded

with valuable cargo in the Straits of Malacca in 1602 and brought it to Am­

sterdam to be sold as a prize, the proceeds being distributed as part of the

profit of the Dutch East India Company. On this case, as Alexandrowicz

shows, Grotius probably acted as a counsel for the company, and he cer­

tainly had access to company documents that revealed to him the impor­

tance of the East Indies to European trade and led him to examine the posi­

tion of Asian rulers in the law of nations. 69

In Mare Liberum (1608), Grotius attacked the problem of free seas from a

legal point of view and defended the rights of the East Indian communities

against Portuguese claims. In 1625 the Portuguese jurist Serafim de Freitas

presented his rebuttal of the Dutch position, in which he brought canon law

to bear on his approach to the East Indies problem. Both jurists covered a

wide range of legal arguments, concentrating on the questions of classifica­

tion of sovereignty and territorial rights, each concerning himself with the

problem of freedom of navigation and trade in the East Indies. Grotius elimi­

nated the possibility of conceiving the East Indies as a legal vacuum as far as

the law of nations was concerned, arguing, "These islands [Java, Ceylon,

and the Moluccas] of which we speak, now have and always have had their
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own I(ings, their own government, their own laws and their own legal sys­

tems."70 He observed that European powers coming to this part of the world

could not acquire territorial or other rights by discovery, occupation of terra
nullius, papal donation, or any other unilateral act carried out in disregard

of the sovereign authorities governing the countries. They could consider

themselves sovereigns only over territories acquired by cession or conquest

in accordance with the rules of the law of nations. The Portuguese could not,

therefore, by virtue of any fictitious right of sovereignty, prevent the Dutch

from any access to the East Indies and from dealing with Asian sovereigns.

In defense of Dutch interests against the Portuguese, Grotius conceded to

East Indian sovereigns a defined legal status in the law of nations. 71

The long history of treaty making between Europeans and Asian sov­

ereigns bears him out by way of testing how the concept of sovereignty

actually worked in diplomatic relations. It was not until the turn of the nine­

teenth century that the positivist jurists began to reimagine East Asian coun­

tries as existing outside the family of nations and in need of being (re)admit­

ted into the international order. Alexandrowicz, who had more sympathy

for natural law than for positive law, observed in The European-African
Confrontation: "Positivism discarded some of the fundamental qualities of

the classic law of nations, irrespective of creed, race, colour and continent

(non-discrimination). International law shrank into an Euro-centric system

which imposed on extra-European countries its own ideas including the ad­

missibility of war and non-military pressure as a prerogative of sovereignty.

It also discriminated against non-European civilizations and thus ran on

parallel lines with colonialism as a political trend. "72 Of course, as Pagden's

study of Vitoria has demonstrated, the classic law of nations itself had not

existed outside of colonial violence and was already part of that history, but

it did at least grant sovereign rights to peoples and territories that would

subsequently be excluded from the family of nations by the jurists of posi­

tive law. The commonsensical narrative of East Asia's belated entry into the

family of nations that we routinely encounter in modern scholarship is

largely indebted to this anachronistic vein of positivism in international law

in the nineteenth century.

In conclusion, the semiotic turn of international politics I suggested at the

outset of this chapter shares some of the same positivist spirit of the nine­

teenth century as international law itself. One could arguably treat the insti­

tuting of international conventions as a formal and physical endorsement of

the positive law notion of sovereign right. The novelty of this institution lies
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in its timely grasp of the importance of language and semiotic events for in­

ternational politics dominated by Europe and North America and in the

growing need to regulate the proliferation of military signals and other

semiotic practices. In the chapters to follow, I identify and analyze what ap­

pears to be a transcultural semiotic, which troubled the negotiations of sov­

ereign claims between the British and Qing empires during the Opium Wars

and thereafter. Chapters 2 and 3 focus on what I call the terror of inter­

subjective communication among the British, Chinese, and Manchus that

resulted in the banning of a written Chinese character in the Anglo-Chinese

Treaty of Tianjin and in the consolidation of the Chinese-English super-sign

yi/barbarian. As I will show, when the British and the Manchus disputed the

particular meanings of a hetero-linguistic sign in translation and concluded

treaties to fix some of its meanings, they were simultaneously disputing

each other's sovereign claim to China and turning the diplomatic negotia­

tions into a veritable semiotic event.



CHAPTER 2

The Birth of a

Super-Sign

When the question arises of understanding why the European, the

foreigner, was called vazaha, which means honorable stranger; when it

is a matter of understanding why shipwrecked Europeans were wel­

comed with open arms; why the European, the foreigner, was never

thought of as an enemy, instead of explaining these things in terms

of humanity, of good will, of courtesy, basic characteristics of what

Cesaire calls "the old courtly civilizations," scholars tell us that it

happened quite simply because, inscribed in "fateful hieroglyph­

ics"-specifically, the unconscious-there exists something that

makes the white man the awaited master.

-Frantz Fanon, Black Skin and White Masks

Never has a lone word among the myriad languages of hu­

manity made so much history as the Chinese character yi ~. By history I

mean world history. Countless events and fantastic happenings have come

to pass over the last two centuries, but none could rival the singularity of the

Chinese word yi in its uncanny ability to arouse confusion, anxiety, and war.

Yi is one of those monstrous creatures one must reckon with, subdue, de­

stroy, or exile before it comes back to haunt us. What is the meaning of this

all-powerful and dangerous word-"barbarian," "stranger," "foreigner," or

"non-Chinese"? As soon as we engage in this sort of tautological exercise in

semantic equivalences and given translations, we are already jumping

ahead of ourselves and ahead of history. The question I am posing here is

not what it appears to be, for I am not looking to settle on a good definition,

even if it were possible to do so, or a proper translation of the word into

other terms. Had it been just a matter of deciding whether the Chinese char­

acter yi means "barbarian" or which of the two words conveys more of a pe­

jorative sense according to dictionary definitions, history itself would seem

superfluous and would matter little. The trouble is that neither yi nor "bar­

barian" could possibly be grasped outside of the two terms' respective histo-

31
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ries and their entangled and embattled etymologies in modern times; not

even the archaic etymology of yi nor that of the Greek term barbaros, which

mimics the sound of incomprehensible speech, could escape the long

shadow of their modern-day usage. l That is why, before we too quickly al­

low the English word "barbarian" to take over the Chinese character yi as its

proper, given provenance, we must ask some questions about the conditions

of their reciprocal signification, their mutual intelligibility, and, above all,

the jurisdictional determination of their alleged commensurability after the

Opium Wars.

The Ban

The event that marked the first appearance of yi in an international legal

document was the signing of the Anglo-Chinese Treaty of Tianjin in 1858.2

Article 51 of that treaty issued a consummate ban on the Chinese character

(Figure 1). The Qing imperial government was party to this bilateral agree­

ment, as it had been to a string of coerced treaties in the nineteenth century

that aimed to fulfill the objectives of British foreign policy in the Far East.

The original English text of the treaty took care to provide the written char­

acter for the wordyi and to insert it between the nineteenth-century roman­

ization "i" and the English translation. 3 To ensure that the English meaning

of the character yi and other Chinese words in Anglo-Chinese bilingual

communications would be taken as original and authoritative, Article 50,

which precedes the ban onyi in the treaty, made the following provision:

All official communications addressed by the Diplomatic and Consular

Agents of Her Majesty the Queen to the Chinese Authorities shall, hence­

forth, be written in English. They will for the present be accompanied by a

ARTICLE LI. i
I t is agreed that, henceforward, the chal'aeter f:lJ til J1'] 3t 11 $tl

" I" ?{ lbarbarian], shall not be applied to the tJl ~ i1t - ~ :n
Government or subjects of Her Britannic Majesty \I ~ ~ 4} +in any Chinese official document issued by the

~ ~ Jj( j\Chinese Authorities either in the Capital or in the -
Provinces. * ~ ~~ ~ #6\

Figure 1. Article 51 of the Treaty of Tianjin, from Treaties, Conventions, etc.,
between China and Foreign States.
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Chinese version, but, it is understood that, in the event of there being any

difference of meaning between the English and Chinese text, the English

Government will hold the sense as expressed in the English text to be the

correct sense.

This provision is to apply to the Treaty now negotiated, the Chinese text

of which has been carefully corrected by the English origina1.4

A treaty agreement can hardly be construed as an official communication

from the British government to the Chinese if the document had been the

result of bilateral deliberations. 5 The second paragraph of the article makes it

clear, however, that the rule of the English original is to apply to treaty ne­

gotiations in general and to the languages used therein. In fact, Article 51 is

so closely predicated on Article 50 in the order of British demands that

the question of whether or not the Chinese word yi has been subjected to

correction, literally, by the English word "barbarian" arises immediately. I

would suggest that the extraordinary injunction in Article 51 relates to Arti­

cle 50 in the manner of a call for correction, yet the correcting is accom­

plished precisely by appearing not to have done so. The law simply secures a

three-way commensurability of the hetero-linguistic sign 5ft/i/barbarian by

joining the written Chinese character, the romanized pronunciation, and

the English translation together into a coherent semantic unit.

What does the three-way commensurability of the hetero-linguistic sign

5ft/i/barbarian mean exactly? It means that the Chinese character yi becomes

a hetero-linguistic sign by virtue of being informed, signified, and trans­

formed by the English word "barbarian" and must defer its correct meanings

to the foreign counterpart. With an almost silent gesture, the hetero-linguis­

tic sign gathers into itself the Chinese and English etymologies and binds

their commensurability to a fantastic semantic whole. This manner of cor­

rection actively produces a hetero-linguistic super-sign whose meaning and

integrity must now come under the protection of law. That is to say, who­

ever violates the integrity of the super-sign 5ft/i/barbarian (hereafter repre­

sented as yi/barbarian for convenience) risks violating international law it­

self.

The risk, of course, was always there; so was the fascination with the ex­

clusive signification of yi in terms of the English word "barbarian." The legal

injunction of Article 51 catapulted what seemed at first a trifling matter of

translation into the broader realm of international conflicts with major im­

plications for our understanding of the narratives of civilizational clash, past
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and present. A good deal is at stake when it comes to identifying the "true

barbarian" for civilization. The stakes rise higher with the scandal of the

word yi because its enunciation issues forth from the language of a non-Eu­

ropean society which is regarded as less than civilized by the British. In other

words, the Chinese character yi appears to have thrown the barbarian back

onto civilization itself and turned into its double and mirror image.

Granted that the character yi posed a credible threat to law and to the

emergent order of international relations, what jurisdictional meanings per­

tained to the word and its application? Can we identify the sources of anxi­

ety that had surrounded the ban at its conception? In what ways was the

psychic life of yi/barbarian symptomatic of the psychic life of other hetero­

linguistic signs in general? These questions form the basis of the analysis I

undertake in this chapter. My goal is to show how the hetero-linguistic sign

yi/barbarian articulates a particular vision of sovereignty at the meeting

ground of the British and Qing empires (as the Manchus were also foreign­

ers in the country they ruled) in what James Hevia has called the encounter

between "two imperial formations, each with universalistic pretensions and

complex metaphysical systems to buttress such claims."6 We shall see how

that vision led to war and to the other measures by the British and their

Western allies as they tried to cope with matters of survival, transgression,

anxiety, and death in a foreign land.

Who Was the Barbarian?

In my discussion of Peirce's semiotics in Chapter 1, I briefly introduced the

notion of the super-sign and called it a linguistic monstrosity. The super-sign

is a monstrosity because it crouches behind the "wordness" of a concept and

articulates the latter without itself being articulated in any reified form. The

super-sign does not seem to fit into our familiar descriptions of linguistic

phenomena and almost always eludes normative etymological analysis be­

cause it never announces its positivity in terms of a discrete verbal unit. In

short, the super-sign is not a word but a hetero-cultural signifying chain. As

a fantastic hybrid of translated concepts, it can be technically demonstrated

with a series of verbal signs connected by slashes, as in yi/barbarian. This an­

alytical method has the advantage of overcoming the traditional semiotic

preoccupation with positive signs and taking us instead into the realm of en­

chanted meanings, excesses of signification, camouflaged traces of foreign

invasions, potent but disavowed forms of translingual speech and writing as

well as meaning making across languages, and so on.
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To be sure, a super-sign may invade a language and assume the look of a

known word in that language, but it never fails to defer the meaning of that

word elsewhere, toward some foreign language or languages. The Chinese

character yi has undergone precisely this sort of transformation. The ban­

ning of yi by Article 51 may be said to be the banning of a strange hybrid of

the Chinese word that metonymically evokes "barbarian" as its signifying

other and guarantor of meaning. In fact, that ban was responsible for con­

solidating the super-sign and forcing the Chinese word to refer its signified

(or the Peircian "object") onto the English word "barbarian" rather than re­

late it meaningfully to other known Chinese words such as xiyang, xiren, or

xiyang ren (western ocean, westerner, a man of the western ocean) or to

prior super-signs superseded by yi/barbarian such as the official Manchu

equating of yi with tulergi (outer, outside).7 The historical events that cata­

lyzed this becoming, as I show in the next section, were the Opium Wars

and other Anglo-Chinese diplomatic and military confrontations in the

nineteenth century.

Going through the volumes of official Chinese papers from the Ming

through the Qing dynasties, one finds no documentary evidence whatso­

ever to support the argument that yi was the Chinese term used exclusively

for the foreigner. (I discuss how yi was used in the context of the imperial

ideology of the Qing in Chapter 3.) Alternative Chinese modes of address,

like the aforementioned xiyang, xiren, or xiyang ren, had always existed and

often appeared side by side with yi in the Ming and Qing dynasties, just as

the English word "foreigner" had been adopted as an alternative equivalent

of yi by the British East India Company in the eighteenth and early nine­

teenth centuries.8 Matteo Ricci, for example, was called a xiyang ren (a man

of the western ocean); so were most of the Jesuit missionaries who visited

China in the seventeenth century. In the early eighteenth century, when the

imperial government appointed the Thirteen Co-Hongs, or the official Can­

tonese merchants, as the sole Chinese trading counterpart to foreign traders,

yi and yang (ocean) began to acquire a functional distinction generated by

the need to differentiate between foreign traders and Cantonese Hong mer­

chants in foreign goods. Thus, the Qing official documents from this period

on invariably refer to the merchants of other countries as yi shang and to the

local Hong merchants as yang shang (also known as guan shang, or "official

merchant"), who acted as the intermediaries between the foreign commu­

nities and the local Chinese government. (The word yang shang reflects sym­

metrically on an interesting usage of "Chinaman" in eighteenth-century

English to refer to a Jewish dealer in porcelain in London or a manufacturer



36 The Birth of a Super-Sign

of porcelain.) The important distinction between yi shang and yang shang sur­

vived through the troubled years 1834-1842, when the first Anglo-Chinese

military confrontations took place.9 After yi was outlawed by the Anglo-Chi­

nese Treaty of Tianjin in 1858, the word yang began to take on broader

meanings to describe all things foreign well through the Republican years.

What seems to have happened was that yang shang came to substitute for the

function of the absent term yi shang to designate foreign merchants, while its

earlier association with the local Hong merchants dropped out of the picture
completely. 10

Naoki Sakai's critique of the model of communication is right on target

when he suggests that "only in the representation of translation can we con­

strue the process of translation as a transfer of some message from 'this side'

side to 'that' side, as a dialogue between one person and another, between

one group and another, as if dialogue should necessarily take place accord­

ing to the model of communication."ll This insight leads us to ask by what

intellectual mechanism the word yi turned into its own super-sign yi/barbar­
ian. Or, more accurately, how did the Chinese character come to be signified

by yi/barbarian? Let us ponder the logic of reciprocity for a moment since

this logic seems to underlie the invention of all super-signs. If Xis believed to

be commensurate with Y, it is understood that Y is capable of translating X.

But when that occurs, there is no guarantee that X would not be inversely

affected or transformed by Y following the same logic of reciprocity. Transla­

tors generally rely on this logic of reciprocity to produce the fact of com­

mensurability between the languages involved, and this is what happens

when a motivated act of translation attempts to forge a coherent and un­

breakable super-sign out of the existing repertoire of hetero-linguistic signs

and prior super-signs. The new super-sign arises out of this doubling effect

of translation but leaves few traces of it behind. As the camouflaging of the

internal differentiations of the super-sign occurs at the very moment of

its inception, not afterwards, its novelty or foreignness becomes quickly

absorbed into the unchanging appearance of the material signifier or its

wordness so the super-sign does not look anywhere different from the origi­

nal term. It is misleading, therefore, for us to pursue a straightforward ety­

mology of the word yi as if it were just another indigenous word, untouched

and uncontaminated by English, Manchu, or other languages. Such philo­

logical pursuits could only intensify the effect of camouflage on the foreign­

ness of the super-sign.

Until it is advisable to abolish the idea of wordness as a unit of analysis in
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semiotic studies, we may try lifting the screen of the reified word to investi­

gate what the linguistic sign is doing there. The etymology of a word can

hardly substitute for the semiotic analysis of its manner of signification be­

cause there is a good deal going on in a sign that the etymological evolution

of the word and its presences cannot explain. For example, nothing is ex­

plained by pointing out that language is inherited and the meanings of

words change over time. "Let there be no mistake about the meaning that

we attach to the word 'change,'" Saussure observed a long time ago. "One

might think that it deals especially with phonetic changes undergone by the

signifier, or perhaps, changes in meaning which affect the signified concept.

That view would be inadequate. Regardless of what the forces of change are,

whether in isolation or in combination, they always result in a shIft in the
relationship between the signified and the signifier. "12 This insight was central

to Saussure's synchronic study of the linguistic sign and remains relevant

to our examination of the hetero-linguistic process of signification which

Saussure himself took for granted and neglected to analyze. 13 What I am

proposing here is an attentive analysis of the formal attributes of the super­

sign as well as a grounded historical explanation attending to both the indig­

enous etymology and what is foreign to it.

The novelty of the super-sign yi/barbarian consists in the fact that not only

is it capable of dissolving the earlier Manchu interpretation of yi in the

manner of a further hetero-linguistic shift in the relationship between the

Saussurian signified and the signifier, but it also brings an end to the etymol­

ogy of the word yi, making it disappear into the moratorium enacted by Ar­

ticle 51. The material signifier of the Chinese character may continue to

evoke or hallucinate an uninterruptible etymology in classical Chinese; yet

what it evokes or hallucinates is but the ruins of an already dead word. Arti­

cle 51 summons the word yi to appear in the guise of "barbarian" only to

banish the Chinese word from prior, alternative positions of enunciation.

The act of banishing secures a sovereign position for the English word "bar­

barian" in a bracketed translation which cannot but institute a profound

split and internal differentiation within the super-sign yi/barbarian and

brings the commensurability of the two words into question: What does this

split or internal differentiation mean? Can a verbal sign from one language

become the destiny and destination of a verbal sign from another language?

Can the two cross each other's threshold without appearing to have made

the transgression? In this chapter I attempt to answer these questions from a

number of historical and analytical angles.
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When Article 51 compels the destination of the word yi to be "barbarian"

and appoints the latter to inhabit the super-sign and become its proper signi­

fied' it requires that the word "barbarian" be sufficiently shielded from yi to

enjoy a different destiny and a different mode of survival. This is how the

law inscribes the internal differentiation within the super-sign to produce

the coincidence of meaning between "barbarian" and yi and to disavow

their apparent translatability at the same time. But the super-sign hides this

monstrosity well behind a fa\ade of perfect commensurability or "perfect

equality," a positivist language of reciprocity repeatedly used by the British

throughout the treaty negotiations in 1858 as well as in 1842. Should some­

one think of raising the issue of the aptness of that translation, the super­

sign becomes the linguistic evidence of its own truth even as it dissimulates

what is incongruous, uncanny, and monstrous on either side of the equa­

tion. Indeed, when the seventeenth-century theologian Samuel Pufendorf

described empire as an irregular and monster-like body ("irregulare aliquod

corpus et monstro simile"), he might as well have been anticipating the

ways in which translingual speech and writing about the "barbarian" would

do the work of empire in centuries to come. "Shapeless, huge, and horrify­

ing," the monster of a super-sign is the offspring of empire as well as its mir­

ror image and is bound to haunt it. 14

This explains why the super-sign yi/barbarian seemed utterly unreason­

able and repulsive to the British. If we read the ban carefully, Article 51 ex­

iles the super-sign yi/barbarian but does not otherwise banish the English

equivalent of the exiled term. It might be suggested that the English word

enjoys the double advantage of being both the authoritative signified of the

super-sign yi/barbarian and an independent English word, uncensored and

safely bracketed by the treaty clause. In that light, the internal differentia­

tion of the super-sign can be interpreted as putting into place two sup­

plementary commands on behalf of the injunction of Article 51: (1) the

Chinese character ~ yi shall be signified by "barbarian" and be its super­

sign; and (2) the English word "barbarian" shall refer its own signification

elsewhere and be excluded (bracketed) from the same ban against the

super-sign yi/barbarian.

So what do the supplementary commands of the ban entail? The Chinese

word yi would be chased out of the living language in due course. But some­

thing else must happen for the coercive force of the legal provision to re­

main effective in longue duree and become the mainstay of historical wisdom

and popular opinion. This is where historical writing comes into play. Article
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51 provides the legal authority from which the historians of international

relations have drawn their strength of positivity and professional confidence

as they discourse on the universal Chinese condescension toward foreign­

ers. With very few exceptions, the history books on nineteenth-century

Anglo-Chinese relations published to date are very much given to psy­

chologizing a universal Chinese mentality, dubbed sinocentrism. This exces­

sively psychologized mentality characterizes much of what has been written

on the subject both before and after John I(ing Fairbank, including The Cam­
bridge History of China. 15 The appendix to this book, which correlates against

each other two English translations from different time periods of Imperial

Commissioner Lin Zexu's famous communication to Queen Victoria, reveals

some startling facts about the legacy of Article 51.

That legacy has continued to shape modern scholarship as scholars reiter­

ate the word "barbarian" endlessly to impute the Chinese use of the term,

whereas in most cases, the Chinese documents make reference only to

the word yi. The sleight of hand in citational and translingual practices has

had major consequences for people's understanding of modern history and

cross-civilizational encounters. For one thing, it prevents us from interrogat­

ing the super-sign yi/barbarian as a legal and historical problem of the nine­

teenth century; for another, it severs and renders invisible the crucial histor­

icallinkage between the super-sign yi/barbarian and the colonial discourse of

"barbarian" in English and other European languages. When the history of

European colonial expansion is so intimately bound up with the narrative of

Chinese xenophobia, we can hardly keep that history out of the discussion

without forfeiting the idea of history altogether.

In what sense does the Chinese character yi provide hard linguistic evi­

dence for the theory of Chinese xenophobia that has prevailed for so long in

modern historiography? Is the theory itself not already indebted to the ban

on the super-sign yi/barbarian at one time or another? It seems to me that

the difficulty of thinking against the ban is formidable. One would have to

contend with a gigantic textual edifice erected on what passes as archival

scholarship-that solid foundation of international treaties, government

correspondence, colonial historiography, journalistic propaganda, and colo­

nial pedagogy. If the international relations as defined through international

law are themselves "a naturalized hegemonic discourse that exists today as

an artifact of European global expansion from the sixteenth century for­

ward," what are the chances of our bringing a critical eye to this body of ma­

terial and interpretations?16 It is encouraging to know that there is a grow-
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ing tendency to reflect critically on what has been written in the past and

explore alternative avenues of understanding nineteenth-century Anglo­

Chinese conflicts. 17 The intervention I am hoping to make in solidarity with

critical historiography is for the purpose of reexamining the hetero-linguis­

tic ground of the super-sign yi/barbarian that has been occluded by the glib

evocation of the word "barbarian" by academic and popular writings of the

past hundred and fifty-odd years in the West and elsewhere. The invention

of the super-sign yi/barbarian and the introduction of the ban in Article 51

were among the lasting achievements of the British Empire in the sense that

not only did the ban terminate the life of the Chinese character yi, but also it

continues to cast a long shadow over our understanding of modern history.

By documenting the instituted traces of the super-sign, I am attempting to

show that the conflict over the meaning of this particular term is a life-and­

death struggle waged between the declining Manchu Empire and the rising

British Empire as each tried to determine who would have the ultimate con­

trol over the meaning of the Chinese sign, and hence the future of China.

Contesting Yi: 1832

The British protest of the word yi to the Chinese authorities can be dated to

the year 1832, when Hugh Hamilton Lindsay (also known as Hu Xiami), a

supercargo of the British East India Company, was instructed to sail up the

coast of China to gather information and report back on the possibility of

opening trade in the northern regions. The secret instructions Lindsay re­

ceived from the head of the company were "to ascertain how far the north­

ern Ports of this Empire may gradually be opened to British Commerce

which would be most eligible and to what extent the disposition of the Na­

tives and local governments would be favorable to it."18 Among those who

sailed with Lindsay was the flamboyant adventurer and independent mis­

sionary from Prussia, I(arl Giitzlaff (1803-1851; also known as Guo Shila

and Charles Giitzlaff), who was charged with the office of interpreter and

surgeon. On board the Lord Amherst was also a draughtsman, who mapped

out the key positions of Qing military defense along the coast that would

prove helpful to the British Navy a few years later, as well as a Chinese man

with some learning whose task was to assist Lindsay and Giitzlaff in the

writing of petitions and letters to Chinese officials during the voyage. Lind­

say and his crew departed in early March 1832 and returned to Macao on

September 4, although they had been instructed to return not later than



The Birth of a Super-Sign 41

June 1. 19 On this voyage, the Lord Amherst made stops at Xiamen (Amoy),

Fuzhou (Foochow), Ningbo (Ningpo), and Shanghai, and on its way back

visited parts of I(orea and the Loo-choo Islands.

On June 20, 1832, the Lord Amherst dropped anchor off the coast of

Shanghai as Lindsay addressed a petition to the office of the principal magis­

trate with a request to open foreign trade in that area.20 His missionary-in­

terpreter, Giitzlaff, who kept a detailed journal about the journey-the sec­

ond of his three famous voyages along the coast of China before the Opium

War-recounts that the Taou-tae (Admiral Wu Qitai) promptly rejected

their petition and issued an order that they return to Canton without fur­

ther delay.21 The journal entry that bears on the story of the British protest

against the mandarin's use of the word yi is dated June 24. It reads:

We reasoned our friends out of the use the epithet E [yi], "barbarians,"

which they apply to all strangers indiscriminately. The idea of cunning and

treachery is always attached to this name when uttered by the Chinese. As

foreigners trading to China have hitherto patiently borne such an appella­

tion' they have been treated as barbarians. It was highly necessary to object

to this epithet and to shew from its use in Chinese writings that the term

conveyed reproach. From this time, they abstained from the use of it, and

called us foreigners, or Englishmen.22

This detail is highly significant because it provides an alternative translation

and interpretation of the word yi that challenges Robert Morrison's earlier

rendering of the same word, e jin (yi ren), as "foreign" or "foreigner" in the

Dictionary of the Chinese Language (Figure 2) .23 Giitzlaff's translation flies in

Fan jin, or~ J E jin. "A foreigner." The

latter is the more respectable term; the same may be expressed

by :-::l::.
~ { Yllen jin. "A distant man;lI' one froID re-

mote parta.

Figure 2. Morrison's 1815 translation of the character yi in The Dictionary ofthe
Chinese Language.

[To view this image, refer to  

the print version of this title.] 

 

 

 



42 The Birth of a Super-Sign

the face of the interpretations of nearly all the previous translators hired by

the East India Company, who had thought the same as Morrison since the

beginning of the eighteenth century.24 The factory records of the East India

Company show that the use of "foreigner" persisted through the early

1830s. The English translation of the emperor's edict dated May 22, 1831,

for instance, renders yi shang as "foreign merchant. "25 But at some point

around 1832, the character yi, which had heretofore caused no trouble to

the East India Company in the eighteenth century, became a nuisance.

Without attributing the abrupt shift simply to Giitzlaff, I would note that

his remarks in the journal entry quoted earlier suggest an important turning

point in the interpretation of the Chinese character.26 Giitzlaff was one of

the few European travelers in the early nineteenth century who had ven­

tured into inland China and had written promptly and spontaneously in

English about his firsthand experience with and close observation of the 10­
cals.27 His works, especially the story of his first two voyages along the coast

of China, published in 1833, were widely read and disseminated, affecting

imperial policies as well as commercial enterprises. The manner in which

Giitzlaff's popular writings opened China to the colonial gaze brings to mind

the extraordinary impact of that other nineteenth-century missionary David

Livingstone, whose published works greatly facilitated the opening of the

"Dark Continent" of Africa to imperial expansion a few decades later. If Dr.

Livingstone can be regarded as the unwitting accomplice in Europe's scram­

ble for Africa, Giitzlaff never hesitated to embrace the colonial cause in Asia.

In the Journal ofTwo Voyages along the Coast ofChina, for example, he makes an

enthusiastic appeal to a general readership in language that seems to antici­

pate the Opium War:

The reader of these details should remember, that what has been done is

only a feeble beginning of what must ensue. We will hope and pray, that

God in his mercy may, very soon, open a wider door of access; and we will

work as long as the Lord grants health, strength, and opportunity. I sin­

cerely wish that something more efficient might be done for opening a free

intercourse with China, and would feel myself highly favoured, if I could be

subservient, in a small degree, in hastening forward such an event. In the

merciful providence of our God and Saviour, it may be confidently hoped,

that the doors to China will be thrown open. By whom this will be done, or

in what ways, is of very little importance; every well wisher and co-opera­

tor will anxiously desire, that all glory may be rendered to God, the giver of

every good gift.28
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Within ten years, Giitzlaff would be working for the British plenipotentiary

and assisting him in drafting the Anglo-Chinese Treaty of Nanjing. It was

during one of those meetings that the character yi was first added to the

agenda of the treaty negotiations.29

Giitzlaff's account of the yi episode from his second voyage contains useful

information about the supercargo's interaction with the local officials but is

otherwise vague on the specifics of the altercation between Lindsay and the

local head of military defense. The Chinese-language documents concerning

the same incident give us a much better sense as to how the actual conversa­

tion went and what conclusions may be drawn from it. 30 When Lindsay's

petition was rejected, Admiral Wu Qitai, who had reviewed the request, cir­

culated a memo saying: "I have examined and find that there is no prece­

dent for the yi vessel to trade in Shanghai. We shall not break the rules but

will bring the matter to the attention of the court."31 Taking offense at Wu's

use of the character yi, Lindsay presented a second note to protest: "Great

Britain is not a yi state but a wai state" (meaning literally "outside"). To this,

Wu responded with a pedantic explanation, arguing that he was merely

adopting a common usage for foreigners with no implied pejorative mean­

ing. The ancients had used the term man to designate those who lived to the

south of China, the word yi to refer to people who lived to the east, di to

those who lived to the north, and so on. "Since time immemorial," Wu con­

cluded, "we have always said southern man, northern di, eastern yi, and

western rang. Take our own noble sages I(ing Shun and I(ing Wen. Mencius

himself said, 'I(ing Shun was an eastern yi and I(ing Wen was a western yi.'

How can the word be offensive? You must be overreacting."32

Lindsay refused to be persuaded by Wu's argument. Relying on the

sinological skills of Giitzlaff and the learning of the Chinese scholar on board

the Lord Amherst, he composed a rebuttal by quoting passages from the Chi­

nese classics as well as the Qing code to prove the contrary. Essentially,

Lindsay advanced four points in the rebuttal. First, the I(oreans were known

to the ancient Chinese as eastern yi, whereas the native land of the British

subjects lay to the west of the Qing empire and technically did not fit the

geographic description of eastern yi. Second, Great Britain possessed colonial

territories lying to the east, west, south, and north of the Qing empire. 33

Third, volume 11 of the Great Qing Code assigns the miao, qiang, man, and mo

(minority peoples) to the category of yi. Fourth, Su Dongpo (Su Shi), the

eminent Song dynasty poet and statesman, made the observation that "one

must not govern the yi and di the same way one rules the Central States. As

it is with beasts and animals, excessive rule almost certainly leads to exces-
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sive chaos. The ancient sages knew this well and advocated non-rule as

proper rule. Non-rule is truly the most profound rule of all." From that

Lindsay drew the conclusion that "when you address someone as yi, you are

labeling that person a man and a mo. When you apply the word yi to the sub­

jects of Great Britain, you are humiliating the timian (body/face, proper

manner) of our country, offending its people, and provoking anger and re­

taliation."34 Lindsay refused to obey Wu's order and would not leave the

area until the disagreeable word yi was removed from the official language.

Wu, for his part, wanted the British to depart immediately and feared the

consequences should he let the trespassers linger too long off the coast of

Shanghai. Eventually he gave in and substituted the word shang (merchant,

trader) for yi in a new order he issued on July 6, 1832.35

Lindsay's mention of the eminent Song dynasty writer and official Su Shi

(1037-1101) is a matter of curiosity, because there apparently were Latin as

well as English translations of the same words circulating widely among the

foreign community at about this time. The Jesuit scholar Joseph de Premare

(1666-1736) had rendered Su Shi's words into Latin as "Barbari haud secus

ac pecora, non eodem modo regendi sunt ut reguntur Sinae. Si quis vellet

eos magnis sapientiae legibus instruere, nihil aliud quam summam pertur­

bationem induceret. Antiqui reges istud optime callebant, et ideo barbaros

non regendo regebant. Sic autem eos non regendo regere, praeclara eos

optime regendi ars est. "36 The English translation cited along with the Latin

version by Sir John Francis Davis, who was to become the colonial governor

of Hong I(ong, in his 1836 book The Chinese: A General Description ofthe Empire
ofChina and Its Inhabitants provided a strange reworking of Su Shi's language:

"The barbarians are like beasts, and not to be ruled on the same principles as

citizens. Were anyone to attempt controlling them by the great maxims of

reason, it would tend to nothing but confusion. The ancient kings well un­

derstood this, and accordingly ruled barbarians by misrule. Therefore to rule

barbarians by misrule is the true and best way of ruling them. "37 The origi­

nal Chinese phrase bu zhi ("non-rule" or "not to rule"), or the Latin non
regendo, is translated as "misrule," which turns Su Shi's words into perfect

gibberish, if not a verbal monstrosity.38

Did Lindsay and Giitzlaff read their Su Shi in the Chinese original, in

Latin, or in English translation? I would not rule out the possibility that

Lindsay read the English version only. In any event, both sides drew on their

share of the knowledge of the classics and writings by renowned Chinese li­

terati in order to shore up their own position and undermine that of the
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other. The question of yi as it relates to the classical scholarship and the im­

perial ideology of the Qing dynasty is an important one, to which I devote

the entire next chapter. In Chapter 3 I also analyze the Yongzheng emperor's

condemnation in 1730 of his enemy's subversive evocation of the same Su

Shi quotation. For now, let me observe that the Lindsay-Wu quibble antici­

pated much of what was to come in Anglo-Chinese communications up to

the time of the first Opium War and beyond. It created a discursive pattern

whereby the British would reason or dispute with the Chinese authorities

about the meaning of yi, insisting that the word was insulting, whereas the

mandarins would uniformly deny that yi meant what the British thought it

meant, and so on. The British defended the dignity of their empire from the

mandarins, who, for their part, believed that the dignity of the Qing empire

should be defended from the aggressive behavior of the British. Lindsay's

second point in the rebuttal is particularly revealing in this regard. By de­

scribing the massive geographic spread of the British colonial possessions as

lying to the east, west, south, and north of the Qing empire, Lindsay brings

out the true stakes of the argument, suggesting that the dispute with Wu

Qitai was as much about yi as about the sovereign claims of the British Em­

pire. Insofar as the discourse of the "barbarian" had long been germane to

the processes of European colonial expansion before the arrival of the Lord

Amherst on the coast of China, the unexpected encounter with the Chinese

word yi through translation brought the familiar discourse of the other to a

crisis by forcing the enunciation of the "barbarian" to face its own caricature

in someone else's language.

The actual language of discussion between the British and the Chinese,

however, bypassed the issue of translation entirely, as if the burden of un­

derstanding devolved solely on the indigenous word and on the Chinese

classics which proved to be too polysemous and ambiguous to serve a single

purpose. But as Giitzlaff's journal reveals, the English word "barbarian" had

a tangible presence already in that exchange and served as the interpretive

grid through which Lindsay and Giitzlaff would grasp the meaning of yi. 39

This manner of interpretation is what I call hetero-linguistic catachresis. By

this term, I refer to the act of (mis)translation that manipulates the meaning

of a super-sign by transgressing the boundaries of languages and camou­

flages the traces of that transgression at the same time. The Lindsay-Wu dis­

pute over yi was carried on primarily in Chinese terms as if the English word

"barbarian" did not matter when the latter actually mattered a great deal

and was the true point of reference in that exchange. This mode of trans-
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lingual interpretation anticipated the Napier affair, which took place two

years after the voyage of the Lord Amherst and dominated nearly all subse­

quent diplomatic interactions between Great Britain and the Qing as each

tried to impose its own terms of dignity, power, and sovereignty upon the

other.

The Barbarian Eye

Lord Napier arrived in China in 1834 to be the first official representative

of the British government. His appointment by the foreign secretary Lord

Palmerston came in the wake of the expiration of the charter of the East In­

dia Company.40 On July 25, 1834, Napier sailed into Guangzhou (Canton)

without permission and without his credential papers and demanded to

communicate with the governor-general of Guangdong and Guangxi, Lu

I(un, by letter. The Chinese authorities refused to accept his letter and in­

structed him to go through the yang shang, the Hong merchants in Canton

who had traditionally served as the intermediaries between foreign traders

and the local government.41 Napier's frustration with the local government

turned into indignation when he discovered that the Qing official docu­

ments referred to his official title, Chief Superintendent of British Trade in

China, as yimu.42 Curiously, Napier's interpreter Robert Morrison translated

yimu as "the barbarian eye," a monstrous catachresis that has since taken on

a life of its own.43

The August 1834 number of the Chinese Repository concurred with the spu­

rious translation of yimu by publishing an English version of the edict issued

by Lu I(un. The edict begins by observing that "an English war vessel having

on board a barbarian eye, had from the outer seas, sailed to Cabreta Point [off

Macao], and there anchored." The translator or the editor italicizes the word

"eye" so the reader's eye is effectively drawn to the eye as we continue to pe­

ruse: "The barbarian eye who has now come is of course for the superinten­

dence and examination of this business. And the barbarian eye is not on a par

with the taepans [supercargoes]. If he wishes to come to Canton, it will be

necessary to make a clear report, requesting the imperial will on the sub­
ject."44

"The barbarian eye" continues to be adopted as the literal translation of

yimu even after a parenthetical note is inserted on the next page to explain

the meaning of "the barbarian eye" as "the headman" in Chinese.45 The Chi­
nese Repository printed the catachresis on page after page throughout Napier's
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stay in Guangzhou and after his death in Macao. Was the translator poking

fun at the literalness of the Chinese word? Or was the hetero-linguistic

catachresis laughing at the translator? In any case, Napier was infuriated by

the disrespectful treatment of him by the governor-general, whom he called

"a presumptuous savage," and vowed to punish him for committing an out­

rage against the British Crown.46

Was the Chinese character yi capable of that much injury?47

The incident of yimu and a number of related clashes over the proper

manner of diplomatic address and protocol (see my discussion later in this

chapter of the contested format of official communication) led to the first

military skirmish between England and China. In his virtual declaration of

war on September 8, 1834, Napier repudiated the governor-general's conde­

scension toward England by proudly asserting that

his majesty, the king of England, is a great and powerful monarch, that he

rules over an extent of territory in the four quarters of the world more com­

prehensive in space, and infinitely more so in power, than the whole em­

pire of China; that he commands armies of bold and fierce soldiers, who

have conquered wherever they went; and that he is possessed of great ships

of war carrying even as many as 120 guns, which pass quietly along the

seas, where no native of China has ever yet dared to show his face. Let the

governor then judge if such a monarch "will be reverently obedient to any
one."48

Napier requested a guard of marines from the warships at the Bogue to

come up to the city of Canton. Two British sloops, the Imogene and the

Andromache, arrived and anchored at Huangpu (Whampoa) on September

11. A battle ensued. It may seem strange in retrospect that the first British

military action in China was occasioned by neither opium nor trade, as Brit­

ish trade actually suffered during the standoff. The direct cause was instead

Napier's determination to vindicate the honor of the government of His Bri­

tannic Majesty, which had been grievously injured and wronged by the gov­

ernor-general's arrogant treatment of him.

To suggest that the super-sign yi/barbarian was one of the most tragic and

costly fabrications in modern diplomatic history is by no means an exaggera­

tion. Napier's indignation was real and led to the loss of lives on the Imogene

and the Andromache as well as his own deteriorating health and death on Oc­

tober 11, 1834.49 Robert Morrison died in the same year, apparently through

overwork and exhaustion, with his son John Robert Morrison succeeding
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him as the Chinese secretary.50 It appears that what had begun as a quibble

over a word and a set of diplomatic protocols became deadly serious. As P. C.

I(uo later observed: "With the commencement of the hostilities on Septem­

ber 7, the situation transgressed from a conflict of principles to a state of war.

In the creation of this state, the guilt was on the side of the British Superin­

tendent."51 Whoever was to blame in that situation, Napier's unfortunate

death supplied much ammunition to the war party when the British Parlia­

ment began to consider the possibility of a military showdown and later re­

taliation against the destruction of British property (opium) by Imperial

Commissioner Lin Zexu, an action that gave rise to the Opium War.

The condemnation of Chinese arrogance toward foreigners became a

counteroffensive against the imperial prohibition of the opium trade, in

which people such as Giitzlaff himself had a lucrative share. 52 Upon Napier's

death, the sixty-four British merchants in Canton headed by the families of

the major opium traders William Jardine and James Matheson drafted a pe­

tition to the king on December 9, 1834, asking for the appointment of a

plenipotentiary backed by three warships and empowered to demand from

the Qing court the dismissal of Lu and redress for the trade stoppage. They

urged the British government to put a stop to the external and internal com­

merce of the Qing empire and take possession of all the armed vessels of the

country. They argued, "Such measures would not only be sufficient to

evince both the power and spirit of Great Britain to resent insult, but would

enable your Majesty's plenipotentiary to secure indemnity for any injury

that might, in the first instance, be offered to the persons or property of your

Majesty's subjects."53 The petition included many of the demands that

would eventually appear in the Anglo-Chinese Treaty of Nanjing and the

subsequent treaties signed by the two countries.

"The barbarian eye" did not go uncontested at the time, however. Sir

George Staunton, a widely acknowledged authority on the Chinese lan­

guage, remarked that yimu provided no legitimate ground for dispute be­

cause the Chinese translation simply meant "Foreign Principal" and that mu

ought to be rendered as "principal," not literally as "eye."54 How to explain

such a wide margin of discrepancy between the two translations? The histo­

rian Dilip Basu calls "barbarian eye" respectable rhetoric for war, noting a

vital link between the British interest in the word yi and Napier's misguided

policy of armed expedition. Basu's research shows that Staunton and Peter

Perring Thoms were among the few Britons who had voiced their disagree­

ment with Morrison's translation and were suspicious of the policy maneu-
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ver behind it. Reflecting on P. P. Thoms's losing struggle against the rising

tide of the linguistic crusade against yi, Basu observes:

Thoms's contestation was of no consequence. He noted that up to the time

of Napier, no one complained about the term yi in Qing communications.

He knew why. The communications mostly addressed commercial matters;

they were respectful and elegant. Yet in 1834 no less an authority than

Morrison or Giitzlaff was translating the concept as offensive. He suspected

that Morrison must have been acting "under authority [Thoms's italics] and

not in compliance with his usual judgment." He further noted that in the

"Correspondence relating to China" presented to both Houses of Parlia­

ment in 1840, the offensive terms occurred, in not a very long document,

not less than twenty-one times. 55

Interestingly, when the duke of Wellington took Lord Palmerston's place

on November 15, 1834, the new foreign secretary wanted to show a more

conciliatory attitude toward the Qing. He was of the opinion that the dispute

over Lord Napier's high-sounding titles was but a pretext and that the true

cause was Napier's pretension in fixing himself at Guangzhou, without pre­

vious permission, and insisting on direct communication with the governor­

genera1. 56 The new foreign secretary ordered that "the Superintendent must

not go to Canton without permission. He must not depart from the accus­

tomed mode of communication."57 Sir John Francis Davis, who became act­

ing first superintendent after the death of Napier and then governor of Hong

I(ong after the Opium War, criticized the petition of the British merchants as

crude and observed that some of the most respectable houses refused to sign

it. The Glasgow Chamber of Commerce, however, aggressively pressed for

direct access to the Qing court and the opening of the whole coast of China

to trade. At the same time, the Foreign Office received a lengthy memoran­

dum from Hugh Hamilton Lindsay, saying, "That Lord Napier acted in some

respects injudiciously I will not attempt to deny," but "that the Chinese

were predetermined to insult him and that no moderation on his part would

have procured for him a fitting reception." Lindsay weighed the viability of

open military conflict against the need to obey the laws of a foreign country

and asked on what grounds one could justify war. His answer was that obe­

dience was owed to the laws of a foreign country, "but, on the other hand, it

always presupposes that our intercourse is with a civilized nation, that the

laws and regulations to which your compliance is required are clear and de­

fined and that they give a reasonable protection to Life and Property."58
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Lindsay's argument about civilization and its other is grounded in a theory

of natural rights and a colonial discourse of injury, which I will examine in

detail shortly, that had taken shape during the earlier European encounter

with the "barbarians" in the New World. The role Lindsay played in the

1832 episode and in the Napier affair calls our attention to the existence of a

prior European discourse of civilization that figured centrally in the British

protest of the super-sign yi/barbarian.

And one must not forget I(arl Giitzlaff, the missionary interpreter, who

had worked for Lindsay on the Lord Amherst. Giitzlaff was now an inter­

preter and assistant to the Chinese secretary John Robert Morrison to help

manage official communications between Britain and the Qing. I should

mention that the office of the Chinese secretary played a pivotal role in the

changing interpretation of the word yi during this crucial period of Anglo­

Chinese relations. 59 Robert Morrison's correction of his own earlier transla­

tion of the character yi as "foreign" or "foreigner" in his Dictionary of the Chi­

nese Language (Figure 1) is symptomatic of the new relationship between

the Chinese secretary and the British Empire. 60 Before the arrival of Lord

Napier, the office of the Chinese secretary had served the language needs of

the East India Company and performed various translation tasks, but after

1834 it was turned into a government institution where official communica­

tions as well as secret intelligence were processed and translated. 61 The mis­

sionaries and diplomats who received formal appointment as the Chinese

secretary of His (and later Her) Majesty's plenipotentiary were, indeed, ex­

pected to act under authority. The individual judgment of the Chinese sec­

retary was not allowed to stray from the official policy of the British gov­

ernment, as, for example, in Lord Palmerston's silencing of a conflicting

interpretation suggested by John Robert Morrison, which I discuss shortly.

Between 1834 and 1860, the Chinese secretary's office was the venue where

the British government managed most of its diplomatic exchanges with

the Qing government. Robert Morrison, his son John Robert Morrison, Rob­

ert Thorn, I(arl Giitzlaff, Walter Henry Medhurst, and Thomas Wade all

worked in this capacity at one time or another. 62

The chief interpreter for the Anglo-Chinese Treaty of Nanjing was John

Robert Morrison, assisted by I(arl Giitzlaff and Robert Thorn. John I(ing

Fairbank's book Trade and Diplomacy on the China Coast gives us a glimpse of

how the interpreters worked with the languages they used to draft the trade

regulations in 1843:
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Morrison's first draft of the regulations, in thirteen articles, was rewritten

by Thorn and submitted to the Chinese authorities, who found the Chinese

version "in some parts wanting in perspicuity" and sometimes incompre­

hensible, and so rewrote the thirteen articles with minor changes to form

sixteen. This Chinese version having been translated back into English,

Thorn drew up a commentary either agreeing or objecting to each article,

and on the basis of these papers, which Morrison and Thorn brought back

from Canton, Pottinger [Sir Henry Pottinger, the plenipotentiary] penned

some "Remarks." On July 15 [1843] he wrote Ch'i-ying enclosing fifteen

regulations as finally amended, which Ch'i-ying at once submitted to Pe­

king. 63

The management of Chinese-language texts was no trifling matter in

these treaty negotiations. When the British won the first Opium War and

lifted the ban on the opium trade, one of the first items they brought to the

negotiating table was a proposal to ban the word yi from the official lan­

guage. When Thomas Wade served as the Chinese secretary at the negotia­

tions of the Anglo-Chinese Treaty of Tianjin, he succeeded in writing the

ban into the treaty.64 The trouble was that yi was not the only item of diplo­

matic offense the British were concerned about. There was a genre of official

writing in Chinese, a mode of address equally unacceptable to the British,

that had to be eliminated or brought under control.

British Honor

After Napier was succeeded by Captain Charles Elliot, the British foreign

secretary Lord Palmerston instructed Elliot to remain vigilant with regard to

what the Chinese officials would write or say to him and make every effort

to defend the honor of Great Britain in his communications with the Chi­

nese authorities. 65 When Elliot came into office in December 1836, he

adopted an official Chinese genre of communication known as the bing to

open formal channels of conversation with the Qing authorities. For that he

was taken to task by Palmerston, who wrote on July 22, 1836, "I have to

add, that His Majesty's Government do not deem it expedient that you

should give to your written communications with the Chinese Government,

the name of 'Petitions."'66 Elliot defended himself by saying that the genre

was not inappropriate for someone of his rank to use in addressing the gov-
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ernor-general, just as the officers of the Chinese government themselves

used it to report to superior officers. He further pointed out, "And having re­

gard to the radical character under which it is classed, (Shee, to admonish,

enjoin, or produce,) perhaps it may be rather thought to mean the respectful

exhibition of information, than a distinct signification of the ideas, involved

in our word 'Petitions.'" Here Elliot tries to effect a reversal of the terms in

which the commensurability of bing and "petition" might be conceived and

contested by pointing to the English word "petition," not the Chinese word

bing, as the possible source of disrespect. To fortify his argument, Elliot solic­

ited a memorandum from John Robert Morrison to be included in his letter

to Palmerston. Here is how Morrison understood the genre bing:

All officers holding subordinate jurisdiction, who are below the third rank,

(of whom the highest may be regarded as corresponding in station to the

prefects and sub-prefects of departments in France,) when addressing the

chief authorities of the province, make use of the word "Pin [bing]," and

they receive from the same authorities, documents denominated "Yu." The

signification of these words I subjoin, as extracted from the Chinese Dictio­

nary of Dr. Morrison.

"'Pin.' Commonly used to denote a clear statement of any affair made to

a superior. Pin, is to state to a superior, whether verbally, or by writing,

whether petitioning something, or to give information of; whether from the

people to an officer of Government, or from an inferior officer to a superior

several degrees higher ... Commands are called "yu," which word is used

by superiors in the Government to express their orders, given to inferiors, or

to the people.

These are the words which have always been used by foreigners in their

correspondence with the Government; and "Pin" is the word which the

Governor, in 1834, required Lord Napier to make use of. 67

The mention of Napier had the dangerous implication of undermining the

legitimate ground of the earlier dispute over the proper manner of diplo­

matic communication with the governor-general that had been dictated by

Palmerston himself. 68 On this occasion Palmerston abided by his decision

and forbade Elliot to use the bing in his communications with the Qing of­

ficials. He did so by evoking "the established usages of England, which do

not admit that an officer commissioned by the I(ing of England should so ad­

dress an officer commissioned by any other Sovereign. "69

The spirit of Palmerston's directive was duly incorporated into the Anglo-
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Chinese Treaty of Nanjing in 1842 after China's defeat in the first Opium

War. Article 11 stipulates:

It is agreed that Her Britannic Majesty's Chief High Officer in China shall

correspond with the Chinese High Officers, both at the Capital and in the

Provinces, under the term "Communication" [zhao hui]. The Subordinate

British Officers and Chinese High Officers in the Provinces under the terms

"Statement" [shen chen] on the part of the former, and on the part of the lat­

ter "Declaration" [zha xing], and the Subordinates of both Countries on a

footing of perfect equality. Merchants and others not holding official situa­

tions and, therefore, not included in the above, on both sides, to use the

term "Representation" [bing ming] in all papers addressed to, or intended

for the notice of the respective Governments. 70

The word bing partially survives in the last category, bing ming, meaning

"representation," and nowhere do we find the word "petition" as a plausi­

ble translation for either of the Chinese characters. Since this interesting re­

working of the official Chinese genres is predicated on a language of "perfect

equality," we need to ask what the British were trying to accomplish with

this rhetoric. Was it a necessary fiction designed to "obscure the violent

means through which 'China' was brought low"?71 Let us examine the

terms of the negotiation closely to get a basic understanding. On August 29,

1840, when the treaty negotiations began, the British had placed the issue of

equality on the agenda as the second major item for discussion. Qishan

(Ch'i-Shan), the imperial commissioner, raised the objection that the bu­

reaucratic system of every nation had its hierarchy and Great Britain was no

exception. Did the British not make distinctions between higher and lower

official posts and between superiors and subordinates? Acting under the au­

thority of Palmerston, Elliot observed that the treaty demand had nothing to

do with particular bureaucratic hierarchies and that the British subjects de­

sired equal treatment so that they could communicate with their Chinese

counterparts as equals.72 Qishan was eventually forced to expunge the bing

genre from Anglo-Chinese communications and agreed to include Article 11

in the treaty.

It is interesting that when Qishan came under attack by Yu Qian, the gov­

ernor-general of Jiangnan and Jiangxi, for succumbing to the British de­

mand regarding the bing, the Daoguang emperor defended the former's de­

cision by pointing out that the issue of genre and respectful address was

merely a matter of xiaojie (trifling detail).73 Commenting on the said gover-
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nor-general's memorial, the emperor wrote: "Your judgment is flawed and

inferior to that of Qishan in your understanding of our edicts. The original

words and letters [of the British] must be conveyed to us so we may gain a

clear insight into the yi affairs and be able to tell the truth from falsehood

and make our decisions accordingly. To be overly concerned with xiaojie at

the expense of matters of dati [major proportions] such as you are, it could

only lead to disaster."74 Guo Weidong's study of related Chinese documents

shows that Qishan took the liberty of making a number of decisions about

the format of official communications between Britain and China to con­

form to the British demands without memorializing the court first. When he

did memorialize the court to propose permanent changes to the established

usage relating to Anglo-Chinese communications in Baihe and Guangzhou,

for example, the court raised no objection whatsoever. It appears that the

Daoguang emperor exhibited more flexibility than his British counterpart in

the matter of formal genre and respectful address. Territorial concessions

and indemnity payments to the British were the uppermost concerns in his

assessment of the Anglo-Chinese crisis.75

To the British, however, formal genres and respectful address mattered no

less than the balance of profit and loss because they had to do with national

pride and honor. Herman Merivale, who in 1839 published his popular Lec­
tures on Colonization and Colonies, which was reissued in 1861 (both dates co­

inciding with the two Opium Wars), had this to say about Britain's position

in its colonial empire:

The sense of national honor, pride of blood, and the tenacious spirit of self­

defence, the sympathies of kindred communities, the instincts of a domi­

nant race, the vague but generous desire to spread our civilization and our

religion over the world: these are impulses which the student in his closet

may disregard, but the statesman dares not, for they will assuredly prevail,

as they so often have prevailed before, and silence mere utilitarian argu­

ment whenever a crisis calls them forth. 76

These lectures were first delivered to the students of Oxford University,

where Merivale, in his late thirties, held the Drummond Professorship of Po­

litical Economy. Over twelve years beginning in 1848, Merivale occupied a

senior position at the Colonial Office as the colleague and successor of Sir

James Stephen and spoke with great authority on matters of British colonial

policy. Merivale's lectures had such an impact on the British public in the

nineteenth century that they caused a twentieth-century commentator to
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remark that "no serious student of the British Empire in its development can

afford to neglect a work which has behind it so much good thinking, is in­

formed by so ripe an experience, and deals with so critical and characteristic

a stage in the history of Colonial Administration. "77 Merivale's observations

about national honor and racial superiority were by no means empty asser­

tions but had clear policy implications, as they derived from the day-to-day

interactions with colonial subjects and foreign countries. Queen Victoria re­

iterated that policy in her speech to Parliament on January 26, 1841, when

she stated: "Having deemed it necessary to send to the coast of China a naval

and military force, to demand reparation and redress for the injuries in­

flicted upon some of my subjects by the officers of the Emperor of China,

and for indignities offered to an Agent of my Crown, I, at the same time, ap­

pointed Plenipotentiaries to treat upon these matters with the Chinese Gov­

ernment. "78 The injuries and indignities to which Victoria referred include,

of course, the issues of formal genre and respectful address we have been ex­

amining in this chapter.

Sir Henry Pottinger was the new Chief Plenipotentiary appointed by

Queen Victoria in place of Elliot, who had been stripped of his official title

for failing to defend British interests in the treaty negotiations. 79 As soon as

he took office in May 1841, Pottinger began another round of Anglo-Chi­

nese treaty negotiations in which he stood firm on the issue of equality and

tried to introduce a ban on the word yi. According to Zhang Xi, a member of

the Chinese delegation who recorded the negotiating process in his "Fuyi

riji" (Journals of the pacification of the yi), that discussion took place on Au­

gust 26, 1842, on which occasion Pottinger observed that yi was not a nice

word and should cease to be used. Xian Songpu, one of the chief negotiators

representing the Qing government, cited the sage's words "Shun was an

eastern yi and I(ing wen was a western yi" to rebut that objection. Insofar as

the two sides could not agree on how to determine the meaning of this

word, the negotiation came to a deadlock, and no conclusive legal provi­

sion regarding yi was incorporated into the treaty-not until the Treaty of

Tianjin-although Pottinger did pressure the Qing officials not to use the

character in the Chinese version of the Treaty of Nanjing. 80 Thus concluded

the notorious unequal treaty that resulted in China's loss of sovereignty over

Hong I(ong and in the other major concessions to the British and other

Western powers.

For an unequal treaty to insist on perfect equality within the treaty arti­

cles seems like hypocrisy or bad faith. Perhaps it was both. T. Mullet Ellis,
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who drew a fanciful portrait of Queen Victoria in a nineteenth-century chil­

dren's book called The Fairies' Favourite, reveals how Britain would have liked

to be treated by the rest of the world:

I(ings from the far East, Princes from Colconda, and Rajahs from

Seringapatam, the emperor, the Emperor of Morocca, the Grand Llama of

Thibet and Fee- fi -fofum, had all crawled on their bare kness [sic] to the foot

of the throne with sacks of jewels on their backs, and something special in

their breast-pocket for the queen. She had all these costly presents, cargoes

of bar-gold from California and scores of ships chock-full of gold in its raw

state from Australia-which is a very nuggetty island-Her cellars were

crammed with ingots of gold, and cart-loads of precious stones were shov­

eled in the ton. 81

The picture of desire that comes to life in this description and in an 1872 il­

lustration of the Burmese envoy offering presents to the queen on his knees

(Figure 3), is not one of equality but of something else. Such stories aimed

Figure 3. W. B. Wallen, "The Queen Receiving the Burmese Embassy" (1872),
from Arthur Lawrence Merrill, Life and Times ofQueen Victoria (1901).
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to indoctrinate the British from childhood on to fantasize about national

wealth and privilege in this manner and to expect the other races, especially

their kings and emperors, to offer treasure to the British sovereign and show

their respect. This also explains why the issue of koutou (kowtow) and other

forms of humiliation during Lord Macartney's mission to the Qianlong em­

peror's court obsessed the British imagination for nearly two centuries, and

why the nineteenth-century British officials in China were not prepared to

treat the Qing officials as their equals.

On August 20, 1842, nine days before the formal conclusion of the Treaty

of Nanjing, the Chinese imperial commissioner Chiying and his entourage

were scheduled to visit the warship Cornwallis and meet with the British

plenipotentiary. Chinese Secretary John Robert Morrison informed the Qing

delegation that it was the British custom to greet distinguished visitors with

ceremonial gun salutes. The higher the guest's rank was, the greater the

number of salutes, up to a maximum, he said, of twenty-three.82 When the

British plenipotentiary Pottinger stepped on board the Cornwallis, he was

greeted with a nineteen-gun salute. Pottinger's counterpart Chiying, who

negotiated the treaties on equal footing with him, and his suite received

three. They were told by Morrison that the British were following the Chi­

nese ways. This carefully engineered spectacle of humiliation did not help

the British promote their cause of equality. Four days later, the Qing officials

played their own game of equality by greeting their English guests with

three salutes when the two parties met on land.83 Thus the British discourse

of equality met with the Qing policy of yishi tongren (equal treatment) in a

strange drama of imperial rivalry.

Commenting on the Qing government's readiness to extend the most-fa­

vored-nation clauses to all other foreign nations, John Fairbank suggested

that "the ancient idea of equal treatment of all barbarians was applied by the

Manchu negotiators of 1842-1844 of their own accord. Since the emperor

was accustomed to viewing all men from afar with equal compassion, his

ministers almost instinctively decided to extend the British treaty terms to

the Americans. Their aim was to prevent the British themselves admitting

the Americans to these privileges and so winning for Britain the gratitude

which ought really to be felt by the Americans toward the emperor."84 Fair­

bank's speculation as to why the emperor would desire equal treatment of

foreign nations against his own best interests is somewhat off the mark. The

Qing foreign policy of yishi tongren was less about gratitude than it was about

the court's awareness of Britain's ambition to dominate the world.

When Lord Macartney's mission came to China in 1793, the Qianlong
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emperor had become suspicious of the true intent of the British mission with

regard to China. To the British, the emperor acted like a haughty sovereign

when he downplayed the importance of English merchandise, as exempli­

fied, for example, by the emperor's letter to I(ing George III. But often over­

looked were the Qianlong emperor's secret instructions to his trusted minis­

ters in which he expressed his apprehension that the English might try to

use the opportunity to monopolize trade in Guangzhou by elbowing out the

merchants of other foreign nations who had maintained enduring trade re­

lations with China for centuries. His edict to the Grand Minister in the

Council of State in 1793 asserted that "among the western ocean states,

England ranks foremost in strength. It is said that the English have robbed

and exploited the merchant ships of the other western ocean states so that

the yi people along the western ocean are terrified of their brutality. "85 The

emperor instructed Chang Lin to reach Canton ahead of the Macartney

team on their return journey and inform the entire foreign business com­

munity there that the emperor had not granted special privileges to the Eng­

lish, and the latter had no right to extort revenue or profits from the other

foreign merchants by claiming to represent them collectively to the Qing

state.86 The Qianlong emperor's foreboding became reality fifty years later,

when the British seized control of the Maritime Customs of the imperial

Qing state during the suppression of the Taiping Rebellion. In retrospect, the

imperial policy of yishi tangren, which had been reiterated so many times in

the official edicts to the foreign community from the eighteenth through the

nineteenth centuries, was entirely intended to contain the influence of the

British. When the British depicted the Chinese as "anti-social" and stub­

bornly resisting "European penetration and the public-sphere of 'reason,'

while continuing to function outside a Eurocentrically imagined world,"

they were in fact reacting to a long-standing imperial policy that had suc­

cessfully curbed British colonial ambitions when India and the countries

of Southeast Asia succumbed to colonial rule. 87 Interestingly, when C. H.

Alexanderowicz tries to explain the major differences between China and

India during this period, he attributes them to the ideological rigidity of

the Qing court as exemplified by the Qianlong emperor's treatment of the

MacCartney mission in contrast to the Moghul emperor's measures of expe­

diency in dealing with the Europeans. This observation derives from British

impressions and narratives of the time and has not benefited from a cross­

examination of the Qing sources. These sources suggest that the Qing court

was entirely aware of the imperial ambitions of the British.88
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The Colonial Discourse of Injury

The British plenipotentiary Pottinger would have banned the character yi if

he could at the conclusion of the Treaty of Nanjing in 1842. And he would

have done so less out of regard for equality than to vindicate the honor of

Her Britannic Majesty. That the traumatic injury to the sovereign body of

the British Empire should have hinged on a hetero-linguistic maneuver that

required an English word to complete the meaning of a Chinese one might

challenge a psychoanalyst to come up with a good explanation. Might the

British have projected a masochistic self-image onto the Chinese word, just

as they had fantasized about the Chinese projecting a sinocentric worldview

onto the British? The possibility is there. But if these multiple projections

mean anything, where do we go to search for that meaning? What are the

stakes in such projections? Is injury indispensable to the ways of sovereign

thinking in colonial discourse?

In Aryans and British India, Thomas Trautmann observes that the British

crafting of the Aryan story-the claims of distant kinship and family reunion

with India-turned colonial rule into a love story. The discourse of friend­

ship that shaped colonial relations in British India during this period may

help throw some interesting light on the affective economy that appears to

be at play here. "A central issue for the British in their arguments over In­

dian policy," Trautmann writes, "was how the Indians might be made to

love the British regime."89 For William Jones, founder and first president of

the Asiatic Society, the study of Sanskrit was part of an elaborate work of

philological assemblage aimed at establishing that Indian culture was "West­

ern" culture. Thus the British presence in India, in the words of Roy Harris,

"could be seen not as colonialist adventurers pillaging the riches of the

East, but as restoring a far-flung, ancient outpost of Aryan civilization to its

rightful place within the corresponding political boundaries of the modern

world."90 Love, friendship, and emotional attachment mattered to colonial

governance insofar as they matter in all dramas of psychic struggle between

ruler and ruled, man and woman, the strong and the weak. When the Brit­

ish arrived in China, often directly from India, they had certain expectations

as to how they would be treated by the Qing government and the local peo­

ple. Did love figure in those expectations? Had the British officials followed

Morrison's earlier translation of yi as "foreigner" instead of "barbarian,"

would they have reacted differently?

As we have seen, Frantz Fanon throws some helpful light on these ques-
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tions in his reflections on the early colonial encounter between the Europe­

ans and the people of Madagascar. In Black Skin, White Masks, he observes

that "when the question arises of understanding why the European, the for­

eigner, was called vazaha, which means honorable stranger; when it is a matter

of understanding why shipwrecked Europeans were welcomed with open

arms; why the European, the foreigner, was never thought of as an enemy,

instead of explaining these things in terms of humanity, of good will, of

courtesy, basic characteristics of what Cesaire calls 'the old courtly civiliza­

tions,' scholars tell us that it happened quite simply because, inscribed in

'fateful hieroglyphics-specifically, the unconscious-there exists some­

thing that makes the white man the awaited master."'91 The conjuring of the

European master through a translation of vazaha as "honorable stranger"

seems to be the polar opposite of what causes yi to mean "barbarian." But

might the opposing translations not be the two sides of the same imperial

coin? To the British, the super-sign Ying yi/English barbarian flaunted the evi­

dence of Chinese contempt for foreigners and contradicted the experience of

the British elsewhere in their global warfare of sovereign rule. The Manchus

and the mandarins, however, were uniformly taken by surprise whenever

the British accused them of showing disrespect. They denied strenuously

that yi meant what the British thought it meant. Ten years after the signing

of the treaties of Nanjing, the acting imperial commissioner in Guangzhou,

Bo Gui, continued to be puzzled by Sir George Bonham's protest of the char­

acter yi and wondered why the word was a matter for dispute. 92 Bonham, of

course, was reading those communications in English translation supplied

by the Chinese secretary's office in which the wordyi was duly spelled out as

"barbarian. "93 This was only a few years before the signing of the Anglo­

Chinese Treaty of Tianjin, at which point the English text of any diplomatic

communication would be taken as the original and correct version. In any

case, an impasse of accusation and denial arose between the British, who

protested vehemently against yi, and the Qing officials, who routinely dis­

missed the charge as groundless, arguing that yi was not an issue. But the

character must have raised some kind of issue if a British subject felt that the

term of address was capable of insulting a foreigner.

The issue, it seems to me, lies in the elusive status of the super-sign yi/bar­

barian, hence its ubiquity and secret power. The character yi eluded the Chi­

nese as well as the British in its flight into the intermediate area of hetero­

linguistic catachresis, straddling two languages and turning into the mon­

strous super-sign of itself. 94 If we agree that the originary point of injury is
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the enunciation of yi by the Chinese toward the British, who heard "barbar­

ian," we might as well register the fact that the deictic address of the super­

sign yi/barbarian is already a doubling and translated address. 95 To compli­

cate the matter further, the word "barbarian," being a loanword from Latin

and Greek roots, is itself an excessively translated address that the Europe­

ans had applied to one another and to their colonized peoples for centuries.

The British colonial officials had come to China with the foreknowledge of a

colonial discourse of the "barbarian" and could not but see the absurdity

of being put in the position of "barbarians" themselves. David Porter has

shown that the British elite began to classify the Chinese among the "bar­

barians" in the final quarter of the eighteenth century, if not earlier. James

Boswell recorded an interesting conversation he had with Samuel Johnson

in 1778:

Johnson called the East-Indians barbarians. Boswell: "You will except the

Chinese, Sir." Johnson: "No, Sir" ... Boswell: "What do you say to the writ­

ten characters of that language?" Johnson: "Sir, they have not an alphabet.

They have not been able to form what all other nations have formed."

Boswell: "There is more learning in their language than in any other, from

the immense number of their characters." Johnson: "It is only more dif­

ficult from its rudeness; as there is more labour in hewing down a tree with

a stone than with an axe."96

I will have more to say in Chapter 6 about language and race in connection

with the rise of comparative philology. The quoted passage, whether or not

it captures the actual conversation or merely reflects Boswell's own opinion,

suggests a degree of ambivalence in eighteenth-century Britain with regard

to the relative standing of the Chinese. But the factory records of the East In­

dia Company, which I discuss shortly, make it clear that the British had be­

gun to apply the term "barbarian" to the Chinese as early as 1721.

Horatio Nelson Lay, the former assistant Chinese secretary at the negotia­

tion of the Anglo-Chinese Treaty of Tianjin, certainly referred to the Chinese

as "barbarians." Even after he was appointed Inspectorate General of Cus­

tom by the imperial Qing government in 1861 during the suppression of the

Taiping Rebellion, Lay described his position "as that of a foreigner engaged

by the Chinese government to perform certain work for them, not under
them," and added, "I need scarcely observe that the notion of a gentleman

acting under an Asiatic barbarian is preposterous."97 As Hosea Ballou Morse

shows, Lay drew Chinese pay for eight years, and Captain Sherard Osborne,



62 The Birth of a Super-Sign

who commanded the Anglo-Chinese fleet, also accepted service "under the

Asiatic barbarian" and took his pay from the imperial government, although

both of them were perennially troubled by the question "How shall Euro­

pean officers and seamen levy war for a barbarous sovereign, without being

made to participate in acts which our country would repudiate?"98

Our assessment of this situation would suffer, however, from focusing

exclusively on individual opinions and prejudices. The racializing of the

Chinese in the late eighteenth century and throughout the nineteenth was

accomplished by a complex organization of scientific knowledge and mobili­

zation of public opinion through the writings of race theorists, craniologists,

physical anthropologists, and novelists. Carl von Linne's System of Nature

(1735), George Steinmetz shows us, included the Chinese within the

human category of Homo/Monstrous, describing them as "head conic" and

grouping them with the Hottentots, who were considered by the Europeans

as the epitome of debasement. By the middle of the nineteenth century,

when the treaties of Tianjin were being signed, the European scientists and

writers had correlated the shapes of Chinese skulls, facial angles, the inner

constitution of the skin, and the racially distinctive shape of the hand with

arguments about the intelligence and moral failings of the Chinese, who

changed from "white" to "yellow" in all European languages during this

time.99 The diaries of Elizabeth von Heyking, wife of the German consul in

Beijing during Germany's annexation of Qingdao, states her view bluntly:

"Whatever the Chinese might have been before, today they are nothing but

dirty barbarians, who need a European master and not a European ambassa­
dor!"lOO

As I suggested in Chapter 1, naming can be a form of deictic address in the

process of initiating the colonial terror of intersubjective communication.

Narratives of colonial encounter abound in situations where the absolute

terms of deictic address figure in the emerging relations of domination be­

tween the colonizer and the would-be colonized. The deictic conception "I

am I because I am not you" underlies almost all colonial claims of universals

and difference. The discourse of the "barbarian" plays into the deixis of

naming a colonial other and consolidating the sovereign subject at the same

time. By calling the Native Americans and other non-European races sav­

ages and barbarians, the European empires had secured the episteme of co­

lonial otherness as well as a universal order of civilizational superiority and

inferiority based on race, culture, technology, language, proprietorship, and

so on. The law of exclusivity does not permit the same address to be applied
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to the original addresser simultaneously in reverse deictic articulation, just

as the Hegelian bondsman cannot be named and addressed as lord by

his previously recognized lord without contradicting the very terms of the

deictic address that regulate the reflexive but hierarchical relationship be­

tween the two. This explains why the logic of colonial address does not tol­

erate deictic contradiction and reversal without becoming comical or ab­

surd.

If Napier, Robinson, and Palmerston took the reversals of the colonial dis­

course of "barbarian" quite seriously, their contemporaries at home equally

saw the absurdity but seemed to enjoy the opportunity to mock the preten­

tiousness of the British nobility. The popular magazine Punch, for example,

played on the comedy of such reversals by describing the garter worn by the

British peer as an article bestowed by "the Barbarian Queen" and by calling

Shakespeare the national poet of the barbarian English (Figure 4). The same

comedy of reversal is seen in a cartoon from Punch, dated November 4, 1860,

in which Lord Elgin is portrayed as gesturing to the emperor of China to

"come, knuckle down! No cheating this time," while holding what looks

like a cannonball in his right hand (Figure 5) .101 Apparently, Lord Elgin's

contemporaries grasped the comedy of reversal in its true light; that is, the

Anglo-Chinese confrontation was not about the British noblemen's notion

of equality but about their sovereign claims to the Qing empire and to the

world. In that sense, the much maligned word yi figures the reversal as well

as the aporetic breakdown of the logic of colonial address. Who is the true

barbarian for civilization? The comic and tragic reversals of colonial address

in the British experience of China in 1834-1860 were fraught with uncer­

tainty and anxiety as to how to answer that question properly.

What does the aporia tell us about injury? Can we name the place of in­

jury in the enunciation of "barbarian" in Western legal discourse prior to its

encounter with the Chinese word yi? Has "barbarian" ever been part of the

legal definition of injury? In Chapter 1 we saw how the Spanish Dominican

Francisco de Vitoria had reflected on some of these issues as he tried to re­

solve the legality of the Spanish conquest of America. He and his students

were centrally concerned with the question: By what right had the barbari­

ans-the American Indians-come under the rule of the Spaniards?102 I will

not reiterate Vitoria's major arguments here except to remind the reader

that, for Vitoria, the ius gentium granted the American Indians their legal

rights so long as they guaranteed the peace and safety of the Spaniards jour­

neying, trading, or preaching the Gospel on their land. Should the natives
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Figure 4. "Exhibition of the English in China," from Punch, 1844. The satire is
an imagined reversal of the actual "Chinese exhibition" of artifacts that took
place in a building at Hyde Park Corner in London after the Opium War. The
exhibition was organized by an American entrepreneur named Nathan Dunn.

[To view this image, refer to  

the print version of this title.] 
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Figure 5. Lord Elgin and the Emperor of China, cartoon from Punch, 1860.

[To view this image, refer to  

the print version of this title.] 
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oppose the communicatio or the ius predicandi, their act would constitute suf­

ficient ground of injury for having infringed on the natural rights of the

Spaniards. "The vindication of injuries constitutes a just war," writes An­

thony Pagden, "and ultimately it was only by means of such a war that the

Spaniards could legitimate their presence in America."103 Nowhere in inter­

national legal discourse, however, do we find a precedent for the enun­

ciation of the term "barbarian" as sufficient ground for war. So, again,

what were the possible sources of the British sense of injury and justification

for war?

In his study of the notion of barbaros in Greek antiquity, Jonathan Hall has

suggested that the discourse of barbaros was a mechanism of Greek self­

definition beginning in the fifth century B.C.E. "By establishing a stereotyp­

ical, generalized image of the exotic, slavish and unintelligible barbarian,"

Hall says, "Greek identity could be defined 'from without,' through opposi­

tion with this image of alterity. To find the language, culture or rituals of the

barbarian desperately alien was to immediately to define oneself as Greek.

The construction of a sharp symbolic boundary between Greek and barbar­

ian should theoretically no longer leave any doubt as to the Greekness of

those on its inside."lo4 It turns out that the boundary was necessarily mythi­

cal. Take the Hellenic genealogy often cited as evidence of a Greek identity

which embraces, through the genealogical metaphor of Hellen and his sons,

the ethnic groups that represent its constituent elements. Hall's research

shows that the claims of Hellenic ancestry do not square with either archae­

ological findings or literary and linguistic evidence: "The Aitolians were con­

sidered Greek but their eponymous ancestor, Aitolos, did not derive his de­

scent from Hellen but from Endymion. Likewise, Arkas, the eponymous

ancestor of the Arkadians, was the son of I(allisto, who was the daughter of

Lykaon and the granddaughter of Pelasgos-a lineage that finds no point

of correlation with the Hellenic genealogy."lo5 If the origin of the self was

not much of an origin insofar as it had been defined in opposition to the

barbaros, what was left of the barbaros? Did the latter not take flight in a

chain of signifying events that have come to characterize the act of appropri­

ation itself? In The Fall of Natural Man, Pagden suggests that by the time

Gregory the Great began to use barbarus in the sixth century, the word had

become synonymous with the term paganus, or pagan, as Christians were

thought to be fundamentally different from all other categories of distinc­

tion in the pagan world. So when Eusebius of Caesarea felt called upon to

persuade his readers that he and his kind were "new men," he explained,

"We do not think like Greeks, nor live like the barbarians."lo6
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Michel de Certeau's perceptive reading of Montaigne's essay "Of Canni­

bals" suggests, furthermore, that the signification of "barbarian" and "sav­

age" as a mechanism of European self-definition had reached a high degree

of semantic mobility by the sixteenth century. Montaigne's writings chase

the colonial discourse through a series of disappearances in light of the Eu­

ropean contact with Native Americans to show that the elementary unit of

nomination ("barbarous," "savage") and its discourse "signify not the real­

ity of which they speak, but the reality from which they depart, and which

they disguise, the place of their enunciation (elocution). "107 The fictions of

"barbarian," which are meant to define the position of the other in lan­

guage' cannot but destroy one another as soon as they touch: in Certeau's

words, "a shattering of mirrors, the defection of images, one after the

other."108 But there is more to it. Pagden's study of Vitoria demonstrates

convincingly that there was an emergent discourse of injury that came to

ground the concept of barbari in the ius gentium for the law of nations. I

would argue that this legal sense of potential injury infused the English no­

tion of "barbarian" with the spirit of natural rights on top of the etymologi­

cal roots of a loanword that extended back to the Greek barbaros and the

Christian notion of barbarus.

The legal definition of injury articulated a condition of reciprocity and a

condition of violence that were both deeply rooted in the early colonial

thinking of civilization and barbarity with important implications for our

understanding of the enunciation of "barbarian" in later centuries. When

the freedom to trade, to travel, and to proselytize comes to rest on the rights

and principles granted by the ius gentium, the opposition by a native popula­

tion cannot but be interpreted sui generis as an injury to the life or property

of the Europeans and therefore cause for just war. This provides us with a

historical perspective on some of the key developments in the modern dis­

course of international law (see Chapter 4) and allows us to situate the legal

concepts properly at the heart of European colonial history. The litigation of

cases involving the shooting and killing of the Chinese in the early eigh­

teenth century by British subjects put the conditions of reciprocity and vio­

lence to the test.

The factory records of the East India Company recorded a number of cases

of homicide committed by Europeans against the Chinese during this pe­

riod. An incident that took place on October 30, 1722, involved a British

ship from Bombay, the ](ing George, arriving in Guangzhou. The gunner's

mate claimed to have been firing at a bird in a paddy field, but he shot a Chi­

nese boy who was reaping the field. 109 The boy was seriously wounded by
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the gunshot and died. Under the Penal Code of the Qing, the case would

have been prosecuted according to book two, section 282. But unlike some

other cases, this affair did not lead to criminal prosecution because the boy's

parents and the government officials agreed to a financial settlement. IIO The

factory record dated November 15, 1722, reads, "The China boy killed by

Gunner's Mate of ](ing George, hath not only given Messrs. Scattergood &

Hill great trouble, but hath cost them already near 2,000 taels."lll If one

should marvel at the utter lack of human compassion for the boy in the Eng­

lish account, the explanation may be sought in the notion of injury in the

theory of natural law. What constitutes injury in a colonial setting is not the

killing of the natives, for such matters can always be settled by financial ar­

rangement, or by evading the native systems of justice, or even by contem­

plating extraterritorial rights, a subject that comes up again and again in the

records of the East India Company. Injury seems to make sense only where

the natural or property rights of the Europeans are concerned in cases under

litigation. When the supercargoes Scattergood and Hill were asked to pay

compensation for the homicide, they complained about the parents and

mandarins "who too often vilely encrease their personal estates, by such

misfortunes, but all in our power shall not be wanting to prevent such prac­

tices."I12 It is as if the injured party had been not the boy and his family but

the Europeans; yet this was not the only time when a reversed claim of in­

jury was made by an Englishman or a European after one of their country­

men had committed homicide.

The factory records bear witness to an earlier incident that occurred on

November 22, 1721, when the killing of a Chinese man was converted into

the potential injury of the rights of Europeans: "Some of the Bonitta's peo­

ple had shot a Chinaman about Wampoa, in the service of the Hoppo, and

that Mr. Scattergood [the Bonitta's supercargo] had withdrawn himself from

his own house to the United English Factory to escape (though entirely in­

nocent) from falling into the hands of these Barbarians, who are glad of the

least handle to plague people."113 Here "barbarians" refers to the Chinese of­

ficials who had arrived to investigate the murder and made a few arrests.

The British supercargoes went to the Hoppo (the superintendent of marine

customs for Guangdong) to complain of the "violation of the privileges he

had granted us for our Persons, Officers, Seamen, &c." with a warning that

"His Majesty the I(ing of England has several Men of War about Madras and

other places in the East Indies, we cannot answer what may be the conse­

quences of such a procedure, as the denying us that justice which we de-
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mand."114 The procedure refers to the application of the Penal Code of the

Qing, which would require that the offender be prosecuted and punished

according to the degree of his crime. 115 The grounds for injury spelled out in

a language of rights and privilege ala Vitoria seemed to warrant a just war in

terms of natural law. What is more significant, the discourse of "barbarian"

as rooted in the British experience in China had articulated the coloniality of

injury many decades before its fateful encounter with the Chinese discourse

of yi and certainly before the aporetic breakdown of the logic of colonial ad­

dress in the super-sign. For when the super-sign yi/barbarian became reality,

and when the enunciation of "barbarian" was perceived as drifting from co­

lonial speech into the other's language, the threat of a reversal was bound to

cause a jolt, a breach, a further injury, and a dangerous subversion of the

episteme of the other. It is in this sense that the coloniality of injury found its

fullest legal expression in the ban on yi, in the supplementary demands of

the Anglo-Chinese Treaty of Tianjin, and in the British justification for war.



CHAPTER 3

Figuring Sovereignty

In hundreds or thousands of years, the Central States may endure
hardships caused by the Western countries from the oceans beyond.
We give our word of prediction.

-the Kangxi emperor to his Grand Secretariat and nine chief ministers,

December 9, 1716

Writers and printers in China began to subject their publica­

tions to screening and self-censorship when the British authorities intensi­

fied the effort to implement the 1858 ban on the character yi after the sec­

ond Opium War. The character was carefully taken out of each text, to be

replaced with a multitude of terms such as yang (ocean) or wai guo (foreign

country), or with the names of individual nations. The post-ban editions of

Daoguang yangsou zhengfu ji (A history of the combat and pacification of for­

eign battleships in the reign of the Daoguang emperor), which is attributed

to Wei Yuan, underwent this sort of correction and self-censorship.l The

same thing happened to the revised editions of Xu Jiyu's Yinghuan zhilue
(An outline history and geography of the world) and other late Qing publi­

cations.2 Three months after the signing of the Anglo-Chinese Treaty of

Tianjin, Imperial Commissioner Gui Liang memorialized the Xianfeng em­

peror on October 9, 1858, to inform the throne of a British complaint about

the court's violation of the treaty's terms:

The British principal Elgin came to see me and accused us of violating the

treaty because he had caught the expression "yi vessel" in one of your im­

perial edicts printed in the official newspaper. Your servant checked Article

51 of the British treaty which says: "It is agreed that, henceforward, the

character 'i' ~ [barbarian] shall not be applied to the Government or sub­

jects of Her Britannic Majesty in any Chinese official document issued by

70



Figuring Sovereignty 71

the Chinese Authorities either in the Capital or in the Provinces." But the

language here does not clearly spell out whether the same article applies to

imperial edicts. Your servant is preparing a reply [to the British] to indicate

that we intend to comply with the treaty terms. As for whether it would be

advisable to instruct the Council of State not to publish copies of the various

documents dealing with yi affairs in the future to keep them confidential, I

defer to your imperial judgment.3

Gui Liang's suggestion of imperial exceptionality is intriguing. The English

version of the treaty article would seem to include the emperor's edicts

among "any Chinese official document issued by the Chinese authorities,"

but the Chinese-language version is highly ambiguous. It mentions geshi
gong wen (all kinds of public documents), which mayor may not include the

emperor's sheng yu (imperial edicts), and certainly not his confidential edicts

to his ministers. Gui Liang's hairsplitting argument reflected the last ditch at­

tempt to defend the sovereignty of the Qing empire, but the odds were

against him because Article 50 stipulated that the interpretation of the terms

of the treaty must follow the English meaning.

In the preceding chapter I examined the itinerancy and reversibility of the

super-sign yi/barbarian and argued that the character yi should not be taken

as positive evidence of its own etymology, much less the collective mentality

of a people predisposed against foreigners. I have considered a number of

analytical and historical angles from which we might comprehend the trans­

lingual conditions of deictic enunciation under which the colonial discourse

of injury was able to turn a sign from one language into the destiny and des­

tination of another. After the implementation of the ban, the super-sign yi/

barbarian camouflaged the traces of that semiotic and hetero-linguistic mi­

gration and has succeeded for so long in deterring us from making further

inquiry into its particular heterogeneity. It remains to be seen, however,

where the classical Chinese discourse of yi stands in this discussion, that is,

prior to its encounter with the English "barbarian" and prior to its being

turned into the super-sign yi/barbarian. Can the discourse be traced to some

earlier articulations of the sovereign self and to the imperial ideology of the

Qing dynasty? It would be interesting to speculate, for example, whether

the eighteenth-century translation of the character yi by the interpreters of

the British East India Company as "foreigner" had been somehow related

to the domestic and foreign policies of the throne in the Yongzheng and

Qianlong reigns.
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Yi: Naming the Boundaries of Sovereign Rule

This chapter is devoted to exploring the place and placement of yi in the

eighteenth-century universalist ideology of the Qing empire and their impli­

cations for the "barbarian" question I analyzed in Chapter 2. The concept of

yi as it appears in the classical sources traverses immense areas of interdisci­

plinary scholarship, ranging from the commentarial traditions of Confucian

learning to imperial ethnology and novel official policies and projects relat­

ing to issues of identity and border crossing in the course of Qing expansion.

As I highlight the centrality of this concept to the articulation and disarticu­

1ation of the mandate of Heaven and to the imperial ideology of the ruling

Manchus in the Qing dynasty, the reader will see that neither the Yong­

zheng emperor nor the Qianlong emperor sought to ban the character when

they punished the Han dissidents who opposed Manchu rule by insisting on

the distinction between hua and yi. Instead, the emperors chose to appropri­

ate the Confucian discourse of yi and harness the idea for the purpose of

consolidating their empire. Their handling of the oppositional discourse of

hua and yi seems to represent a very different political strategy from the Brit­

ish handling of the super-sign yi/barbarian in the nineteenth century. That

difference, however, should not prevent us from observing how central the

notions of yi and of the super-sign yi/barbarian have both been to the claims

and disputed claims of sovereignty over the territory of the Central States.4

My chief argument is that the discourse of yi names the boundaries of sov­

ereign rule and advances a classical theory of sovereignty through the mil­

lennia-long commentarial scholarship surrounding the Confucian texts and,

in particular, the Spring and Autumn Annals. To isolate this and other related

usages from the classical Chinese texts as if they were proto-racial concepts

is to run the risk not only of distorting the sources themselves but also of

misrepresenting the classical commentarial traditions. As we saw in Chapter

2, the sleight of hand in the translation of such concepts can pose a particu­

1ar risk to Western-language scholarship if one is not careful about how one

represents ancient Chinese concepts to a modern English-or European-lan­

guage audience. In his book The Chinese Discourse of Race, Frank Dikotter

claims to have discovered evidence of some degree of "racial" discrimination

in early China from the ancient texts, but his evidence turns out to be astra­

tegic misquotation of James Legge's 1872 English translation of the Zuo Com­

mentaries. Whereas Legge's rendering of "Fei wo zulei qixin bi yi" is "If he be

not of our kin, he is sure to have a different mind" (see the Glossary for the

Chinese characters), Dikotter quotes Legge as saying, "If he is not of our
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race, he is sure to have a different mind," and comments that "this sentence

seems to support the allegation that at least some degree of 'racial discrimi­

nation' existed during the early stage of Chinese civilization."5 If Dikotter's

statement sounds somewhat speculative, his careful retranslation of zulei
does not hesitate to fix the meaning of the characters and aspire toward a

polemical super-sign zulei/race, one that simultaneously misrepresents the

concept of zulei and that of "race." The discussion of zulei took place in the

fourth-century B.e.E. Zuo Commentaries, with specific reference to the state of

the Lu (not China), their kinship views, and their diplomatic relations and

warfare with the states of the Chu and the Jin. Dikotter's rendering of zulei
as a concept of "race" boldly bypasses the millennia-long commentarial

traditions surrounding the Confucian text to allow the modern specula­

tion about the existence or nonexistence of racial discrimination in ancient

China to stand as an anachronistic judgment on the classical concept.

Interpreting and translating words and texts that were written by those

whose world did not resemble our own is never an unproblematic enter­

prise. In his study Ancient China and Its Enemies, Nicola di Cosmo urges us to

look carefully at the ancient sources and try to comprehend what a particu­

lar text was saying and to what audience rather than jump to a blanket im­

putation of "barbarian" whenever one catches words like man, yi, rang, and

di. 6 Indeed, if the practice of historiography allows the commonplace epis­

teme of change and historical transformation, why should words remain

more or less the same through the ages or be held hostage to modern trans­

lations in a foreign tongue? The role of super-signs in the evolution of words

and their meanings makes the situation even more complicated. It seems

that the evidential fallacy in the field of early modern European history that

Anthony Pagden has criticized characterizes the methodologies of other ar­

eas of historical scholarship as well. "What a sixteenth-century theologian

might have understood by a word or phrase and what a modern historian

might understand by the same word or phrase," writes Pagden, "is assumed

to be, in all significant respects, the same. This failure to perceive that words

change their meaning and that issues of pressing intellectual concern for one

generation may be of scant interest to the next has led to much historically

irrelevant and politically tendentious discussion."7 The evidential fallacy

with respect to the claims of civilization and cultural interactions in modern

scholarship has typically operated around the material evidence of words

and texts, but that evidence itself is seldom given the close examination it

deserves.

Approaching the idea yi as an evolving and contested historical concept
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can provide us with new interpretive possibilities so that we need not begin

by assuming that the indigenous discourse is merely about one people's

(true or biased) knowledge of the other as opposed to a stable notion of the

self-an epistemological reductionism on the basis of which the British con­

ceptualized their ban. There is much to be gained by looking instead at how

the idea of yi has historically defined and redefined the boundaries of sover­

eign rule and fashioned the terms of political legitimacy through war and in­

surgency. In other words, the yi or the yi-di should be grasped as a discursive

figure that traverses territorial and political boundaries and has been re­

garded as dangerous for that reason. The danger lies in proportion to the de­

gree in which the enunciation of yi-the illocutionary force of statements

about the yi rather than what is merely asserted-poses a threat to the legiti­

macy of those who rule just as much as it can provide a discursive weapon to

those who oppose the rule. That the weapon is a double-edged sword goes

without saying. To comprehend how it works, one must first ask: What

kinds of enunciatory positions are made available or not available to the

ruler and the ruled whenever the distinction between hua and yi is broached

and reiterated?

The answer to that question, which is going to be worked out in the

course of this chapter, will then enrich our understanding of the figuration

of the boundaries of sovereign thinking between the Qing and the British in

the nineteenth century. The I(angxi emperor's apprehension about the fu­

ture of his empire underscores the larger global implication of that figura­

tion and, in a sense, predicted the coming of the Opium Wars with the warn­

ing that "in hundreds or thousands of years, the Central States may endure

hardships caused by the Western countries from the oceans beyond."8 Of

course, it took less than 150 years before I(angxi's nightmare turned into

China's reality. The magnitude of the hardships and suffering caused by the

British to the lives and livelihood of the people of the Central States provides

the context in which I reexamine, in the second half of this chapter, the sud­

den surge of popularity of the epithet gui zi or fan gui, commonly translated

as "foreign devils," during the Opium Wars. 9 One would have to be blind

not to notice the obvious connection between the verbal abuse to which

the British and the other Westerners were subjected on the one hand and

the military violence to which the Chinese people were subjected during the

Opium Wars on the other. It makes sense for us to ask what kinds of enun­

ciatory positions were opened up by the appellations gui zi and fan gui from

the south to the north in the 1840s. Do we detect a discursive linkage be-



Figuring Sovereignty 75

tween yi and gui zi? Did the British try to police the colloquial expressions gui

zi and fan gui with the same degree of vigilance with which they pursued the

ban on the classical character yi on paper? Finally, did the hit-and-run en­

counters between the British and the people on the streets of Chinese cities

and towns tell us anything about the Opium Wars that we do not already

know?

The Missing Referent for Cina, Shina, IIChina"

The Qing rulers were from the nomadic Manchu tribes of the North who

had overthrown the Ming dynasty and imposed their imperial rule on the

native population in 1644. The violence of the Manchu military conquest,

such as the massacre of the population of Yangzhou, gave rise to numerous

local resistance movements and acts of Ming loyalism, including suicides en

masse, which have been well documented and analyzed by historians. 10 The

Qing haircutting command issued in July 1645, for example, required that

all Chinese males shave their foreheads and plait their hair in a tribal queue

like the Manchus to signal their loyalty to the Qing regime. Those who

obeyed were accepted as subjects of the Qing, but the ones who resisted

were treated as outlaws under rebel command and severely punished to the

point of losing their heads. As Frederic Wakeman Jr. shows in The Great

Enterprise, the Han Chinese men regarded the order as a kind of tonsorial

castration, a symbolic mutilation of one's masculinity and moral integrity.

When the renowned scholar and teacher from Suzhou, Yang Tingshu, was

arrested on suspicion of involvement in the 1647 Songjiang uprising, the

prosecutor made it clear to Yang that he would not be arraigned for politi­

cal crimes and would be treated with deference should he conform to the

haircutting decree. But Yang flatly refused, saying, "To cut off my head is a

small matter but to shave my hair is a grave matter." Yang was subsequently

beheaded. 11

Other renowned Ming loyalists such as Wang Fuzhi (1619-1692) and Gu

Yanwu (1613-1682) responded by drawing on the Confucian commentarial

tradition in the Spring and Autumn Annals to rework the distinction between

hua (or xia) and yi (or yi-di) in order to subvert the sovereign claims of the

Manchus on intellectual grounds. 12 Such distinctions have always been mo­

bilized to make or unmake identities in times of dynastic upheaval and for­

eign conquest. But if we take the notion of hua or xia as suggesting some

essence or identity, it embraces such a wide range of shifting geopolitical
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boundaries and ethnic and cultural self-descriptions that the heterogeneity

of hua or xia can no more be reduced to "Chineseness" than the notion of yi

can be settled with a single meaning. Yi or yi-di articulates hua or xia just as

much as the latter articulates the former, with changing connotations

through the millennia of military conquests, ethnic conflicts, and cultural

and discursive practices before the arrival of the Manchus.

Still, what is the plausible referent for what we call "China" or "the Chi­

nese,,? The familiar geographical contour known as modern China has been

inherited from the Qing empire, but the inheritance itself is not without in­

tense irony. In Pamela Crossley's words, "The irony is underscored by the

meticulousness with which Qing imperial ideology had objectified China as

a province of the empire."13 The Qing rulers named their state the Da Qing

Guo (Great Qing state), whereas the official name of the dynasty they had

replaced in the seventeenth century was Da Ming Guo (Great Ming state),

never the Chinese empire. 14 Nor did the territorial boundaries of the Ming

and Qing dynasties coincide, because the Qing empire greatly expanded to

double the amount of territory under its sovereign rule between 1660 and

1760. Are we confronted with the possibility that the referent for "China"

and "the Chinese" has always been missing from the picture?

That the referent was probably missing became a cause for alarm among

late Qing nationalist intellectuals such as Huang Zunxian, Zhang Taiyan,

Liang Qichao, and others. Huang wrote in 1898:

Research indicates that the diverse countries in the world all boast of their

own state names, such as England and France, the only exception being the

Central States. People in the northwestern regions call us the Han, whereas

those from the southeastern islands name us the Tang. The Japanese have

used the name Tang or Nanjing, but the latter, referring to the Ming dynasty,

is valid for one dynasty only and is by no means transhistorical. The Indians

use the word CIna [Sanskrit], the Japanese say Shina, the English "China,"

and the French "la Chine." But "China," as variously transliterated in these

languages, is a term that other people have used to name us and does not

coincide with our self-identify. 15

Huang proposed that the phrase Hua Xia be adopted as the formal name for

the Central States.

In the spirit of that argument, the prominent intellectual Liang Qichao la­

mented that "there is no shame greater than our country being deprived of a

name. The names that people ordinarily think of, such as Zhu Xia, Han, or
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Tang, are the titles of bygone dynasties. Foreigners call our country cfna or

"China," but that is not how we view ourselves."16 Liang preferred to adopt

Zhongguo, or "the Central States," as the name for his country, but it turned

out that this term, too, was fraught with imprecision and misunderstanding.

Zhang Taiyan was quick to point out that

Zhongguo is meaningful only insofar as it refers to the four outlying bound­

aries. The Indians used to call their Mojiatuo [Madhyadesha] the central

state, and the Japanese named Shanyang their central state. The descriptive

term "Central State [s]" is by no means unique to the land of the Han. In the

language of the Han dynasty, however, the Central States was defined by

the ancient boundaries of the Han provinces and counties. When the Indi­

ans and the Japanese spoke of their central states, they were defining a cen­

ter vis-a-vis the peripheral states. The Han usage was very different, as the

term defined the territorial boundaries of the Central States against foreign

countries. 17

The uncertain candidacy of the various indigenous names for remaking the

Qing empire as a kind of "China" indicates that the naming of a Chinese

identity by English, French, Sanskrit, and Japanese-a significant othering

of the self-was already present in the desire for modern nationhood before

the indigenous intellectuals could give the object of desire a proper name. In

other words, Liang Qichao's renaming of the Da Qing Guo as Zhongguo in an­

ticipation of the birth of the new nation-state presupposed the existence of a

translingual signified "China" and the fabulation of a super-sign Zhongguo/

China.

Where does the Sanskrit term cfna figure in the overall translingual mak­

ing of the super-sign Zhongguo/China? Has the super-sign always been there,

lurking in the shadows of history? The late Qing intellectuals were perfectly

aware that the various modern terms for "China" originated from the San­

skrit root cfna and it is widely believed that the Sanskrit term itself derived

from the dynastic name of the first unified China, the Qin (Ch'in) dynasty

(221-206 B.C.E.).18 Scholars have dated the earliest mention of cfna to the

Riimiiyana and the Mahiibhiirata and to other Sanskrit sources such as the

Hindu Laws of Manu. According to Alf Hiltebeitel, the Mahiibhiirata was

probably composed between the middle of the second century B.C.E. and the

millennial turn, and the Riimiiyana was written at about the same time. The

early epics mention the Xiongnu Huns, who were "the great northern rivals

of the Chinese, whose Sanskrit name 'Clna' must recall the Xin/Ch'in [sic]
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dynasty founded by Shih Huang Ti, who began the great wall in 214 B.e.E. to

defend against them."19 Patrick Olivelle, in a study of the Laws of Manu, has

reexamined the related evidence surrounding the Sanskrit word cfna and

concluded:

The reference to the Chinese with the word CIna is problematic. The term is

not used by Pataiijali or the Dharmasutras. The word was probably derived

from a central Asian language and is related to the Qin (Chin) dynasty

(221-206 B.C.E.), which, although short-lived, was the first to unify China.

The term itself, however, may have been older, because the Qin was a state

in Northwest China prior to that time with strong trade connection with

Central Asia. The term "China," like "India" itself, is not a term of self-iden­

tification by the Chinese. The term came back to China probably from India

via Buddhist monks and texts. When a people known as CIna came to be

known to India is difficult to estimate. The term's absence in the earlier lit­

erature, however, makes it likely that it could not have been known before

the 1st century B.C.E. It was during this time or a little earlier under the Han

dynasty that Chinese trade with the west began to flourish. 20

Olivelle's evidence affirms that cfna is related to the Qin dynasty but leaves

the precise nature of that linkage open to speculation.21

What complicates the matter further is that we are confronted with a re­

lated ancient Chinese toponym, the Da Qin (Great Qin), written with the

same character as the one used for the Qin (or Chin, in the Wade-Giles

romanization system) dynasty in the same period. Between the first and

fifth centuries, Da Qin appeared as one of the names for the Roman Empire

in Chinese historiography and referred specifically to the renowned me­

tropolis of Alexandria in Egypt, where the trade with Africa flourished. 22

Judging from the verbal descriptions contained in the History of the Latter

Han, the term Da Qin appears to have been coined according to a logic of

similarity that named the other in terms of the self, as it is recorded that "the

people [of Egypt] are tall and gorgeous looking and resemble the people of

the Central States, hence the name Da Qin."23 Can the same ideographic

character Qin that names the first unified dynasty be a source of cfna as well

as the name that the people of Cfna applied to the Roman Empire in Egypt?

Until scholars come upon new evidence or give us new insights to help

explain the enigma, it appears that the Sanskrit term cfna, the Persian chfnf,

and their variants in the European languages have long been the toponyms

that foreigners have applied to the topography known as "China" over the
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millennia. But there is a modern twist to this story, because the ideographic

transcriptions 3Z jj~ (Zhina) for "China" and "the Chinese" did reach mod­

ern Mandarin via the Japanese Shina at the turn of the twentieth century.

Although a few isolated instances of such ideographic transcription can be

found in the earlier translations of Sanskrit texts by Buddhist monks, the

phonetic mimicking of "China" in ideographic characters had never been

adopted as an official or unofficial toponym for the country either by the

Japanese or by the people of the Central States. The characters for Shina rep­

resent a modern Japanese kanji (Chinese written character) imitation of the

pronunciation of the European terms for "China" that quickly evolved into

a racial marker in Meiji Japan.24 Shina copies the foreign sounds of "China"

into the Japanese pronunciation of the written Chinese characters; its enun­

ciation was designed to supersede the established Japanese toponyms for

the Central States such as To (Tang), Todo (Tang tu), Chugoku (Zhongguo),

Chudo (Zhong tu), and Chuka (Zhonghua) and to estrange the written

characters-since shi and na drop their ideographic etymologies when serv­

ing as mere sound tokens for a loanword-to name a China for the purpose

of Japanese colonial conquest. The renaming literally inscribed the desire of

imperial Japan to mimic Western civilization by mimicking Western imperi­

alism. The mirror of colonial mimicry captured the object of its imitation

with a faithfulness that cast a sinister light back on the exemplarity of the

Western powers that pursued imperialism in the name of civilization.25

In this light, the European terms for "China" not only authorized the pho­

netic structure of the Japanese loanword Shina but also functioned as the in­

stituted trace within the signifying chain of the modern super-sign Shina/

China/Chine/Cina/Zhina, the last component in the chain being the modern

Mandarin pronunciation of the characters for Shina. 26 The Qing students

who studied in Meiji Japan brought the loanword to their native land, and

some even adopted it for self-identification, although Shina and Shina jin

(the Chinese) were quickly caught up in the history of Japanese aggression

and racism on the continent and were ultimately rejected by the "Chinese"

themselves.27 Curiously, those who found Shina offensive stopped short of

objecting to the English and European toponyms for "China" that had been

mimicked by Shina in the first place or being disturbed by the fact that the

English terms "China" and "the Chinese" and their European equivalents

were just as caught up in the history of racism and colonial conquest as the

Japanese term Shina. 28

Notwithstanding the etymological ties to Sanskrit, Persian, and other lan-
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guages, the English terms "China" and "the Chinese" do not translate the

indigenous terms hua, xia, han, or even zhongguo now or at any given point

in history.29 If people speak of themselves as zhongguo ren (men or women of

the Central States) or hua ren (men or women of the Efflorescent Land) in

Mandarin, where do the terms "China" or "the Chinese" fit on this trans­

lingual map?30 Does the super-sign Zhongguo/China or Zhongguo ren/the Chi­

nese conjure an ethnically blind but racially marked identity? The Qing

official Zhang Deyi who accompanied the first official embassy to Europe

found himself troubled by these sorts of questions. In May 1871 Zhang was

confronted by a Frenchman in Paris who asked why the Chinese insisted on

calling the Europeans gui zi-"foreign devils"-even after they had been ac­

quainted with the fact that the Europeans all had individual state names,

like England, France, Germany, and Russia. Zhang gave him a tongue-in­

cheek reply, saying that the classical etymology of the characters gui zi de­

rived from a Han dynasty compound that originally referred to a place in the

Xi Yu (the West, Le., Central Asia) called qiu zi, but the name was mispro­

nounced by common people as gui zi. From this place named qiu zi in Central

Asia, he explained, the Chinese had brought back their first grape seeds via

the ancient trading route, and with the passage of time the written charac­

ters for qiu zi were corrupted by their popular mispronunciation and became

the present compound gui zi that came to be represented by two different

characters, and so on. Addressing the Frenchman's charge that the Chinese

refused to use the actual state names to designate the Europeans, Zhang

pointed out that one might consider turning the question back to the for­

eigners, "who, after decades of East and West diplomatic and commercial in­

teractions, know very well that my country is called the Da Qing Guo or the

Zhonghua [the Central Efflorescent States] but insist on calling it 'China,' 'la

Chine,' 'la Cina," 'Shina,' etc. Over the past four thousand years, we have

never used the toponym 'China' [to designate our country]. On what basis

do the Westerners call my country by that name?"31 The basis seems to be a

long history of hetero-cultural interactions, trade relations, and, in modern

times, European colonial expansion; and as far as nineteenth-century Brit­

ain, France, Japan, and other imperial powers were concerned, the term

"China" unambiguously named an object of possession (the biggest market

to capture), evangelization, aggression, and conquest.

In the effort to recover a missing referent for "China," the late Qing na­

tionalists such as Huang Zunxian and Liang Qichao helped forge the power­

ful super-sign Zhongguo/China that masked a dubious referent even as it pro­

duced simulacra of Chineseness that came already embedded in the other's
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discourse. Having said so, what do we make of the indigenous naming of the

self in the past? Has it been less burdened by similar sorts of conjurations

and anxieties? The answer is no. For the bounded geopolitical entity vari­

0usly known as Zhonghua, Zhongyuan (Central Land), Zhongtu (Central Ter­

rain), or Zhongguo (Central States) has been subjected to "alien" rule for a

good portion of its dynastic history and is never fully identical with itself.

Whether we are talking about the Warring States, the Han dynasty, the

Tang, the Song, the Mongol rule in the Yuan, the Ming, or the Qing dynasty,

the ideas of Zhonghua and Zhongguo have never achieved a stable, definitive

meaning in indigenous discourse. The leading twentieth-century scholar

Qian Mu was baffled by the Chinese elite's longing for the Mongol rule at

the fall of the Yuan dynasty, when one would have expected them to rejoice

at the coming of the Ming, or at least be willing to serve a "Chinese" em­

peror. Apparently that was not the case. It took two or three generations,

some eighty years into the Ming dynasty, before the Chinese elite began to

revise their attitude toward the Mongols and identify with the Ming. 32 This

presents a sharp contrast to the hostility that the Qing intellectuals felt to­

ward the Manchus and to the certainty with which Zhang Taiyan and the

others would embrace the Han identity in the late nineteenth century. Qian

Mu's work throws the continuity of Chinese identity off kilter and bids us to

read our sources more carefully rather than repeat the usual things people

say about the self-positioning of "China" as the center of the universe while

China looks down on everyone else as barbarians. When it comes to inter­

preting the dynastic histories of the past, the explanatory power of the con­

cepts of hua and yi is limited to the extent that the latter have always been

subjected to discursive appropriations. It would take a good deal of work and

imagination to figure out what was truly at stake in any given moment

when people decided to evoke or drop the concepts.

The Yongzheng Emperor and His Literary Persecutions

We recall from Chapter 2 that when Hugh Hamilton Lindsay quibbled with

Wu Qitai about the meaning of yi in 1832, the latter responded by quoting a

few lines from the Confucian sage Mencius (ca. 372- ca. 289 B.e.E.) and ar­

gued that the imperial paragons of the ancient Central States had them­

selves been of yi origin. In the Mencius we find this passage:

[I(ing] Shun was born in Zhufeng, moved to Fuxia, and died in Mingtiao.

He was a man of the eastern yi. I(ing Wen was born in Qizhou and died in
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Biying. He was a man of the western yi. Those regions were distant from

one another more than a thousand Ii and the age of the one sage was poste­

rior to that of the other more than a thousand years. But when they got

their wish, and carried their principles into practice throughout the Central

States, it was like uniting the two halves of a seal. When we examine those

sages, both the earlier and the later, their principles are found to be the

same. 33

I(ing Shun (ca. 2253-22057 B.C.E.) and I(ing Wen (ca. 1184-11357 B.C.E.)

were virtuous sovereigns and served as models for the future rulers of the

Central States, but they were originally the yi and not the xia of the Central

States. Distance mattered little when the principles of righteousness were

carried out by virtuous rulers. It is curious that Wu should evoke Mencius

this way if he had intended to insult the British. Was Wu being facetious in

trying to pacify Lindsay7 Not entirely. We will find that the Yongzheng em­

peror had drawn on the authority of the Mencius in his famous treatise Dayi
juemi lu (Awakening to supreme justice) in 1730 when he stated his own po-

sition on the yi or yi-di issue and set forth the sovereign claims of his Manchu

emperorship. The emperor's evocation of the Mencius was contradicted by

the Ming loyalists' citations of other classical texts, notably the Zuo Commen­
taries on the Spring and Autumn Annals. Wang Fuzhi, Gu Yanwu, Lii Liuliang

(1629-1683), and their followers found the line "If he be not of our kin, he

is sure to have a different mind" useful for mobilizing and inciting rebellion

against the ruling Manchus. These, however, were not ordinary appeals to

intellectual authority, as the Confucian classics were used to support one po­

sition and refute another. The familiar gesture of classical citation notwith­

standing, we must understand that the social condition of Confucian studies

itself was changing in response to the consolidation of imperial ideology in

the Qing dynasty, to which one can fruitfully trace the novel metamorphosis

of the discourse of hua and yi in the eighteenth century.

In looking at the Qing emperors' appropriations of the Confucian classics,

one often faces the temptation to fall in line with the sinicization argument.

To be sure, I(angxi, Yongzheng, Qianlong, and other Qing emperors were

familiar with the Confucian texts, and some of them were even erudite

scholars. But that knowledge does not necessarily convert them into Han

Chinese. And the Manchus were not the first foreign rulers through the

dynastic histories of China who negotiated their relationship with the con­

quered people this way. In "Han Literati under Jurchen Rule," Peter Bol



Figuring Sovereignty 83

shows that the idea of the "sinicization of the barbarians" cannot explain the

extraordinary social transformation undergone in each instance by I<hitans,

Jurchens, Mongols, and Manchus as rulers of the Han. In the case of

Jurchen rule (1115-1234), the question of "how Jurchen rulers could adopt

Chinese political institutions while maintaining their distinct ethnic identity

for political purposes" must be addressed. Bol answers the question by ex­

amining the role of "civilization" in political rule. He writes: "Jurchen rulers

recruited Han literati not as Hans but as guardians of civil ideals; if they had

only needed Hans they had other options. For their part the Han literati did

not think all other Hans were like them. The literati were a minority among

their own, they faced the problem of 'civilizing' other Hans, whether power­

ful men like the Ming founder Chu Yuan-chang [Zhu Yuanzhang] or the rel­

atively powerless people who made up local society. "34 Mark Elliott's study

The Manchu Way demonstrates likewise that the ruling elite in the Qing dy­

nasty maintained, with vigilance and resolution, the ethnic and social divide

between Manchu and Han and were never truly absorbed into the civiliza­

tion of the conquered population. 35 I would even argue that they managed

to do so in part with the help of the Confucian classics, and their readings of

the classical notion of yi were calculated to refute the teachings of some Han

scholars.

One of the followers of the Ming loyalists, a man named Zeng Jing (1679­

1739) from Hunan Province, got into trouble and was prosecuted on charges

of high treason in Yongzheng's reign. Deeply immersed in Lii Liuliang's anti­

Manchu teachings, Zeng Jing believed that the governor-general of Sichuan

and Shaanxi, Yue Zhongqi (1686-1754), a descendent of the Song patriotic

hero Yue Fei, was sympathetic with his cause and would lead a rebellion

against the government. In 1728 Zeng Jing sent his assistant Zhang Xi to

Shaanxi to contact the governor-general and transmit to him the private

writings of Lii Liuliang along with his own letter and unpublished manu­

scripts. Yue, however, reported the incident to the imperial censors and took

Zhang Xi into custody. The Yongzheng emperor presently summoned Zeng

Jing as well as the former students of Lii Liuliang and other suspects to

Beijing and charged them and their families with treason. A curious by­

product of this notorious case was the composition and dissemination of

Yongzheng's own polemic, Awakening to Supreme Justice, in which the em­

peror rebutted the subversive views of Zeng Jing and Lii Liuliang, in particu­

lar their reading of the classical hua/yi distinction. 36

From the very first day that Yongzheng inherited the throne from the
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I(angxi emperor, his reign had been tainted by questions of illegitimacy, frat­

ricide, court intrigue, and abuses of power. Distrustful and paranoid, the

emperor went out of his way to persecute those who spread rumors about

him or hinted at his unfitness to rule as the jun zhu, or sovereign of the em­

pire. 37 Such were the circumstances under which Zeng Jing discovered the

works of Lii Liuliang, a renowned Confucian scholar from the I(angxi era,

who had reinterpreted the Spring and Autumn Annals for a secret counsel to

"revere the emperorship and expel the yi" (zun wang rang yzj.38 Lii had ar­

gued that upholding the distinction between hua and yi was more urgent

than observing the righteous bond between the sovereign and his subjects,

because moral reasoning began with that distinction. Zeng Jing heeded Lii's

injunction. In an unpublished work, he charged the Yongzheng emperor

with ten major crimes and called for the overthrow of the Manchu regime. 39

When the Yongzheng emperor first perused Yue Zhongqi's memorial con­

taining the charges, his reaction was one of shock and outrage: "When we

read the seditious writing, we were shocked into tears. Never did we dream

of anyone under the skies who would talk about us in this manner or give a

hint of the magnitude of his rebelliousness."4o Curiously, instead of execut­

ing Zeng Jing for treason, Yongzheng, in his four-chapter polemic Awakening

to Supreme Justice, decided to cast him in the figure of a reformed offender

testifying to the righteousness of the emperor's words. The emperor ordered

Zeng Jing to be taken from place to place confessing his crime and praising

the emperor's wisdom to the public while helping to disseminate the em­

peror's own writings.

One of the first things Yongzheng did when composing Awakening to Su­

preme Justice was to undermine the credibility of the hua/yi distinction. He

opens the treatise by observing:

The seditious rebels make the suggestion that we were the sovereign of

Manchuria and later entered the Central States to become its ruler. Their

prejudices about the territorial division between this land and that land

have led to hateful lies and fabrications. What they have failed to under­

stand is that Machuria is to the Manchus what the jiguan [birthplace or an­

cestral place] is to the people of the Central States. Shun was a man of the

eastern yi and I(ing Wen was a man of the western yi. Did that diminish

their sheng de [sagely virtue] 741
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De, or virtue, rather than one's place of origin is the criterion by which sub­

jects ought to judge their sovereign's fitness to rule. This classical Confu­

cian idea enabled Yongzheng to shift the contested ground of his sovereign

claims to moral achievement and argue that the mandate of Heaven had

rightfully passed into the hands of the Manchus not because of where they

came from but because of what and who they were: men of virtue.42

The Yongzheng emperor did not see any reason to forbid the use of the

word yi or yi-di. He stated this repeatedly in Awakening to Supreme Justice and

argued that yi or yi-di was only the archaic equivalent of the contemporary

word for "birthplace." Therefore, "if the seditious rebels think that they can

insult the Manchus by calling them yi-di, they are just like beasts and ani­

mals daydreaming about their being born or being dead."43

The criminal prosecution of Zeng Jing exerted an extraordinary impact on

society, and the fear of punishment led authors and publishers to suppress

the character yi and similar terms and replace them with homophonic char­

acters. Yongzheng noted this act of self-censorship in 1733 and ordered his

ministers to put a stop to it:

We do not understand what this is supposed to mean. Our conjecture is that

the authors believe that these words [yi and lu] are forbidden by our reign,

so they avoid using them to show their diffidence and respect. They do not

understand that in so doing they are precisely abandoning reason and righ­

teousness and showing us little respect.

The distinction between the zhong [center, central] and the wai [outer] is

a line drawn on the ground but the distinction between the shang [high]

and the xia [low] is made in Heaven. Our dynasty originated from the shore

of the eastern ocean and has since unified the diverse states. The sovereign

rules all under Heaven. The tradition that has been inherited [by our dy­

nasty] is that of zhongwai yijia [the Center and the Outer being one family]

which goes back to the times of I(ing Yao and I(ing Shun. The talents we

employ, be they literary or military, join this universal family of the Center

and the Outer. Our administrative policies, our rituals, and military con­

quests are all made for this universal family of the Center and the Outer.

Our subjects, from Zhili and the other interior provinces to Mongolia and

the remote tribes, and those living on the edge of the oceans and in moun­

tain valleys, as well as tribute-bearers who travel hither by land or by sea

from foreign and faraway places, all without exception show their respect
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toward their parents and deference toward our sovereign rule. To trace the

beginnings of our empire to its original place and regard us as the outer yi is

merely to draw a territorial line between the Center and the Outer. I call it

outrageous treachery, no matter how you avoid the word between the

lines, for the only distinction in Heaven is that of the high and low.

Mencius said: Shun was a man of the eastern yi; and I(ing Wen was a man

of the westernyi. Shun was a sage king from the ancient times and Mencius

called him a yi. I(ing Wen was the founder of the Zhou dynasty who had the

mandate of Heaven and Mencius called him a yi. The word yi simply names

the fangyu [geographic area] and none of the ancient sages attempted to

outlaw its use.44

This statement reiterates much of what Yongzheng had said in Awakening to
Supreme Justice, but it also condenses a number of important features of the

imperial ideology of the Qing as it evolved and solidified in the eighteenth

century. First, the concept of yi is central, not peripheral, to the Manchu

notion of sovereignty as it structures the ways (territorial or heavenly) in

which the mandate of Heaven may be interpreted by the conquerors and the

conquered. Second, the Manchu ruler develops a notion of universalism

that is uniquely suited to the Manchu vision of empire. This notion is called

zhongwai yzjia, or the universal family of the Center and the Outer, whereby

all differences of ethnicity and culture appear to be miraculously suspended

and the Manchu nobility, the bannermen, the Han Chinese, minority peo­

ples, tributary states, and foreign countries are organized into the hierarchi­

cal order of universal kinship. Third, the Confucian classics are brought in to

legitimate and articulate the Qing vision of empire, which would soon lead

to the revival of the New Text studies of the Han dynasty in the latter half

of the eighteenth century. The Yongzheng emperor read his Mencius to ar­

gue that the idea of yi merely named a local region, and therefore scholars

should not make a fuss over it by censoring or avoiding its usage. Instead,

one ought to attend to the mandate of Heaven and to the ways in which

Heaven grants the distinction between those who are fit to rule (high) and

those who are ruled (low) and be less concerned about the territorial bound­

aries of the Central States and its neighboring regions. If the Manchus re­

fused to be named yi, it was because they considered themselves the rightful

rulers of Hans and no longer foreigners.

It is significant to note that Yongzheng's geographical interpretation of yi
agreed with the Manchu-language rendering of the Chinese terms yi ren
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(person) and yi shang (merchant) both as tulergi gurun i hudai niyalma (liter­

ally, "outer country-born person"). The Manchu translation of the Chinese

phrase yi-di was tulergi aiman, or "outer tribes."45 According to the Manchu

sense, there was no need for the emperor to ban the character yi as the Brit­

ish did in the nineteenth century; instead, Yongzheng adopted the strategy

of limiting the semantic scope of the concept of yi, taming it with the

Manchu interpretation and rendering it harmless to his rule. When the

Qianlong emperor inherited the throne in 1736, he disobeyed his father's

order by putting Zeng Jing to death and took Awakening to Supreme Justice out

of circulation, for it had turned out to be the vital conduit for the unin­

tended spread of Zeng Jing's and Lii Liuliang's subversive views.46 Like

Yongzheng, however, Qianlong remained vigilant toward any seditious use

of an essentialized hua/yi distinction and continued to gloss the meaning of

yi-di in geographical terms.47 The emperor issued an edict stating that it was

not necessary for the editors of the Four Treasures of the Imperial Library to

censor the character yi, and, as Benjamin Elman's research shows, "the edict

was promulgated at a time when one disrespectful word uttered against a

Manchu or Mongol was severely punished."48

The historian Zhuang Jifa's close examination of the imperial Manchu

rendering of the phrase yi-di in Qianlong's reign in comparison with the

terms adopted earlier in I(angxi's reign suggests that Qianlong's emphasis on

geography rather than ethnicity was a careful decision. In fact, the seven­

teenth-century Manchu translations of the Confucian classics were sub­

jected to numerous corrections and improvements in the eighteenth cen­

tury, among which the rendering of yi-di received its share of revisionary

attention. In I(angxi's reign this phrase was transcribed in Manchu to ap­

proximate the Mandarin pronunciation of the characters yi and di in the

published Manchu edition of the Zhongyong (Doctrine of the Mean). The

same phrase, however, was translated as tulergi aiman (outer tribes) in Qian­

long's Imperial Translation of the Four Confucian Classics; likewise, a related

phrase, man-mo-which was brought up by Lindsay, whom I discussed in

Chapter 2-was translated in Qianlong's reign as tulergi amargi aiman, or

"tribes of the South and North."49 The geographic redefinition of yi-di or

man-mo was intended to dissolve the subversive potential of the hua/yi dis­

tinction and to produce the da yitong, or the universal order of the Qing em­

pire. With that distinction seemingly abolished, the alien identity of the

Manchus became unimportant and incidental. Instead, the legitimacy of

that regime and its subordination of the Han population were said to rest on



88 Figuring Sovereignty

the classical concept of de or virtue that the Manchus took from the Confu­

cian rituals.

The Imperial Ideology of the Da yi tong

The Qianlong emperor encouraged the study of the Confucian classics and

set an example by repudiating the work of the Song dynasty scholar Hu

Anguo in the imperial editorial notes included in the Four Treasures of the

Imperial Library.5o Hu's well-known commentaries on the Spring and Au­

tumn Annals had endorsed the distinction between hua xia and yi-di to which

the emperor objected. 51 Over and against Hu's interpretation of the Confu­

cian classic, Qianlong reiterated the idea that the Qing empire was zhongwai

yzjia, or one family uniting the Center and the Outer. It was this imperial vi­

sion that inspired the emperor's elaborate commissioning of literature, ar­

chitecture, painting, portraiture, and dictionary and encyclopedia projects,

as well as his patronage of the Chinese and Western scholars and artists who

gathered in Beijing under the sovereign rule of "the unique son of Heaven"

(tianzi, abka i juz). 52 In Chapter 2, I discussed how the British, according to

Thomas Trautmann, invented the Aryan story to claim distant kinship and

family reunion with India. The Qing emperors had subdued China and

sought to rule the Han Chinese on the basis of persecution and strict social

and ethnic hierarchies, but, on the ideological front, they developed a dis­

course of brotherhood and familial love and practiced a universalism that

embraced all. This imperial legacy was what the British officials bumped up

against when their own imperial ambition and universalism brought them

to the Central States. The Aryan story appears to have been mirrored back

by the imperial vision of the zhongwai yzjia, and in both cases the classics­

Sanskrit and Confucian-were mined by the conquerors to legitimize sover­

eign rule over a foreign population.

The Manchu version of the legendary Imperial Tributaries Scrolls commis­

sioned by Qianlong in the mid-eighteenth century translated the Chinese

phrase yi ren into the Manchu niyalma (man) or tubai niyalma. The character

yi was folded into the term niyalma or served as the deictic marker tubai

(here). By the same token, the ethnographic description of an Englishman

in the Imperial Tributaries Scrolls-yingjili yi ren (English yi male)-was

translated as ing gi lii gurun i niyalma (a man from the English state) in the

Manchu version. 53 The management of the semantic bounds of the charac­

ter yi in the Manchu documents in this instance and in the imperial transla-
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tions of the Four Confucian Classics suggests the ways in which the Manchu

language represented the meaning of Chinese words to the ruling members

of the Qing. As we know, Manchu and Chinese were both the official lan­

guages of the dynasty. Until the signing of Article 50 of the Anglo-Chinese

Treaty of Tianjin, the Manchu, not English, interpretations of Chinese char­

acters appeared to have dictated the terms of hetero-cultural translations.

As I have mentioned, the Qianlong emperor's universalism led to the re­

vival of the Gongyang New Text studies of the Spring and Autumn Annals in

the latter half of the eighteenth century.54 The leading figures in that move­

ment were Zhuang Cunyu, a scholar-official from a prominent Changzhou

lineage, and his nephew Liu Fenglu, who enjoyed an illustrious career in the

Qing officialdom. Espousing the Han scholar He Xiu's interpretation of the

Annals, Zhuang Cunyu and Liu Fenglu discovered in the Confucian text a vi­

sion of cosmic change and dynastic transformation that was figured in the

unfolding of the three epochs. That vision, they maintained, was substanti­

ated by Confucius's own careful inclusion of the historical sources he had

used in composing the Annals. The first epoch, called ju luan shi, is the age of

chaos, when the distinction between one's own state (inner) and the other

xia (outer) states has to be maintained. The second epoch, sheng ping shi, is

the age of ascending peace, where distinction is drawn between all xia (in­

ner) and yi-di (outer) states. The third is the epoch of tai ping shi, or great

peace, where there is no longer the need to make any distinction between

the xia and the yi-di. Thus, the Gongyang scholars argued, Confucius had en­

coded the Annals with a vision of the ascending order ofju luan shi, sheng ping

shi, and tai ping shi that would culminate in the da yi tong (great unity) .55

In what ways did the Qing empire negotiate the terms of the da yi tong in

its practice of diplomatic relations? In his book Classicism, Politics, and !(inship,

Benjamin Elman discusses a revealing case that was handled by the scholar­

official Liu Fengliu himself at the Ministry of Rites in 1824, when Liu met

with a tribute mission to the Manchu court from the recently crowned king

of Vietnam, Minh Mang. The Vietnamese envoy in charge of the mission

had objected to the language of the official rescript that the Daoguang em­

peror had prepared for transmission to the Vietnamese king. The envoy was

particularly offended by the reference to the Vietnamese as "the outer yi"

and insisted on being reclassified as "the outer fan." Drawing on the etymo­

logical evidence from the Later Han dictionary of paleography, Shuowen jiezi

(Explicating texts and analyzing characters), Liu Fengliu argued that the

written character yi consisted of the radicals "great" (da) and "bow" (gong),
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indicating respect for the outer yi. He pointed out that in the ancient offices

of the Zhou dynasty, areas outside the capital city had been divided into jiu

fu (nine regions). The yi fu was located seven thousand Ii from the capital,

whereas the fanfu was nine thousand Ii away. The former enjoyed a rank

higher than the fan within the Zhou system of foreign relations. Liu reiter­

ated Mencius's words to remind the Vietnamese envoy that the sage-king

Shun was an eastern yi, I(ing Wen, the founder of the Zhou dynasty, was a

westernyi, and so on. 56 More important, he discreetly suggested that "in the

midst of strenuous efforts to weed out anti-Manchu sentiments in books and

manuscripts as well as to trace the origins of the Manchus as a people, the

Manchu emperor himself had found nothing disrespectful in the term yi. "57

Interestingly, the 1824 incident was restaged in less than two decades

when another Vietnamese envoy, Ly Van Phu'c, found the Qing application

of the termyi objectionable on his 1841 mission to the Qing court. He wrote

an impromptu essay in elegant classical Chinese prose to emphasize the

Confucian nature of Vietnamese elite culture and presented the essay to the

Daoguang emperor. 58 Alexander Woodside's analysis of this episode in Viet­

nam and the Chinese Model suggests that the Vietnamese saw themselves as no

more yi than the ruling Manchus because they, too, inhabited the Confucian

civilization and were its center. One of the Vietnamese emperors proclaimed

in 1835 that his capital city was the core of a geographically transposed but

ideologically correct new "Central Domain" in Southeast Asia. To signify his

legitimacy as the true successor of the ancient Zhou that had once presided

over the primordial "nine regions," the ambitious Vienamese emperor con­

structed nine bronze urns-the mythical symbol of Zhou sovereignty-at

his ancestral temple in Hue. 59 In light of this challenge, the irony of Liu

Fenglu's exegesis of the etymology of the nine regions becomes evident, for

he had assumed that the "capital city" lay within the imperial domain of the

Qing, an assumption with which the Vietnamese emperor would not con­

cur. 60 The latter's transposed capital city implied that it was the subjects of

the Qing empire who were the yi and lived on the borders of the "Central

Domain." This is by no means an expression of the whim of an ambitious

Vietnamese sovereign, since, as a number of studies have demonstrated, the

I(oreans and Japanese likewise placed themselves at the center of the Con­

fucian order (hua), treating the Qing as the periphery (YO of that core.61

The foregoing analysis may provide a helpful interpretive grid for further

understanding the place of yi in the articulation and disarticulation of sover­

eign claims to the "Central Domain," not just within a bounded geograph-
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ical area known as China but across the entirety of Confucian Asia, particu­

1arly as this drama of sovereign rivalries continued unabated through the

Opium Wars. When the British began to protest the character yi, they, too,

laid a certain claim to the Central States, albeit in the interest of free trade or

colonial conquest, and insisted on "equal footing" with the Qing empire. As

I demonstrated in Chapter 2, the equating of yi and "barbarian" within the

sovereign structure of the super-sign gave the British the opportunity and

satisfaction of exercising their sovereign rights by successfully inserting a co­

ercive ban into the unequal treaties.

Imperial Commissioner Lin Zexu's (1785-1850) letter to Queen Victoria

and its subsequent English translations indicate that the British conflict with

the Qing over the opium trade extended to a whole range of symbolic prac­

tices beyond trade and economic matters. Representation and self-represen­

tation, reciprocity, sources of moral authority, law, and imperial responsibil­

ity had real bearings on the conflicting ways of sovereign thinking at the

time of the first Opium War.62 Lin Zexu was close to a circle of prominent

Gongyang New Text scholars of the time, whose members included his

friend Gong Zizhen, who had been Liu Fenglu's student. Lin and his fellow

officials drafted their well-known letter to Queen Victoria to present the rea­

sons for the Qing government's aggressive campaign and ask the British

Crown to stop the opium trade. The English translation of the first draft of

this letter was printed in the Chinese Repository as early as May 1839 after the

Chinese original had been copied and circulated for about two months. The

second and official version of the communication, sealed with the Daoguang

emperor's approval, was issued on August 3, 1839, and its English version

appeared in the Chinese Repository in February 1840. Co-signed by Deng

Tingzhen, the viceroy of Guangdong and Guangxi, and Yi Liang, vice presi­

dent of the Board of War, Commissioner Lin's letter drew on a Confucian

logic of reciprocity, arguing:

It is said that the smoking of opium is strictly forbidden in your country, the

proof that you are clearly aware of its harm. Since you do not permit opium

to harm your own country, you should not allow it to be passed on to other

countries, certainly not the Central States! Of all the products the Central

States exports to foreign countries, there is not a single item that is not ben­

eficial to the people: they are beneficial when consumed, beneficial when

used, and beneficial when resold: all are beneficial. Has any article from the

Central States done any harm to the foreign countries?63
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The articles of export mentioned here include tea, rhubarb, silk, and porce­

lain. Lin's argument of reciprocity would not have been lost on the British

sovereign, or any Christian, and one wonders how Queen Victoria would

have responded to it had the letter not been purloined and failed to reach

the hands of the intended recipient. 64 The survival of this document was in­

debted to a mode of citation and translation in printed media that has in

turn generated a fascinating history of the exchange of signs and super­

signs.

The official genre of Lin's communication is called xi, which is a dignified

statement and official declaration to the enemy in times of military conflict.

The purpose of the xi is to admonish and warn the enemy about one's inten­

tions, not to give verbal abuse. Thus, Lin speaks of England as gui guo (your

honorable country) and addresses Queen Victoria as gui guo wang (the hon­

orable sovereign of your nation) even as he condemns the evils of the opium

trade and reiterates the strict regulations and punishments in the Qing em­

pire. The letter employs expressions such as jian yi Uian meaning "cunning,"

"treacherous," or "wicked") to condemn foreign offenders, which appears

to support I(arl Giitzlaff's allegation in his 1832 journal that "the idea of

cunning and treachery is always attached to this name when uttered by the

Chinese." Giitzlaff did not mention that it is the character jian, not yi, that

bears the weight of moral opprobrium in the phrase jian yi. Qing govern­

ment documents routinely referred to native offenders as jian min (treacher­

ous commoner) in contrast to the liang min (good commoner), and spoke of

foreign offenders as jian yi (treacherous foreigner) in contrast with the liang

yi (good foreigner) .65 As a pair, jian min and jian yi shadowed each other in

the imperial edicts and memorials of the eighteenth century through the

early nineteenth century. The latter was reserved for those foreign traders

who disobeyed the laws of the country and the former for the local mer­

chants who cheated foreigners or collaborated with them in the smuggling

of illicit goods. 66

In his investigation of an earlier instance of Chinese-English disputes, the

Qianlong emperor had applied the phrase jian min to a merchant named Ni

Hongwen in his 1776 edict. In that edict the emperor condemned the fraud­

ulent behavior of Ni, who had failed to make good on his promise to pay

back the money he owed his English creditor. Qianlong ordered the gover­

nor of Guangdong, Li Zhiying, to confiscate Ni's property and make up for

the difference with funds from the local county government to help com­

pensate the Englishman for his financial losses, for, as the imperial edict

pointed out, "the yi merchant had risked a great deal by crossing the vast
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oceans to trade hither. Since his goal was to seek profit, we must engage in

fair trade practices and let him return home with plentiful goods, for such is

the highest principle of the Central States. When the yi merchant has been

cheated by some cunning and treacherous commoner Uian min] in the inner

land and lost both his goods and capital, we must pursue the matter by legal

means."67 Conversely, when Lin Zexu adopted words such as jian yi and

sometimes ni yi (rebellious foreigner), he was condemning the foreign mer­

chants for violating the country's law by smuggling opium into the Central

States.

The character yi was rendered as "foreigner" in the 1839 and 1840 English

versions of Lin's letter printed in the Chinese Repository.68 The name of the

translator is not given, although a number of sources point to Yuan Dehui,

one of the four English interpreters who worked for Commissioner Lin at

the time.69 Of these four, the Chinese Repository printed a brief postscript in

the June 1839 number that read: "The commissioner has in his service four

natives, all of whom have made some progress in the English tongue. The

first is a young man, educated at Penang and Malacca, and for several years

employed by the Chinese government at Peking. The second is an old man,

educated at Serampore. The third is a young man who was once at the

school at Cornwall, Conn., U.S.A. The fourth is a young lad, educated in

China, who is able to read and translate papers on common subjects, with

much ease, correctness, and facility."70 Yuan Dehui is the first young man

described here. He had learned Latin at the Roman Catholic School in

Penang and studied English at the missionary John Milne's Anglo-Chinese

College in Malacca in 1825. After returning to China, Yuan was appointed

official interpreter of the Court of Tributary Affairs in 1829. He visited Can­

ton twice, in 1830 and in 1838, to procure foreign-language books for the

Qing government. In 1839 Yuan was placed on Commissioner Lin's staff to

help with the volumes of translation work generated during the anti-opium

campaign.71 Lin took a personal interest in the work of his translators and

supervised Yuan's rendering of the second version of his communication to

Queen Victoria. To check on the accuracy of his translation, Lin asked an

American merchant named William C. Hunter to render it back into Chinese

and have his translators improve the translation. With respect to Lin's re­

quest for his service in 1839, Hunter recalled:

An English translation of a communication addressed by His Excellency,

soon after his arrival, jointly with the superior officers of the Canton Gov­

ernment, to Her Majesty the Queen of England, on the subject of the opium
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trade, was brought to me at the Consoo House to be translated into Chinese,

as a test of the proper reading of the original, which turned out to have been

made by myoId schoolmate Shaow-Tih [Yuan Dehui]. He continued at

Canton until the end of the year, when I learnt that he had returned to

Pekin, and I never heard of him again. The coincidence of both him and me

having been occupied on the communication in question, unknowingly a

check upon one another, was a remarkable one.72

The result of this collaborative work was duly published in the February

1840 issue of the Chinese Repository. From this we can surmise that the deci­

sion not to render yi as "barbarian" was probably guided by Lin's own un­

derstanding of the character, if not from his awareness of the contentious­

ness of the issue since the time of the Napier affair. 73

When Ssu-yu Teng and John I(ing Fairbank set out to retranslate the

same text in 1954, they decided to correct the Chinese Repository version of

Lin's letter by converting all instances of the character yi into "barbarian."

This has had the curious effect of altering the author's tone of moral persua­

sion because, in the new version, the courteous address "your honorable

country" appears side by side with the word "barbarian," as if the commis­

sioner would entertain the notion of an honorable barbarian and say, as

Teng and Fairbank have made him say, "Having established new regula­

tions, we presume that the ruler of your honorable country, who takes de­

light in our culture and whose disposition is inclined towards us, must be

able to instruct the various barbarians to observe the law with care. "74 The

incongruity practically converts the solemn genre of the xi into a comical

and somewhat grotesque mockery of itself.

If Teng and Fairbank's translation reads like an unintentional echo of the

1858 ban on the super-sign yi/barbarian, one begins to wonder why the ban

is so compelling that a modern translator must heed its call from across the

space of a century. We find an interesting counterexample in the work of

Arthur Waley, a translator and scholar of classical Chinese literature. Four

years after the publication of Teng and Fairbank's retranslation of Lin's let­

ter, Waley composed a slim volume titled The Opium War through Chinese Eyes,
in which he, too, retranslated Lin's letter-not the official document in­

cluded in Teng and Fairbank's book but Lin's very first draft-and converted

Lin's yi back to "foreigner." Which of the two parties got the word wrong,

Yuan Dehui and Waley or Teng and Fairbank? As we know, Waley was an

experienced translator and seems to have known his Chinese classics better
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than Fairbank, since he authored many notable translations, including the

Book ofSongs, the Analects ofConfucius, and the Dao de jing (Tao te ching), as well

as Tang poetry, vernacular novels, and other works. His acquaintance with

the Confucian scholarship probably alerted him to the dangers of too facile

an equation of the character yi with "barbarian," and he would have con­

curred with Samuel Wells Williams, the author of an enormously popular

work, The Middle I(ingdom, who noted in the late nineteenth century that

"by translating wai i as 'outside barbarians,' foreigners have been misrepre­

sented in the status they held among educated natives." Williams wrote fur­

ther that "when used as a general term, without an opprobrious addition, i
is as well adapted as any to denote all foreigners. "75 The "opprobrious addi­

tion" would have beenjian, ni, or other such terms of moral condemnation.

One of Liu Fenglu's disciples, Wei Yuan, compiled his multivolume Haiguo

tuzhi (An illustrated gazetteer of maritime countries) to help popularize

knowledge of the geography and history of foreign nations. Little surprise

that this important Gongyang scholar should promote the idea of shi yi
changji yi zhi yi (emulating the strength of foreigners' technology in order to

overcome them) .76 By that, Wei Yuan did not mean that the Chinese should

master the technology of the barbarians. The verb shi in the phrase shi yi

changji is the same character as the noun shi (teacher, master), suggesting

the act of a student emulating his or her teacher, although in this instance

the teacher was one's enemy at war with the Qing.77 Prince Gong, who coor­

dinated the work of W. A. P. Martin's translation of Elements of International

Law (discussed in Chapter 4), employed the character yi in the same sense

when he spoke of shi yi zhi (emulating the wisdom of the yi). The Confucian

notion of shi denotes the respect one human being (student) should bestow

on another (teacher), so it was not a contradiction of terms for Wei Yuan

and Prince Gong to suggest a respect for one's enemy.

Thus far I have taken the reader along the diverse paths of "barbarian"

and yi up to the point where they meet, intersect, and undergo a process of

semiotic alchemy to become reified beyond their individual etymologies.

The super-sign yi/barbarian, as an outcome of hostile encounters between

the British and the Qing, encapsulates the story of nineteenth-century im­

perial rivalries, with its usual narrative intricacies and psychological twists

and turns. The British and their allies strove to become the major powers of

influence in the Great Game, whereas the Qing throne did its best to resist or

comprise. Although the textbook history has endeavored to portray the

super-sign yi/barbarian as a reflection of Chinese xenophobia, what it truly
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reflects is the important shift of geopolitical power that transformed interna­

tional relations and modern society in the nineteenth century. This should

not be taken to mean that the Chinese never adopted a hostile attitude to­

ward the British. On the contrary, the hardships caused by the Opium Wars,

treaty privileges, missionary work, and Western imperialism at large led to

the increased anger and resentment that the gentry and ordinary people felt

toward the presence of Westerners. The popular epithet gui zi or fan gui,

commonly taken to mean "foreign devils," embodied that anger and stead­

fastly trailed the British troops and traders from south to north. More than

any other Chinese words, gui zi or fan gui captured the popular sentiment of

the time; that is, there was no love lost between the conqueror and the con­

quered.

Exorcising the Ghost of Yi

Two years after Lord Elgin and his ministers coerced the Qing government

into signing the Treaty of Tianjin, the allied forces captured and sacked

Beijing in a series of military campaigns.78 The troops first pillaged and

burned down the famous imperial Gardens of Perfect Brightness (Yuanming

yuan) to the northwest of the city and then proceeded to set up legation

quarters in the capital. Lord Elgin's Chinese secretary Thomas Wade, who

had been a central figure at the negotiation of the Treaty of Tianjin, was pro­

moted to counselor of the British legation. Wade was alert for slips of the

tongue and regularly checked all official Chinese correspondence for signs of

disrespect, whether it be the issue of elevating the Chinese characters for

Great Britain to the same level as that for the Qing court or of using respect­

ful language toward foreigners in published material. For example, Wade

was furious when he discovered that the manuscript edition of the official

newspaper Jingbao had failed to elevate the Chinese characters for "Great

Britain" and went to great lengths to protest the infraction to Prince Gong,

who headed the office of the Zongli yamen, the newly established foreign
affairs ministry.79

The British authorities were constantly on the lookout for signs of disre­

spect, whether they originated from official communications or the popular

press. Their anxieties were reflective of a general discourse of risk and mas­

tery that helped build the character of the Victorian men who worked for

the British Empire. Elaine Freedgood's research shows that "the quasi-hys­

terical separation of external expression from internal emotions-as implied
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in the idea of a stiff (or paralyzed) upper lip-indicates the severity of the

need to immobilize and camouflage the anxieties that afflicted a nation

struggling for mastery and authority in a period of unprecedented and

heavily contested economic and territorial expansion. "80 Indeed, the devel­

opment of the "laws" of classical political economy itself was driven by the

conviction that, as the statistician William Farr put it, "knowledge will ban­
ish panic. "81

Even with the law completely on their side, the panic with regard to the

matter of respect would not go away. In 1879 the British residents of Shang­

hai organized a broad campaign, "The Charges of Discourtesy in Native Pa­

pers," for the express purpose of censoring all Chinese-language news­

papers. Rudolf Wagner has revealed that even the Shenbao, a successful

Chinese-language newspaper owned by the British entrepreneur John Ma­

jor, could not escape the censorship. The paper came under attack from time

to time for neglecting to leave honorary space for British dignitaries in the

news articles it printed.82 Censorship led to self-censorship until, at the turn

of the twentieth century, the character yi and other "disrespectful" expres­

sions made a permanent exit from most Chinese publications and govern­

ment documents.

The spectacular success of the 1858 ban notwithstanding, the British con­

tinued to be haunted by the echoes of the super-sign, as the ghost of the (le­

gally) dead word seemed to lurk behind the vernacular speech of ordinary

people on the street and inside their homes and pop up in various other

guises. Although the signs of disrespect in published or written media could

be caught and brought to the attention of the appropriate authority charged

with upholding the ban and punishing the transgressors, the use of the spo­

ken word among the populace proved much more difficult to suppress.

That, however, did not prevent the British from going after fan gui and its di­

alectal variant gui zi with the same sense of injury with which they had pur­

sued the ban on the character yi. Eyewitness accounts by foreigners and Chi­

nese alike attest to the manner in which the British censored the speech of

ordinary Beijing residents during the 1860 occupation of the city. For exam­

pIe, a Chinese writer named Zhuiman Yesou (style name) described a scene

of violent confrontation to caution his compatriots about the consequences

of offending the armed troops:

There is a clause in the treaty that forbids us to call them yi. One cannot af­

ford not to take notice of this. A few days ago, a retarded man caught sight
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of some yi people passing by the corner of the Three Turn Bridge outside the

Chongwen Gate. Pointing at them, he laughed and called out, "The gui zi

are here." A team of yi soldiers immediately set upon the poor idiot and beat

him with such brutality that the man received mortal wounds and was close

to dying. Having done that, the yi men stormed into the man's house and

went on to beat his relatives, wounding them and smashing everything in

sight. If the powerful could use their force this way, how can we not stay

away from the words they have prohibited?83

It is almost as if gui zi had turned into the ghost of the character yi and as­

saulted the foreigners through the agency of the retarded man and in turn

provoked frenzied reaction and physical violence. How does one account for

this madness?

Contrary to the Frenchman's allegation to Zhang Deyi in 1871 mentioned

earlier in this chapter, gui zi was not the exclusive appellation for Westerners

in colloquial speech. Giitzlaff reported that the local people had called him

xiyang zi (Se-yang-tsze) or "child of the western ocean" on his first trip to the

coast of Shangdong Province in 1831.84 As we know, Giitzlaff was one of the

first Westerners to raise objections to the character yi and made lengthy

comments about Chinese arrogance toward foreigners in his Journal of Two
Voyages along the Coast ofChina in 1831 and 1832. From time to time, however,

his journal would contradict those observations by noting, for example, that

the natives on the southern coast of China were friendly and "seemed un­

used to see foreigners, and exceedingly delighted at our arrival. They ush­

ered us into their houses, and gave us sweetmeats and tea."85 On his 1832

voyage along the Chinese coast on board the Lord Amherst, the author dis­

covered that "the Chinese character is exempt from misanthropy" and re­

ports that "we had enjoyed the satisfaction of visiting the island [of Tsung­

ming near Shanghai] undisturbed, and of seeing the Chinese character in its

true light, that of friendliness and kindness toward foreigners. "86 If the peo­

ple seemed friendly and kind on that occasion, what caused them to invent

terms like gui zi, bai gui (white ghost), and hei gui (black ghost) to insult for­

eigners? Does the verbal violence tell us something about the history of in­

teraction between locals and foreigners in China?

Negative portrayals of Westerners began in the early sixteenth century,

when the first Portuguese traders appeared on the southern coast of China

and committed random acts of pillage and homicide. Simao d'Andrade be­

came especially notorious in the eyes of the local people for kidnapping Chi-
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nese women and children and selling them abroad into slavery. The threat

the Portuguese posed to public safety alarmed the government censor He Ao

and led him to memorialize the throne in 1520, proposing that all foreigners

be expelled from China.87 When the Jesuit missionary Matteo Ricci arrived

decades later, he had to work very hard to overcome the unfavorable im­

pressions that Simao d'Andrade had left behind. In the eighteenth century,

as I have pointed out, the supercargoes of the British East India Company

repeatedly got in trouble with the local government for homicides commit­

ted by Europeans against the Cantonese "natives." It was these acts of vio­

lence, rather than the exotic appearance of Westerners, that had contributed

to the rise of the epithets fan gui and gui zi among the Cantonese and their

spread to the rest of the country after the first Opium War. It has been ob­

served that the overwhelming majority of the recorded usage of these epi­

thets date from after the 1840s, and the Opium Wars appear to be the water­

shed events that disseminated the negative image of ghostly Westerners in

the nineteenth century.88 The fantastic figuring of the gui zi defined the

enunciatory position of popular "outrage and pain over this period of subju­

gation by the West," similar to the semiotic throwing of stones and iron cash

that I will discuss shortly.89 The throwing of objects and verbal abuse had lit­

tle to do with the people's actual knowledge or biased representation of the

West; all it did was to gather illocutionary force to summon back the memo­

ries of violence from prior encounters and to mobilize the opposition against

the British across the country.

The Opium Wars and IIForeign Devils"

The successful Sanyuanli campaign against the British in 1841 gave rise to

an extraordinary output of verses, nursery rhymes, and other popular liter­

ary compositions that helped disseminate the expression fan gui to the rest of

the country.90 Within less than a year, the editor of the Chinese Repository
took notice of this phenomenon and published an essay explicating the

meaning of fan gui:

The term Fankwei [fan gui].-This opprobrious epithet has become in this

country a synonym for foreigner, and we may almost expect erelong to see

it entered in our dictionaries, and defined a "term for a foreigner in China."

We were asking a respectable native gentleman the other day what he

supposed was the reason for the application of this term Fan kwei or "Fan
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devils" to foreigners. He replied, "that he did not think kwei meant devil

or demon in this connection, but something outlandish, uncouth, bizarre,

something in short that was not celestial, Le. Chinese. Fan was a term given

to the petty, groveling island savages living in the southern ocean, as man, i,

ti, &c., were the names of people dwelling on the northern and other fron­

tiers of the empire. When foreigners first came to the shores of China, their

close fitting dress, their squeaking shoes and cocked hats, their blue eyes

and red hair, their swords, their unintelligible talk, their overbearing car­

riage, and the roaring guns of their ships, all astonished the people, who

exclaimed kwei! kwei! Thus the term came into use, and gradually acquired

circulation until it has become the general appellative of all far-traveled

strangers." This explanation is probably somewhat near the truth, but must

be considered rather ex parte evidence, and is, we think, really illustrative of

Chinese contempt for other nations. The term is, however, the only one in

common use among the people in this region to denote foreigners, and al­

though it may be in many cases used without any intended disrespect, yet if

the people entertained any particular respect for us, they would soon find a

better term. 91

The Sanyuanli resistance in the first Opium War, which was the immediate

context of the dissemination of the epithet, is passed over in silence as the

author concludes that fan gui illustrates the Chinese contempt for other na­

tions. But the references to temporality such as "erelong" and "has become"

drop hints of a world of action where words staged their own hit-and­

run skirmishes on the discursive front and where ordinary people, old and

young, tried to defend themselves against the roaring guns of the British

ships. We have seen how the British were winning the battle with the Qing

in its crusade against the super-sign yi/barbarian, but they seemed to be los­

ing this one-the battle with the opprobrious epithet fan gui-largely be­

cause this time they were dealing with the anonymous and faceless masses

rather than the plenipotentiaries and ministers of the Qing government.

The Chinese concept of gui (ghost, spirit) exhibits a much broader seman­

tic reach than the English notion of "devil," ranging from the occult, fantas­

tic, or repulsive to the spiritual, the exotic, and the playful. Because of its

deep involvement in a grassroots social mobilization including women, chil­

dren, even retarded people, fan gui registered stronger feelings of fear, revul­

sion, and hatred than "contempt." And it was doing so this precisely at the

moment when the British and Qing officials were debating the meanings of
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the classical concept of yi at the negotiating table. A Westerner walking on

the streets of Canton after the Opium War and accosted by children as a fan
gui would be struck by the rudeness and hostility of the term. The author of

the essay in the Chinese Repository includes several such anecdotes to help il­

lustrate how the term was used by the locals in Guangzhou immediately af­

ter the war. For example, a friend of the author's was walking on the streets

of Guangzhou when "one youngster among the crowd around him hooted

after him so obstreperously, that turning suddenly he caught the urchin, and

was about to teach him better manners, when the lad, turning up the white

of his eyes, exclaimed, 'If I don't call youfankwei, what shall I call you?' And

thus escaped. "92 In addition there is the tale of a mother who can "instantly

quell the crying of her child by telling it that she would throw it to the

fankwei, if it did not hush," and of a child whimpering and crying fan gui at

the approach of the author himself. 93 But the author misses the point of his

own anecdotes when he comments that "the use of this epithet however

cannot be eradicated, until the people shall have had more familiar inter­

course with those from other lands, and learned to regard them as fel­

lowmen and friends, by receiving ocular demonstration of their claim to

such titles. "94 The demonstration of the British claim to those titles, needless

to say, was easily contradicted by the conspicuous movement of guns and

battleships along the coast of China that could only have inspired fear, re­

sentment, and resistance. One would suppose that the mother and the child

had good reason to be afraid of the British and regard them as foe, not

friends.

From the time that the Cantonese militia mobilized the villagers to com­

bat the British, the dialectal term fan gui staged what seemed like a nation­

wide guerrilla war against the intruders. When the British troops moved

north along the coast of China, the epithets fan gui and gui zi followed them

all the way to Beijing. Zhuiman Yesou's narrative about the foreign soldiers'

censorship of street talk is partially corroborated by D. F. Rennie's eyewit­

ness account from 1861. Rennie, who had been the staff surgeon on special

service under the government of India, joined the British occupation forces

in China in 1860. He kept a remarkably detailed journal about the daily rou­

tine of British military and diplomatic personnel in Beijing which later ap­

peared in print as Peking and the Pekingese: During the First Year of the British
Embassy at Peking. 95 There is an interesting episode in which Rennie de­

scribes how Thomas Wade confronted an old gentleman on the streets of

Beijing and reprimanded him for using an offensive expression:
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On April 6, 1861, Thomas Wade was riding through the streets of Peking on

horseback when he overheard an old man with glasses on calling out to his

friends inside to come out and see the foreign devils. Wade rode up to him,

and corrected him for applying such a disrespectful term to him, informing

him at the same time that they were not devils but ordinary men. The old

gentleman denied having used the word, and the people assembled about

him said that the expression was no doubt an objectionable one, and now

that the old man is aware that it was one calculated to give offence, the

probabilities are that he will not again use it. In passing some houses near

the Foreign Office, we had several iron cash thrown at us. They are a small

coin, about the size of a halfpenny, and not appreciated as currency. They

were issued during a scarcity of copper, and the issue occasioned discontent.

The coin consequently never got into general circulation.96

Wade's encounter with the old man may not be the same one recounted

by Zhuiman Yesou. The two episodes, however, bear a striking resemblance

to each other in their manner of narration, except that British brutality is

conspicuously absent from Rennie's account. The situation brings to mind

Robinson Crusoe's first encounter with Friday, which I analyzed in Chapter

1. Crusoe hails his gun as that "wonderful Fund of Death and Destruction"

and succeeds in subduing Friday by semiotically displaying its killing power.

Instead of the British finding Fridays who would worship them and their

guns, a reverse deictic situation emerged in Beijing, where the residents

greeted the British with thrown objects and hate epithets. The throwing of

worthless iron cash is a significant detail, because we are dealing with two

types of projectiles of which the throwing of cash is just as much an illocu­

tionary act as the enunciation of words. The iron cash said the same thing as

the verbal sign, and Rennie appears to have taken notice. Wade's desire to

censor the speech of the locals shows that the illocutionary force of the iron

cash and the verbal projectile was probably not lost on him as the weapons

of the weak. His reaction to the epithet gui zi suggests, however, that he read

an indexical and symbolic sign mimetically for its representational value.

Imagining mimesis to be the horizon of verbal speech, he went after the old

man to correct his mistaken notions about foreigners, a futile attempt, be­

cause the massive looting and desecration of palaces, temples, and people's

homes during the initial months of British and French occupation had

thrown into question the humanity of the British troops in Beijing and in

the treaty ports newly opened up to the British.97
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Article 11 of the Treaty of Tianjin added several more treaty ports besides

those already granted to the British by the Treaty of Nanjing, namely,

Zhuangzhou (Canton), Xiamen (Amoy), Fuzhou (Foochow), Ningbo

(Ningpo), and Shanghai. The new treaty ports were Niuzhuang

(Newchwang), Dengzhou (Tangchow), Taiwan, Chaozhou (Chawchow),

and Hainan (I(iungchow). 98 The people in the latter areas organized resis­

tance to the treaty agreement between the Qing and the foreign powers and

openly denounced the British as gui zi in their speech and writing. During

the time when the Qing capital was occupied by the Allied troops, the peo­

ple of Chaozhou successfully barred the British from entering their town

and were able to hold out for as long as six years. In anticipation of the ar­

rival of the new British consul George Caine, the local gentry leadership is­

sued a public document in 1860 announcing:

It is said that the British are coming to the town of Chaozhou to survey the

area with the intention of seizing and occupying the territory as they al­

ready did in Guangzhou and Shanghai. Their true mind is hard to tell but

we must be prepared to defend ourselves. Some of our government officials

are so terrified of the fan gui [foreign ghosts] that they grant them all their

wishes. After some discussion, the gentry leadership has agreed that in the

event that the gui tou ["ghost head," a dialectal variant of guizi] prefers to

jump into the net by passing through our towns and villages, folk may pro­

ceed to kill them and receive an award of fifty yuan silver dollars per head or

capture the gui tou alive and be awarded one hundred yuan silver dollars per

head. If the gui tou obtains the assistance of a han jian [Chinese traitor], the

award is fifty yuan silver dollars per head for killing the han jian and one

hundred yuan silver dollars for capturing him alive. Each town and village

must be prepared to use a banner and a gong to signal the coming of the fan

gui so people will surround them from all sides. This matter is of grave im­

portance for the local area. If the corrupt government officials dare to pro­

tect the gui tou, you, townsmen and villagers, are free to capture and exe­

cute those officials and need not hand them over to the government. You

would be duly rewarded. 99

Within months, the armed militia in the Chaozhou area sought out the resi­

dence of a representative of the Jardine and Matheson company for attack

and destroyed the property of other foreign firms. loo The local people re­

garded the Qing government as an accomplice to the enemy for ceding their

port and livelihood to the foreigners. Numerous joint military expeditions
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and massacres of entire villages took place before the British and the Qing

military could subdue the hostility and remove the opposition. 101 Even so,

George Caine was pelted with stones and harsh epithets when he tried to

pass through the town of Chaozhou under heavy escort by Qing troops

many years later. 102 By comparison, the iron cash thrown at Wade and his

entourage in Beijing seems a mere simulacrum of what the British were ex­

periencing elsewhere in the country.

Samuel Wells Williams, who had not found the character yi offensive, ob­

served that "this epithet of 'foreign devil' did much, in the course of years, to

increase the contempt and ill will it expressed, not only there [Guangzhou]

but throughout the Empire, for they [the British] were thereby maligned

before they were known."103 Williams believed, as did the author of the Chi­
nese Repository essay quoted earlier, that fan gui was about Chinese contempt

and ill will toward foreigners and not about the violence of the Opium Wars

and the treaty arrangements. His reference to "the course of years," how­

ever, again reminds us of a sequence of historical events, from the first mili­

tary skirmishes in Guangzhou to the Opium Wars, which cannot be sepa­

rated out from the people's hostile reactions to the presence of the British.

The curious etymology of the pidgin word "Wei-Io" which Rennie recorded

in Peking and the Pekingese sheds further light on the sources of violence for

verbal enunciations of this kind. Rennie writes:

While Mr. Gibson, who is an excellent Chinese linguist, was riding in the

city yesterday, a little boy called out "Wei-10" to him, so he stopped the boy,

and explained to him that "Wei-Io" was not an English word; and that,

moreover, it was not one generally applied in a complimentary or respectful

sense; consequently, that it would be better for him, even at the risk of be­

ing misunderstood, in future to confine himself to the Mandarin dialect,

than to attempt to use foreign words, the meaning of which he did not un­

derstand. The crowd, that had formed round them while this conversation

was going on, completely endorsed Mr. Gibson's views, and repeated his

caution to the boy, in future to confine his observations to his own lan­

guage. The word "Wei-Io" is an English corruption of the Chinese Hugh-Io,

"to go," and originated amongst the soldiers during the first China war,

since which time it has become identified in the minds of the Chinese with

English, from being the word they most frequently hear foreigners make

use of. The same word, Hugh-Io, in the north of China is pronounced Chu­

10. In the south, Li-Io means "to come"; hence, with Hugh-Io, the mixed
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corruption "Wei-10," now generic in pidgin (business) English for "to go."

"He make-ee wei-Io," means that the person has gone. 104

An interesting formulaic pattern emerges from Rennie's narratives of en­

counters with pedestrians in Beijing: A British man is riding through the city

when an old man or a boy says something objectionable to him. The Eng­

lishman confronts the person as a crowd begins to form around them, and

the crowd always endorses the views of the Englishman. In the scene just

quoted, the missionary John G. Gibson's philological exercise appears more

extravagant than Wade's treatment of similar instances, because his ears are

alert for pidgin terms. Rennie and Gibson claim that "wei-lo" is not applied

in a complimentary or respectful sense, but exactly how an English corrup­

tion of the word "Hugh-lo" suggests disrespect toward the British remains a

mystery. If we can trust Gibson's ear or Rennie's transcription, "wei-lo"

could be waiguo lao, meaning "foreign rogue" in the Beijing dialect, or

some variant of £lui zi, like £lui lao, or simply a variant of "hello." Whether out

of ignorance or unconscious evasion, Rennie and Gibson try to shield them­

selves from hearing what Wade has heard and determine that the word is a

pidgin corruption for "to go."

To say "wei-10" or not to say "wei-10," that is not the question. The real

cause of anxiety, as I suggested in the preceding chapter, was a certain per­

version of familiar colonial discourse whereby the British attempted to con­

test their troubled self-image in the language of the other, be it yi/barbarian,
fan £lui/foreign devil, or any nonsense word that remotely suggested disre­

spect. Might we not glimpse in this obsession a rare moment of self-doubt

within the imperial unconscious with regard to the mystified location of the

"barbarian" and its relationship to the sovereign self? The sovereign subject

is trying to root out the ghost of the "barbarian" from its own deep-seated

uncertainty before it can become whole, positive, and real. The situation is

not unlike the reflexive return of a conjuration that Jacques Derrida dis­

cusses in Specters ofMarx: "Those who inspire fear frighten themselves, they

conjure the very specter they represent. The conjuration is in mourning for

itself and turns its own force against itself."lo5 The trouble with Wade and

Gibson was that, although the ban on the super-sign yi/barbarian was al­

ready in place by the time they arrived in Beijing, the spoken word had

somehow escaped the legal sanction. To them, the ghost of the slain yi was

roaming at large, carrying on endless guerrilla warfare with the imperial self.

John Thomson, the famous expedition photographer of the period,
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dubbed the camera the "forerunner of death" with a sense of self-irony.

Thomson traveled to China in the wake of the second Opium War, where he

produced some of the best-known photographic images of the Chinese land­

scape and its inhabitants. In the preface to the 1873 album China and Its Peo­
ple, Thomson observes:

As the "Fan Qui" or "Foreign Devil" who assumed human shape, ... I ...

frequently enjoyed the reputation of being a dangerous geomancer, and my

camera was held to be a dark mysterious instrument, which, combined with

my naturally, or supernaturally, intensified eyesight gave me power to see

through rocks and mountains, to pierce the very souls of the natives, and to

produce marvelous pictures by some black art, which at the same time be­

reft the individual depicted of so much of the principle of life as to render

his death a certainty within a very short period of years.

Accounted, for these reasons, the forerunner of death, I found portraits of

children difficult to obtain, while, strange as it may seem in a land where

filial piety is esteemed the highest of virtues, sons and daughters brought

their aged parents to be placed before the foreigner's silent and mysterious

instrument of destruction. 106

Thomson was one of the few Englishmen in China who seems to have en­

joyed being the "foreign devil" in a parodic mode. The deadly instrument,

like the gun in the hands of Robinson Crusoe, turned the photographer into

a powerful geomancer and gave him "naturally, or supernaturally, intensi­

fied eyesight." Thomson's narrative of colonial photography secures its sci­

entific rationality by ironizing primitive ignorance. The sons and daughters

in the land of filial piety who bring their aged parents to be placed before the

foreigner's mysterious instrument of destruction transform the story of a

devilish art into a moral parable about the ignorance and hypocrisy of the

Chinese. A potential murder by the "foreign devil" undergoes a remarkable

reversal to become a Chinese son's or daughter's potential patricide. 107

"To haunt does not mean to be present," writes Derrida, "and it is neces­

sary to introduce haunting into the very construction of a concept. Of every

concept, beginning with the concepts of being and time. That is what we

would be calling here a hauntology. Ontology opposes it only in a move­

ment of exorcism. Ontology is a conjuration."108 I find this observation re­

markably lucid in light of the foregoing discussion and would extend Der­

rida's critique to the foreigner within the sovereign subject. The latter is

haunted by the fear it projects onto the other but must secure the ontology



Figuring Sovereignty 107

of the self by exorcising that fear. Although Derrida's hauntology may not be

the best alternative to ontology any more than I think that the human mind

can conceptualize without conjuring, I believe that one can at least work

with the idea of "haunting" to open up the monstrosity of super-signs like

yi/barbarian or fan gui/foreign devil to show how particular meanings have

been made or unmade and how, in general, it is possible to mean at all. In

Chapter 4 I continue to ponder these issues as I move to the next phase of

the foreign relations of the Qing. I(nown as the Tongzhi Restoration period,

the new era saw the creation of the Tsungli yamen (Foreign Ministry) in

1861, the Tongwen guan (School of Languages) in 1862, and then the land­

mark translation and publication of Wanguo gong fa, or the Chinese edition of

Henry Wheaton's Elements ofLaw, in 1863-64.



CHAPTER 4

Translating International Law

The conversion of Asian States, which before the nineteenth century

had been members of the universal family of nations, into candi­

dates for admission to this family or for recognition by the leading

powers was brought about by doctrinal change, particularly by the

abandonment of the natural law doctrine and adherence to positiv­

ism of the European brand.

-c. H. Alexandrowicz, Introduction to the History of the Law of Nations

in the East Indies

Our understanding of modern international relations has

tended to privilege the positivity of sovereign rights, often overlooking the

immensely interesting processes of conjurations which I have tried to bring

to light in the preceding chapters. We have seen how the sovereign subject

conjured its wholeness, positivity, and reality by battling the ghost of the

other within the self. In this chapter I explore the spectacular conjuring of

the real in the translated articulations of international law in the nineteenth

century and raise the question of how the text of international law negoti­

ated the reality of its unfolding by insisting on a vision of the global that was

yet to come. Henry Wheaton's Elements of International Law was a key text

in that process. Published in 1836, the book circulated widely around the

world and was reissued in numerous editions. In fact, it became one of the

most popular texts of international law of the nineteenth century. During

the author's lifetime, only one foreign-language edition was published, the

1846 French version, also known as the third edition, with Wheaton's final

corrections and amplifications. After Wheaton's death, there appeared a

succession of translations, including a Spanish translation published in Mex­

ico in 1854, an Italian edition in 1860, and a classical Chinese translation

under the title Wanguo gongfa in 1864 that appeared in print two years before

Richard Henry Dana's authoritative English edition in 1866.

108
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What do we make of this timely Chinese translation, an event that seems

to have altered the course of history by participating in the power games be­

tween Japan and the West? Historians believe that the official adoption of

Wheaton's text in China marked a turning point in the government's deal­

ings with the outside world after the 1860 occupation, leading to the cre­

ation of the foreign affairs office (Zongli yamen) as well as the foreign lega­

tions in Beijing. l In fact, the classical Chinese translation introduced what

seemed to be the first hypothetical equivalence between "sovereign right"

and the neologism zhuquan. The existence of these and other hypothetical

equivalents in the Wanguo gongfa assumes the double function of both secur­

ing the mutual intelligibility of philosophical and political discourses of two

vastly different intellectual traditions and raising some fundamental issues

concerning the logic of reciprocity in international law and its routes of cir­

culation. Moreover, the colonial destinies of Taiwan and I(orea were also

prefigured in the intra-Asian circulation of this key text in Japan because

the Wanguo gongfa traveled to Japan as early as 1865. The Japanese brought

out a kambun transcription of the classical Chinese text within one year of

the Chinese edition. This and a new Japanese edition of Elements of Interna­

tional Law in 1876 unleashed a wave of interpretations and discussions of

Bankoku koho (international law) that had a directly impact on the rise of

Japanese imperialism, Sino-Japanese relations, and I(orean-Japanese rela­

tions in the years to come.2

Translatability: A Blind Spot in Colonial Historiography

The relationship between a translated text and its application in diplomatic

practice is never a straightforward affair. Rather than assume a direct or

indirect relationship between text and practice, it is important that we

consider first how a translated text produces meaning-both intended and

unintended-between the discursive contexts of the different languages in­

volved' for neither international law nor its application can possibly exist in­

dependently of translingual interpretations in diplomatic negotiations. The

situation is doubly interesting when we consider how meaning becomes

possible between languages that had had limited contact before and must

learn to speak in each other's political discourse for the first time. Such was

the difficulty that the translators of Elements ofInternational Law faced when

they first embarked on the ambitious project and grappled with the minimal

existence of equivalencies between English and classical Chinese in 1863.
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The problem of translatability looms large in any such inquiry, but it

would be futile to search for an ideal pairing of meanings when the match­

ing of meanings is itself a historical phenomenon under investigation. The

imagined adequatio of meanings as understood in traditional theories of

translation is, therefore, a pseudo-problem as far as this study is concerned.

Translatability means something entirely different here. It refers to the his­

torical making of hypothetical equivalences between the semiotic horizons

of different languages. These equivalences tend to be makeshift inventions

in the beginning and become more or less fixed through repeated use or

come to be supplanted by the preferred hypothetical equivalences of a later

generation. As I have argued elsewhere, one does not translate between

equivalents; rather, one creates tropes of equivalence in the middle zone of

translation between the host and guest languages. This zone of hypothetical

equivalence, which is occupied by neologistic imagination and the super­

sign, becomes the very ground for change. 3

Indeed, how are meanings initiated, legitimated, sabotaged, suspended, or

put to practical use? I suppose that, even in cases where we need to consider

how a text becomes involved in a larger diplomatic event, a question like

this would suggest a more fruitful way of looking at the translation of inter­

national law in nineteenth-century China than a straightforward account of

a text and its application in diplomatic practice. Both text and practice must

be subjected to the same rigor of interrogation. What this means is that the

Chinese translation of Euro-American international law in recent history is

no longer a mere textual or diplomatic event. There is yet a third aspect

which one might tentatively call an epistemological event. This intellec­

tual event crosses paths with the textual and diplomatic to produce a triple

event. It is in the sense of a triple event that the translation of international

law assumes the importance that it does in the present discussion. I argue

that the rise of so-called global (and later national) consciousness in East

Asia falls precisely within the historical boundaries of this triple event.

Narratives of diplomatic history tell us repeatedly that the Manchus and

Chinese were preoccupied with their ancient tributary protocols and conse­

quently were unable to meet the challenge of modern European diplomatic

usage. The resistance to British demands for trade and diplomatic represen­

tation is thus conveniently dismissed as a traditionalist's response to prog­

ress.4 But the Chinese resistance to Western imperialism need not be "tra­

ditional" to be meaningful, any more than "unequal treaties" have been

traditionally Chinese. Conceptually, such trivialization of resistance is oddly

unhistorical because it means that the survival strategies that the Manchu
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court and the Qing official establishment had improvised and deployed on

many occasions for the purpose of containing the encroachment of the

Western powers in the Great Game were merely traditional responses to so­

cial change when they could have been understood as contemporary face­

to-face and day-to-day struggles with global imperialist expansion, a novel

phenomenon of the time indeed. 5

The dismissal of the contemporary resistance as "traditional" lies at the

heart of colonial historiography in the study of international relations and is

by no means limited to Sino-Western relations. In my view, colonial histori­

ography cannot be historical even by its own standards when it refuses to as­

sign meaning to events or confront contemporary face- to-face and day- to­

day struggles outside the predetermined conceptual models of tradition and

modernity, backwardness and progress, particular and universal, and so on.

That does not mean, however, that colonial historiography has not other­

wise played a vital role. To British empire building and the imperial history

of the West, colonial historiography has proved eminently useful and indis­

pensable when it grants, for example, universal validity to Euro-American

international law and to modern diplomatic practice while translating ev­

erything else into particular, hence less significant and culturally specific,

moments. In this sense, the epistemological limits of the imperial history of

the West are necessarily set and perpetuated by colonial historiography.

Marxist historiography, by contrast, always emphasizes the importance of

organized resistance to colonialism and imperialism and has done much to­

ward historicizing the violent moments of encounter between the colonizer

and the colonized. Because of its primary attention to the mode of produc­

tion in explaining historical change, however, Marxist theory has relied on a

teleological view of history (the so-called progress from feudalism or the

Asiatic mode of production to the capitalist mode of production) to charac­

terize China's traumatic entrance into the modern international commu­

nity.6 This view of history has not been conducive to a fundamental ques­

tioning of colonial historiography in the matter of universal history and in­

ternational relations or to asking questions such as how international law

became universalized, and in turn it compels a universalist reading of world

history and international law itself. In addition, when it comes to conceptu­

alizing the historical real, Marxist historians have tended to fall back on a set

of historiographic approaches and assumptions about the value of the data

and ways of analyzing primary source materials which differ very little from

those used in colonial historiography.

For example, the problem of evidence becomes intellectually meaningful
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only insofar as it enters into an argument about something else, be it an ar­

gument about imperialism or about national sovereignty. When the trouble­

some question of "translation" happens to surface and interfere with the

historian's handling of evidence, it is either disregarded or promptly rele­

gated to secondary importance. This extraordinary naIvete in the construc­

tion of evidence often results in collusive readings of primary documents by

taking them at face value-regardless of what foreign-language sources they

represent, whether Chinese, English, Japanese, French, or some other-and

therefore in misguided conclusions about diplomatic events, as if these

could take place in a transparent mode of exchange. 7

Article 50 of the Treaty of Tianjin stipulates that the English originals were

to be used to determine the final meaning of official communications; but

within the circuit of diplomatic exchange, the originals that actually circu­

1ated between the two governments were often the Chinese-language docu­

ments. They were read in English only by the British government. Serious

methodological problems would thus arise if one were to draw conclusions

about what was going on based primarily on English-language sources. Dur­

ing the 1834 Napier crisis, the viceroy Lu I<un dispatched some officials

and interpreters to visit Lord Napier, but the latter refused to speak through

the Chinese interpreters, citing their incompetent language skills. The Chi­

nese Repository translated Lu I<un's tenth proclamation as follows: "Still ap­

prehending that their words might not be truly delivered, I commanded

them [Qing officials] to take with them linguists, and proceed thither. When

the flowery [hua] and barbarians [yi] have oral intercourse, linguists inter­

pret what is said. Throughout the empire it is in all cases thus. Yet neither

would the said barbarian eye employ the linguists to interpret for him, so

that the deputed officers could not say everything."8 The early phases of the

Anglo-Chinese conflict were particularly susceptible to this politics of trans­

lation when the British side repeatedly rejected the Chinese interpreters

hired by the Qing officials. One consequence of this struggle was that, in the

words of J. Y. Wong,

although the British government acted on these English translations and

English originals, the Chinese government acted on neither. The Chinese

government knew only the Chinese originals of their own dispatches, and

recognized only the Chinese translations of those prepared and presented to

them by the British. Therefore, Western historians who have so far used

only the English translations and English originals may have to reconsider
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their conclusions based on evidence of the despatches written in a language

that was not the medium of communication between the British and Chinese
diplomats. "9

Indeed, if translation seems central to our study, it is because international

relations have themselves been shaped by the processes of hetero-cultural

and hetero-linguistic interpretation.

The Translator as Diplomat: W. A. P. Martin

The extraordinary afterlife of Wheaton's 1836 book (in its multiple cross­

textual editions) is indebted to the symptomatic circularity exemplified by

the exigencies of hetero-linguistic meaning making that govern most in­

stances of diplomatic exchange. Perhaps the situation has more to tell us

about the historical making of universalism than about the universal appli­

cability of Wheaton's book or international law. What the circumstances

surrounding the Chinese translations of international law suggest for our

understanding of an earlier global and globalizing moment is that the com­

ing into being of a global universal may be plotted as a series of translated and

contested moments. The translator, who literally and figuratively plays the

"diplomat," is a central agent in the colonial and cultural encounters. Many

of the individuals I discuss in this book-Thomas Wade, I(arl Giitzlaff,

W. A. P. Martin, I(u Hung-ming (Chapter 5), Ma Jianzhong (Chapter 6), and

others-made history precisely in this sense.

The image of the translator as "diplomat" is useful also in the sense that a

translated text relates to the original in more ways than one. Negotiations go

in multiple directions and produce changes in the original text as well. The

various later editions of the "original" European and American interna­

tionallaw texts grew in volume and reference matter over an extended pe­

riod of time as the authors and editors incorporated additional tribunal cases

and international resolutions into the original texts. It is not atypical for an

editor to cite the existence of foreign-language versions to prove the univer­

sal value (not merely applicability) of Wheaton's book. What this suggests is

that later and revised editions can be just as illuminating as the original work

in registering the process whereby international law has been globalized

and universalized in the past two hundred years.

I would emphasize that the revised editions of international law texts in

the original language inhabit the same space of global production and cir-
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culation as the foreign-language counterparts and should, therefore, be

brought to the foreground of historical studies. For that reason, it is impor­

tant to keep a double focus in this study. On the one hand, the complex cir­

cumstances of the nineteenth-century Chinese engagements with interna­

tionallaw must be carefully laid out and analyzed; on the other hand, these

engagements need to be brought into a meaningful circulatory relationship

with the contemporary reissuing of the revised editions of the texts in the

original settings in Europe and America. The double focus both explains and

can be explained by the global circulatory networks of translated knowledge

in modern international relations, thus imbuing the whole problematic of

universal and particular with a new significance.

The Wanguo gongfa (Figure 6) was published under the official auspices

of Prince Gong and his newly established foreign affairs office, the Zongli

yamen. 10 The translation stood at the head of several major translation proj­

ects initiated and brought to fruition by an American missionary, W. A. P.

Martin. Martin (also known as Ding Weiliang) was onetime president of

the Imperial College, appointed by Prince Gong. ll Assisted by his Chinese

colleagues, he was also responsible for translating and publishing T. D.

Woolsey's Introduction to the Study of International Law, J. C. Bluntschli's Das

Moderne Viilkerrecht der Civilisierten Staten als Rechtsbuch dargestellt, rendered

from Charles Lardy's French version of the same text, Le Droit international

codijie, and W. E. Hall's Treatise on International Law (1903). Moreover, Martin

is credited with the Chinese edition of several diplomatic guidebooks such as

Le Manuel des lois de la guerre, compiled by the Institut de Droit International,

as well as I(arl Freiherr von Marten's Guide diplomatique.

It was no accident that Martin took on the triple role of translator, diplo­

mat, and missionary, which he played conscientiously. Like the other Chris­

tian missionaries of his time, Martin attached a "higher" purpose to his sec­

ular translations, although he would probably have given an evangelical

name to the epistemological aspect of the triple role in which he was en­

gaged. Most likely he would have called it the Christian moral truth. Martin

was an American Presbyterian missionary from Indiana who was appointed

to China by the Foreign Mission Board. He and his wife sailed from Philadel­

phia on November 23, 1849, and reached Hong I(ong on April 10, 1850. 12

Martin spent the first decade of his mission work in Ningbo, during which

time he occasionally offered his diplomatic services to the United States gov­

ernment as an interpreter. Long before undertaking the official task of trans­

lating international law for the Manchu government, he had been employed
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Figure 6. The title page of the Chinese translation of Henry Wheaton's Elements
ofInternational Law (1864). Courtesy of the East Asian Library of the University
of California at Berkeley.

[To view this image, refer to  

the print version of this title.] 
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by the u.s. minister William B. Reed as an official interpreter for the Ameri­

can legation during the Tianjin Treaty negotiations in 1858. After the next

minister, John E. Ward, took office, Martin was hired again and interpreted

for Ward during the Taku military confrontations between the Allies and the

Manchu government. These and the other diplomatic posts at the American

legation were conducive to Martin's interest in international law after 1860.

A few years later he was to find a meaningful connection between his mis­

sion work and his secular translations.

Protestant missionaries who went to China following in Robert Morrison's

footsteps after 1807 were aware of the proselytizing strategies that the Jesu­

its had found practical in the seventeenth century. 13 As the mandarins were

uninterested in the theological explanations of Christian truths, the mis­

sionaries decided to camouflage religious doctrine with secular knowledge

which they thought was either desired by or already inculcated into the Chi­

nese elite. Martin read extensively about the work of the Society of Jesus in

China under the Ming dynasty and greatly admired the Jesuit priest Matteo

Ricci, whose example drove him to embark on the translation of interna­

tional law. 14 He liked to think of himself as a Protestant Ricci. As one of

the prominent missionaries of the nineteenth century, Martin straddles the

evangelical traditions of both the past and his own time. His work raises

some new questions about the role of the missionaries in the secularizing

and globalizing processes of the modern world.

In what seems to be the first mention of his translation, Martin wrote to

his friend Walter Lowrie, a fellow Presbyterian missionary in Ningbo, in a

letter dated October 1, 1863. "I was led to undertake it, without the sugges­

tion of anyone," he says, "but providentially I doubt not, as a work which

might bring this atheistic government to the recognition of God and his

Eternal justice; and perhaps impart to them something of the Spirit of Chris­

tianity."15 That sounds genuine enough, but is not the whole story. Even at

this initial stage, Martin did not make the decision entirely by himself, as his

biographer Ralph Covell seems inclined to believe. 16 In a memoir titled A Cy­

cle a!Cathay, published many years later, Martin gives more details about the

circumstances surrounding his translation and the reason why he chose the

Wheaton book when he had first thought of translating Emmerich de Vattel

(1714-1767). When he returned to China in 1862 after a furlough of two

years back in America with his wife and children, Martin wanted to move

north and open a mission in Beijing. But owing to the death of a colleague,

William Culbertson, who had the editorial supervision of the mission press
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in Shanghai, he was temporarily detained in that city. "I employed a portion

of my time in translating Wheaton's Elements ofInternational Law, a work that

was to exert some influence on two empires as well as on the course of my

own life," Martin writes in his memoir. "The want of such a book had early

forced itself on my attention, and I was proposing to take Vattel for my text,

when Mr. Ward recommended Wheaton as being more modern and equally

auth0 ritative ." 17

The timely intervention by John Ward is significant. Martin had served as

Ward's official interpreter during the Taku crisis and witnessed the military

confrontations between China and the Allies. Ward's opinion mattered to

his former interpreter because it represented the official view of the u.S.

government. Wheaton's Elements ofInternational Law was endorsed for being

"more modern [than Vattel] and equally authoritative," but there is yet an­

other reason that is not quite spelled out; that is, the author of the book was

an American lawyer and diplomat who made no pretense of concealing his

partiality toward the national interest of the United States. As early as 1855,

the Department of State had sent a copy of Wheaton's book to the American

commissioner in China, but it never arrived. So William B. Reed, the Ameri­

can minister who first employed Martin as official interpreter, purchased an­

other copy at official expense in 1857. 18

In his preface to the Wanguo gongfa, however, Martin does not and cannot

spell out the interesting circumstances discussed here, which he occasionally

mentions elsewhere but usually does not mention at all. For example, in the

preface he offers an explanation that effectively erases the official policy im­

plications of his choice of text:

For the choice of my author, I offer no apology. My mind at first inclined to

Vattel; but on reflection, it appeared to me that the work of that excellent

and lucid writer might as a practical guide be somewhat out of date; and

that to introduce it to the Chinese would not be unlike teaching them the

Ptolemaic system of the heavens. Mr. Wheaton's book, besides the advan­

tage of bringing the science down to a very recent day, is generally recog­

nized as a full and impartial digest, and as such has found its way into all the

cabinets of Europe. In England especially, it is employed as a text-book for

the examination of candidates for the diplomatic service. 19

This immediately follows Martin's praise for Robert Hart, who, according to

the translator, overcame his national prejudices by endorsing "an American

version of an American text-book." This might well have raised some eye-
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brows, since Wheaton's book was an American interpretation of interna­

tionallaw and called for the author's defense of that choice. Fourteen years

later, when Martin issued a translation of Theodore Dwight Woolsey's Intro­

duction to the Study of International Law, once again an American text, he

found it necessary to defend himself from charges of "patriotic partiality. "20

His subsequent inclusion of Bluntschli, Hall, and others represented a cor­

rective attempt to balance the patriotic partialities among the Western writ­

ers on international law. For example, when the Chinese translation of

Hall's Treatise on International Law was presented to the public, Martin con­

fessed that he had introduced this British authority on the subject to "com­

plete the list" of major international law texts. 21 Whether the list was com­

plete or not, the national identity of the original authors casts a dubious

shadow over the self-proclaimed impartiality of international law and shows

that "authorship" in a broad sense does matter where the control over uni­

versal representation becomes a point of contention among the Western

powers.

But back to Vatte!, whom Martin briefly contemplated translating before

changing his mind as a result of Ward's intervention. Vattel's Le Droit des gens,
or The Law ofNations, was not unknown to the Chinese at this time. As early

as 1839, Imperial Commissioner Lin Zexu had asked the American medi­

cal missionary Peter Parker (1804-1888) to translate three paragraphs of

Vattel's book during the opium-suppression campaign in Guangzhou. Lin's

visit was recorded by Parker in The Tenth Report of the Ophthalmic Hospital in

1839 as follows: "Case No. 6565. Hernia. Lin Tsihseu, the imperial commis­

sioner ... His first applications, during the month of July, were not for medi­

cal relief, but for translation of some quotations from Vattel's Law ofNations,
with which he had been furnished: these were sent through the senior

hong-merchant; they related to war, and its accompanying hostile mea­

sures, as blockades, embargoes, etc.; they were written out with a Chinese

pencil."22 Parker's translation was later included in juan 83 of Wei Yuan's

multivolume Haiguo tuzhi (An illustrated gazetteer of maritime countries),

the 1852 edition, with Vattel's name transliterated as Hua Da Er and the

book title rendered as Geguo li1li (Laws and regulations of all nations) .23 Im­

manuel HSll calls Parker's translation a travesty of Vattel's perspicuity be­

cause Parker did not try to reproduce the original but simply paraphrased

Vattel and added his own comments in a labored and nonliterary style.24

As Commissioner Lin had difficulty understanding Parker's translation,

which seemed to border on the unintelligible, he sought the help of Yuan
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Dehui, "who, in view of the impending trouble with the British, first called

Lin's attention to the authoritative work of Vatte!' "25 Lin compared Parker's

and Yuan's renderings of Vattel and decided to follow the course of action

discussed in them. One of the passages Lin had Parker translate reads: "Ev­

ery state has, consequently, a right to prohibit the entrance of foreign mer­

chandises, and the nations that are affected by such prohibitions have no

right to complain of it, as if they had been refused an office of humanity.

Their complaints would be ridiculous, since they would only be caused by a

want of that gain, refused by a nation that would not suffer it to be made at

its own expense. "26 Despite Parker's obscure rendering of the original text,

Lin gleaned some understanding of what Vattel was saying and followed in­

ternationallaw to the letter by proclaiming opium contraband and demand­

ing its destruction in 1839. Lin's use of international law in these transac­

tions was entirely strategic, for the passages he had had Parker and Yuan

translate for him were strictly confined to the issues of how nations go to

war and impose embargoes, blockades, and other hostile measures.

In other words, Lin treated international law not as the universal truth

but as a mode of persuasion that would enable him to argue against the

harmful effects of the opium trade in a language he thought the British

could understand. This strategic use of international law bears some super­

ficial resemblance to the argument Martin would advance twenty years later

when he wrote that his secular translation was intended to bring an atheistic

government to the recognition of God and impart to them something of the

"Spirit of Christianity." Whereas Martin took a holistic view of his secular

and religious work and would not commit himself to translating anything

less than the whole text of international law, even if it was just a paraphrase

of the complete text, Lin was unconcerned with the integrity of the text and

its holistic values. When he proclaimed opium "contraband" in 1839 and

demanded its confiscation and destruction, he was responding to Britain's

willful dismissal of the so-called traditional Chinese mode of persuasion dur­

ing the government's campaign against the opium traffic.27

When neither the Chinese nor the Western mode of persuasion could

produce the desired results, Lin resorted to force. As he issued the order to

destroy the shipments of opium in Guangzhou, he was fully convinced of

the moral righteousness and legal justification of his action even by the

yardstick of Western international law. The Opium War, however, followed

an entirely different course of development that would hold international

law up to ridicule. Britain declared war against China and sought compensa-
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tion for the damages caused by Lin's confiscation and destruction of its com­

modity. The rest is a familiar story: Hong I(ong became a British colony, and

five treaty ports were opened up along the Chinese coast. As the indemnities

were being paid, Lin also had to pay for the consequence of his actions; he

was forced into exile for having provoked the hostilities with the British.

The historical irony is that China's entry into the family of nations had log­

ical connections with Britain's violation of international law during the

Opium War. These connections should help us locate Martin's translation of

international law in a longer historical perspective.

Henry Wheaton's Elements of International Law

Twenty years after the first Opium War, when the British minister Frederick

Bruce-Lord Elgin's brother-was informed of Martin's translation of Ele­
ments ofInternational Law, he made a remark to Martin that once again spells

out the interconnectedness of the West's violation of international law and

China's simultaneous entry into the family of nations. "The work would do

good," Bruce said, "by showing the Chinese that the nations of the West

have taoIi [principles] by which they are guided, and that force is not their

only law."28 Bruce was admitting that the Western nations went about con­

quering the rest of the world with weaponry in one hand and the law

("principles") in the other. Brute military force borrows the moral and le­

gal authority of international law to justify seizing the world as an lruvre
civiIitrice. The act of justification in turn translates global killing and looting

into a noble cause.

Bruce's endorsement of Martin's project suggests a need for belated jus­

tification for the British and other Western powers' violation of interna­

tionallaw in the Opium War, the Arrow War, and other wars against China.

The word "belated" is crucial here because it describes the circumstantial

(that is, not exactly intended) meaning of Martin's work. After the various

"unequal treaties" had been extorted from the Qing government and rati­

fied at gunpoint, they were now in need of being monitored and imple­

mented faithfully by the Zongli yamen and the imperial court according to

the requirements of internationallaw.29 In that sense, the translation was

both belated and timely.

In spring 1863, when the Manchu court was having diplomatic difficulties

with France, Wen Xiang, a leading minister of the Zongli yamen, asked the

u.s. minister in Beijing, Anson Burlingame, to recommend an authoritative

work on international law which would be recognized by all Western na-
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tions. Like John Ward, Burlingame mentioned Wheaton's Elements of Inter­

national Law and promised to have portions of the book translated. He wrote

to Consul George Seward in Shanghai and was informed that by coincidence

Martin was already doing the work. 30 Burlingame gave Martin encourage­

ment and assured Martin of his aid in bringing the work before the manda­

rins. In June of the same year, Martin took passage for the North. 31 Further

momentum was given to the arrangement when Chong Hou, Prince Gong's

minister, who had been briefed on the translation by Martin at Tianjin in

July 1863, offered to write to Wen Xiang to recommend this translation. 32

On September 10, 1863, Burlingame formally introduced Martin to four

members of the Zongli yamen with whom he had already become ac­

quainted during the treaty negotiations in 1858.33 Martin brought the un­

finished translation to the meeting and showed it to the ministers. They

were impressed. Wen Xiang mentioned a selection of important passages

translated earlier for the Zongli yamen by Robert Hart when he was the

chief assistant to Horatio N. Lay, the inspector-general of maritime customs.

"Does it contain the 'twenty-four sections'?" Martin recalls Wen Xiang ask­

ing. "This will be our guide when we send envoys to foreign countries."34

The "twenty-four sections" refers to Chapter 1 of Part 3 of Elements of Inter­

national Law, in which the rights of legations are discussed. 35 In reply, Martin

said that his translation was incomplete and asked the Zongli yamen to ap­

point a competent official to assist him in a final revision and to print it at

public expense. 36 Subsequently, Prince Gong prepared a room for Martin

near the Foreign Office and appointed a commission of four men-all of

high literary competence, including one scholar working in the Hanlin

Academy-to assist him in completing the translation. 37 In addition, Martin

received five hundred taels to help cover the cost of printing and publica­

tion. 38 The work was done at the Yamen, and at the suggestion of Robert

Hart, the newly appointed inspector-general, the book was printed for the

use of the government. 39

Martin dedicated the finished work to Burlingame, who, in Martin's

words, "gloried in contributing something toward the introduction of inter­

national law into China."40 Or as Anson Burlingame himself noted in his let­

ter to the State Department on October 20, 1863, "This is the first time any­

thing of the kind was ever done in China and I record the progress with

patriotic pride."41 The same may be said of Martin's own sense of achieve­

ment. But not everybody was as pleased. Several officials in the diplomatic

establishment, Chinese as well as Europeans, questioned Martin's moti­

vation. The French charge d'affaires Count Michel Alexandr I<lecskowski
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regarded Martin as a troublemaker and is said to have complained to

Burlingame: "Who is this man who is going to give the Chinese an insight

into our European international law? I(ill him-choke him off; he'll make

us endless trouble."42 Likewise, Samuel Wells Williams expressed concern

that the introduction of international law might stimulate China to reach

the level of Western law and thus find legal grounds to abolish certain as­

pects of the "unequal treaties," such as extraterritoriality. In his letter to the

State Department on November 23, 1865, Williams wrote:

An attentive study of this work by the officials in both China and Japan

will probably lead them to endeavor to apply its usages and principles to

their intercourse with foreign countries. This will gradually lead them to see

how greatly the principle of ex-territoriality contained in their treaties with

those countries modifies the usages in force between western and European

powers. How desirable it is that the latter should aim rather to elevate these

eastern peoples to their own level than to urge this principle of ex-terri­

toriality to the subversion of the native sway.43

It is interesting that Williams's concern was thwarted by those Chinese who

suspected Martin of ulterior motives. They saw no disinterested benevo­

lence in the work and surmised that Martin wanted to make a name for

himself after the illustrious example of Matteo Ricci.44 Only Prince Gong and

Wen Xiang were enthusiastic supporters of Martin's work, as the Zongli

yamen wanted to use the Wangua gangfa as a practical manual for conducting

diplomatic affairs with the Western powers. The book familiarized them

with the protocols of the Western nations which had recently established le­

gations in the capital after the crisis of 1860. The Zongli yamen desired to

know what legal basis there was for the procedures that had been forced on

China in the name of international law, such as unequal treaties, extraterri­

toriality' most-favored-nation treatment, tariff control, diplomatic represen­

tation, rights of war and peace, sovereignty, and so on.

A good number of Manchu and Chinese officials felt ambivalent or down­

right hostile toward Martin's translation. They were deeply suspicious and

mistrusted the unspoken intention of his work "as Trojans did the gifts of the

Greeks."45 In response to such fears, Prince Gong memorialized the throne

on August 30, 1864, arguing:

He [Martin] says that this book should be read by all countries having treaty

relations with others. In case of dispute it can be referred to. But since the



Translating International Law 123

language is not fluent he asks us to help in his literary improvement, in or­

der to have it printed. We, your ministers, guarding against such frequent

requests with books and possible attempts to make us follow them, have

told him that China has her own laws and institutions and that it would be

inconvenient to refer to foreign books. Martin, however, points out that al­

though the Laws of the Qing Dynasty have been translated into foreign lan­

guage, China never attempted to force western countries to practice them.

It cannot be that just because a foreign book has been translated into Chi­

nese, China would be forced to practice it. Thus, he [Martin] pleaded re­

peatedly.

Prince Gong went on to emphasize the practical value of Western interna­

tionallaw and added: "We your ministers, find that this book of foreign laws

does not entirely agree with our own laws, but there are in it occasional pas­

sages which are useful. For example, in connection with the case of Danish

ships captured by Prussia outside of Tientsin [Tianjin], we used some sen­

tences from the book, without expressly saying so, as arguments. The Prus­

sian minister acknowledged his mistake without saying a word. This seems a

good proof. "46 The incident involving Danish ships in Tianjin, which oc­

curred as a result of Bismarck's war with Denmark, provided a useful occa­

sion for the Zongli yamen to test the effectiveness of legal provisions as out­

lined in Wheaton's book. When the new Prussian minister to China, Guido

von Rehfues, arrived in China in a man-of-war in the spring of 1864, he

found three Danish merchant ships off the port of Taku. He immediately

seized them as war prizes. The Zongli yamen used the concept of maritime

territory and the treaty provisions between China and Prussia to protest the

extension of European quarrels to China. Prince Gong refused to grant an

interview to the new Prussian minister and condemned him for the way in

which he had begun his ministerial duties. The case was successfully re­

solved when von Rehfues relinquished the three Danish vessels, with a

compensation of $1,500.47

Prince Gong's memorial proved effective. Martin's manuscript received

imperial sanction and was allowed to be printed and distributed. But aside

from one or two isolated cases of effective uses of international law whereby

China was able to assert its sovereignty, how does the memorial articulate

the cultural implications of the ministers' endorsement of Martin's transla­

tion? It is interesting to note that Prince Gong appealed to a vague notion of

reciprocity at the suggestion of Martin himself. According to Martin, China
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had never attempted to force Western countries to practice its laws any more

than the West had intended to force its own laws on China. He does not,

however, spell out the grounds of such imagined reciprocity. As we know,

the earlier translation of the Daqing li1li (Collected statutes of the great Qing

dynasty) by George Staunton following Macartney's mission had occurred

under conditions in which there was absolutely no question of China's forc­

ing the West to adopt its own laws. The Englishman had undertaken the task

in order to provide his own government with useful information about

China.

By the mid-nineteenth century, when Martin undertook to translate in­

ternationallaw, however, the Western powers had already forced many of

their demands and treaties on the Manchu government in the name of in­

ternationallaw. So the alleged grounds of reciprocity did not exist between

the Daqing li1li and the Wanguo gongfa to support Martin's argument of cul­

tural relativism. Rather, as I argue in the next section, Martin's universalist

agenda lies elsewhere. The fact that he pursued the translation at all may

suggest a bona fide assumption of reciprocity and commensurability be­

tween English and Chinese. But reciprocity and commensurability are in ev­

ery sense a product of deictic encounters between the two languages and not

the other way around. This conception of reciprocity and commensurability

opens up a hermeneutic space in which the significance of Martin's transla­

tion can be fruitfully grasped.

Insofar as I<lecskowski's insistence on "our European international law"

affirmed the brute instrumentality of that law, the French diplomat seems to

have flatly denied universal status to the law. Likewise, Martin's cultural rel­

ativism, even if it was just a pretense, suggests a very much circumscribed

sense of how far international law could go in making universal claims out­

side the West. If international law was thus circumscribed and contested by

the Manchu, Chinese, and Westerners, none of whom knew for sure whose

interest the book would best serve, how do we go about identifying and ana­

lyzing a historical process that seemed to gesture toward granting universal

recognition to international law in the years to come? This is the question I

try to answer in the next section.

Legislating the Universal

The opening pages of Wanguo gongfa greeted its targeted audience, the

Manchu-Chinese officials, with a loud and clear message about the place of
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China on the new "scientific" map of the world (Figure 7). This map repre­

sents the two hemispheres printed back to back with brief geographic narra­

tives set in the margins and with names of the continents and oceans given

in Chinese transliteration. The cartographic representation, which was not

uncommon at the time, seeks to introduce a new order of universal knowl­

edge and global consciousness to the Chinese elite so that this ancient civili­

zation might be persuaded to join the family of nations.

But the spread of universal knowledge also meant overcoming the resis­

tance of local languages at the textual level. Resistance was particularly

strong in the mid-nineteenth century, when the hypothetical equivalence

between English and Chinese had not yet been set in place and when there

was a great deal of latitude as to what a word in one language might be

taken to mean in the other. When Martin's manuscript was first presented to

Prince Gong, the latter complained: "Examining this book, I found it gener­

ally deals with alliances, laws of war, and other things. Particularly it has

laws on the outbreak of war and the check and balance between states. Its

words and sentences are confused and disorderly; we cannot clearly under­

stand it unless it is explained in person. "48 Prince Gong's reaction was at best

ambivalent. He saw the usefulness of the book but thought it poorly written.

Although his criticism was directed at the level of words and sentences, it

should not be taken as merely a commentary on literary style; rather it was a

reaction to the relative absence of evidence for the hypothetical equivalence

between English and Chinese.

Martin's translations often employed neologisms at the expense of intelli­

gibility. Some of the vocabulary seemed obscure at that time but has since

grown self-evident. This is because the neologisms have been gradually as­

similated into the language as modern Chinese itself underwent massive

changes through increased exposure to translations of European texts over

the past century. This process suggests that translatability and intelligibility

emerged during the first encounter between the languages, but the sig­

nificance of this tended to escape the immediate historical context only to

achieve some level of clarity later in the language of future generations. It is

one of those historical happenings that cannot be tied down to its immediate

sociological origins or explained by naIve recourse to contemporary events

and individual biographies.

One of the key concepts to emerge in the political discourse of modern

China can be traced back to the neologisms invented by Martin and the Chi­

nese translators of Elements ofInternational Law. The concept I have in mind is
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quanli, or "right," which, like zhuquan (sovereignty) and many other nine­

teenth-century coinages, no longer strikes us as strange or un-Chinese be­

cause it has been naturalized in the history of Chinese (and Japanese) po­

litical discourse and through repeated usage over nearly a century and a

half. The situation was perceived differently, however, by those who lived in

the mid-nineteenth century. This was duly documented by the translators

themselves fourteen years after the fact, as they continued to feel a need to

defend their "unwieldy" coinage. In a headnote to the 1878 translation of

EASTERN HEMISPHERE

Figure 7. The world map printed in the first Chinese edition of Elements ofInter­
national Law (1864). Courtesy of the East Asian Library of the University of Cali­
fornia at Berkeley.
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Woolsey's Introduction to the Study of International Law, known in Chinese as

Gongfa bianlan, Martin and his Chinese collaborators describe how they had

coined the neologism quanli to render the meaning of "right." Their tone

was clearly apologetic:

International law is a separate field of knowledge and requires special ter­

minology. There were times when we could not find a proper Chinese term

to render the original expression, so our choice of words would seem less

WESTERN HEMISPHERE
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than satisfactory. Take the character quan, for example. In this book the

word means not merely the kind of power one has over others, but some­

thing every ordinary person is entitled to. Occasionally, we would add the

word Ii [to form a compound], as, for example, in the expression quanIi,

meaning the born "rights" of the plebeian, etc. At first encounter, these

words and expressions may seem odd and unwieldy, but after seeing them

repeatedly, you will come to realize that the translators have really made

the best of necessity.49

This approach is hardly surprising; in the beginning of the nineteenth cen­

tury, when Robert Morrison first arrived in China, English and Chinese

were still behaving like strangers to each other. Although translations of the

Bible and religious tracts made some headway in the first half of the century,

makeshift translations were the norm rather than the exception in political

and philosophical discourse. It took a great deal of work for the first genera­

tion of translators, missionaries and their Chinese colleagues, to turn Chi­

nese and English into each other's interlocutor for the sake of tolerable com­

prehensibility.

The Chinese noun quan thus underwent a drastic process of transvalua­

tion through translation to be purged of some of its earlier connotations, of­

ten associated with quanshi (power, domination); likewise, the compound

quanli took the word li (interest, profit) out of its usual commercial context

to be rendered pliable enough to suggest something new in the context of

international law. This positive meaning emerged entirely through the en­

counter with the English concept and introduced a very new concept into

Chinese political discourse. Years later, the concept would take on a life of its

own and garner increased respect, especially after the Sino-Japanese War,

when liberal political thinkers of the West began to be translated and popu­

1arized through the writings of Yan Fu (1853-1921) and through Japanese

translations. 50

Still, it seems extraordinary that Martin should have been persuaded by

his Chinese colleagues to pick two (negatively) loaded characters to coin an

equivalent compound for the English word "right." We must keep in mind

that the word quanli possessed more ambiguity in the 1860s than it does

now precisely because the super-sign was unfamiliar and hovered some­

where between Chinese and English. The "excess" meanings are entirely ca­

pable of reflecting back on the original English word "right" and glossing its

meaning according to a different mode of association.
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This translingual process may be glimpsed with some hindsight from

an interesting glossary of Chinese-English bilingual terminology of interna­

tionallaw called "Terms and Phrases," prepared by Martin and his Chinese

colleagues many years after the Wanguo gongfa had been issued. The text ap­

peared as an appendix to their new translation of the Gongfaxinbian (W. E.

Hall's Treatise on International Law) published in 1903. In this authoritative

glossary, the word quanli is rendered back into English as "rights and privi­

leges," which I take to be a significant reverse translation of the Chinese ne­

ologism. The convoluted translation has the effect of reinterpreting the Eng­

lish word "right" with a bit of a translingual echo of the original Chinese

character quan, suggesting "power," "privilege," and "domination."51 The

original English word "right," once put into circulation, cannot but be rein­

terpreted in light of other possible meanings and other possible associations

that always come with the translation. What is at issue is not a matter of

right or wrong, good or bad translations. The situation, I believe, is much

more interesting and subtle than a simple judgment of that kind, because it

poses the question of whether a translation could actually jeopardize the

transparency and self-evidence of the original concept.

Let us belabor this point a little further. We know that (human) rights dis­

course in Europe has figured prominently in the language of international

relations and has been an inseparable part of international law since the En­

lightenment. I(ant, for example, called for a cosmopolitan order that would

abolish war on the basis of moral practical reason, leading to the legal form

of a federation of nations. In "Toward Perpetual Peace," I(ant envisions a

process by which all the peoples of the earth would enter into a universal

community to the extent that "a violation of rights in one part of the world

is felt everywhere; This means that the idea of cosmopolitan law is no longer

a fantastical or overly exaggerated idea. It is a necessary complement to

civil and international law, transforming it into public law of humanity. "52

Jiirgen Habermas marvels at I(ant's miraculous foresight in his interpreta­

tion of this eighteenth-century dream of a family of nations and makes a

point of glossing the notion of "public law of humanity" to mean Menschen­
rechte, or human rights. 53 This meaning of "rights," as Habermas so acutely

understands, places the discourse of "human rights" squarely in the histori­

cal unfolding of international law itself.

As I have argued throughout this chapter, the historical unfolding of in­

ternationallaw cannot but include as well the multiple translations and cir­

culations of international law in other languages. Habermas takes on a sub-
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ject that has been glossed over and over again in Latin, English, French,

Italian, Chinese, Japanese, and many other languages over the past two cen­

turies. Unaware of this always already translated history, he is doing to

I(ant's notion of "perpetual peace" what the Wanguo gongfa did to Henry

Wheaton's Elements of International Law, what Wheaton had done to August

Wilhelm Heffter, the author of Das Europaische Viilkerrecht der Gegenwart, in

the nineteenth century, and so on ad infinitum. Namely, they all gloss the

meaning of "law," "rights," and "human rights" with a specific historical

and linguistic understanding of the stakes involved in each situated inter­

pretation. 54

Henry Wheaton, writing in English, refers the concept of "human rights"

to the work of the famous German public law theorist Heffter, who intro­

duced the idea to distinguish between two distinct branches of Viilkerrecht.

These are (1) human rights in general, and those private relations which

sovereign states recognize in respect to individuals not subject to their au­

thority; and (2) the direct relations existing among those states themselves.

Wheaton cites Heffter to elaborate on these distinctions:

In the modern world, this latter branch has exclusively received the de­

nomination of law of nations, Viilkerrecht, Droit des Gens, Jus Gentium. It may

more properly be called external public law, to distinguish it from the inter­

nal public law of a particular state. The first part of the ancient jus gentium

has become confounded with the municipal law of each particular nation,

without at the same time losing its original and essential character. This part

of the science concerns, exclusively, certain rights of men in general, and

those private relations which are considered as being under the protection

of nations. It has been usually treated of under the denomination of private
international law. 55

This provides a useful historical perspective for our understanding of human

rights discourse in the past and the present. The concept of "human rights"

is specifically glossed by Heffter as one branch of Viilkerrecht, a commonly

used German translation of the Latin jus gentium like the French equivalent

droit de gens or the English "law of nations" of the time. "Human rights" has

everything to do with an earlier understanding of private international law,

and public law for that matter, and this is what I mean by the always already

translated reading of Menschenrecht in Habermas's writing about I(ant. In the

Martin translation of this passage, "human rights" is rendered as shiren ziran

zhi quan, or literally "human natural rights."56 The clumsy phrase was the
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very first occurrence of the Chinese rendering of "human rights," which

was later replaced by the neologism ren quan. Not surprisingly, this concept

was first introduced as a term of international law and still plays a vital role

in world politics today. As Jacques Derrida observes brilliantly in Specters of
Marx, the discourse of human rights "will remain inadequate, sometimes

hypocritical, and in any case formalistic and inconsistent with itself as long

as the law of the market, the 'foreign debt,' the inequality of techno-scien­

tific' military, and economic development maintain an effective inequality

as monstrous as that which prevails today, to a greater extent than ever in
the history of humanity."57

Indeed, as I have suggested, the noun quan commands a broad spectrum

of meanings associated with "power," "privilege," and "domination" in the

Chinese usage, much as the word Ii brings to mind "interest," "profit," and

"calculation." Lurking behind the renderings of "rights" and "human

rights," these banished meanings can always come back to haunt the super­

sign and unwittingly open up the word "right" or "human rights" to its

suppressed "other" meanings such as "privilege" and "entitlement." The

subtext of "excess" signification thus glosses the self-evident meaning of the

English word "right" with something more than it ostensibly says. This is

not to say that the translators were incapable of comprehending the true

meaning of "right." On the contrary, the "excess" signification seems to

heed the historical message of "rights" discourse in the practice of interna­

tionallaw only too well, because it registers the fact that the idea had been

brought into China by the nineteenth-century representatives of European

international law who had asserted their "trade rights" and the "right" to in­

vade, plunder, and attack the country. Their language of "rights" cannot but

convey a loud message of threat, violence, and military aggression to the

Qing government at the negotiation table and to the Chinese population at

large.

Negotiating Commensurability

Martin and his Chinese colleagues undertook to create a preliminary level of

hypothetical equivalence or makeshift translatability between the political dis­

courses of two very different languages and intellectual traditions. They

did so by negotiating a ground of commensurability between Chinese and

Christian values, and that ground was where the intended readers were ex­

pected to get at the meaning of their translation. In the English preface to
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the Wanguo gongfa, Martin argues for cultural commensurability on the basis

of natural law, explaining why the Chinese are capable of comprehending

the principles of Western international law:

To its fundamental principle, the Chinese mind is prepared to yield a ready

assent. In their state ritual as well as their canonical books, they acknowl­

edge a supreme arbiter of human destiny, to whom kings and princes are

responsible for their exercise of delegated power; and in theory, no people

are more ready to admit that His law is inscribed on the human heart. The

relations of nations, considered as moral persons, and their reciprocal obli­

gations as deduced from this maxim, they are thoroughly able to compre­

hend. 58

Martin's understanding of commensurability between Chinese and Chris­

tian cultures carries strong connotations of natural law insofar as natural

law is understood as the other side of the argument about positive law in

Western theological and legal discourse. In the main text, Martin and his

Chinese collaborators render "natural law" as xingfa and occasionally as

ziran zhi fa. In contrast, "positive law" is rendered as gongfa (the same com­

pound used to render "law of nations" and "public international law") and

occasionally Ziila.

This is significant because they are essentially calling on the key Neo-Con­

fucian notions xing (glossed as "nature" or "natural") and gong (glossed as

"positive" or "public") to create a philosophical ground of commensurability

between two very different intellectual traditions. The move is strongly rem­

iniscent of the strategies that seventeenth-century Jesuit missionaries used

to introduce grounds for reconciliation between Confucianism and Chris­

tianity. Nevertheless, Martin and his collaborators did not stretch the idea of

natural law to make the moral principles of international law sound like the

Confucian ethics of reciprocity. After all, they were trying to introduce new

knowledge from the West. If one reads xing or gong with Neo-Confucian phi­

losophy in the back of one's mind, as Martin's readers would have done, the

Chinese word certainly changes the meaning of "natural law"; but it is

also true that the meanings of the Chinese words are simultaneously trans­

formed by a process of translation that engages them in a deictic manner

with the English concept of "natural law" or "positive law" in Elements ofIn­
ternational Law.

What happens is that neither Chinese nor English can lay exclusive claim

to the meanings of the translated terms because those meanings reside
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somewhere in between, like the super-sign yi/barbarian, discussed in Chap­

ter 2. Just as the neologistic use of xingfa and gongfa plucks the Neo-Confu­

cian concepts xing and gong out of their familiar philosophical context, so do

the same translations take the idea of "natural law" and "public law" out

of Wheaton's local engagement with Western legal discourse to create a

broader and more "universal" basis for the global claims of international law

than either tradition could have accomplished on its own.

The seventeenth-century Dutch jurist Hugo Grotius (1583-1645) in his

work De jure belli ac pacis (On the rights of war and peace) solidified the foun­

dation for international law after Francisco de Vitoria made a crucial distinc­

tion betweenjus naturale and jus gentium. Jus naturale was based on the theo­

logical argument about the rules of human conduct prescribed by God to his

rational creatures and revealed by the light of reason or the sacred scrip­

tures. Jus gentium referred to the general or universal consent of nations

to observe certain rules of conduct in their reciprocal relations. Those who

endorsed natural law viewed nations and states as enlarged versions of

moral beings (conveniently adapted by Martin to Confucian ethics) and thus

treated international law as an extension of civil law.

In Persian Letters, for example, Montesquieu has one of his fictional char­

acters, U sbek, express this view in a letter to another character named

Rhedi: "You would almost think, Rhedi, that there were two entirely differ­

ent types of justice: one, regulating the affairs of private individuals, rules

civil law; the other, regulating the differences that arise between nations,

tyrannizes over international law; as if international law itself were not a

kind of civil law, not indeed the law of a particular country, but of the

world."59 If Montesquieu puts the words of contemporary theory in the

mouth of his fictional characters in Persian Letters, he gives a straightforward

treatment of international law on the basis of natural law in The Spirit of the
Laws, joining the ranks of such prominent international law theorists as

Leibniz (1646-1 716) and Vatte!'

"Natural law" and the "law of nations" represented two very different but

related conceptualizations of the nature of human society and its ability to

manage disputes and conflicts among nations. Grotius himself had defined

the "law of nations" in terms of a binding consent among all nations to ob­

serve certain rules of conduct in their reciprocal relations, and this term

was used interchangeably with "international law" by most European theo­

rists. After Jeremy Bentham raised the objection that the "law of nations"

sounded more like internal jurisprudence than laws governing states, "in-
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ternationallaw" gradually replaced "law of nations" as an umbrella term for

the science. But the running theological debate over natural law and the law

of nations continued unabated in the language of natural law and positive

law (which partly explains why Martin and his collaborators considered

the Chinese compound gongfa appropriate for rendering all three terms­

"the law of nations," "positive law," and "public internationallaw"-in the

Wanguo gongfa). As the Western powers sought to increase their colonial pos­

sessions and conquer the world in the nineteenth century, the emphasis

shifted more and more toward universal consent, treaties, balance of power,

and international tribunals and away from commonly shared humanity or

moral vision among the different nations. Thus, Henry W. Hallek, a well­

known authority of international law of the nineteenth century, was able to

give a supremely realistic picture. He simply called international law "the

rules of conduct regulating the intercourse of states. "60

Even so, the endorsement of a "natural law" position need not contra­

dict such "realism" in the early nineteenth century. As early as 1838, I(arl

Giitzlaff had argued that, when the British demanded the right to free inter­

course among all nations, they were not merely seeking material benefits for

Britain but were acting in accord with "international law." Chinese resis­

tance to international trade amounted to defiance of God, who had decreed

the brotherhood of all men. Those who denied their people access to truth,

and to the manufactures of the West, were infringing on an inherent human
right. 61

The crude analogy Giitzlaff draws between natural law and international

trade puts a definitive historical spin on nineteenth-century discussions of

natural law. Giitzlaff's logic would sound familiar to his nineteenth-century

European readers and not nearly as crude as it may seem now. He effectively

exploited that logic, with all its moral and religious implications, to help jus­

tify the global expansion of the British Empire. As a missionary, diplomat,

and translator, Giitzlaff wrote and published these views at the height of

Chinese resistance to the British opium traffic and only one year before Lin

Zexu's famous visit to Parker's clinic to request a translation of Vatte!. Lin,

as I discussed earlier, had only those portions of Vattel translated which

touched on the "positive" implications of Vattel's discussion of war: hostile

measures, blockades, embargoes, and so on. The interesting contrast be­

tween Giitzlaff's endorsement of "natural law" and Lin Zexu's pragmatic use

of international law in the 1839 opium dispute is significant and reflective of

the changing situation of universalism in the nineteenth century.
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Henry Wheaton, an early-nineteenth-century theorist of international

law, tried to tackle natural law in a critical review of earlier European inter­

national law theorists in Elements of International Law by adopting a more

positive conceptualization of relations between modern states. Wheaton

does not completely abandon natural law but attempts to imbue his notion

of positive law with a vague notion of natural law. Thus, he defines interna­

tional law among civilized nations (China is classified as semi-civilized) as

"consisting of those rules of conduct which reason deduces, as consonant to

justice, from the nature of the society existing among independent nations;

with such definition and modifications as may be established by general

consent. "62 Note that the emphasis here is not on the moral being or recipro­

cal obligation so much as on a positive understanding of "general consent."

Wheaton (with Friedrich I(arl von Savigny) calls international law an im­

perfect positive law. It is imperfect "both on account of the indeterminate­

ness of its precepts, and because it lacks that solid basis on which rests the

positive law of every particular nation, the political power of the State and a

judicial authority competent to enforce the law." He adds, however, that

"the progress of civilization, founded on Christianity, has gradually con­

ducted us to observe a law analogous to this in our intercourse with all the

nations of the globe, whatever may be their religious faith, and without reci­

procity on their part."63 Wheaton's argument about progress and universal­

ism is very different from the universalist argument about international law

that takes cultural commensurability as its point of departure.

Where Wheaton simply equates Christianity with the universal and re­

fuses to consider reciprocity, Martin, his translator, talks about reciprocal ob­

ligations and the communicability of universal laws across cultures and lan­

guages. Is Martin trying to manipulate Wheaton's complex arguments to

suit his own evangelical purpose? It seems to me that the situation is more

complex than the translator's intentional use or misuse of the original text.

For no translator can afford to do away with a certain assumption of linguis­

tic or cultural commensurability between the languages he or she works

with. Doing so would be tantamount to contradicting the act of translation

itself.

Instead, Martin and his collaborators made a choice that most translators

would have made under the circumstance; namely, they turned the desired
commensurability between English and Chinese into a condition ofuniversality.
Neo-Confucian overtones notwithstanding, xingfa and gongfa were taken to

signify "natural law" and "positive law," and so on. These neologistic com-
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pounds borrowed the universalism of Neo-Confucian thinking to promote

the translatability of international law. In that sense, the interjection of a no­

tion of reciprocity and commensurability into Wheaton's argument by Mar­

tin and his collaborators did not help the cause of Confucianism so much as

it did the universalist agenda of international law.

Both Wheaton and Martin lived at a time when the meaning of the uni­

versal in international affairs was undergoing fundamental changes. In his

own way, Wheaton was very much in tune with the global events that were

shaping the modern world with unprecedented speed and that in turn in­

formed his own explication of the principles of both earlier and contempo­

rary theories of international law. His reference to the "progress of civiliza­

tion" as "founded on Christianity" is by no means a mere statement of the

author's religious faith but rather a reworking of natural law principles in re­

sponse to the unfolding of world events. Thus, we are told that

the more recent intercourse between the Christian nations in Europe and

America and the Mohammedan and Pagan nations of Asia and Africa indi­

cates a disposition, on the part of the latter, to renounce their peculiar inter­

national usages and adopt those of Christendom. The rights of legation have

been recognized by, and reciprocally extended to, Turkey, Persia, Egypt, and

the States of Barbary. The independence and integrity of the Ottoman Em­

pire have been long regarded as forming essential elements in the European

balance of power, and, as such, have recently become the objects of conven­

tional stipulations between the Christian States of Europe and that Empire,

which may be considered as bringing it within the pale of the public law of

the former.

The same remark may be applied to the recent diplomatic transactions

between the Chinese Empire and the Christian nations of Europe and

America, in which the former has been compelled to abandon its inveterate

anti-commercial and anti-social principles, and to acknowledge the inde­

pendence and equality of other nations in the mutual intercourse of war

and peace.64

Interestingly, the reference to China did not exist in the first edition of the

Elements of International Law published in 1836, but found its way into the

later revised and more definitive post-1846 edition that appeared after the

Opium War (Martin used one of these editions in Wanguo gongfa). In this

passage quoted from the revised edition, Wheaton is clearly referring to the

Opium War and the subsequent treaties and settlements that opened China
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to foreign trade, marking the beginning of what some have called the period

of semi-colonial history in China. This is intensely ironic in view of what had

happened to Lin Zexu and his tragic use of Vatte!' Whatever might have

brought the Chinese government to the negotiation table following the

Opium War, this fact is used by Wheaton as evidence of the triumph of the

principles of Christian nations' "particular" international law.

The evidence that Wheaton enlists to prove the universal principles of Eu­

ropean international law can be read as doing something else in the context

of the later editions of his book. What I mean is that the so-called evidence

has been the outcome of what it is supposed to prove. The post-1836 edi­

tions of Wheaton's book underwent constant revisions in order to accom­

modate the vast number of new treaties and tribunal cases that arose as the

Western nations, armed with gunboats and international law, went out and

conquered more territories and more societies. Like foreign-language trans­

lations, these cumulative editions of international law in the original lan­

guage represent repeated deictic engagements (one speaking to the other) with

other cultures and civilizations, though by no means on equal terms.

Of the various editions of Wheaton's book that appeared after the author's

death, the 1866 edition by Richard Henry Dana was considered the authori­

tative and definitive text by diplomats and scholars of international law.

Wheaton's main text and Dana's copious notes were frequently used to pro­

vide the legal grounds for many of the important decisions concerning inter­

national disputes in the nineteenth century. For our purpose, this edition

contains an interesting reference to Martin's 1864 Chinese translation. In an

appended note Dana calls our attention to the significance of Martin's work:

The most remarkable proof of the advance of Western civilization in the

East, is the adoption of this work of Mr. Wheaton, by the Chinese govern­

ment, as a text-book for its officials, in International Law, and its translation

into that language, in 1864, under imperial auspices. The translation was

made by the Rev. W. A. P. Martin, D. D., an American missionary, assisted

by a commission of Chinese scholars appointed by Prince I(ung, Minister of

Foreign Affairs, at the suggestion of Mr. Burlingame, the United States Min­

ister' to whom the translation is dedicated. Already this work has been

quoted and relied upon by the Chinese Government, in its diplomatic corre­

spondence with ministers of Western Powers resident at Peking.65

Dana's footnote captures a uniquely circular situation. Namely, Wheaton's

original text calls for translation because it possesses an inherent universal
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value, but it takes the existence of foreign translations to buttress its claim to

universality. To aspire to the condition of the universal, the text demands

universal recognition and demands to be translated.

When Wheaton's Elements ofInternational Law was reissued in a centennial

edition and published as part of the Classics of International Law series in

1936, the general editor, George Grafton Wilson, reiterated the point about

the circulation of this American legal text abroad in the past century. Wilson

mentions, for example, that Elements ofInternational Law was translated into

Chinese by W. A. P. Martin in 1864. "The edition published in China was

quickly exhausted," writes Wilson, "The work had been received with much

favour in Japan. An edition of this Chinese text reprinted and adapted for

Japanese use was published in I(yoto, Japan, in 1865, and other editions

were issued in the East."66 The importance of the occasion is further noted in

the official testimony of the u.s. minister Anson Burlingame, who wrote to

the State Department in 1865: "The Chinese did not address me in writing,

but called in person to mark their sense of the importance of the completion

of the work, and when the Prince and suite kindly sat for their photographs,

Fung Sun, who had superintended the translation, desired to be taken with

a copy of Wheaton in his hand."67 Wilson cites the existence of the foreign­

language editions as the proof of the universal value of Wheaton's text, but,

as I have argued throughout the chapter, it requires the circulation of that

book to prove the self-same universality.

Decades after the completion of the Wangguo gongfa, Martin, reaching the

age of seventy, was preparing a new Chinese translation of W. E. Hall's Trea­
tise on International Law for publication. In 1901 he approached the Empress

Dowager's most trusted minister and diplomat, Li Hongzhang, and asked

him to write a foreword to the new book. Li had been a key player and a

controversial figure in the negotiation of the unequal treaties and the han­

dling of many of the crises that troubled the Qing reign during the Taiping

Rebellion, the Sino-Japanese War, and the Yihe Tuan Uprising. In his fore­

word to Martin's new translation, Li summarizes China's experience of in­

ternationallaw in the nineteenth century as follows:

Dr. W. A. P. Martin has been in China for fifty years. He has successively

filled the Chair of President in the Tung Wen College and in the Imperial

University. Last summer he was exposed to the dangers of the [Yihe Tuan]

siege; but on escaping with his life, he at once resumed and completed the

task of translating this book. In his preface, he states the causes of the siege
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but without a trace of resentment. In a note to the first chapter he speaks of

the war with France; and adds that China's protection of French residents

contrasted favorably with the way in which the French had treated the Ger­

mans. Proof that China had previously [to 1900] observed International

Law in the spirit of peace. If this book could be hung up at our city gates and

obeyed by nations beyond the seas there would be an end of strife, and all

the world would be at peace; a state of things which I agree with Dr. Martin

in hoping for. 68

Li's tongue-in-cheek endorsement of Martin's labor articulates the negative

condition of international law in theory and practice. Perhaps the desire for

an alternative universal could only assert itself through the negativity of this

situation: Can international law rise above its brute realism and submit to a

higher ideal of peace, not a condition of war?



CHAPTER 5

The Secret of Her Greatness

In discussing the right of woman, we are to consider, first, what be­

longs to her as an individual, in a world of her own, the arbiter of

her own destiny, an imaginary Robinson Crusoe with her woman

Friday on a solitary island. Her rights under such circumstances are

to use all her faculties for her own safety and happiness.

-Elizabeth Cady Stanton, "The Solitude of the Self"

The four long decades of the overlapping reigns of Queen Vic­

toria (r. 1837-1901) and the Empress Dowager Cixi (effective reign behind

the screen 1862-1908) saw a number of new social developments and his­

torical events sweeping across the world. These raise some fundamental is­

sues about gender and empire that no serious study of the nineteenth cen­

tury can afford to downplay.l The political and symbolic rivalries between

the Qing and British empires, each headed by a powerful female sovereign,

suggest that the mode of sovereign thinking in the nineteenth century, reli­

gious and secular, could be further investigated with a view to exploring the

role of gender-historically understood-in bringing about new ideas con­

cerning political identity, loyalty, gift exchange, femininity, diplomacy, and

international politics.

In England, Victorian middle-class culture was predominantly figured

through the gender and self-representation of Queen Victoria as a devoted

wife and mother; at the same time, Britain's imperial ambition led a large

number of women-wives of missionaries and colonial officials as well as fe­

male missionaries themselves-to roam the world with unprecedented free­

dom. The traveling women took on different identities in colonial and for­

eign settings and were able to do things that had been off-limits to them at

home, where the ideal of female passivity and domesticity prevailed. These

colonial travels were almost evenly matched at this time by another striking

140
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current of floating diasporic communities outside the metropole and be­

tween the metropole and the colonies, for the diasporic male elite of Chi­

nese or hybrid descent and their families, for example, were also on the

move, shuttling back and forth between the Chinese communities abroad

and mainland China, as they triangulated love and politics among Britain,

Southeast Asia (under British colonial rule), Hawaii, California, and the

Qing. Although the familiar image of a hua qiao (overseas Chinese) in mod­

ern history is that of a man like Sun Yat-sen-the celebrated father of Chi­

nese nationalism-who agitated for the revolution and practiced what Ben­

edict Anderson has termed "long-distance nationalism," there were others,

Chinese as well as Western, who looked upon the Empress Dowager Cixi as

the mother of the nation and Queen Victoria's symbolic counterpart, if not

her riva1. 2 In the eyes of some nineteenth-century hua qiao, the Empress

Dowager embodied an alternative political destiny and a sovereign ideal that

had come under the threat of the Western powers but had not otherwise

succumbed to colonial rule.

I(eeping a dual focus in this chapter on the missionary women and the

Chinese diaspora, I explore how colonial travel produced new modes of sov­

ereign thinking among the gendered subjects in the interstices between im­

perial powers and their colonies. In the first part of the chapter I analyze an

instance of gift exchange in 1894 involving the presentation of a Bible to

the Empress Dowager by a group of missionary women from Britain and

the United States. Although that exchange overtly took place between the

missionary women and the female sovereign of the Qing in China, it meto­

nymically evokes the prior moments of colonial exchange between Queen

Victoria and the Africans of the British colonies. T. Jones Barker's painting of

Queen Victoria's presentation of the Bible to an unnamed African chief in

the early 1860s, for example, initiated a whole chain of metonymical ex­

changes reproducing the event at other times and in other places. 3

Broadly connected to this global circuit of exchange, as we see in the sec­

ond part of the chapter, is the story of I(u Hungming (1857-1928), a Malay­

sian of Chinese descent who received a European humanistic education in

Scotland and then turned around to shed his colonial identity as a subject of

the British Crown in order to adopt China as his mother country. I(u's life

story challenges the positivist theories of nationalism, citizenship, diaspora,

and decolonization that seem to dominate our thinking on these subjects,

for this man chose not to fight British colonialism in the country of his birth

but preferred to work it out elsewhere, chiefly by submitting himself to the
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Empress Dowager Cixi. I(u's ambivalence toward Queen Victoria and his de­

cision to adopt China as his "mother country" give us an opportunity to ex­

amine the problem of gender and empire from the angle of what I call the

sovereignty complex of colonized men and their struggle to overcome the

trauma of colonial abjection.

Imperial Gift Exchange: The Presentation New Testament

Shortly before the reign of the Empress Dowager Cixi, Christian missionar­

ies had obtained extensive treaty privileges that enabled them to take

aggressive steps to reach the inland population. Article 6 of the Chinese ver­

sion of the French-Chinese Treaty of Tianjin stipulated that French mission­

aries be granted the freedom to rent and purchase land in the provinces of

China and construct buildings there at will.4 The same privileges were ex­

tended to the Protestant missionaries by the most-favored-nation clause.

Paul Cohen has demonstrated that when the imperial government pro­

ceeded to implement the unequal treaties at the local level, it met with

strong opposition from both the local gentry and ordinary people. Hundreds

of mission incidents (jiao'an)-riots and massacres-erupted, culminating in

widespread panic and rebellion. 5 For several decades, the Empress Dowager

maintained a delicate, but not always successful, balance between her

government's treaty obligations and her sympathies for the anti-Christian

movements, until further crises forced her to change her position.

It was under those circumstances that the court's preparations for an elab­

orate celebration of the Empress Dowager's sixtieth birthday (November 7,

1894) got under way.6 Protestant evangelists and women missionaries in

China took the occasion seriously and spent many months raising money to

create something special for Cixi. Their birthday present was an elegant clas­

sical Chinese edition of the Bible known as the Presentation New Testament.

This legendary book was in royal quarto size (10" x 13" x 2"), printed on the

finest paper available at the time and in the largest size of movable metallic

type. The border around each page was set in gold, and the book was bound

in solid silver boards engraved with the title "Complete New Testament" in

large characters of solid gold. In the center of the cover was a gold plate

bearing the inscription "Classic of Salvation for the World." The book was

laid in a solid silver casket, similar in design to the covers of the book, and

lined with plush, and the casket rested in a plush-covered box inside a

teakwood caseJ The Reverend John Hykes of the American Bible Society
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noted with special pride: "This is the first time, so far as we know, that a copy

of the New Testament in the Chinese language has been received into the

Imperial Palace. It is certainly the first time that such a gift has been made to

one high in authority within the precincts of the Forbidden City. Followed

as it is by the prayers of more than ten thousand Christian women, we have

every reason to believe that it will be read, and to hope that it will make

some 'wise unto salvation. "'8

The idea of presenting the Empress Dowager with a copy of the Bible had

been proposed by the missionary women at the Shanghai Missionary Con­

ference in February 1894. The board of the Missionary Association promptly

endorsed their proposal and appointed a seven-member committee to put it

into effect. The committee consisted of the Reverend William Muirhead

of the London Mission; Archdeacon E. H. Thomson of the Protestant Episco­

pal Mission; Reverend Hykes, agent of the American Bible Society; Samuel

Dyer, agent of the British and Foreign Bible Society, the Reverend John

Stevenson, deputy director of the China Inland Mission; Mary M. Fitch of

the American Presbyterian Mission; and Mary Richard of the Scotch United

Presbyterian Mission. 9 The Missionary Association launched a fund-raising

campaign to mobilize women converts across the nation and raised about

$1,200 from these efforts. According to Hykes's correspondence with the

American Bible Society, the Chinese women converts, representing a total

of twenty-nine different missionary organizations, subscribed to the gift. lO

The work on the New Testament began in April at the Presbyterian Mission

Press in Shanghai under the supervision of representatives of the American

Bible Society and of the British and Foreign Bible Society. I I

The committee decided to present only the New Testament, rather than

the whole Bible, and selected the "Delegates" version (1847-1854) as the

most scholarly of all the classical Chinese versions of the New Testament. 12

On March 26, Mary Fitch drafted the first of numerous circulars the com­

mittee would send out to all the Protestant mission stations around the

country calling for nationwide donations. The full text of the announcement

reads:

A proposition was lately made by the Ningpo missionaries that the

Protestant Christian women in China, both native and foreign, should pres­

ent the Empress-Dowager on her approaching 60th birthday with a copy of

the Sacred Scriptures in a suitable casket. They referred the whole matter to

a Committee in Shanghai. This Committee unanimously approved of this
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proposition and have decided to present Her Majesty with a handsomely­

bound copy of the New Testament.

Would you kindly make arrangements at your station and out-stations

for receiving contributions from the native Christian women, who can also

be empowered to collect from their friends? Please forward these sums

at your earlier convenience, along with any contributions from their for­

eign sisters-missionary or non-missionary-to Mrs. Timothy Richard, No.

1 Quinsan Road, Shanghai.

As the time is limited and the style of casket depends on the amount of

funds to hand, we beg that this matter may receive your immediate atten­

tion. Also kindly mention that number of Christian women, native and for­

eign, who have contributed the funds which you send.

In order that the gift may be as widely representative as possible we sin­

cerely hope that all the native Christian women will be afforded an oppor­

tunity of contributing funds, however small, and thus show their loyalty,

and also their admiration of the Empress-Dowager's able and beneficent

Regency. 13

Headed by the missionary women, the campaign targeted women converts

and received generous contributions from them. The Bible was intended as a

gift from the Christian women of China as a token of their loyalty to their fe­

male sovereign, although the book itself had to be presented through the

usual diplomatic protocols of male institutions. On October 29, 1894, the

Presentation New Testament was transported by a group of male missionar­

ies from Shanghai to Tianjin, where it was picked up by the Reverend H. H.

Lowry and brought to Beijing. The presentation itself did not take place until

the morning of the twelfth, when the British minister Sir Nicholas Roderick

O'Conor and the u.S. minister Charles Denby took the book to the ministers

of the Zongli yamen, and from there it was forwarded on to the Empress

Dowager.

The Christian missionaries had long regarded Buddhism, Confucianism,

and indigenous religious practices as obstacles to progress and evangelical­

ism. William Muirhead, who authored the general introduction to the Pre­

sentation New Testament, does not hesitate to dismiss the Confucian classics

and Buddhist scriptures: "In these twenty-seven portions of the sacred clas­

sic," he writes, "the doctrine of Christ is definitely announced for the benefit

of his disciples that they may truly believe in it, diligently observe it, and

faithfully follow its teachings. Outside of this book, is there any other that

can be compared with it? None. There are many treatises on morality and
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such like, which are the mere product of the human mind, but this book is

the production of God's Holy Spirit, inspiring the minds of wise and holy

men who spoke accordingly."14 Since the time of Robert Morrison, the first

Protestant missionary to enter China in 1807, the missionaries had worked

hard to destroy the pagan idols and to replace the indigenous classics with

the holy Scriptures, but they ran into the formidable task of having to pro­

duce first-rate translations of the Bible in classical Chinese comparable to

the elegance and sophistication of the Buddhist scriptures or the authorita­

tive status of the Confucian classics. The Presentation New Testament was a

proud statement of what the missionaries had accomplished to date. 15

Accompanying the Presentation New Testament was a congratulatory me­

morial drafted by Mary Richard, the missionary Timothy Richard's wife, in

the name of the women converts of the Protestant Christian Church in

China. The memorial begins: "Your Imperial Majesty, having, by Divine ap­

pointment, undertaken the government of China in times of unparalleled

internal and external trouble, and having by your great energy and wisdom

restored profound peace throughout the whole empire, and established

friendly relations with all nations, has called forth the admiration not only

of your own subjects but those of other nations far and wide as well." Rich­

ard goes on to emphasize that the Christian subjects owed their protection to

the laws established by the Empress Dowager and wanted to express their

gratitude to her on this happy occasion. She continues: "Therefore, we, a

few thousand Protestant Christian women throughout the various prov­

inces of your Empire, though mostly poor, cannot let the auspicious occa­

sion of your Imperial Majesty's 60th birthday pass without testifying our

loyalty and admiration. We do so by presenting your Majesty with the New

Testament, which is the principal Classic of our Holy Religion, namely the

religion of Jesus Christ, which is the only religion that practically aims at the

salvation of the whole world from sin and suffering." She concludes by ex­

plaining why the New Testament has been chosen as a particularly suitable

birthday present for the sovereign head of a nation: "We hear it is a custom

in the West to present Empresses, Queens, and Princesses with a copy of this

book on happy occasions in their lives." The memorial is signed collectively

"Your Majesty's most faithful subjects, the women of the Protestant Chris­

tian Church in China."16 There is no existing testimony or any independent

source to substantiate how the Chinese converts themselves regarded Cixi, if

they thought about her at all, apart from what is represented here by Rich­

ard. We know, however, that the actual gift exchange took place not be­

tween the Chinese converts and the Empress Dowager but between the
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Protestant missionary representatives of the women converts and the Qing

sovereign or, more accurately, between the United States and Britain on the

one hand and the Qing empire on the other. This raises the interesting issue

of what kinds of gift exchange the presentation of the Bible set in motion

among the ministers, missionary organizations, and the Empress Dowager

herself. Did the Bible figure religion, sovereignty, feminine bonding, a re­

minder of the Treaty of Tianjin, or something else?

Queen Victoria and the Empress Dowager

The gift of the Bible in the nineteenth century was not as innocuous as Mary

Richard suggested in her memorial. Although the initiation of gift exchange

between the Chinese Christian converts and the Empress Dowager is said to

mimic a Western custom, Richard does not specify which Western custom

authorizes the giving of the New Testament to the ruler of a non-Western

society by Christians from the West. The Protestant monarch Queen Victoria

had given Bibles in situations that suggested vastly different meanings from

that of the intra-European custom of presenting "Empresses, Queens, and

Princesses with a copy of this book on happy occasions in their lives." In fact,

one well-known portrait depicting this subject was completed by T. Jones

Barker in the early 1860s (1863?). Called The Secret ofEngland's Greatness, it is

known also as Queen Victoria Presenting a Bible to an African Chief (Figure 8).

The iconicity of empire lies in the contrasting composition of the dignified

pose of the richly attired queen, who is seen holding out the Bible, and a

kneeling African whose bent back and outstretched arms and the eager look

in his eye all mark him as the racial and cultural inferior. Behind them, un­

der a canopy, stand British officials and the prince consort (who had just

died), lending an atmosphere of royal augustness to the occasion. Adrienne

Munich has shown that Barker's painting went on tour after its completion

through the provinces to the far reaches of the British Isles, including an

1864 exhibit in Belfast. The tour effectively demonstrated to those Britons

who had never seen an African or an Indian where the empire stood in rela­

tion to the heathens and how "the barbarian undergoes domestication un­

der biblical and monarchical authority."17

It was during one of these tours that W. T. Stead, the author of the Golden

Jubilee memoir of Queen Victoria, Her Majesty the Queen: Studies of the Sover­
eign and the Reign (1887), first viewed the painting and was deeply impressed

by its powerful enunciation of British sovereignty. Stead describes what the
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Figure 8. Thomas Jones Barker, The Secret a[England's Greatness, oil on canvas
(ca. 1863). Courtesy of the National Portrait Gallery, London.

painting had meant to him as a strictly reared Protestant of a Methodist cast

when he beheld it as a young boy in a gallery in Newcastle upon Tyne and

how common people such as rude coal heavers "used to tell over and over

again how the Queen had given the Book of Books, the Book of our Salva­

tion, to the heathen from afar who sought to know what it was that made

England Great."18 Recalling his experience, Stead writes: "The swarthy Afri­

can, highly idealised, I fear, flashing with gems and picturesque in his native

garb, bows low before a youthful queen-resplendent in white satin, if I re­

member right-who advancing to meet with the inquiring savage, presents

him with a copy of the Bible as the answer to his question. 'What is the se­

cret of England's Greatness?"'19 The African prince's alleged question, which

gives the painting its famous title, is answered by the queen's act of present­

ing the Bible to the "savage." This catechism of imperial ideology frames

the rhetoric of the visual spectacle in a powerful pedagogical address and

allows the narrativity of the painting to enunciate the allegorical nature

[To view this image, refer to  

the print version of this title.] 
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of the Bible to the viewer. As one of the first-generation viewers of Bark­

er's painting and a witness to others' reactions to it, Stead offers some re­

markable insights into the way the painting touched a chord in the British

viewing public during the 1860s, generating metonymical reverberations

throughout England, Ireland, and the provinces and colonies that the paint­

ing and its future replicas passed through. Particularly revealing is Stead's

confession that "I began to gain a glimmering of the uses of the Sovereign as

Grand Certificator for the truth and excellence of that which is best worth

holding by in church and state."20

Although the actual event depicted in Barker's painting has not been doc­

umented, Munich suggests that it probably did occur in some form. She

mentions an unidentified print at the National Portrait Gallery that shows a

youthful Victoria "handing a Bible to a dark-skinned man wearing a feather

headdress and earrings while uniformed white-skinned dignitaries attend

the ceremony."21 A documented scene that bears a striking resemblance to

Barker's painting occurred much later in Windsor Castle. In LIfe with Queen

Victoria, Marie Mallet recalled that on November 20, 1896:

The Queen received the [African] Chiefs in the White Drawing Room

seated on a Throne like a chair, and the Chiefs advanced through a long line

of Life Guards with drawn swords ... The Queen welcomed them and they

presented their gifts, three I(arosses or rugs of leopard skins of doubtful

smell but intrinsic worth. Then the Queen spoke saying she was glad to

have them under her rule and protection and felt very strongly the neces­

sity of preventing strong drink from entering their lands. This was duly in­

terpreted and they replied each in turn. Then the Queen gave them a New

Testament in their tongue with her own hands and huge framed photos,

and an Indian Shawl was handed to each of them by Lord Clarendon, and

with grateful grunts they retired backwards leaving us much impressed by

their quiet dignity and wonderful self possession. I could see they were im­

mensely impressed but they tried not to show their feelings and succeeded

admirably.22

The "quiet dignity" of the African chiefs can be appreciated only after they

have submitted themselves to the queen's rule and protection. This scene re­

iterates the colonial iconicity of Barker's painting in all its essential detail,

except that the African chiefs also gave the queen three leopard skin rugs,

which signified primitive Africa. The three magical objects the queen con­

ferred on the Africans in return are the symbols of religious authority, tech-
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nology (photography), and colonial possession.23 With regard to this last

item, Queen Victoria had been in the habit of giving Indian shawls to foreign

visitors since she was declared empress of India in 1876. Commenting on

the Queen's new habit, Munich makes an apt observation: "If she had not

personally visited the jewel in her crown, she imported India to England,

not simply through such relatively light things as shawls but through ani­

mals and people as well. India captured Victoria's imagination, but one can

only infer what Victoria's India might have meant to her or what she imag­

ined it was like. For her, as for many subjects, India gave Britain a symbol of

empire."24 The fact that the queen presented the New Testament to the Afri­

cans in conjunction with these other symbols of empire calls for a reading of

the Bible itself as a symbol of empire.

In light of this, the presentation of the New Testament to the Empress

Dowager by the missionary women in 1894 was hardly an isolated event.

Mary Richard and her husband had been sent to the China field by the

Scotch United Presbyterian Mission. Had she viewed the popular Barker

painting in her youth when it was touring Scotland? Was she self-con­

sciously emulating Queen Victoria when she proposed the idea of presenting

the New Testament in Shanghai? If it were possible to document these as­

pects of Richard's life, we would be in a better position to detect the actual

points of connection among these acts of imperial gift exchange. Short of

establishing the biographical linkage, can the circumstances of the events

themselves reflect on one another to help illuminate the colonial condition

of nineteenth-century gift exchange between the empires? For instance,

what can the Barker painting tell us about the missionary women's presen­

tation of the Bible to the Empress Dowager? Conversely, what does the 1894

presentation of the Bible in Beijing tell us about Queen Victoria's gifts to the

Africans in 1896? If an event is capable of replicating some prior event (or

iconic event), regardless of authorial intentions, and joining a chain of end­

less replicas and metonymical exchanges, then what is the semiotic process

that drives the itinerancy and simulacra of colonial iconicity in the act of im­

perial gift exchange?

As I suggested at the outset, the Empress Dowager had remained disas­

trously ambivalent between her government's obligations to honor the trea­

ties and her personal sympathy for the anti-Christian movements. This was

a time when the missionaries and the colporteurs hired by the Bible societies

to distribute the Scriptures inland were prone to getting into trouble. When

a plague was raging in the South in the fall of 1894, two of the colporteurs
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from the American Bible Society found themselves being accused of carry­

ing poisonous drugs in their "scent bags" and causing the epidemic. By the

account of Reverend Hykes, these men were attacked by an infuriated

crowd and severely beaten. The literal interpretation of the figure of the

Scriptures as poisonous drugs inadvertently corroborates the potency of the

Book as implied by the Barker painting, except that this time the magical

symbol turns deadly and causes widespread paranoia.

Under the very nose of the Empress Dowager, colporteurs and preachers

were increasingly subjected to random harassment by angry locals. As the

agent of the American Bible Society, Reverend Hykes wrote on September

20, 1894:

Some of my men have had trouble in the city [Peking]. A few days ago they

were preaching and selling books at the corner of the street in which is one

of the Presbyterian Mission Stations when a crowd of men headed by a well

dressed Manchu kicked over the piles of books which were on show and

asked them why they had not left the city "along with the devils whom

they followed." They reviled them and their ancestors and declared their

intention to stop the sale of the "devil's books." I think the people are get­

ting stirred up on account of the war, and, of course do not distinguish be­

tween Japanese and other foreigners. 25

With indirect reference to the frequent and widespread outbreaks of anti­

Christian violence, Mary Richard took care to include the following lan­

guage in her congratulatory memorial, stating that "among the many just

laws which your Majesty has established not the least is that which com­

mands the same protection to your Christian subjects as to those of all other

religions."26 The New Testament was intended to be a timely reminder to the

sovereign of the Qing that treaty privileges had been conceded to the mis­

sionaries and native Christians and that it was her responsibility to stop the

violence and bloodshed in the provinces.

The Presentation New Testament could not have served as a symbol of

sovereign exchange without the patriarchal institutions of diplomacy de­

spite the missionaries' emphasis on the strictly gendered economy of

women converts paying homage to their female sovereign. In fact, the Pre­

sentation Committee in Shanghai was dominated by men; so was the work

of translating and publishing the Delegates version of the Bible. Patrick

Hanan has shown that the Delegates' version of the New Testament had

been the work of Walter Henry Medhurst and three Chinese assistants, in­

cluding the eminent scholar Wang Tao (1828-1897) .27 On this particular oc-
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casion, Wang Tao was once again invited to translate the general introduc­

tion to the Presentation New Testament drafted by William Muirhead of the

London Mission. These men were then joined by the British and American

ministers and their counterpart at the Zongli yamen, who took charge of

forwarding the present to the Empress Dowager.

Was Mary Richard's representation of the women converts in her memo­

rial a rhetorical conjuration? In what sense does gender matter to sovereign

thinking and to the missionary women's attempt to cast Cixi as one of their

own? Was the idea of universal womanhood real and substantial enough to

bind the Empress Dowager to the missionaries on the one hand and the

lower-class female converts on the other? How did the Empress Dowager re­

spond to the missionaries' appeal to her womanhood? A fascinating detail

from Princess Der Ling's account of Cixi's daily life suggests that Cixi did not

always think of herself as a woman and insisted that the Guangxu emperor

address her as "father," not as "mother." Der Ling wrote: "Her Majesty al­

ways wanted to be a man and compelled everyone to address her as if she

were actually one. This was only one of her many peculiarities."28 Cixi's

own favorite colloquial soubriquet, Lao Fo Ye (literally, "Old Buddha"), was

clearly gendered in this manner, the character ye being an honorific suffix

for males.29 This seems to suggest that Cixi comprehended sovereign power

in gendered terms and thought of herself as the patriarchal sovereign vested

with the power to emasculinate the emperor chosen by herself. 30 The events

that followed the delivery of the birthday present appear to support this

reading. On the occasion of the presentation, Cixi hijacked the missionary

women's game of gender and played it on her own terms.

The Empress Dowager received the Bible with a display of graciousness

and requested to know the names of the subscribers to the gift. The names of

Mrs. Richard (Mrs. Li) and Mrs. Fitch (Mrs. Fei), as well as a list of twenty

women from several missions, were submitted. The list, however, appar­

ently did not include the names of the native converts who had contributed.

Shortly after the names had been submitted, the American minister, Colonel

Denby, received a memo indicating that the Zongli yamen had received

from the Empress Dowager imperial gifts to confer on the women whose

names were on the subscriber list. In an official letter from the princes and

ministers of the Zongli yamen to the British minister, dated December 15,

1894, the presents are described as follows:

On the 27th of November, the yamen received from Mr. Cheshire, Chinese

Secretary to the United States Legation, a letter enclosing a list of names of
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nil jiaoshi [female missionaries] who had offered their congratulations on

the occasion, and on submitting it for Imperial inspection, they were hon­

0red with the receipt of a Degree from H. M. the Express Dowager, con­

ferring a roll of Nanking silk, a roll of large satin, a box of needle work,

and two cases of handkerchiefs each upon Mesdames Li [Richard] and Fei

[Fitch] who had taken the leading part in the movement, and a case of

handkerchiefs and a roll of Huchow crape, each, upon Madame Ma and 19

other ladies who had assisted in the undertaking. The foregoing articles

were sent to the American Legation on the 8th instant with a request that

they might be distributed amongst the female converts whose names were

given on the list. On the 10th December the Yamen received a note in reply

from the American Legation intimating that the articles had been duly

handed over, as requested, and it becomes the duty of the Princes and Min­

isters to write this note for the information of H. E. the British Minister. 31

Interestingly, the copy of the original letter that was kept on file together

with the English translation at the American Bible Society refers to the

women on the subscriber list as nil jiaoshi (women missionaries), whereas

the English version reads "female converts" (the standard Mandarin equiva­

lent of which would be niljiaomin). The discrepancy is not without its illocu­

tionary suggestiveness, because the sleight of hand in the English translation

represents the meaning of the gift exchange to the home board in the United

States differently from how the original letter was interpreted by the diplo­

matic communities in China. To the home board, the missionaries implicitly

claimed that the Christian "women converts" were communicating directly

with the Empress Dowager. The "practical and unmistakable evidence of her

appreciation of the gift" demonstrated that the work of the missionaries in

China had finally gained sovereign recognition and therefore was worthy

of continued support from the home board. 32 From the viewpoint of the

princes and ministers of the Zongli yamen, however, the actual gift ex­

change took place not between the women converts and the Empress Dow­

ager but between the Protestant nil jiaoshi and the Qing sovereign and, by

extension, between the United States and Britain on the one hand and the

Qing empire on the other.

We have seen that Cixi's appreciation of the Presentation Bible came in

the form of Nanking silk, a roll of "large satin," a box of needlework, two

cases of handkerchiefs, and so on, objects that the North China Herald de­

scribed at the time as "a set of embroidery requisites. "33 These "feminine
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trifles" seem to suggest that the Empress Dowager was corroborating a code

of female exchange practiced universally among queens, princesses, and

wives of foreign ministers in a diplomatic world still very much dominated

by aristocratic social etiquette. But the ground of femininity as imagined by

the missionary women when they initiated the exchange cannot be sought

in the universal aristocratic code of feminine gift giving. There is something

novel about the missionaries' carefully crafted communication with the fe­

male sovereign of their non-Western converts. The novelty can perhaps be

best explained by the unprecedented hetero-cultural circulation of gender

in the nineteenth century.

The Foreign Mission Exemplar

Protestant missionaries and their wives began to travel to Asia and other dis­

tant parts of the world to preach the Gospels in the early nineteenth century.

Women's own organized mission did not take off until the second half of the

century. In her research on the American women missionaries, Jane Hunter

shows that fewer than a dozen single women had managed to affiliate them­

selves with relatives or with married couples to venture out in the mission

field before the 1860s, including women such as Eliza Agnew and Fidelia

Fiske, who had pioneered work in education and evangelism in Ceylon and

Persia in the 1840s. Because gender taboos barred men from preaching to

the female half of the population in some non-Western societies, the general

mission boards believed that the role of missionary wives would be crucial to

the success of their cause. Designated as assistant missionaries, the wives

were expected to see to their special task, but it was not until the arrival of

single women missionaries after the Civil War that a sustained program for

women began to emerge and flourish. American women's experience with

organized work during the Civil War had given them confidence that they

could create their own boards to do collectively what individual women had

struggled to do alone. The Woman's Board of Missions (1869), which was

affiliated with the Congregational Church, was the first denominational

board for women, followed in the same year by the Methodist Woman's For­

eign Missionary Society and others. By 1900, forty-one American women's

boards of varying size had come into existence, and women in the mission

field had begun to outnumber the men. 34

Inspired by the Second Great Awakening, the women missionaries made

it their goal in China to save the native female population from idol worship
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and traditional forms of submission and patriarchal oppression. Scorning

foot-binding, female illiteracy, and polygamy, the missionaries saw them­

selves as liberated individuals who represented the best values of Western

civilization. Their own understanding of womanhood was limited, however,

to the role of the enlightened mother and caring wife, for the evangelical

upbringing of these women had led many of them to believe that women's

God-ordained place was in the home. The extent to which they could imag­

ine themselves as liberated individuals and gain their own freedom from pa­

triarchal bondage depended on their physical removal from the network of

patriarchal institutions at home. Colonial travel introduces a distancing fac­

tor, insofar as the Victorian ideals of womanhood and femininity are con­

cerned.

The growing importance of the women's boards notwithstanding, white

women remained shut out from philological work, and, in particular, from

the exegesis and translation of the Bible, which had been the sole preroga­

tive of learned men. In 1895, within a year of the presentation of the

New Testament in Beijing, the leading American suffragist Elizabeth Cady

Stanton published her controversial work The Woman's Bible in New York to

protest the exclusion of women from theology and the interpretation of

Scripture by the church establishment. One of the factors that prompted the

writing of The Woman's Bible was that in 1870 the Church of England had es­

tablished a Revising Committee to re-edit the 1611 I(ing James version of

the Bible. No woman was allowed to sit on the committee. Stanton pro­

tested that male theologians kept reproducing versions of the Scriptures that

favored men and promoted the image of God as male. 35 This patriarchal

theological tradition, in Stanton's view, was directly responsible for the op­

pression of women, robbed them of their dignity, and limited them to the

supposedly divinely ordained sphere of domesticity.

Stanton argued that the Bible, which had given Western civilization its

values and worldview, had contributed to the suppression of women by

shaping their low self-image. Freedom for women, therefore, meant more

than obtaining the vote, for women first had to be freed from the psycholog­

ical oppression that had kept them enslaved for so long. To that end, she

conceived The Woman's Bible in 1886 and tried to enlist the help of friends

and associates, but it was not until the 1890s that the project obtained the

support of other women and took off.

In her commentary in The Woman's Bible on Matthew 25:1-12, Stanton

writes:
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In their ignorance, women sacrifice themselves to educate the men of their

households, and to make of themselves ladders by which their husbands,

brothers and sons climb up into the kingdom of knowledge, while they

themselves are shut out from all intellectual companionship, even with

those they love best; such are indeed like the foolish virgins. They have not

kept their own lamps trimmed and burning; they have no oil in their ves­

sels, no resources in themselves; they bring no light to their households

nor to the circle in which they move; and when the bridegroom cometh,

when the philosopher, the scientist, the saint, the scholar, the great and the

learned, all come together to celebrate the marriage feast of science and reli­

gion, the foolish virgins, though present, are practically shut out; for what

know they of the grand themes which inspire each tongue and kindle every

thought? Even the brothers and the sons whom they have educated, now

rise to heights which they cannot reach, span distances which they cannot

comprehend. 36

Stanton turns the parable of the wise and foolish virgins into a lesson in the

cultivation of courage and self-reliance for women. Her feminist reinterpre­

tation of this and other passages from the Old and New Testaments was

shocking and unacceptable to most of her contemporaries. In fact, the publi­

cation of the first volume of The Woman's Bible provoked a storm of contro­

versy within the National American Woman Suffrage Association in 1896

that resulted "in a vote that amounted to censure."37 The threat Stanton's

work posed to the ecclesiastical establishment and the "respectable" wom­

en's suffrage movement may well reveal the limits of women's liberation at

the turn of the century. But the one thing that bound together Stanton's

"kingdom of knowledge" and the National Woman Suffrage Association's

demands was precisely their insistence on sovereign rights as the basis of

modern subjectivity.

In some of her earliest discussions of woman's inalienable rights, Stanton

was already interpreting such rights as sovereign rights. For example, in

1869 she cast husband and wife in the figure of sovereign nations that come

together to form a kind of interstate alliance through the institution of mar­

riage:

Two nations each acknowledging the unlimited sovereignty of the other

acting therefore perfectly in the capacity of equals may enter into entan­

gling alliances which will destroy the independence and freedom of each as

may bind each other by impolitic and oppressive treaties and even by condi-
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tions impossible of execution without ruin to each other, so may two indi­

viduals thoroughly ensnare each other with the [7] founded in particularly

in [sic] their mutual differences and needs. I know parties, man and wife,

who have worked hard and honestly almost for a lifetime and together in

behalf of what has been known as women's rights ... working in the equal­

ity of the sexes, neither of whom dares say their souls were their own, mak­

ing each other mutually and equally the abject slaves, simply because each

has classified and established the right of ownership over the other and be­

cause each had in ignorant good faith-conceded the right, had in a word

abdicated their own individual sovereignty-sinking it in the cortex of mar­

riage. 38

Stanton does not spell out at what point the analogy should end so that the

terms of national sovereignty might articulate the condition of marriage

partners in a more grounded sense. Her use of the concept of national sover­

eignty seems to point away from itself and remains largely at the level of

metaphoric substitution.

In her later works, Stanton did develop a notion of "self-sovereignty" that

aimed to clarify the connections between individual rights and sovereign

rights. In "The Solitude of the Self," a lecture originally delivered at a con­

vention of the suffragist movement on January 18, 1892, Stanton proceeded

to model her concept of woman's birthright to "self-sovereignty" on the

male narrative of subjectivity and colonial encounter. She argues that "in

discussing the right of woman, we are to consider, first, what belongs to her

as an individual, in a world of her own, the arbiter of her own destiny, an

imaginary Robinson Crusoe with her woman Friday on a solitary island. Her

rights under such circumstances are to use all her faculties for her own

safety and happiness. "39 The unabashed allusion to Defoe's fiction of desire

suggests that the early feminist imagining of subjectivity and autonomy

was very much indebted to the colonial notion of subjectivity. Who was

Stanton's female Robinson Crusoe? And who might her woman Friday

be? Were race and colonialism integral to the early feminist thinking on

woman's right?40 Is it mere coincidence that Stanton's casting of the female

citizen in the figure of a female Robinson Crusoe who must claim her share

of the savage Friday took place at a time when the number of women mis­

sionaries working at the outposts of civilization was about to outstrip the to­

tal number of males in the field?

Margaret Homans's analysis of John Ruskin's famous lecture "Of Queens'
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Gardens" shows how extensively the British critic drew on Queen Victoria's

monarchy to help construct the image of Victorian woman in the public

sphere. Ruskin credited middle-class British women, in particular, with the

"power to heal, to redeem, and to guard. Power of the scepter and shield;

the power of the royal hand that heals in touching,-that binds the fiend,

and looses the captive; the throne that is founded on the rock of Justice,

and descended from only by steps of mercy. Will you not covet such power

as this, and seek such throne as this, and be no more housewives, but

queens?"41 Ruskin's empowerment of women through the trope of monar­

chy sheds interesting light on Stanton's rhetoric of woman's rights, for the

public realm represented more than a departure from domesticity. It also

suggested the entry into and participation in empire which is borne out by

Stanton's enthusiastic endorsement of global evangelism.42 Stanton saw a

fitting analogy between the state's legislation for the best interests of the na­

tion and the Christian conversion of the world. In "Address to the New York

State Legislature," she went so far as to say that if the state cannot wait for

the criminal to ask for his prison term or for the insane, the idiot, the deaf

and dumb to request their asylum, does "the Christian, in his love to all

mankind, wait for the majority of the benighted heathen to ask him for the

gospel? No; unasked and unwelcomed, he crosses the trackless ocean, rolls

off the mountain of superstition that oppresses the human mind, proclaims

the immortality of the soul, the dignity of manhood, the right of all to be free

and happy."43 The upshot of her argument is that if the majority of women

remained ignorant of matters of government and had not demanded the

right to vote, this constituted no legitimate ground for denying women their

inalienable rights. The analogy with criminals, the insane, and the be­

nighted heathen may have dangerous implications that subvert the author's

own argument, but it is not a spurious analogy, especially with regard to the

last group. In Stanton's view, the success of women missionaries abroad held

out a glimmer of hope for the suffragists because their work prefigured what

might yet be accomplished on the home front. 44 "Might we not find here

new fields of effort?" asked Stanton. "The Christian work of devout women

has been specially [?] in India and the missionary islands, might it not be

equally effective in Harvard, Yale, and Columbia?"45 In an effort to emulate

the missionaries who had gone out to conquer the uncivilized, heathen

world, Stanton and her co-editors conceived the ambitious multivolume

History ofWoman 's Suffrage (1881-1922) as a project that would in turn "bear

the glad gospel of woman's emancipation to all civilized nations. "46
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Murray Rubinstein's study of American Protestant missions in China re­

veals that the evangelical missionaries considered themselves at war from

the very day of their arrival and applied military metaphors and a predomi­

nantly militant mindset to their mission work. On the Chinese front, the

evangelicals saw their enemies as fourfold: first, the heathen multitude who

practiced "exotic and barbaric rites"; second, the Chinese government

which, before 1858 and the Treaties of Tianjin, prohibited the missionaries

from propagating their religion freely; third, the Catholic Church and the

various Catholic missionary societies, especially the Jesuits and Dominicans,

which had converted thousands to their faith; and finally, a community of

Western merchants in Canton who were openly contemptuous of the mis­

sionaries and their cause.47 The Protestant evangelical thinkers advocated

the forceful opening of China and were eager to see the Opium Wars come

about. The theological justification for the use of force was that human

action could playa part in the process of bringing closer the day of Christ's

triumphant return. "Disinterested benevolence," as Rubinstein points out,

"was the term used for the process of human action: the active cooperation

of man in the working out of God's own plan for humankind. The Mil­

lennium was the goal. When the two concepts were placed together they

formed the core of a theology of mission. Thus was born not only a revital­

ized Millennial sensibility but a rationale for missionary enterprise as

well. "48 As I discussed in Chapter 2, the missionary I(arl Giitzlaff had ap­

pealed to his English readership in these terms in a work published seven

years before the outbreak of the first Opium War: "In the merciful provi­

dence of our God and Saviour, it may be confidently hoped, that the doors to

China will be thrown open. By whom this will be done, or in what ways, is

of very little importance."49 The example of colonial evangelism that ani­

mated Stanton's vision of self-sovereignty indicates that the genealogies of

sovereign rights and women's rights were deeply involved in the cross-cur­

rents of imperial conquest and colonial travel in recent history.

When a male compatriot observed to Stanton that she ought to be thank­

ful, for there was no country in the world where women enjoyed a higher

status than American women, Stanton rebutted by asking: "Is my political

position as high as that of Victoria, Queen of the mightiest nation on the

globe? Are not nearly two millions of native-born American women, at

this very hour, doomed to the foulest slavery that angels ever wept to wit­

ness?"50 It may sound strange that Stanton puts herself on a par with Queen

Victoria, but the analogy is not so incongruous as it first appears. This is be-
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cause Queen Victoria's monarchy was itself embroiled at this time in the de­

bate and agitation over electoral reform, which eventually culminated in the

passage of the Reform Bill of 1867. As Margaret Homans has shown, the

queen attempted to fashion her own image on a model of middle-class

womanhood (devoted wife and grieving widow) and played a potent but

ambivalent role in women's suffrage at the time. 51 Homans draws our atten­

tion to the equivocal meanings of the queen's "representation" of the peo­

ple-between symbolic representation (favoring a strong monarchy and ar­

istocracy) and direct democratic representation-that were played out in the

context of electoral reform. The equivocal nature of Victoria's monarchy

thus gave rise to a tautology of political representation of the people

whereby the queen "rules because she represents them, and she represents

them because she is like them, although she is like them because they follow

her example, after the fashion of Hobbes's mutually creating subjects and

monarchs."52 The implications of her gendered identity for the politics of

electoral reform were evident when the defenders of female suffrage argued

in Parliament that Britain was governed "by our Sovereign Lady the Queen"

to justify a political change to which the queen herself had objected. 53

Charles I(ingsley, a contemporary reviewer of the queen's book Leaves from

the Journal of Our LIfe in the Highlands (1865), wrote, "By telling her own

story, simply, earnestly, confidently, Her Majesty has appealed to women's

suffrage, of a most subtle and potent kind. "54

Stanton's close contact with the British women suffragists led her to con­

struct woman's self-sovereignty in specifically Victorian terms. She did not

literally put herself on a par with Queen Victoria, but she responded to the

terms of the British debate on electoral reform and woman suffrage in the

1860s in which the queen, though ostensibly withdrawn from public view

in mourning for the death of Prince Albert, had a significant role to play. If

the queen claimed to represent the people, and succeeded in doing so, the

women suffragists took the tautology of political representation seriously

and gave it a literal reading by insisting on the gendered identity of Queen

Victoria and by projecting their desires onto her sovereign body.

The desire for the female sovereign cannot but mirror back the queen's

own mirroring of the desired image of the people she represents. The circu­

larity of this politics of representation constitutes the conceptual ground of

Stanton's reflections on North American women's self-sovereignty. But as

we have seen, Queen Victoria was not the only object of desire thus con­

structed. A similar sort of fascination for the Empress Dowager Cixi pre-
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vailed among the women missionaries of Stanton's generation, to the extent

that one could point to a symbiosis of sovereign thinking circulating from

the suffragists' interest in Queen Victoria to the Protestant missionaries' in­

terest in the Empress Dowager. In what ways can we argue, then, that the

queen's giving the New Testament in their own tongue to the Africans and

the missionary women's presentation of the Chinese New Testament to the

Empress Dowager constituted a continuum of sovereign exchange in the

nineteenth century?

Feminine Trifles in Sovereign Transactions

The answer to the question must be sought in colonial evangelism. Would

Mary Richard have thought of the idea, much less been able to coordinate

the effort, of presenting the Bible or other gifts to Queen Victoria on the oc­

casion of her birthday? The likelihood seems remote. Foreign mission work

provided one of the few opportunities for (white) women to travel and en­

gage in certain activities abroad that they could not participate in at home,

either because of their social standing or because of their gender. The flock­

ing of women into the field in the 1880s and 1890s caused some male of­

ficials on general mission boards to remind women of their place. Jane

Hunter writes that "although many general boards were successful in limit­

ing the scope of women's missionary activity to ministration to women, the

numerical imbalance threatened to define the nature and reputation of the

mission force. By 1888, the opposition to women's work had changed from

concern about its impropriety to a beleaguered effort by men of the general

boards to retain minority control over a majority of female workers."55 The

Congregationalist board granted women neither the right to vote nor the

right to speak at the station meetings, so women missionaries had no choice

but to bring their crocheting and sit in as silent observers. By 1894, the

American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions (ABCFM) decided

that women in the field should have a voice, but only "in consideration of

questions touching their own work," a policy that remained in effect until

the 1920s.56 That may explain why the women's proposal for a Presentation

New Testament at the Shanghai Missionary Conference in 1894 not only

gained the support of male missionaries but also led to the appointment of

Mary Richard and Mary Fitch to the Presentation Committee. The exchange

between the women and the Empress Dowager was considered legitimate

because it belonged within the gendered realm of "their own work."

But no woman was ever appointed to committees that made decisions
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about Bible translations. What often happened at the mission stations was

that women were expected to sacrifice themselves for their husbands and

households, and were excluded from the "kingdom of knowledge" and "in­

tellectual companionship," a situation not that different from Stanton's as­

sessment of the domestic situation in The Woman's Bible. Among mission

couples, for example, the superior skill of the wife in the acquisition of the

foreign language, a precondition for professional success, often caused both

husband and wife dismay. Martha Crawford, one of the missionary women

discussed by Hunter in her book The Gospel of Gentility, agonized over her

competitive edge over her husband, T. P. Crawford, who felt ashamed at his

inadequacy in speaking Chinese. Martha Crawford writes in her diary: "The

contrast would be observed always unfavorably to him. It would be bitter

that he [be] in any respect inferior to his wife. It would be a continual trial.

This was unexpected to me. I had prayed long and earnestly that God would

make me willing to see my husband daily outstripping me ... but I was

not prepared for this."57 Likewise, Pearl Buck wrote of her father, Andrew

Sydenstricker, who found his wife's skill "a little trying ... reared as he had

been in the doctrine of male superiority." Sydenstricker, however, exerted

himself in the mastery of written Chinese characters, rarely considered nec­

essary for women to acquire, which turned him into a "real scholar" and

reestablished his linguistic preeminence in this marriage. 58 The late-nine­

teenth-century mission boards instituted language examinations which

young missionaries had to pass as a condition of their continuing service,

but wives were sometimes exempt or required to meet substantially lower

standards than their husbands. The lack of encouragement, in addition to

their family responsibilities, led the women to relinquish any hope of mas­

tering the written characters. 59 Stanton's analogy of sovereign nations com­

peting with each other and making compromises within the marriage in­

stitution is literally borne out by the lives of these mission couples, who

survived primarily on the basis of international treaties and concessions.

The conception of the Presentation New Testament in 1894 was a brilliant

move by women such as Mary Richard and Mary Fitch, as it allowed them to

imagine themselves against all odds as positive sovereign subjects. Relying

on a discursive conjuration of universal womanhood in symbolic rapport

with the sovereign body, they were able to rally a good number of women

converts as well as men to their cause. As if mocking these efforts, the recip­

rocal presents from the Empress Dowager consisted mostly of "feminine

trifles," carrying a differently coded message about what gender or sover­

eign exchange might mean under the circumstances. Cixi appeared to be
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playing her own game of femininity as she reciprocated the Book of Books

with articles that were "not of much intrinsic worth" in themselves, as Rev­

erend Hykes noted at the time. 60 The latter's observation on "value" brings

to mind Marie Mallet's words when she characterized the three leopard skin

rugs the African chiefs had presented to Queen Victoria as "of doubtful smell

but intrinsic worth." In return, Victoria bestowed on the Africans a copy of

the New Testament, huge framed photos, and an Indian shawl, as I sug­

gested earlier, three important symbols of the British Empire-representing

the Protestant spirit, the technology of mechanical reproduction, and the

pride of colonial rule-and the key to the secret of Britain's greatness.

In contrast, the "feminine trifles" with which the Empress Dowager recip­

rocated the missionaries' birthday present were ordinary trade items that

had long linked the economies of China and Europe until the rise of the

opium economy. Queen Victoria's Indian shawl and the Empress Dowager's

"feminine trifles" do, nevertheless, speak to each other in meaningful ways,

for they participate in the same colonial circuit of desire and exchange. If the

Indian shawl signifies Britain's imperial supremacy in the world, the "femi­

nine trifles" respond to the threat of the same imperial presence in the Qing

territories by shielding the giver from the incriminating need to demonstrate

one way or the other where she stood on the question of the New Testament

and Christianity. In other words, the "feminine trifles" gave the Empress

Dowager the luxury of being noncommittal. As she continued to harbor

sympathies for the rising anti-Christian sentiment across the country, these

insignificant objects helped stage a diplomatic masquerade with a strategy of

deferral that aimed to forestall accusations of treaty violation and further de­

mands from the Western powers for indemnity payments.61

The court photographs taken after 1900 offer rare glimpses into Cixi's

thoughts on gender and religion at the time. These highly theatrical images

depict the Empress Dowager rising from a bed of lotus flowers dressed in the

costume of Avalokitesvara (Guanyin), with her first eunuch Li Lianying and

her second eunuch Xue Yugui standing on either side, costumed as atten­

dants of the bodhisattva (Figure 9). Der Ling, who was present when the

photographs were taken, recalls that this picturesque idea came from the

Empress Dowager herself. "Whenever I have been angry, or worried over

anything, '" she quotes the Empress Dowager as saying, "by dressing up as

the Goddess of Mercy it helps me to calm myself, and so play the part I rep­

resent. I can assure you that it does help me a great deal, as it makes me re­

member that I am looked upon as being all-merciful. By having a photo­

graph taken of myself dressed in this costume, I shall be able to see myself
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Figure 9. The Empress Dowager Cixi posing as Avalokitesvara (Guanyin). Pho­
tograph by the court photographer Yu Ling (ca. 1903), reproduced from Liu
Beisi and Xu Qixian, eds., Gugong zhencang renwu zhaopian huicui (Exquisite
figure-pictures from the Palace Museum) (Beijing: Forbidden City Publishing
House of the Palace Museum, 1994).
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as I ought to be at all times."62 Der Ling interprets Guanyin as the "Goddess

of Mercy" for the English audience, inadvertently fixing the gender of

Avalokitesvara as female. Like all bodhisattvas in Mahayana Buddhism,

however, Avalokitesvara cannot be said to possess any gender characteristics

in a doctrinal sense, although the early icon of the deity in India, Southeast

Asia, Tibet, and China up to the Tang dynasty depicted a handsome and

princely young man. After the Five Dynasties, Guanyin began to undergo a

process of feminization in the course of the indigenization of Buddhist ico­

nography and became identified as a female deity by the Ming.63 Was Cixi

attracted to the implied androgyny of the hetero-cultural Avalokitesvara as

Guanyin when she acted out the role in those photographs?64

It is well known that, as we have seen, the Empress Dowager compelled

those around her to call her Lao Fo Ye (Old Buddha), and, as Der Ling puts

it, she liked being treated as a (powerful) man. What do we make of her act

of bestowing "feminine trifles" on the missionary women besides noting the

effect of a diplomatic masquerade? Was she responding positively to the idea

of universal womanhood that had united in spirit the missionary women

and their converts in the first place? There is no evidence for that other than

Reverend Hykes's claim that the return gifts showed the "practical and un­

mistakable evidence of her appreciation of the gift."65 Another way to look

at the situation is to view the gendering of the silks, the satin, the handker­

chiefs and boxes of needlework as an outcome of patriarchal circuits of sym­

bolic exchange rather than an expression of female bonding or feminine di­

plomacy. Old Buddha bestowed the "feminine trifles" upon the missionaries

from the position of a patriarchal sovereign, an act that would put the recipi­

ents back in their place-a gendered domestic sphere-and remind them of

their womanly duties. As we can see, this is an ironic reversal of what the

missionary women had hoped to achieve, for the sovereign transaction was

supposed to help them transcend the patriarchal determinations of gender

and domesticity both at home and abroad.

According to Reverend Hykes, the story of the Presentation New Testa­

ment had a happier ending than seems to be suggested by the "feminine

trifles." On November 21, 1894, the very day when the Bible was received at

the palace, Hykes recorded the following anecdote:

A finely dressed eunuch, named Li, who said he was one of the "inner pal­

ace" men, went to our bookstore to buy some books. He carried a slip of pa­

per on which was written, "one Old Testament, one New Testament." Wang

Yu Chou, my helper at the store, who was an educated fellow, was struck
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by the uncommon look of the characters, and was led to ask who had writ­

ten them. The Eunuch replied: "Wansuiye" (The Emperor). "Indeed," said

Wang, "Today the women of the Christian Church in China have presented

the Empress Dowager with a copy of the New Testament." "Yes," answered

the Eunuch, "The Emperor has seen it, and now wishes to see copies of the

books of the Jesus religion. "66

This story of the Guangxu emperor's (1875-1908) new interest in Christian­

ity after seeing the Presentation New Testament cannot be verified by inde­

pendent sources. But the enunciatory act of repeating the anecdote carries

its own truth value and speaks to the moment in powerful ways. Like the

silks, the satin, the handkerchiefs, and boxes of needlework, Hykes's story of

triumph participated in a procession of simulacra of sovereign exchange that

metonymically evoked the other narrative accounts I have examined in the

course of this chapter, from Stead's narrative about his youthful viewing of

the Barker painting of Queen Victoria giving the Bible to the African chiefs

to Mallet's journal entry about the Queen's exchange of the New Testament

with the Africans' gift of leopard skin rugs. Interestingly, the Qing emperor

himself emerges in this account as the potential protagonist in a future

fiction of conversion yet to be written.

Fully anticipating narrative closure, the prolepsis of conversion was to be

authored on the eve of the collapse of the imperial Qing dynasty when some

Chinese Christians and overseas converts, men as well as women, decided to

replicate the 1894 episode by reproducing four facsimile copies of the Pre­

sentation New Testament and giving them to the imperial family.67 Prepara­

tions for the presentation of the Scriptures to the imperial family began in

1909. This time the idea appeared to originate with some Chinese converts.

With the help of a missionary, the native Christians submitted a call for con­

tributions in the Chinese Recorder and all the leading papers for native Chris­

tians, proposing that each Christian donate at least two copper cash. The

money would be used for a presentation copy of the Scriptures from the

Chinese to their emperor. The native pastors in Shanghai formed a General

Executive Committee with a Pastor Yii as their secretary and treasurer. 68 By

March 1911, the Presentation Committee had raised $1,412.35 (Mexican

dollars), although the actual expenses were Mexican $1,549.49.69

The four copies of the Presentation New Testament were each set in large

type and bound in silver covers that illustrated scenes from the life of Jesus

Christ; the preface was printed in pure gold on red paper (Figures 10 and

11). The Ningpo carvers made an elaborate casket for each book, each with a
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Figure 10. The front cover of the 1911 edition of the Presentation New Testa­
ment in Chinese. Courtesy of the American Bible Society.
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Figure 11. The text of the 1911 edition of the Presentation New Testament.
Courtesy of the American Bible Society.

carving portraying a New Testament scene. The books were first put on

display in the Chinese YMCA in Shanghai and then exhibited at four well­

known local business houses. According to the records of the British and

Foreign Bible Society: "At a general meeting of the Chinese Christians held

in the Martyrs' Memorial Hall, Shanghai, Pastor Yii I(ueh-chen and Mr.

Czar Lien-fu were delegated to take the books to Peking. Considerable dif­

ficulty and delay, not to say obstruction, were experienced in arranging for

the actual presentation, which in the end was satisfactorily completed."70

But the China Mission Year Book gives us a somewhat different version of the

story. It shows that the Chinese converts encountered many bureaucratic

hurdles when they reached Beijing, and "strange to say, the delegation was

compelled to send in the volumes through the Board of Foreign Affairs. It is

to be hoped that the volumes reached those for whom they were intended,

though one can never be sure."71

Three distinguishing characteristics set this event apart from the previous

missionary presentation. First, it was decided early on that the Presentation

New Testament should be the work of Chinese Christians, with no foreign

help whatsoever. Nationalist pressures were clearly on the rise and would
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soon impact the overall direction and identity of Christian organizations in

China. Second, men as well as women were encouraged to subscribe to the

gift, and no argument of gender was made this time. Third, and most impor­

tant, the contributions came from Chinese Christians in China and all over

the world. Facilitated by the print media, the fund-raising campaign was a

global endeavor, involving the diasporic communities in America, Hawaii,

the Straits Settlements, and Africa.72

The involvement of the worldwide Chinese community raises some inter­

esting issues concerning the ways in which the diasporic Chinese, Christian

and non-Christian, related to the sovereign image of the Qing in the last

years of the dynasty. Did their intimate experience of colonialism outside

China breed a particular love for the land of their ancestors? Might that love

mask a potent form of the sovereignty complex, a condition more germane

to colonial abjection than perhaps a positive manifestation of patriotism or

nationalism? I noted at the outset of this chapter that the missionaries were

not the only ones who traded place for identity in the course of colonial ex­

pansion, for the diasporic Chinese were just as busy traveling back and forth

between the metropole and the colonies. Some of them looked on the Qing

as an embodiment of alternative political destiny, a way out of colonial ab­

jection. The Malaysian-born and European-educated I(u Hung-ming was

one such man. 73

I(u's legendary loyalty to the Empress Dowager, inexplicable to some and

reactionary to others, opens a window onto the unique conditions of mi­

grant nationalism and sovereign thinking at the close of the Qing and Victo­

rian eras. I(u entered the diplomatic service of the Qing government in the

mid-1890s and rose to be the top aide and translator for the powerful impe­

rial viceroy Zhang Zhidong, appointed by the Empress Dowager. I(u pub­

lished numerous articles during the 1900 uprising of the Yihe Tuan in de­

fense of the Empress Dowager. (The Allies' defeat of this popular nationalist

movement led to the second round of massive looting by the Western pow­

ers and their possession of the throne chair, an incident I discuss in the con­

cluding chapter.) It should be pointed out that I(u's devotion to the Empress

Dowager was not just another case of patriotism, because his respect for

Queen Victoria also led him at times to shield the British Crown from the

atrocities that the British troops were committing in China. In fact, his unre­

solved ambivalence toward Queen Victoria, his former sovereign, is no less

fascinating than his loyalty to Cixi, whom he called guomu or "the mother of

the nation." Love and politics were ceaselessly triangulated in the life of this
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Malaysian man between Southeast Asia and Europe, between Europe and

China, and between China and Southeast Asia.

Triangulating Love and Politics

In examining the work of the early Chinese interpreters who had served

Commissioner Lin in his 1839 campaign against the opium trade, I discussed

briefly the academic background of Yuan Dehui, who traveled to Malaysia

and studied English at John Milne's Anglo-Chinese College. The other

known interpreters on Lin's translation team either were born in South or

Southeast Asia or had spent considerable time in a foreign country. Ya

Meng, the son of a Chinese father and a Bangladeshi mother, was raised a

Christian in Serampore. He assisted the Baptist missionary Joshua Marsh­

man-the translator who had competed with Robert Morrison to publish

the first Chinese Bible-in the latter's evangelical work among the diasporic

Chinese communities in India. 74 Ya Lin (Liaou Ahsee, also called William

Botelho), another member of Lin's translation team, had attended a mission

school in Cornwall, Connecticut, in 1822 and went on to study in Phila­

delphia in 1824-probably the first Chinese student to be educated in the

United States.75 The youngest member of Lin's team, Liang Jinde, was the

son of Liang Afa, the first Protestant convert of Robert Morrison and the first

indigenous Protestant priest. As Jonathan Spence shows in his book God's
Chinese Son, Liang Afa's Chinese tracts, Quan shi liang yan (Good words ex­

horting the world), served as a significant source of inspiration for Hong

Xiuquan's Taiping Rebellion. 76 His son, Liang Jinde, lived for eight years

with the missionary Elijah Bridgman, the founder of the journal the Chinese
Repository, and also pursued his studies in colonial Singapore.77 I(u Hung­

ming's appointment as the top aide and interpreter of Viceroy Zhang

Zhidong in the late 1880s may well have replicated a pattern originally es­

tablished by Commissioner Lin. His role, however, greatly exceeded that of

his predecessors, and his reputation as a writer and philosopher traveled far

and wide.

The British novelist Somerset Maugham paid a personal visit to I(u Hung­

ming in 1921 and described his impressions in an essay, "The Philosopher."

Maugham wrote that he had undertaken the trip to Beijing because "here

lived a philosopher of repute the desire to see whom had been to me one of

the incentives of a somewhat arduous journey. He was the greatest author­

ity in China on the Confucian learning. He was said to speak English and
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German with facility. He had been for many years secretary to one of the

Empress Dowager's greatest viceroys, but he lived now in retirement."78

Maugham's rendezvous with the philosopher turned out to be a disaster. He

recalled: "I hastened to express my sense of the honour he did me in allow­

ing me to visit him. He waved me to a chair and poured out the tea. 'I am

flattered that you wished to see me,' he returned, 'Your countrymen deal

only with coolies and with compradores; they think every Chinese must be

one or the other.' I ventured to protest. But I had not caught his point. He

leaned back in his chair and looked at me with an expression of mockery."79

I(u emerges from the pages of Maugham's essay as a ranting old man who

seemed bitter, lost, and deeply insecure on behalf of his adopted country. It

is almost as if the Englishman's physical presence in his room was too much

for him and he had to fight it off in self-defense. In one poignant moment,

Maugham quotes I(u as pontificating:

Do you know that we tried an experiment which is unique in the history of

the world? We sought to rule this great country not by force, but by wis­

dom. And for centuries we succeeded. Then why does the white man de­

spise the yellow? Shall I tell you? Because he has invented the machine

gun. That is your superiority. We are a defenceless horde and you can blow

us into eternity. You have shattered the dream of our philosophers that the

world could be governed by the power of law and order. And now you are

teaching our young men your secret. You have thrust your hideous inven­

tions upon us. Do you not know that we have a genius for mechanics? Do

you not know that there are in this country four hundred millions of the

most practical and industrious people in the world? Do you think it will

take us long to learn? And what will become of your superiority when the

yellow man can make as good guns as the white and fire them as straight?

You have appealed to the machine gun and by the machine gun shall you

be judged.80

Maugham did not enjoy being scapegoated by I(u's impassioned oratory. In

his commentary he speaks sarcastically of I(u's mannerisms and style of

speech, writing: "I could not help thinking him a somewhat pathetic figure.

He felt in himself the capacity to administer the state, but there was no king

to entrust him with office; he had vast stores of learning which he was eager

to impart to the great band of students that his soul hankered after, and

there came to listen but a few, wretched, half-starved, and obtuse pro­

vincials. "81
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Maugham's disappointment is genuine and reasonable, but he does not

seem to comprehend the pathos of I(u's neurotic behavior or appreciate the

literal meaning of his tropes of sovereign rule, such as "administering the

state" and "no king to entrust him with office," which could have led to a

better understanding of I(u's situation.82 Did I(u's sovereign complex turn to

paranoia? Was his ranting that of a schizophrenic or an uncanny prophet?

(If we substitute nuclear warheads for the machine gun, I(u's words would

probably ring true as the new millennium witnesses yet another round of

military buildups and the nuclear arms race in the Asian Pacific region.) Was

I(u speaking to the ghosts of his own memory, the ghost of a former self that

had lingered behind in Penang, Singapore, Berlin, Edinburgh, and a host of

other places where he had lived and studied?

I(u Hung-ming was born into a family of nanyang ethnic Chinese (nanyang

meaning "the South Sea," an old Chinese term for Southeast Asia). He re­

ceived early schooling at the Prince of Wales' Island Central School, then,

when he reached the age of thirteen, he was brought to Edinburgh by his

Scottish godfather, Forbes Brown, and stayed with the Brown family while

furthering his education in Europe. For the next decade or so, I(u immersed

himself in the European humanistic curriculum and mastered an impressive

array of languages, including Greek, Latin, French, and German. As one of

the handful of Eurasians or ethnic Chinese studying the humanities in nine­

teenth-century Europe, I(u became conversant with the classics as well as

the modern literature and philosophy of the West.83 After finishing an M.A.

degree at the University of Edinburgh, he went on to study civil engineering

in Germany for a period of time. In 1880 he returned to Southeast Asia and

began a career in the colonial administration of Singapore.84

A chance encounter with the Chinese scholar and senior diplomat Ma

Jianzhong (1844-1900)-who will be discussed in the next chapter-as Ma

was passing through Singapore and Penang in 1881 is said to have brought

about a miraculous transformation in I(u's outlook on life and the world.85

Almost immediately after the two became acquainted, I(u made what would

become for him a life-changing decision: he quit his job with the colonial

secretary in Singapore and renounced his identity as "an imitation Western

man." I(u relates: "I was too impatient to wait for the boss's reply to my note

of resignation. I simply jumped on board a departing steamer and returned

to myoId home Penang. The moment I arrived, I announced to the head of

our clan who was my cousin that I was going to grow a queue and adopt the

Chinese long gown."86 Undaunted by the fact that he had to acquire Manda-
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rin and classical Chinese in his mid-twenties in order to become Chinese, I(u

plunged into an intensive course of study; within three years he had learned

to read and write classical Chinese and had a tolerable command of the Con­

fucian classics. In 1885 I(u sailed for China and soon afterward was ap­

pointed top secretary-interpreter in the office of Viceroy Zhang Zhidong. He

rose to become a senior diplomat in Zhang's office of foreign affairs and

played an important role in the management of the 1900 crisis.

I(u's conversion was both thorough and tragically at odds with the cur­

rents of his own time. Not only did he declare himself an orthodox Confu­

cian just as classical Chinese learning was in the process of disintegrating

and giving way to the models of Western education in which he himself had

been brought up, but also he began to insist on the importance of the queue

as a sign of his identity and loyalty to the Qing dynasty at the point when the

dynasty was on the verge of catastrophic collapse. Indeed, with the demise

of the Qing in 1911, the much-hated queue, long regarded as an oppressive

foreign code imposed on Chinese males by the Manchu regime, was the first

thing to go-often by violent means.87 I(u's steadfast refusal to cut his queue

many years after the overthrow of the Qing turned him into a national

laughingstock in the young Republic and caused him no small measure of

pain and isolation at Beijing University, where he taught English literature

in the Department of Foreign Languages until his retirement. During

Maugham's visit, I(u pointed to his queue: "'You see that I wear a queue,' he

said, taking it in his hands. 'It is a symbol. I am the last representative of the

old China."'88 After his English works were translated into French, German,

and Japanese, I(u became better known as a Confucian philosopher in the

West than in China. His idiosyncratic translations of the Confucian classics

were eagerly read and discussed by liberal intellectuals in Europe, including

Maugham, Tolstoy, and Georg Brandes.89

I(u's lifelong devotion to the sovereignty of the Qing has struck many as

oddly conservative. After renouncing his colonial Malaysian identity, why

would he declare allegiance to a Manchu sovereign whose alien authority

had been contested by the Chinese for over two hundred years? Is it not a

contradiction to let the queue stand or fall as a symbol of the old China? If

the queue signifies the old China, what might the old China signify for I(u?

Does it signify the overcoming of his colonial abjection? I(u's decision to

serve the Qing when the Chinese nationalists were in the midst of plotting

against the regime highlights the conceptual limits of the sovereign state as

the realm of freedom. Inasmuch as national independence movements aim
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at a satisfactory resolution of sovereign rights by taking the telos of the state

as the guarantor of freedom, they share the same conceptual limits as indi­

viduals like I(u who opt out of colonial abjection by traveling elsewhere.90 I

regard these limits as the threshold of any inquiry into the condition of pos­

sibility of sovereign right and its ability to evolve into the ultimate test of in­

dependence, freedom, dignity, and the logic of reciprocity in the modern

world-all that we have since become so intimately aware of.

In that sense, I(u's emotional attachment to the Qing is best seen as colo­

nial negativity masquerading as nationalism. By that I mean that I(u's sover­

eign complex always recognizes the Empress Dowager as the equivalent of

Queen Victoria. In other words, the Empress Dowager is guomu for him to

the same extent that Queen Victoria is the Mother of the Nation in the eyes

of the British. Psychoanalysts may find this level of attachment to a mother

figure enormously interesting and perhaps can search through I(u's child­

hood experience for clues as to why this should be the case. But I(u was no­

toriously reticent about his parents and never once spoke of his mother,

whose ethnic identity-Chinese, Malay, or a hybrid of Asian and white-re­

mains to this day shrouded in mystery.

There are important aspects of I(u's attachment to a female sovereign that

cannot, however, be accounted for by the psychoanalytic model of family

romance and sexuality. Further clues must be sought in the dynamic inter­

play of nation and empire at a time when Queen Victoria stood as the

world's most powerful symbol of national sovereignty and imperial rule.

Earlier in this chapter I showed how the queen's giving the New Testament

to Africans led to a series of replicas in artistic representation and in the ac­

tual circumstances of colonial exchange. In North America, Queen Victoria

had a powerful hold on Elizabeth Cady Stanton's imagination as the latter

was developing her feminist notion of "self-sovereignty." It could be argued

that Mary Richard, W. T. Stead, T. Jones Barker, and Stanton all had their

share of the sovereignty complex, as did the most of the other figures I men­

tion in this book. Since I(u was a former subject of Queen Victoria from co­

lonial Malaysia and lived in Scotland and Europe for many years, the ques­

tion arises: Was his sovereignty complex, and his adopted loyalty to the

Empress Dowager, linked in fundamental ways to what Queen Victoria and

Britain meant to him?

I(u, an outspoken critic of British imperialism, wrote nearly all of his po­

lemics in English. His chief statement in defense of the Qing sovereign was

published in response to the Allies' retaliation against the popular Yihe Tuan
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uprising in 1900. This and his other articles appeared in an English-language

newspaper, the Japan Mail, published in Yokohama, and in the North China

Daily News, the largest-circulation English newspaper in China. In one of his

polemics, I(u wrote: "Whenever modern scientific men of Europe meet with

any extraordinary manifestation of human soul which they cannot explain,

they call it fanaticism. But what is fanaticism? It is this. The only impulse

which can drive men to extraordinary acts of courage and heroism, and

make them sacrifice themselves, is the impulse inspired by a desire to defend

something which they in their hearts admire, love and reverence."91 The

"something" I(u endorsed turned out to be the sovereign ideal embodied in

the person of the Empress Dowager. Indeed, the stakes of sovereignty were

now extremely high because the Allies were demanding the heads of the

princes and "Boxer" rebels, and the Empress Dowager was forced into exile

for the second time.

The Guomu: Defending the Mother of the Nation

The Yihe Tuan, or Yihe Quan, were dubbed "the Boxers" by the missionaries

and Western journalists in China; hence the "Boxer Rebellion." I(u objected

to the Western media representation of the Yihe Tuan as "the Boxers," say­

ing, "The name of the original legitimate first so-called 1900 society 'Yi-ho­

t'uan' may be translated as 'friendly society of good men and true' or 'soci­

ety of honest men for mutual defence."'92 The fact that I(u's position in the

office of Viceroy Zhang Zhidong was unique and prominent drew public at­

tention to his criticisms. The British commander Lord Salisbury took notice

and found I(u's attack on "bastard" British imperialism particularly offen­

sive. Salisbury lodged a formal complaint to Viceroy Zhang with the purpose

of silencing I(u and preventing him from publishing more polemics in the

English-language media. I(u, however, went on to expose Salisbury's black­

mail attempt by printing a short notice preceding his article "For the Cause

of Good Government in China" in the Japan Mail: "I understand the British

authorities have taken umbrage at my writing, and have formally com­

plained to H. E. the Viceroy. I, of course, hold myself amenable to His Excel­

lency's displeasure. I do not know whether the action of the British authori­

ties is sanctioned by the British Government. But in view of it, I think it

useful here to bring publicly to the notice of Lord Salisbury, a cipher tele­

gram which I sent to his Lordship last summer."93

I(u wrote his defense of the Manchu sovereign on July 27, 1900, when
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the Allied Forces were advancing to Beijing to relieve the legations and seek

revenge against the Manchu princes and the Empress Dowager. Viceroy

Zhang had entrusted him with the task of translating a joint official telegram

on behalf of the southern viceroys urging the British authorities and the

Allies to respect the personal safety of the Empress Dowager.94 In the course

of translating the telegram, I(u took the initiative of elaborating on the of­

ficial statements and turning the text into a lengthy article, which he subse­

quently published in the Japan Mail under the title "Moriamur pro Rege, Re­

gina! A Statement of the True Feelings of the Chinese People Towards the

Person and Authority of H. 1. M. the Empress Dowager." In a letter to the ed­

itor of the newspaper, I(u explained the circumstances under which he had

written the article:

I had at first obtained authority from H. E. the Viceroy to prepare a transla­

tion of the substance of his telegram for publication. But afterwards on

learning that I had made a long article of his telegram, His Excellency, under

advice and other extraneous influence, which I could not control, withdrew

his authorization. I did not submit to His Excellency my whole article be­

forehand, because, for one reason, in order to make him see the force of it,

it would have taken me a long time to put the article into proper Chinese

literary form, and, in the agony of the situation, every minute was precious.

For I had intended with this article to save Peking as well as the Legations there. I

believed then,-and I almost believe it now,-that if I could have succeeded

in arresting and allaying somewhat the storm of indignation, natural at the

moment, on the part of foreigners against H. 1. M. the Empress Dowager

and her Government, the panic and mutual agony on both sides would

calm down a little to enable those responsible persons in authority to take a

clearer view of the situation and to solve it without any unnecessary blood­

shed.95

In a doomed attempt to stop the war and influence the policy of Britain and

the Allies, I(u took the step of forwarding his article to the attention of Lord

Salisbury. Although the Allies spared the life of the Empress Dowager in the

aftermath of the suppression, they punished the princes and rounded up

victim after victim for execution.96 I(u recalled: "The cool, callous, persistent

demand for heads was, I must say, an act of moral helplessness and cynicism

on the part of responsible statesmen more disgraceful to the state of civiliza­

tion at the present day than even the savagery of the foreign troops in North
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China. I really pity the men who were responsible for the suicide of the Chi­

nese Princes and State Ministers. "97

The essay "Moriamur pro Rege, Regina!" was motivated by the need to

defend the Empress Dowager as the supreme sovereign of the Chinese peo­

ple. To make his own opinion heard, I(u overstepped the bounds of his of­

ficial position as translator and presented his argument in a way that ran

counter to Viceroy Zhang's political objective, namely, to exonerate the Em­

press Dowager from the actions of the insurgents. I(u defended the insur­

gents, as well as the Empress Dowager, on the grounds that these men were

trying to protect the guomu (the mother of the nation) and were doing so by

throwing their young lives at the muzzles of European guns. His main argu­

ment states:

It is plain therefore that the real "causa belli," the real passionate impulse

which has led the people of China to assume a warlike attitude actually in

the North and virtually in the South, is the conviction that insult was of­

fered or intended to be offered to the person and liberty of H. 1. M. the Em­

press Dowager. It is, I may say, a war of the people, not of the Government;

in fact, it is rather in spite of the Government. That is the unfortunate rea­

son why what are called the strict rules of civilized warfare have not been

scrupulously observed.

Now, I do not know whether the more or less democratic people of Eu­

rope and America, who are at the present day very enthusiastic about "pa­

triotism," are able or willing to remember from their past history that there

is still a more genuine word than modern patriotism, a word the meaning of

which I have tried to convey by using the Latin phrase at the head of this ar­

ticle, namely "Loyalty," the loyalty of the servant to his master, the loyal de­

votion of a child to his parents, of a wife to her husband, and lastly, sum­

ming up all these, the loyalty of a people to their sovereign! If the people of

Europe and America will remember the meaning of that word, they will

understand why the Chinese people-and not the Government-are now

in a state of war, at bay against the whole world. For the cry from one end of

China to the other is "Moriamur pro Rege, Regina!"98

I(u's comment on the loyalty shown by ordinary people to the sovereign is

worth pondering. Whether or not the author correctly diagnoses the origins

of the 1900 uprising is beside the point. We are not reading a historical essay

for the author's objective assessment of the situation any more than we

would trust the objective archival value of the contemporary eyewitness ac-
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counts by missionaries such as Arthur Smith and Arthur Brown.99 It is the

mode of argumentation in the form of what Benedict Anderson calls the

"quotidian universals" of newspaper writing that mattered at the moment

and shaped the moment. lOO

I(u's manner of securing the universals of the "people" and their "sover­

eign" along a set of exchangeable registers-history, loyalty, patriotism-ap­

pears very much like a free translation between Chinese and English. The

argument of the guomu makes sense only insofar as the Empress Dowager is

understood as an equivalent of the British sovereign (the mother of the na­

tion and the empire) and China as an equivalent of other sovereign nations.

The exchangeability and reciprocity of sovereign rights articulate the legal

ground on which Queen Victoria and the Empress Dowager should act and

be seen to act. In a sentimental move, I(u believes that the only solution to

the Anglo-Chinese conflict is to let the female heads of state speak directly to

each other. At the conclusion of "Moriamur Pro Rege, Regina!" he proposes

"that H. B. M. the Queen, as the Doyenne of the Lady Sovereigns of the

world, be graciously pleased to send, as soon as possible, a direct open tele­

gram to H. 1. M. the Empress Dowager-not in official language, but in sim­

ple language of the heart,-expressing sympathy for the trials and hardships

which H. 1. M. the Empress Dowager, her son and her suffering people have

gone through in the present trouble."lol The appeal to Queen Victoria as

"the Doyenne of the Lady Sovereigns of the world" is made with particular

attention to how the "simple language of the heart"-an imaginary femi­

nine language-would differ from the official language of men. I(u admits

that his proposal sounds sentimental in the context of the war but attempts

to justify it by the hard, practical, commonsense reason of politique du cCPur.
From what we know of how the Empress Dowager and Queen Victoria

treated each other, I(u's proposal for politique du cCPur does seem like an ex­

travagant fantasy. When the first organized military looting took place in

Beijing in 1860, Lord Elgin ordered the destruction of the imperial Gardens

of Perfect Brightness (Yuanming yuan). Out of the looting, Queen Victoria re­

ceived a Pekingese dog, the first to be seen in the West, to which she gave

the apt name of "Looty."102 In Queen Victoria's Secrets, Adrienne Munich has

shown how Queen Victoria's intimacy with her dogs contributed to the Vic­

torian cult of domesticity. 103 The addition of Looty certainly gave an imperial

twist to that feminine cult, and the Empress Dowager, who had the reputa­

tion of showing more affection for her dogs than for the people surrounding

her, would not have been happy about this symbolic event. 104 After the sup-



178 The Secret of Her Greatness

pression of the uprising of the Yihe Tuan, which was followed by the death of

Queen Victoria in 1901, the Empress Dowager was quoted as saying: "I have

often thought that I am the most clever woman that ever lived and others

cannot compare with me. Although I have heard much about Queen Victo­

ria and read a part of her life which someone has translated into Chinese,

still I don't think her life was half so interesting and eventful as mine. My life

is not finished yet and no one knows what is going to happen in the fu­

ture."105 Der Ling, who lived for two years in the imperial palace as the first

lady in waiting, recorded many of the Empress Dowager's conversations in

her memoir Two Years in the Forbidden City. If her account can be trusted, the

following remarks have also been attributed to Cixi:

England is one of great powers of the world, but this has not been brought

about by Queen Victoria's absolute rule. She had the able men of parlia­

ment back of her at all times and of course they discussed everything until

the best result was obtained, then she would sign the necessary documents

and really had nothing to say about the policy of the country. Now look at

me. I have 400,000,000 people, all dependent on my judgment. Although I

have the Grand Council to consult with, they only look after the different

appointments, but anything of an important nature I must decide myself. 106

There is no doubt that the circumstances of imperial rivalry would have

precluded the talk of the heart that I(u wanted to se/e come about between

the two female sovereigns. Even if it had been possible, the conversation

would have had to take place within the larger framework of international

law and figure the sovereign exchange in a relation of reciprocity under­

stood to govern the family of nations at that time. I(u was certainly familiar

with the contemporary discourse of international relations and had his own

thoughts about it, which are conveyed in a treatise titled "For the Cause of

Good Government in China." He wrote:

The broad and vital issue of the Chinese Problem is this. The foreign Powers

must distinctly and absolutely decide either to take over the responsibility

of Government in China or to leave that responsibility to the Imperial Gov­

ernment. If the Powers decide to take over the responsibility: well and good.

But if the Powers, on the other hand, decide to demand responsibility of

good government from the Imperial Government, then the Powers' plain

duty is to absolutely recognize and respect all the rights of the Imperial Gov-
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ernment as an independent State-with the exception, at present, of juris­

diction over foreign subjects. I07

When recognition is employed as a discretionary instrument for making or

breaking sovereign entities, this suggests that we are in the realm of a logic

of reciprocity in positive law that came to prevail in the course of imperial

conquest. lOS I(u's appeal to the sovereign rights of his imperial government

could no more escape this logic than the Qing government could shirk its re­

sponsibility to sign the unequal treaties without abdicating its sovereign

rights. In my earlier discussion of Henry Wheaton's Elements of International
Law and its translation and circulation in East Asia, I analyzed the process

whereby the Chinese neologism quanli was constructed in reciprocity with

the English "rights." The same process of reciprocity can be observed in the

birth of the super-sign zhuquan/sovereign right, in which the neologism

zhuquan conjures the projected universalism of "sovereign right" for the

Wanguo gongfa and Wheaton's Elements ofInternational Law.

Wheaton was among the first legal theorists to propagate a constitutive

notion of recognition for international law. In it, Wheaton argues that while

the independence of a state is sufficient to establish its internal sovereignty,

its external sovereignty "may require recognition of other States in order to

render it perfect and complete." Emphasizing this crucial distinction with re­

spect to the rights of a new state, he writes that as long as a state confines its

actions to its own citizens and to the limits of its own territory, it may well

dispense with recognition by others.

But if it desires to enter into that great society of nations, all the members of

which recognize rights to which they are mutually entitled, and duties

which they may be called upon reciprocally to fulfill, such recognition be­

comes essentially necessary to the complete participation of the new State

in all the advantages of this society. Every other State is at liberty to grant,

or refuse, this recognition, subject to the consequences of its own conduct

in this respect; and until such recognition becomes universal on the part of

other States, the new State becomes entitled to the exercise of its external

sovereignty as to those States only by whom that sovereignty has been rec­

ognized. 109

By the late nineteenth century, the English jurist W. E. Hall flatly mandated

that "states outside European civilization must formally enter into the circle

of law-governed countries. They must do something with the acquiescence
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of the latter, or of some of them, which amounts to an acceptance of law in

its entirety beyond all possible misconstruction. "110

The threat of nonrecognition not only affects the entitlement of states and

communities outside Europe to positive existence but also touches on the

inner lives of individuals who must endure the trauma of colonial abjection.

To rise above the fate of colonial abjection, I(u Hung-ming journeyed to

China in search of the sovereign embodiment of dignity and devoted his best

years to defending the guomu and his adopted mother country. In a poignant

way, his battle was lost not so much to the British as to the nationalist revo­

lutionaries who overthrew the Qing dynasty in 1911 to establish a new Re­

publican state.



CHAPTER 6

The Sovereign Subject
of Grammar

To make him talk pidgin is to fasten him to the effigy of him, to
snare him, to imprison him, the eternal victim of an essence, of an
appearance for which he is not responsible.

-Frantz Fanon, Black Skin and White Masks

In March 1864 the American linguist William Dwight Whit­

ney (1827-1894) delivered a lecture, "On the Principles of Linguistic Sci­

ence," to an audience of the Smithsonian Institute. The text was subse­

quently expanded into a series of twelve lectures, which appeared in print

under the title Language and the Study ofLanguage in 1867. In his first lecture

Whitney expounded a theory of the linguistic sign by bringing the notions of

recognition, conventionality, and consent to bear upon the study of lan­

guage. He stated:

We recognized no tie between any word and the idea represented by it ex­

cepting a mental association which we had ourselves formed, under the

guidance, and in obedience to the example, of those about us. We do in­

deed, when a little older, perhaps, begin to amuse ourselves with inquiring

into the reasons why this word means that thing, and not otherwise: but it

is only for the satisfaction of our curiosity; if we fail to find a reason, or if the

reason be found trivial and insufficient, we do not on that account reject

the word. Thus every vocable was to us an arbitrary and conventional sign:

arbitrary, because anyone of a thousand other vocables could have been

just as easily learned by us and associated with the same idea; conventional,

because the one we acquired had its sole ground and sanction in the con­

senting usage of the community of which we formed a part. l

The quoted passage instantly brings to mind Saussure's famed formulation

of the linguistic sign. How substantial were the intellectual ties between

181
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Whitney and Saussure? The opening chapter of Course in General Linguistics

contains an explicit remark by Saussure stating that his first inspiration had

come from Whitney, the author of The LIfe and Growth ofLanguage.2 This ac­

knowledgment somehow baffled the historian Hans Aarsleff, who wrote a

book documenting the evolution of linguistic ideas from Locke to Saussure.

Aarsleff believed that Taine and Breal had probably contributed more to the

development of Saussure's theory of the sign than Whitney, and so "it re­

mains a puzzle why Saussure made so much of him [Whitney], especially of

points that few contested such as the social and conventional nature of lan­

guage."3

John E. Joseph, who analyzed the Whitney family papers, has shown that

Whitney and Saussure first met in Berlin in 1879 and corresponded briefly

afterwards.4 The earliest record of Saussure's reflections on generallinguis­

tics exists in the forty pages of notes he had prepared on the occasion of the

Whitney Memorial Meeting, where he was invited to present a paper at the

invitation of the American Philological Association in Philadelphia on De­

cember 28, 1894. Interestingly, the Whitney connection also caught the at­

tention of Roman Jakobson when he tried to explain the fundamentals of

Saussure's general linguistics:

The essence of this striking innovation rests upon Whitney's thesis that

language is a human institution: "that changed the axis of linguistics"

[Saussure's words]. The substantial particularity of this institution consists

in the fact that "language and writing are not founded on a natural connection

of things. There is no connection at any time between a certain sibilant

sound and the form of the letter S, and likewise it is no more difficult for the

word cow than the word vacca to designate a vache ['cow']." It is this which

Whitney never tired of repeating, in order better to make understood the

fact that language is a pure institution. 5

By questioning the "natural connection of things," Whitney sought to de­

part from the centuries-long European search for the perfect language, as

reflected, for example, in the works of Leibniz and Christian theologians

who tried to identify a natural order and logic of meaning underlying all

known languages. 6 The idea of "conventionality" directs our attention to

the consenting usage of a community and suggests strong connections with

the contemporary theories of positive law and its concept of recognition,

which I discussed in the preceding chapters. Can we identify and establish

those connections in Saussure's writings to help work out the puzzle as to
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why he singled out Whitney and acknowledged the latter's impact on his

notion of the sign when Saussure was also clearly indebted to the insights of

the other contemporary linguists suggested by Aarsleff? Does the novelty of

Whitney's work lie in the idea of "the social and conventional nature of lan­

guage" or somewhere else? The answers to these questions will throw fur­

ther light on what I have termed the semiotic turn of international politics in

the long nineteenth century as we investigate the role that comparative

grammar and philological studies played in the globalizing process.

The Indo-European Hypothesis

Since the publication of Edward Said's landmark study Orientalism, post­

colonial scholarship has flourished, greatly enriching our understanding of

how modern European philology arose and evolved as a colonial regime of

knowledge which helped fashion not only identities and racial subjects but

also the very notions of the Occident and the Orient, and of self and other.

Thomas Trautmann's study of Sanskrit scholarship in British India shows

further how Arya (arya), a name originally taken from Sanskrit that had re­

ferred to the first speakers of Sanskrit, Latin, Greek, Gothic, Celtic, and Old

Persian, was turned into an Aryan story of Indo-European brotherhood,

authorizing a new theory of language families in the nineteenth centuryJ

The Indo-European hypothesis gave rise to classifications and rankings of

all known languages on an evolutionary scale. The German indogermanisch
scholars, in particular, took pains to demonstrate that the evolution of lin­

guistic forms must pass through three stages of development and refine­

ment, from monosyllabism to agglutination and further to inflection.8 On

the basis of a hypothesized common origin of the Indo-European language

family, they speculated that all primitive languages were monosyllabic, and

that only some had evolved into sophisticated forms owing to the introduc­

tion of formal principles of inflection and declension. The scale of human

evolution and progress inverted the notion of "the primitive language," pre­

viously understood in the sense of origin, legitimacy, and authority, and rel­

egated it to backwardness indexed by racial inferiority. Thus, Max Muller

proposed "a correlation between phonological complexity and mental prog­

ress and believed that 'a very imperfect alphabet will suffice for the lower

states of thought and speech."9 Wilhelm von Humboldt saw nations such as

the Germans and the British as more qualified than others to construct

higher forms of language and attributed the lower, "petrified" languages to
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the inability of the national mind to advance. He made this comparative

point explicit by asserting that, in the grand scheme of world languages,

Chinese was the polar opposite against which all grammars are to be con­

trasted. Chinese, which had been exalted as the crown of all languages by

Leibniz and others in the seventeenth century, was now degraded and held

to be barbaric and backward. 1o The value of this backward language for

linguistic science, however, was not lost on comparative philologists like

Friedrich von Schlegel, who stated that Chinese "presents a remarkable in­

stance of a language almost without inflection, every necessary modification

being expressed by separate monosyllabic words, each having an indepen­

dent signification. The extraordinary monosyllabic form, and perfect sim­

plicity of its construction, make the consideration of it important as facilitat­

ing the comprehension of other languages."ll

Trained in continental Europe, Whitney joined the ranks of German com­

parative grammarians such as Bopp, Humboldt, and Schleicher as one of the

foremost North American linguists. He had inherited the concept of symbio­

sis of language and race from the Europeans but did more than many of

them to popularize white supremacist views. Whitney wrote:

The importance of the Indo-European races in history is, then, legitimately

to be included among the titles of Indo-European philology to the first at­

tention of the linguistic scholar. Moreover, since the relation between the

capacity of a race and the character of the tongue originated and elaborated

by that race is a direct and necessary one, it could not but be the case that

the speech of the most eminently and harmoniously endowed part of man­

kind should itself be of the highest character and most harmonious devel­

opment, and so the most worthy object of study, in its structure and its rela­

tions to mind and thought. And this advantage also, as we shall see more

plainly hereafter, is in fact found to belong to Indo-European language: in

the classification of all human speech it takes, unchallenged, the foremost

rank. 12

I should emphasize that it is Whitney's view of language as grammar, rather

than his blatant pronouncements about race and character, that deserves

special notice here, because grammar was regarded as that unmarked terri­

tory of linguistic science where racism could muster the support of neutral,

scientific evidence, especially as comparative grammarians claimed to have

developed a set of objective criteria for understanding human speech. Clas­

sifying all known tongues into grammatical forms entailed making decisions
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about the relative standing of each language within a coherent hierarchy

governed by the sovereign subject of linguistic science. Here, the politics of

recognition and nonrecognition noted in Chapters 4 and 5 could be played

out at the technical levels of verb conjugation and parts of speech.

The comparative philologists agreed that the primitive monosyllabism of

the Chinese language was valuable, and even indispensable, by virtue of its

negativity and exceptionality, to the task of identifying and establishing the

proper norms of Indo-European grammar for the common good of linguistic

science. Their method of comparison was driven by a circularity of reason­

ing that required the object of analysis to stand simultaneously as the point

of departure and the point of arrival, as, for example, when Chinese was

called on to witness the truth of the Indo-European hypothesis negatively

but required the same hypothesis a priori to verify its own truth as a tongue

that "has never advanced out of its primitive monosyllabic stage; its words

remain even to the present day simple radical syllables, closely resembling

Indo-European roots, formless, not in themselves parts of speech, but made

such only by their combination into sentences."13 In making this observa­

tion, Whitney gave as evidence the example of a classical Chinese text,

which he translated from one of August Schleicher's earlier German transla­

tions:

How different is the state of monosyllabism which precedes inflection from

that which follows it in consequence of the wearing off of inflective ele­

ments, may be in some measure seen by comparing a Chinese sentence

with its English equivalent. The Chinese runs, as nearly as we can represent

it, thus: "I(ing speak: Sage! not far thousand mile and come; also will have

use gain me realm, hey?" which means, "the king spoke: 0 sage! Since thou

dost not count a thousand miles far to come (that is, hast taken the pains to

come hither from a great distance), wilt thou not, too, have brought some

thing for the weal of my realm?"14

The original episode referred to in the quoted passage is taken from a Confu­

cian classic, the first book of the Mencius, in which the sage Mencius pays a

visit to I(ing Hui of the state of the Liang. According to James Legge's English

rendering of the original (see the Glossary for characters), I(ing Hui says to

Mencius: "Venerable sir, since you have not counted it far to come here, a

distance of a thousand li, may I presume that you are provided with coun­

sels to profit my kingdom?" Mencius replies, "Why must your Majesty use

that word 'profit'? What I am provided with, are counsels to benevolence
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and righteousness, and these are my only topiCS."15 The quotation cited by

Whitney had appeared in Schleicher's book Die Sprachen Europas in Sys­
tematischer Obersicht (European languages in systematic overview), but, as

Haun Saussy has pointed out, Schleicher's own quotation was a German

retranslation of Stanislas Julien's French translation of the Chinese text. 16

What Whitney's English version did was to participate in a chain of quota­

tions and retranslations of the same lines from the Mencius, further removing

them from the text it claimed to represent literally.

Whitney's example masquerades as a literal figuring of the Chinese

words-understood as non-translation-when the fact is that his mimicking

of Chinese characters in broken English syntax is no less a translation than

the otherwise grammatical representation of the same words in parentheses.

Why break up English syntax, rather than simply using foreign-sounding

nonsense syllables, for the effect of creating radical difference? Saussy has

given us some good insights into the rhetorical mechanism of such literal

translations in his essay "Always Multiple Translation, or How the Chinese

Language Lost Its Grammar." He points out that the rendering of the Men­
cius passage into pidgin English was for Whitney "an imaginative tunnel

through which we journey back to a primitive state, the state at which all

words are roots and nothing but roots. Formal parataxis is the representa­

tion in present speech of a history that should have taken place but never

did, leaving the Chinese in 'the primitive stage' preceding the fusions and

inflections of actual linguistic history. "17 In short, pidgin English has a repre­

sentational value as a signifier of primitive otherness; just as Friday never

learns to speak grammatical English during many years of living with and

serving Robinson Crusoe, so must Whitney hear the sound of pidgin English

coming from a classical Chinese text.

Where does the English language proper stand in all of this? Having left

primitive languages at the other end of his imaginary tunnel, Whitney must

now confront an anomaly within the Indo-European family-namely, his

own native tongue-because English has dropped much of its inflection and

declension and exhibits what Ernest Renan called a reverse evolutionary

trend with implications for a contrary hypothesis that perhaps primitive

languages began with polysyllabic forms and evolved toward monosyllabic

conditions. Whitney responds to that critique by introducing a necessary

distinction between primitive monosyllabism and other kinds of mono­

syllabism:
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The English, it is true, has been long tending, through the excessive preva­

1ence of the wearing-out process, toward a state of flectionless mono­

syllabism; but such a monosyllabism, where the grammatical categories are

fully distinguished, where relational words and connectives abound, where

every vocable inherits the character which the former possession of inflec­

tion has given it, where groups of related terms are applied to related uses,

is a very different thing from a primitive monosyllabism like that to which

the linguistic analyst is conducted by his researches among the earliest rep­

resentatives of Indo-European language. IS

The denial of commensurability between English and Chinese brings into

sharp relief Whitney's decision to adopt pidgin English-which acts like a

system of super-signs extending in the direction of both languages but be­

comes neither-in translating the Mencius. That translation, as noted earlier,

derived not from the Chinese original but from Schleicher's German ver­

sion. A quick comparison of the two translations reveals that Whitney in­

tentionally altered Schleicher's text to suit his need for a pidginized image

of the Chinese language. For instance, Schleicher had provided a tentative

rendering of person as "(ich) mein Reich" for wu guo to allow for both differ­

ence and commensurability. Whitney eschewed the obvious "(I) my coun­

try" to match the German pronouns for wu guo, writing instead "me coun­

try." Whereas Schleicher represented the last character, hu, in the Mencius
quote with a simple question mark, adding "Fragepartikel" (question parti­

cle) in parentheses, that character became "hey?" in Whitney's English ver­

sion, a translation that disavowed the minimal functionality of the interrog­

ative particle Schleicher had granted to the Chinese character. 19 The travesty

we are trying to bring to light here has little to do with the accuracy or inac­

curacy of renderings of a particular text (since no one, including Schleicher,

can be immune from infelicities of this kind) or the fact that there are a lim­

ited number of choices with which a translator must work to get the best

possible result. Rather, Whitney's careful rewording of Schleicher's German

translation while footnoting the latter as the source of his own version ad­

vanced a silent theoretical argument about cultural incommensurability

that troubles the raison d'etre of comparative work itself.

To be sure, Whitney was neither the first nor the last to treat an existing

European-language translation of a Chinese text in this manner.20 In a move

reminiscent of Whitney's pidgin rendering of Schleicher's German transla-
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tion of a French rendering of classical Chinese, the twentieth-century histo­

rian Jean-Claude Martzloff cited a 1607 classical Chinese translation of Eu­

clid's Elements by Xu Guangqi (1562-1633) and Matteo Ricci (1552-1610) to

establish a case for linguistic incommensurability between Latin and classi­

cal Chinese by pointing to the "absence of the copula" in the latter. Roger

Hart takes a close look at Martzloff's truncated transcription of classical Chi­

nese syntax and argues that Martzloff's French translation makes the mis­

take of assuming that Clavius' Latin version of the Elements represented "an

uncorrupted original by remaining untranslated and dehistoricized: effaced

are the problems of translation from Greek to Latin to French and English,

the complex history of the translation and editions of this text."21 Against

this conglomerate of originals are then contrasted the radical difference and

incommensurability of classical Chinese and the need for a literal rendering

of the sounds of the Chinese characters. If we were to follow Whitney's and

Martzloff's method of literality to its logical end, there would be nothing to

prevent us from doing the same with a literal translation from Latin into

English, producing the same pidgin travesty of the original. By mirroring the

syntactical order of the original, we would discover that the Latin text, too,

had been missing the copula, prepositions, the definite article, and so on.

The radical incommensurability Martzloff tries to establish with his literal

translations turns out to be an artifact of the choices he made in the process

of retranslation.

This brings us back to the question of reciprocity I discussed in the context

of international law. I have shown how the positivist understanding of reci­

procity in the nineteenth century typically operated around the issues of ex­

clusivity, recognition, and nonrecognition whereby that which constitutes

the inside of the family of nations depended very much on that which de­

fines its outside. The positivist law of reciprocity imagines difference as a

problem of equivalence (either equal or not equal to the Indo-European

family) but cannot do so without tautology. The tautology of difference as

value within a structure of unequal exchange, as I have argued elsewhere,

can victimize that difference by translating it as non-universal value. 22 The

argument of incommensurability has to enter the space of a larger argument

and worldview to be able to sustain any sort of hypothesis about cultures,

races, and civilizations. What is the worldview that underscores Whitney's

claim of incommensurability and the conviction that linguistic science is the

foundation of "the science of ethnology, the science which investigates the

genealogy of nations"?23
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In the preceding chapters we have seen how positive law demanded that

states outside European civilization formally enter into the world of sover­

eign nations and be admitted into the international community by the West.

Like Wheaton, Dana, and the other contemporary jurists of his time, Whit­

ney regarded the European nations as the vanguard of world history and the

sole enlightened and privileged race. He pointed to the fact that the Euro­

pean nations had circled the globe and dispatched their ships to every corner

of the world for the purpose of trade or conquest. "The weaker races are per­

ishing off the face of the land from inherent inability to stand before the

superior race," he observed.24 So the scepter of universal dominion now

passed into the hands of the European nations, which ruled over a vast

world and were worthy rulers because their sway brought "physical well­

being, knowledge, morality, and religion to those over whom it is ex­

tended."25 By extension, the Indo-European language family had the proper

historical pedigree to rule the linguistic territory of the world.

Perhaps it is time for us to reconsider Whitney's notion of arbitrariness,

universally attributed to Saussure, in light of the worldview he elaborated

concerning race, nations, imperial sovereignty, and international conflicts.

We find that, rather than rehashing one of those received ideas about the so­

cial and conventional nature of language, Whitney developed a sustained

argument about the nature of the linguistic sign, the significance of which

has since been obscured by the work of Saussure and other structural lin­

guists. In 1874 Whitney published a seminal essay titled "Phusei or Thesei­

Natural or Conventional?" in Transactions of the American Philological Associa­
tion, in which he argued that the connection between a sign and its sense is

one of mental association just as artificial as the connection between the

sign 5 and the number it stands for or the sign 7T and 3.14159 + . "Not a single

item of the traditional English speech received by us from our forefathers

has a vestige of right to claim to exist <PVa-EL in anyone of the innumerable

individuals that employ it, to have been produced by him under govern­

ment of an internal, instinctive impulse, that made it what it is and no

other."26 In place of the naturalist fallacy, he proposes a notion of the sign in

what amounts to a legal definition:

He who answers <PVCTEL, therefore, to the question we have been discussing,

lays himself open to the charge of total misapprehension of the most funda­

mental facts of language-history; he who answers ()ECTEL needs only to show

by due explanation that he does not mean to imply that any individual can
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successfully fasten any name he pleases upon any idea he may choose to se­

lect; since every change must win the assent of a community before it is

language, and the community will ratify no arbitrary and unmotivated

changes or fabrications. 27

The opposition of <PVO"EL and (JEO"EL translates the nineteenth-century de­

bate between natural law and positive law into linguistic terms. Whitney's

notion of "community," which found its way into Saussure's work, refers

specifically to a republic of speakers whose sovereignty is conferred by gen­

eral suffrage and in which the members are permitted to make changes to

the common speech insofar as the community "ratifies" the changes. In an

interesting move that anticipated J. L. Austin's theory of the speech act,

Whitney wrote:

When the first schooner ever built, on the coast of Massachusetts, slid from

her stocks and floated gracefully upon the water, the chance exclamation of

an admiring by-stander, "Oh, how she seoons!" drew from her contriver and

builder the answer, "A seooner let her be, then," and made a new English

word. The community ratified his act, and accepted the word he proposed,

because the new thing wanted a new name, and there was no one else so

well entitled as he to name it; if, on the other hand, he had christened a

man-of-war a seooner, no one but his nearest neighbours would ever have

heard of the attempt.28

Austin would be erecting a set of theoretical premises on similar kinds of

parables decades later. On closer examination, however, Whitney's anecdote

seems less concerned with speech acts than with recognition and ratifica­

tion. The builder of the vessel reserves the right to authorize and confirm the

name "scooner," but it is up to the community to ratify or refuse to ratify the

neologism. What is the conceptual ground on which a community makes

such decisions, that is to say, if the decisions are not made for them by an au­

thority or sovereign figure? It is interesting that the language of ratification

used in each of the quoted passages speaks of the individual and the com­

munity as If they were organized states or political bodies hashing out treaty

agreements under the aegis of positive law. Rather than a model of demo­

cratic society, Whitney's choice of words evokes the image of an interna­

tional community in which signs and super-signs could be agreed on and

ratified among states, and he was writing at a time when the proliferation of
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international treaties was exerting a major impact on the political life of lan­

guage and language studies.

The linkage Daniele Gambarara identified between Saussure's notion of

conventionality on the one hand and the novelty of international assemblies

and treaty meetings on the other could fruitfully be extended back to Whit­

ney.29 If Saussure witnessed the birth of a brave new world of signs where

international conventions were turning into primary venues for the stan­

dardization and adoption of various artificial sign systems, Whitney was no

stranger to the ways in which sovereign states and imperial powers were in

the process of regulating maritime signals, signs, codes, and other semiotic

systems through the second half of the nineteenth century. The exclusion of

states from the international community on the grounds of withdrawal of

recognition by other sovereign states was to positive law what the rejection

of natural connections between things was to a theory of language that

sought to impose its imperial desire and vision on the linguistic territory of

the world. The invention of the super-sign yi/barbarian, which I analyzed in

Chapter 2, confirms and is confirmed by this novel view of the linguistic sign

and of the international community. Of course, the ratification of treaties

within the setting of the Opium Wars was almost always shadowed by a

British "man-of-war" nearby. The novelty of Whitney's notion of the lin­

guistic sign, if one has to speak in such terms, might be said to be its mani­

festing a positivist strain of sovereign thinking that was elsewhere trans­

forming the colonial discourse of war, sovereign rights, women's rights, and

international legal matters pertaining to imperial warfare.

Ma Jianzhong and His Grammar Book

What would happen when imperial warfare took comparative grammar to a

foreign country where the culture or race had been othered by the Indo-Eu­

ropean hypothesis? Would the translation of such knowledge lead to a form

of the sovereignty complex, or could it cause a fundamental shift in the con­

ceptual thinking of comparative studies itself? I ponder these questions by

turning to the work of Ma Jianzhong, the author of a classical Chinese

grammar book published in 1898 titled Mashi wentong (Ma's universal prin­

ciples of classical Chinese). Ma's name came up briefly in Chapter 5, where I

described his meeting and conversation with I(u Hung-ming in Southeast

Asia and I(u's subsequent decision to leave colonial Singapore for China.

The mission that took Ma to Singapore in the summer of 1881 was part of
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the Qing government's ongoing effort to reduce and eventually stop the

opium trade through diplomatic means. Ma had studied and earned a de­

gree in France. Upon his return to China in 1880, he joined the diplomatic

corps of the imperial government and was appointed head of a government

delegation dispatched to British India. His delegation made a stop at the

Straits Settlement, where they met with the colonial officials Cecil Clementi

Smith and Sir Frederick Aloysius Weld, and investigated the opium situation

there. The Straits Settlement, situated just above the equator at the end of

the Malay Peninsula, consisted of Singapore, Penang, and Malacca, all colo­

nies of the British Crown at the time. Singapore was one of the centers of

opium manufacture, sale, and distribution in the British colonial economy.30

Ma's diplomatic career ran parallel to those of the other translator-diplo­

mats I have been discussing in the course of this book, such as Thomas

Wade, W. A. P. Martin, and I(u Hung-ming. The central role he played dur­

ing the I(orean crisis and the Sino-French war is largely overshadowed by

his reputation as the pioneering scholar of Chinese grammatical studies. His

monumental grammar book was completed during the intervals between

catastrophic wars at the end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twenti­

eth centuries. Within two years of the publication of Ma's Universal Principles
afClassical Chinese, the author died in the midst of the British and Allied mili­

tary campaign against the Yihe Tuan movement, which I discussed in con­

nection with I(u Hung-ming. Ma, who had long since retired from govern­

ment service, was recalled by Viceroy Li Hongzhang to help translate the

volumes of diplomatic exchanges that poured in during the crisis. His

brother Ma Xiangbo, a Catholic priest, described the circumstances of Ma

Jianzhong's death as follows:

After the Empress Dowager blindly endorsed the anti-foreign and pro-Qing

sentiments of the rebels, the Governors-General of the southern provinces

decided on a policy of autonomous rule rather than follow the decree of the

Qing court. This turn of events brought Viceroy Li Hongzhang to Shanghai

to take control of the situation there. Li then summoned my brother Jian­

zhong to his temporary residence to work with him [negotiating with the

Western powers]. In mid-August, Li received a 7,000-word telegram from

the court of Russia declaring that Russian troops would blockade the Wu­

song area should China refuse to meet their demands. Jianzhong spent a

whole night translating the telegram and, when the work was finished, he

was exhausted. He fell ill with a high fever and died on the morning of Au­

gust 14 [1900] ."31
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Li Hongzhang and Zhang Zhidong were the two most powerful viceroys in

the service of the Empress Dowager at this time, and Zhang had taken I(u

Hung-ming under his wing. Whereas I(u survived the harsh realities of the

war, Ma Jianzhong became a casualty. As a matter of fact, both Ma and Rob­

ert Morrison died in the midst of translation work they were performing for

their respective governments during military confrontations.

The standard textbook assessment of Ma's Universal Principles of Classical

Chinese is that the author single-handedly initiated modern grammatical

studies in China and brought progress to the antiquated philological tradi­

tion of a backward nation. Without diminishing the novelty and importance

of his work, we should perhaps raise a few questions and ask, for example,

why it was deemed desirable and necessary in Ma's time to model classical

Chinese wen (text/textuality, writing) on Latin or Indo-European grammar.

Certainly, grammar books of the Chinese language modeled on Latin did not

begin with Ma's Universal Principles of Classical Chinese but can be traced back

to the sixteenth century, when European Catholic missionaries first arrived

in China. By W. South Coblin's and Joseph A. Levi's account, the earliest

known grammar of Mandarin, called Arte de la lengua China, was written by a

Dominican, Juan Cobo (d. 1592/3). Cobo is said to be the author of two

other similar works, the Arte de las letras Chinas and Lingua Sinica ad certam
revocata methodam. A second Mandarin grammar, attributed to another Do­

minican, Francisco Dfaz (1606-1646), was printed in the Philippines in 1640

or 1641, although its title is not recorded. The third is by the well-known

Dominican missionary Juan Bautista de Morales (1597-1664). But the first

published work in this series of "Dominican grammars" was completed by

Francisco Varo in 1682. Titled Arte de la Lengua Mandarina, it had circulated

in manuscript during the author's lifetime and was published in Guangzhou

by a Franciscan friar, Pedro de la Pinuela, in 1703. Coblin and Levi point out

that "this book is apparently the earliest published grammar of any form of

Chinese and is therefore of considerable interest and importance, both be­

cause of its position in the history of Chinese linguistics and because of the

concrete data it furnishes on the phonology, syntax, and lexicon of 17th­

century Mandarin."32 Indeed, the grammars produced in this period focused

on Mandarin or other spoken forms, as they were intended for use primarily

in the teaching of Mandarin to the Europeans who traveled to China or to

neighboring countries. The text of Arte de la Lengua Mandarina provides nu­

merous examples to demonstrate that Varo's understanding of Mandarin

grammar was driven not only by the Latin model but also by the religious

agenda of the Roman Catholic Church.
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Ma's Universal Principles of Classical Chinese arrived on the comparative

grammatical studies scene under rather different circumstances. I have ar­

gued that a single textual event, such as the translation and publication of

the Chinese edition of Elements of International Law in 1864, can be read si­

multaneously as a threefold event, with textual, diplomatic, and epistemo­

logical implications. Ma's Universal Principles of Classical Chinese is precisely

such a multiple event. Besides being the first comprehensive grammar book

on classical Chinese written in the Chinese language, this work is unique

and important in that it speaks powerfully to the conditions of colonial ab­

jection and complicity between military conquest and linguistic science in

the nineteenth century and to the desire to transcend that abjection. We

have seen how comparative grammar joined forces with positive interna­

tional law and participated in the imperial game of conjuring a sovereign

subject for the Indo-European language family. That process of conjuration,

however, did not end there any more than imperial desire could cease to

project itself elsewhere. If imperial desire gains self-knowledge by conjuring

the other, the other may resist the conjuration by recasting himself or her­

self in the desirable image of the sovereign subject. This process leaves traces

of the sovereignty complex in those who are othered by the hegemony of

the Indo-European hypothesis and who find themselves negotiating a sub­

ject position by appropriating a comparative paradigm that is itself grounded

in Indo-European grammar. If the act of appropriation cannot free them

from the continuum of conjurations honoring the legitimacy of imperial de­

sire, does it further subjugate them? This is one of the questions posed by

the birth of Ma's Universal Principles ofClassical Chinese.

The reader will recall that Whitney represented the quotation from Men­
cius in pidgin English as "I(ing speak: Sage! not far thousand mile and come;

also will have use gain me realm, hey?" Granted that Whitney's travesty is

absurd, what would be a plausible explication of the Mencius phrase? Would

an indigenous scholar such as Ma Jianzhong be able to make sense of its

grammatical components? Can the classical Chinese sentence be considered

grammatical, that is, from the point of view of Latin and Indo-European lan­

guages? These questions are not entirely fortuitous, for the same Mencius
quotation finds its way into Ma's Universal Principles of Classical Chinese and

is there for the sole purpose of illustrating the grammaticality of classical

Chinese. In the ninth chapter, the author identifies six types of functional

suffixes for interrogative sentences in classical Chinese that pertain to the

character hu in the Mencius quotation-represented as "hey" by Whitney-
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and classifies them under chuanyi zhu zi (aid characters for interrogative

structures). The aid character belongs in turn to a category called xu zi
(empty character), which can be positioned at the beginning or at the end of

a sentence to help complete the meaning. In addition to the character hu,
Ma lists five other aid characters commonly found in interrogative sen­

tences-zai, ye, yu, Ju, and zhu-which satisfy the diverse rhetorical needs of

classical Chinese, such as straight questions, rhetorical questions, exclama­

tion' and so on. 33 Ma sees the category of empty characters as a classical Chi­

nese equivalent of verb conjugation and makes a comparative observation:

Western languages are phonetic tongues. The meaning of a word must fol­

low the sound, which is why the verb ending changes to suit the needs of

different expressions. Some verbs in Greek and Latin can have up to sixty or

seventy different endings duly reflected in the different ways of pronounc­

ing them. The vernacular languages [in Europe] have since evolved and

varied greatly, with English being the simplest of all. Because verbs in these

languages are inflected, they do not need the category of aid characters. The

aid characters are unique to the Chinese language and make up for what­

ever lack there is due to the non-changing endings of its verbs. 34

Ma's insistence on the grammaticality of classical Chinese is the outcome

of a comparative method that models the study of the Chinese language

on Latin, Greek, and other European tongues. Whitney relied on the com­

parative approach to develop an evolutionary hierarchy of inflectional and

non-inflectional languages and a theory of incommensurability. 35 Ma's

comparativism tends toward an opposite argument, namely, if the empty

character achieves the same end as the verb conjugation, the grammatical

function of the one must be commensurate with that of the other. In that re­

gard, the phonetic rendering of hu as "hey" in Whitney's idiosyncratic rep­

resentation of a sound misses the function of the empty character, whereas

Schleicher's use of a question mark is confirmed by Ma's category.

Hu is not the only reason why the same Mencius quotation is repeatedly

brought up in Ma's Universal Principles. In the eighth chapter, the first part of

the quotation appears under the heading "Connectives" to help illustrate

the use of the empty character er. 36 The remaining characters from the Men­
cius passage are addressed, respectively, in sections on the verb and predicate

as well as on personal pronouns. The you yi phrase, rendered as "have use"

by Whitney, is explained by Ma as having a verb (you)-preposition (YO struc­

ture that typically omits the object of the transitive verb. 37 In James Legge's
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translation, the omitted object "counsels" is then restored to the verb-prep­

osition phrase to read "be provided with counsels." Ma's classification and

analysis of the parts of speech appear to support the decision made by Legge

in consultation with Chinese scholars such as Wang Tao, whose role in the

translation of the Bible I discussed in Chapter 4. In the matter of personal

pronouns, Ma's theory is that first-person pronouns in classical Chinese are

marked by grammatical case, and the character wu is commonly seen in the

subjective or possessive case. Whitney, as I noted earlier, has rendered wu
guo in the objective case as "me kingdom" by altering Schleicher's German

"(ich) mein Reich," thus marking wu as a perverse reflection of pidgin Eng­

lish. Ma shows that in the structure of the Mencius quotation the character

wu can be used in the possessive case only, and, unlike another character wo,

wu never appears in the objective case except when the preceding verb is ac­

companied by a negative such as bU. 38

Ma's implicit argument with the European and North American philolo­

gists runs throughout the vast collection of illustrative examples the author

laboriously culled from the Chinese classics. His work is relentlessly compar­

ative in the sense that all the evidence he collected goes to support the idea

that the grammatical principles abstracted from classical usage are compara­

ble or identical to their counterparts in Latin or modern European lan­

guages. Scholars have labored to identify the European grammar book(s)

that served as a model for Ma's Universal Principle, because there seems

strong internal evidence that Ma had been exposed to a number of well­

known texts on Indo-European grammar or Chinese grammar books writ­

ten by Jesuit missionaries and other Western scholars. We know that the au­

thor and his priest brother had come from a prominent gentry family in the

Dantu prefecture of Jiangsu Province which is said to have been converted

to Christianity since the time of the Jesuit priest Matteo Ricci. Ma Jianzhong

was baptized Mathias. His mother was a devout Roman Catholic who taught

her sons to read Matteo Ricci's Tianzhu shi yi (True meaning of the Lord

of heaven) along with the four books of Confucius and the five classics. 39

When the brothers grew up, they were sent to the newly founded Jesuit

College of St. Ignatius (Xuhui gongxue) in Shanghai, where they studied

Latin, Greek, English, French, the sciences, and the Chinese classics.40

Alain Peyraube has suggested that a compelling model for Ma's Universal
Principles ofClassical Chinese is a work called La Grammaire generale et raisonnee
by Antoine Arnauld and Claude Lancelot (1660), better known as La Gram­
maire de Port-Royal. This book had exerted the greatest impact on the study of
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language in Europe up until the birth of comparative grammar. Between

1803 and 1846, La Grammaire de Port-Royal was reissued six times in Paris

and was simply known as La Grammaire at the time. Ma would have come

into contact with the work when he went to study in France in 1875 (or

1876) if not earlier at the College of St. Ignatius in Shanghai. Peyraube's

comparative analysis of the analytical categories used in Ma's Universal Prin­
ciples and those found in La Grammaire de Port-Royal reveals some extraor­

dinary parallels between the two works.41 Of course, there are other sig­

nificant sources to consider, such as Joseph de Premare's Notitiae Linguae
Sinicae (written in 1728 but not published until 1831 in Malacca) and Jean­

Pierre Abel-Remusat's Elemens de la Grammaire chinoise (Paris, 1822), but La
Grammaire de Port-Royal, argues Peyraube, appears to provide the basic philo­

sophical framework for the conceptualization of Ma's Universal Principles.42

The Port-Royal grammarians assumed the existence of a universal grammar

in all languages and exigencies of human thought, but unlike the compara­

tive grammarians who came later, they were not trying to show that all lan­

guages must have case systems or use inflectional devices. On the contrary,

as Noam Chomsky argues, "they repeatedly stress that a case system is only

one device for expressing those relations ... It is important to realize that

the use of the names of classical cases for languages with no inflections im­

plies only a belief in the uniformity of grammatical relations involved, a be­

lief that deep structures are fundamentally the same across languages, al­

though the means for their expression may be quite diverse."43

If Ma follows the philosophical thrust of the Port-Royal model in his belief

in the universality of grammatical relations such as the case, can he prove

the existence of universal grammar without first translating the grammatical

categories from La Grammaire de Port-Royal and forcing classical Chinese into

the borrowed mold? The tension appears to lie in the idea of universal gram­

mar itself. Otto Jespersen makes a good point when he observes that the

Port-Royal grammarians "tried to eliminate from a language everything that

was not strictly conformable to the rules of logic, and to measure everything

by the canon of their so-called general or philosophical grammar. Unfortu­

nately they were too often under the delusion that Latin grammar was the

perfect model of logical consistency, and they therefore laboured to find in

every language the distinctions recognized in Latin."44 Does Ma's work suf­

fer from the same delusion?

Ma's Universal Principles makes a painstaking effort to demonstrate that

classical Chinese has its full share of parts of speech, grammatical structure,
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and formal elements comparable to inflection and declension and is not

marked by lacks and absences. The comparative impulse that led to Ma's ex­

planation of classical Chinese in terms of Latin grammar ends up grafting the

one onto the other. In that sense, Ma's experiment does seem run into the

conceptual limits of his own comparative paradigm. Nevertheless, the book

is as much about the claims of commensurability and sovereign thinking as

it is about grammar. Ma's agenda was very much driven by the desire to

(re) establish the sovereign status of the Chinese language and put it on a par

with Indo-European grammars.

Grammaticality and Beyond

The publication of Ma's Universal Principles of Classical Chinese was greeted by

the Chinese scholarly community as something of a novelty. This was not

due to any lack of an indigenous philological tradition; on the contrary,

there had been a deep-rooted, continuous scholarly tradition that evolved

into highly specialized systems of knowledge by the nineteenth century.

With a view to making grammatical studies accountable to the existing

scholarship, Ma wrote in the preface to the Universal Principles:

The ancient sages accomplished the work of civilization by creating the

written characters to replace the knotted strings; hence the rise of the wen

zi. Of the wen zi, the pictographs were called wen and the phonetico-ideo­

graphs were called zi, but with the passage of time, the wen and the zi both

altered and transformed until they lost their original sense. To restore the

vanishing traces of the ancient thoughts, there arose in the Han dynasty a

generation of scholars such as Zheng Xuan [127-200] and Xu Shen [58­

147] who inherited the seeds of fire from the Qin dynasty and whose works

led to the invention of the xiao xue [Small Learning] which, since the Han,

has branched into special fields. Ouyang Yongshu said: "Erya, a work of the

Han dynasty, was devoted to the rectification and clarification of names and

things, leading to the rise of the xun gu [paleography/etymology]. Xu Shen

wrote Shuo wen jie zi [Explicating texts and analyzing characters] with

which he inaugurated the study of the pian pang [radical forms]. The need

to interpret the changing forms of inscriptions and ancient scripts led to the

knowledge of the zi shu [epigraphy]. Sun Yan, who identified the five tones

and sound patterns as well as the interdependence of vowals and conso­

nants, was the first to study the pronunciation of words and launched the
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yin yun [sound/rhythm analysis]." On that basis, Wu Jingfu proposed three

major fields of learning: epigraphy, paleography, and sound/rhythm analy­

sis. Hu Yuanrui believed that Small Learning covered a dozen fields of

learning including the wen, semantics, sound, epigraphy, evidential scholar­

ship, commentaries and annotations, and so on but they all boiled down to

these three: paleography, sound/rhythm studies, and epigraphy.45

The lacuna Ma perceived in the threefold tradition was a lack of interest in

grammar. Traditional pedagogy, he argued, had emphasized textual exegesis

and focused on the written character and did not encourage students to

master their language through grammar. But laws of grammar did exist in

classical Chinese, and one need only delve into the language to bring them

to light. Ma regarded Chinese writing and Latin alike as the guardians of the

great civilizations of the past, East and West, because each had the advan­

tage of transcending the local dialects and vernacular languages of individ­

ual countries and regions. He pointed out, "One cannot claim to master clas­

sical Chinese until one is well versed in the Small Learning, and, by the same

token, one must know Latin and Greek in order to understand the living Eu­

ropean tongues that descend from the archaic languages. Scholars in Eng­

land and France follow the routine of analyzing archaic terms from Latin

and translating them into their own tongues."46 Interestingly, Ma's brother

had begun composing a book called Lading wentong (Universal principles of

Latin) shortly before Ma Jianzhong embarked on the project on Chinese

grammar.47

Ma saw an urgency for grammatical studies and linked it to the survival of

Chinese culture and its ability to compete with the West in the contest of

civilizations. "Over the past four millennia," Ma wrote, "our accumulated

wisdom and talents have been expended asking the question why the Dao

must carry and why reason must shine forth but we have been ignorant of

that which carries the Dao and that which enables reason to shine forth. In

comparison with the Westerners who have mastered the Dao and grasped

reason, it goes without saying who will emerge as the superior and wiser

one in this contest."48 The project of discovering the laws of grammar in

classical Chinese was inherently comparative because it was not enough to

delve into the language itself. One must draw on preexisting concepts and

analytical categories translated from Indo-European grammar books, as Ma

acknowledges in the preface to the Universal Principles: "This book would be

named gelangma [transliteration of "grammar"] in the West. The etymology
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of gelangma goes back to ancient Greek, meaning 'syntax' or rules for learn­

ing a language. All nation have grammars and the grammars are more or

less identical; the differences show mainly at the level of the phonetics and

the writing systems."49 Ma attributed the existence of universal grammar to

the human desire for meaning (yi) and argued that the desire for meaning

allowed the races to transcend the limited horizons of their individual lan­

guages. "From ancient times to the present in this vast world, the different

races, yellow, white, red, or black, are human beings and as human beings

they are naturally endowed with the heavenly reason to understand and

communicate meaning."50 This is a very different sort of argument about

race and language from what we have been hearing from the European and

American comparative grammarians, and it brings him closer to the philo­

sophical project of the Port-Royal grammarians.

Liang Qichao, the foremost Qing reformer, had long admired Ma Jian­

zhong by reputation. He became acquainted with the Ma brothers in the fall

of 1896, when he arrived in Shanghai to start his newspaper Shiwu bao (Cur­

rent affairs). In the course of that year, Liang and the brothers became close

friends and conversed on a regular basis. Ma Jiangzhong gave Liang Latin

lessons two hours a day, and it was at this time that Ma first showed Liang

his unpublished grammar book as well as a volume of essays titled Shikezhai
jiyan (Essays from the Shike studio, 1896), for which Liang wrote a fore­

word. 51 Ma Xiangbo and Liang had witnessed together the making of Ma's
Universal Principles of Classical Chinese in Shanghai. Liang later recalled the

time he had spent with the Ma brothers:

Meishu [Ma Jiangzhong's style name] was well versed in the European lan­

guages and conceived of his grammar book on the model of well-organized

grammatical categories of European grammar. Before that, he had already

benefited from a deep knowledge of Wang Yinzhi's ling zhuan shi ci (Ex­

plications and exegesis of the classics) and Yu Yinfu's Gu shu yiyi juli (In­

stances of contested interpretations in the classics). In 1896 Ma resided on

Shouchang Road in Shanghai and was writing his grammar book when I

moved there and became his next-door neighbor. Whenever Ma finished a

section, I would be the first one to read it; modest as he was, Ma would con­

suIt my opinion from time to time. To this day, whenever I think of Ma, I

feel inspired by his spirit and dedication to scholarship. 52

Ma had retired from a diplomatic career in order to devote his time and

energy to the writing and completion of his Universal Principles; he died less
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than two years after the book came out in print. We can gather from the

paratexts surrounding the Universal Principles, such as the author's preface,

the note on the text, and the epilogue, that his avowed intent was pedagogi­

cal. Commenting on how ineffective traditional schooling in China was in

his time, Ma intended the book to be an effective aid in expediting the learn­

ing process so students could be freed from cumbersome rote learning and

move quickly to the study of the sciences. 53 Liang Qichao concurred with

the pedagogical story when he published the news of Ma's work in Shiwu

bao in 1896:

Schoolchildren in the West learn to read the alphabet first and are exposed

to the study of grammar next by reading books that are designed to teach

them how to turn words into sentences and how to compose essays by

stringing the sentences together. I have watched Ma Meishu working on a

book of Chinese grammar that is yet to be finished. In my pedagogical expe­

rience, I have taught schoolchildren the art of writing in classical Chinese.

What I did was to give them a vernacular phrase for them to rephrase and

correct them when they got it wrong. Going from simple subjects through

preliminary reasoning, I would begin with a single sentence and then move

on to three, four, and ten sentences until by the end of the second month

they have mastered over thirty sentences. After acquiring this number of

sentences, they will have nearly arrived at the point of knowing how to

write classical Chinese. This is much less painful for the students and the

teacher than if they were to adopt the common practice of composing the

eight-legged essay and were asked to follow the rules for "cracking a topic,"

"introducing the subject," "making an argument," and "completing the ex­

position" and pore over the intricacies of sections and paragraphs. There is a

world of difference between these two methods. We expect Ma's book, once

completed, to provide us with a detailed analysis of how the order [of classi­

cal Chinese] works. 54

After Ma's Universal Principles ofClassical Chinese appeared in print, Liang cel­

ebrated the author's pathbreaking contribution to the development of mod­

ern Chinese scholarship but did not emphasize the pedagogical value of this

work. He clearly saw that the novelty of Ma's book lay in its inauguration of

a new discipline for China and called the book "an extraordinary accom­

plishment unprecedented in our history," one that "marked the beginning

of grammatical studies in China. "55

The nationalist leader Sun Yat-sen was among the first to see the value of
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grammatical studies for nation building, but his opinion of Ma's Universal
Principles of Classical Chinese appeared lukewarm in contrast with Liang

Qichao's enthusiastic endorsement. Sun expressed his views in the seminal

text Jianguo fanglue (Blueprint for nation building):

What is a grammar? It is what the Westerners call gelangma, a branch of

learning that teaches people how to classify parts of speech and how to

combine words to make a sentence. All Western nations boast of grammati­

cal studies and publish books each in its own language for the edification of

language learners ... As we did not develop our own grammatical studies,

we could not take the shortcut to reach the goal quickly. It was as if we were

trying to cross a river but had no bridge or boat to do it with and must make

a detour of a hundred times as far. Chinese men of letters had to endure this

inconvenience to await the arrival of Ma's Universal Principles ofClassical Chi­

nese. That was when they discovered the existence of a discipline called

grammatical studies. Ma claimed that he had spent more than ten long

years in the researching and writing of this book, but from a practical view­

point, the book has done little else than prove that grammar existed in an­

cient Chinese writing. As an indispensable tool, grammar books ought to be

in the hands of Chinese scholars to help expedite their learning and prog­

ress. Ma's work might be useful to people who have already mastered classi­

cal Chinese for further reference but can hardly be used as a "bridge" by

first -time learners. 56

Sun's criticism brings Ma's and Liang's earlier pedagogical argument into

question. The erudition and theoretical sophistication of Ma's book are

clearly beyond the comprehension of well-educated individuals outside the

small circle of language specialists and seem to defeat the author's stated

pedagogical purpose. If Sun is right to observe that Ma's monumental work

merely proves the existence of the laws of grammar in ancient Chinese writ­

ing, does the economy of sovereign thinking warrant a work of such magni­

tude and labor?

No doubt Sun had his own pedagogical goals in mind. By mapping out a

nationalist agenda for humanistic studies, he envisioned a new generation

of grammarians who could produce grammar books for schoolchildren that

truly lived up to the pedagogical promise of helping students master their

native tongue. But Sun's idea of modernity is just as invested in the econ­

omy of sovereign thinking as Liang's assessment of the value of Ma's work,

except that the gains and losses of the grammarian's labor are weighed
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differently. Neither man took issue with the conditions of comparative

grammar in general or Ma's modeling of classical Chinese on Indo-European

language in particular, as these conditions have been assumed for the devel­

opment of the modern Chinese academic study of Chinese language and

writing. Opening up these conditions to further inquiry will enable us to

understand better the grammatical figuring of the linguistic sign in compara­

tive philology and how Ma negotiated the terms of commensurability be­

tween the concept of zi (character) and that of "word" within that frame­

work.

The Ziversus the IIWord"

Ma's Universal Principles sets out to identify and classify the parts of speech of

classical Chinese zi in two broad conceptual categories. The first category,

called shi zi (full character), encompasses substantives, demonstratives, ad­

jectives' verbs, and adverbs, while in the latter category, xu zi (empty charac­

ter), belong the prepositions, connectives, auxiliaries, and exclamations. 57

The notions of shi zi and xu zi were not new to indigenous Chinese textual

exegeses; as we have seen, Ma's familiarity with the works of the classical

scholars Wang Yinzhi and Yu Yinfu was remarked on by Liang Qichao. But

the shi zi and xu zi do not automatically correlate with "parts of speech" as

understood in the grammars of inflectional languages. That correlation was

introduced into the study of Chinese by the Western missionary grammari­

ans, primarily Joseph de Premare, who needed a Chinese equivalent for the

idea of parts of speech in Latin grammar. Alain Peyraube notes the connec­

tion when he states that, "like Premare, Ma regards the zi as the basic gram­

matical unit of language, and he adopts the traditional division between

'empty words' and 'full words' to divide them subsequently according to the

discursive categories of the West."58 Ma's familiarity with Premare's Notitiae
Linguae Sinicae and with the indigenous classical scholarship probably led to

his endorsement of Premare's appropriation of "empty character" and "full

character" in a translingual mode of theory making. What is more impor­

tant, he could not treat the zi as the basic unit for grammatical analysis or

identify the zi lei (parts of speech) without having already endorsed the hy­

pothetical equivalence between the zi and the "verbum" (word) and, there­

fore, endorsed the truth of the super-sign zi/verbum/word/mot (hereafter zi/
word)

The consolidation of the super-sign zi/word in Ma's Universal Principles of
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Classical Chinese has caused the logocentric concept of "word" to destabilize

the Chinese notion of zi on a massive scale and has led to heated debates

among Chinese grammarians over the past century, often with confusing

but fascinating results. What is a zi? Is it a written character, a "word," or a

combination of the two? If, on the one hand, the zi is a word, what are the

formal markers of the zi lei (parts of speech) of that word? If, on the other

hand, the zi is a written character with phonetic-ideographic semantemes

capable of combining with other characters to form "words," is it still mean­

ingful to talk about the part of speech of a particular zi at this level?

Indeed, to think of the zi in terms of its super-sign zi/word is to overlook

the fact that each Chinese written character comes with a minimal seman­

teme whose signification is independent of phonetic determination. This is

not because the written characters are abstract pictures or pictographs, for

the majority of them are not, but because the characters satisfy a wide range

of semiotic conditions by adopting, among others, the functions of the zhi shi
(indexical), the xiangxing (mimetic), and the hui yi (suggestive), according to

Xu Shen's original classification of the liu shu, the Six Types (of written char­

acters). Joseph de Premare himself wrote a dissertation in 1721 in Chinese

under the Chinese pseudonym Wen Gu Zi to offer a theological interpreta­

tion of the ancient theory of the liu shu. 59 It would be interesting to know

whether C. S. Peirce was aware of Premare's or Leibniz's work when he was

developing the semiotic idea of indexicality for his trichotomy of signs­

icon, index, and symbol-which I discussed in Chapter 1. He would have

been inspired by their representation of the written Chinese character as a

signifying entity rather than a mere verbal unit. Peirce used the example of a

weathercock and a road sign to explain the function of the indexical sign.

The former indicates the direction of the wind without imitating anything,

while the latter points down the road in a manner that evokes the signifying

process of Chinese ideographs, such as shang L (up) and xia r (down), inde­

pendently of how the characters are pronounced in Mandarin, Japanese,

I(orean, Vietnamese, or the various dialects. Peirce's concept of the symbolic

or general sign is particularly germane to the ways in which the radicals

form Chinese ideographic characters, because the symbolic sign derives its

meaning by being associated with other signs through usage. That is to say,

signs nestle inside other signs and generate more signs that mayor may not

be "words."

In one of the passages quoted earlier, Ma mentions the threefold tradition

in the indigenous studies of the zi but does not ponder its implications for fu-
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ture grammatical work. Broadly defined, the xun gu tradition includes the

paleographic and etymological studies of the zi and zi-related phenomena;

the yin yun, or sound analysis, focuses on the systems of attributable pho­

netic value associated with the zi; and the zi shu, or epigraphy, is devoted to

the analysis of ancient inscriptions and the evolution of the written charac­

ter. The zi bears the semantic value represented by the material sign of the

written character, and, at the same time, all characters carry material sound

values secondary to the written sign and indeterminate insofar as the writ­

ten character can be pronounced in many different ways across a vast array

of languages and dialects. Individuals within a radius of a hundred miles

may not be able to understand one another's speech, but an educated Chi­

nese would have little trouble communicating with an educated Japanese or

I(orean with the help of the writing brush (brush talk or pen talk has even

survived language reform in each of these countries).60 The portability of the

material sign of the zi enables the semantic value of the Chinese character to

travel more freely than its local pronunciation, since the zi need not be pro­

nounced in any particular manner or pronounced at all to be meaningful,

any more than it makes sense to talk about the meaning of Arabic numerals

in terms of monosyllabism and polysyllabism.

The study of the ideographic character of the zi parallels and overlaps with

the indigenous studies of the systems of attributed phonetic value, such as

tonal patterns, in poetics and music. I have coined the term attributed pho­
netic value (hereafter APV) to emphasize the fluidity of the abstract phonetic

value assigned to the written character as opposed to its actual pronuncia­

tion in speech, whether Mandarin, Cantonese, Japanese, or otherwise. The

APV is what brings the written character and speech together, joining them

in an unstable union, as the actual pronunciation of the character varies

greatly from language to language, dialect to dialect. The APV corresponds

to a cluster of phonemes rather than a specific phonemic value. The Chinese

yin yun scholarship has relied on the qie method (cross-spelling), using the

APVs of two written characters to transcribe the APV of a third character.

The way the qie system works is that it borrows the sheng (consonant) of the

first character and the yun (vowel and tone) of the second to define the pro­

nunciation of the third. It is a native spelling system devised out of the exist­

ing characters and has the advantage of transcribing the APVs within the

writing system as well as across the languages and dialects that employ the

Chinese writing system. What the qie transcribes is not the actual pronuncia­

tion of a given character, which may vary from language to language and di-
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alect to dialect, but the exchangeability or substitutability of attributed pho­

netic values among the written characters that are pronounced according to

the phonetic systems of the languages or dialects in which they appear.

When a written character is used to designate the attributed phonetic

value of another character, the "phonetic" character is not to be equated

with the actual syllable of ordinary speech in a given linguistic environment.

The failure to distinguish between the "phonetic" character and the syllable

of linguistic enunciation is what caused Whitney's and other linguists' mis­

conception of "the Chinese language" as a monosyllabic tongue character­

ized by an excessive number of homophones. According to that view, the

excess of homophones in Chinese is due to a limited number of syllables,

which explains why the tones are needed to stand in as additional pho­

nemes. It is as if they mapped the Chinese language onto the written charac­

ters first and then determined on the monosyllabic basis of the individual

written characters that the Chinese language itself is monosyllabic. But if

two or more characters are found to share the same syllable with identical

tones, the reverse is true as well, because each written character can be

shown to represent as many different sound values as there are dialects and

languages that share the Chinese writing system. In short, the illusion of the

monosyllabic character of the Chinese language results from a blind proj­

ection of the APV of the written character onto speech so that the excess of

homophones is attributed to the linguistic system itself rather than to the

semiotic function and evolution of the written characters.

Xu Shen's principles of the liu shu have guided the Chinese understanding

of the written character for the past two millennia. The basic assumption

underlying the liu shu idea is that the pool of written radicals (along with

their attributed phonetic values) available for forming new characters is lim­

ited' but the combinations can be infinite. (I should mention in passing that

most Chinese word-processing software incorporates the liu shu principles to

devise the zao zi, or character creation function.) Therefore, tension exists,

primarily not between the insufficient number of syllables (or tones) and

the needs for expression within the total horizon of the spoken language,

but between the written character and the spoken language. The birth of the

super-sign zi/word further aggravates that tension and, moreover, raises the

thorny issue of how the Chinese zi could be grasped in terms of "word."

Does the super-sign zi/word in this new, translated sense cross paths with the

liu shu concept of the zi? Is the written character included in the super-sign?

The slippage between the zi and the "word" caused by the invasion of the
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super-sign has created an enormous conceptual burden that all Chinese

grammarians since Ma must grapple with one way or the other before they

can build their own systems by following or rejecting Ma's original concep­

tion. When Zhang Shizhao wrote his Intermediary Mandarin Grammar on the

model of Ma's Universal Principles of Classical Chinese in 1907, he tried to re­

solve the issue by substituting the character ci for Ma's zi to classify the parts

of speech in Mandarin. Likewise, Liu Bannong (Liu Fu) contested Ma's clas­

sificatory system and offered an alternative schema in his Comprehensive
Grammar ofthe Chinese Language (1920), as did Jin Zhaozi in his Studies in Chi­
nese Grammar (1922).61 The concept of ci popularized by the works of the

May Fourth scholars quickly became the standard equivalent of the English

"word" to produce a new super-sign, cz/word. The concept of ci did appear

within the system of Ma's grammar but was reserved for naming syntactical

components such as the qi ci (subject) or the zhi ci (object) of a sentence. The

substitution of ci for zi in the works of these grammarians caused Ma's neo­

logistic designation of ci to undergo a new round of semiotic revisions. There

is no reason why the character ci should be considered more accurate than

the zi as a representation of the English "word." It was simply introduced to

help the later scholars bypass the inimical slippage between the written

character and the "word" in a super-sign that troubled Chinese grammatical

studies from the outset.

Bypassing that slippage, however, has not solved the problem, because it

leaves us to deal with a new super-sign, ci/word, that could no more banish

the written character from grammatical analysis than one could compose a

Chinese grammar without employing written characters. At the heart of

grammatical analysis still lie traces of the zi, without a proper name, that

nonetheless haunt the grammarian's attempt to name and fix things for the

Chinese language and the writing system. Ma's slippage at least had the ad­

vantage of revealing, not hiding, the secret of what was really at stake,

namely, the remaking of the written character, zi, in terms of its foreign

other.

The contemporary Chinese artist Xu Bing has intuitively grasped the cen­

tral problem here and tried to work with the slippage in his art installations.

What he has done is to invent thousands of "fake" written Chinese charac­

ters and carve them one by one onto printer's woodblocks, printing the

sheets and binding some of them in the manner of woodblock publications.

The work has become known as the Tian Shu (A book from the sky), a title

that comments directly on the undecipherability of the writing thus pro-
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duced (Figure 12). Now, how do we comprehend the undecipherability of

his fake characters and woodblock prints? Xu Bing's characters are made up

of radicals from the Chinese writing system, and these radicals, along with

their attributed phonetic value, as I have pointed out, are limited in number,

but out of them the total number of possible combinations seems unlimited.

Not surprisingly, the artist has also experimented with the English alphabet

in a later work to achieve the same effect.

But the Tian Shu has accomplished much more than the arbitrary combi­

nation of known radicals. Xu Bing's simulacra of characters also explore the

time-honored tension between the printed character and the spoken lan­

guage and, more recently, the tension within the super-signs zifword and cif

word which I have demonstrated. The artist pushes the tension to such an

extreme that the printed character retains its Chinese-looking radicals, but

they are not identifiable as words. The conception is brilliantly hyperfactual,

because each of the zi looks like a word and is drawn from the fund of recog-

Figure 12. Woodblock print with fake Chinese characters, from the art installa­
tion The Book from the Sky (1988). Courtesy of the artist, Xu Bing.

[To view this image, refer to  

the print version of this title.] 
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nizable radicals from the Chinese writing system but is meant to be a non­

word. The printed character is there to tease and challenge, but not to be read

or pronounced. The Tian Shu effectively parodies the printed character to

subvert its association with the super-signs zi/word and ci/word and, ulti­

mately, the very concept of "word" itself. This extraordinary understanding

of the written character would have made little sense had the collision of the

zi and the "word" not entered the space of translingual imagination in the

first place through the works of Premare, comparative philologists, and Ma's
Universal Principles ofClassical Chinese. In its quiet way, the Tian Shu brings the

chapter on the sovereign subject of grammar to a close.
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The Emperor's Empty Throne

This possibility of being in relation with desire is not simply the fact

of the poetic, fictional, or imaginary practice of discourse: the dis­

courses on wealth, on language (langage), on nature, on madness, on

life and death, and many others, perhaps, that are much more ab­

stract, may occupy very specific positions in relation to desire.

-Michel Foucault, The Archaeology ofKnowledge

I began this book by reflecting on my visit to London in the

summer of 1997, when I explored the archives on Anglo-Chinese relations

in the British Library and the Public Record Office. It was the eve of Hong

I(ong's scheduled return to China. My research coincided with the timing of

the historical happening in that eventful summer and has been transformed

by it. In the intervening years the world has experienced new wars, new

acts of violence, the shock of September 11, 2001, the bombing of Afghani­

stan, u.S. imperialist expansion, global antiwar movements, the rift within

NATO, the crisis of the UN, the war on Iraq launched by the Bush adminis­

tration in the name of the American people, and so on. The list goes on.

Fear, death, border control, refugees, the nuclear arms race, questions of

humanity, livelihood, rights, security, and dignity. Our world seems haunted

by the ghost of terrorism that knows how to mimic the violence it attacks

and become its shadow. Where does the ghost come from and who will be its

next victim? Has sovereign thinking entered a new phase of enemy making

and self-invention in our time? The answer depends on who is looking and

which side of the them and us global divide one lives or has lived on. Half

a century ago, Frantz Fanon wrote that he was shaken and overcome by

grief when he saw "an Arab with his hunted look, suspicious, on the run,

wrapped in those long ragged robes that seem to have been created espe­

cially for him." The grief leads Fanon to repeat, "Every citizen of a nation is

210
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responsible for the actions committed in the name of that nation."l Appar­

ently, things have not improved much since then, and have even grown

worse. Now the whole world watches the spectacles of suffering on the tele­

vision screen: Arabs, Africans, Asians, women and children on the run, des­

perate and dying, with that poignant empty look in their eyes after their

homes have been bombed and destroyed by an enemy they did not make.

Can we still grieve for them as Fanon did, or mourn the loss of our own

imagination and sense of history?

The writing of this book has provided me with the opportunity to explore

what I have called the nineteenth-century legacy of sovereign thinking,

which has survived through our own times and continues to show robust

signs of life. It is very clear that today's imperial warfare has not given up on

evoking the rhetoric of barbarity and civilization, the logic of us versus

them, Christian evangelism, appeals to friendship, human rights, honor, in­

jury, dignity, and sovereignty. And yet, as I have argued and endeavored to

show throughout this book, such discourses should not be taken as one-di­

mensional, for these ideas always get translated into other languages that

contribute to the making of a larger story about world history. And it is that

larger, hetero-cultural and translingual story that this book is after and that I

have tried to put together for the reader.

The super-sign is the theoretical direction my investigation has pursued

because it promises a level of conceptual uniqueness and precision that I

have not been able to find in the work of other theorists. The idea has been

immensely helpful in illuminating the strange ban that the British imposed

on the Chinese character yi in Article 51 of the Anglo-Chinese Treaty of

Tianjin, in showing how the character acquired the meaning it has in recent

memory, and in analyzing the circumstances surrounding the translation of

Henry Wheaton's Elements of International Law as well as those surrounding

the birth of Ma Jianzhong's pioneering Chinese grammar book. The theory

of the super-sign is also intended to help overcome the implicit monolingual

assumptions of our inherited language theories and semiotic work in recog­

nition of the fact that the majority of the world's populations today are in­

creasingly bilingual or trilingual. Such awareness ought to have a significant

bearing on our study of empire and the history of empire because the phe­

nomenon of multilingualism is the outcome of the colonial and imperial

warfare of the past. The contentiousness between the British and Qing em­

pires, which I have analyzed in detail, placed the issue of language at the

heart of nineteenth-century arguments about entitlement, injury, and sov-
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ereign rights, often with deadly consequences. Furthermore, the circulation

of the Bible through the channels of imperial gift exchange in Britain and

the Qing dynasty brought gender and religion into the purview of inter-im­

perial studies and refocused the early feminist notion of self-sovereignty in

the light of missionary travel and imperial expansion.2 I conclude by reflect­

ing on the role of colonial memory and image making in the reiteration of

imperial desires and the reinvention of sovereign subjectivity in the twenti­

eth century. I focus on the spectrality of sovereign thinking in the physical

removal and the fetishizing of the Qing emperor's throne chairs and the si­

multaneous circulation of their photographic images in the contemporary

world.

Colonial Visuality

Terry Castle has called photography "the ultimate ghost-producing tech­

nology of the nineteenth century."3 Photography is known for its uncanny

ability to conjure memory by fixing the shadow of an image.4 When the da­

guerreotype first came into existence in the 1840s, it was dubbed "the mir­

ror with a memory," but the new technology quickly expanded its mimetic/

mnemonic ambitions to take on a ghostly life of its own. 5 In both the popu­

lar imagination and the fantastic literature of nineteenth-century Europe,

the camera obscura came to be associated with witchcraft and was made to

act like a witch-machine at times. In "The Time Machine," for example,

H. G. Wells explored the metaphysical implications of the new technology

by letting his narrator speak the photographic language of "double expo­

sure" in describing "a ghostly, indistinct figure sitting in a whirling mass of

black and brass for a moment-a figure so transparent that the bench be­

hind, with its sheets of drawings, was absolutely distinct; but this phantasm

vanished as I rubbed my eyes."6

That the spectrality of the camera obscura has something to do with the

colonial exploitation of primitivism has been suggested by recent scholar­

ship in literary criticism, art history, and visual culture. Michael Taussig's

reading of early documentary films comes to mind as a postcolonial inter­

vention in the contemporary study of early visual anthropology. The magic

of the camera lens, or of a talking machine such as the gramophone, is said

to conjure the phantasmagoria of the self in the act of documenting and

staging the primitive's fetishizing of modern technology.7 With enthusiasm,

the colonial traveler pursues the magical effect of being fascinated by some-
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one else's fascination with his or her own technology. Above and beyond

the imputed mimetic power of the camera lens, the encounters with the un­

familiar seem to hold out the attractive prospect of exorcising the ghostly

other from within the self so that the West's own obsession with dark magic,

all in the name of science and technology, may be simultaneously played out

and disavowed. 8 Paul Gauguin's use of photography in some of his Tahiti

paintings, as suggested by Nancy Perloff, thematizes the European artist's

confrontation with the other as well as with the ghostly other within the

self; hence, the need to exercise control over the processes of enchantment

and exorcism.9

The legacy of colonial anthropology notwithstanding, one need not take

too literal a stand on the issue of primitivism by assuming that colonial nar­

ratives are single-mindedly preoccupied with the primitivizing of the other.

To do so would be to occlude the perverse, ignoring in the interpretive pro­

cess the troublesome zone where the colonial traveler might have permitted

himself or herself to trade places inadvertently with the fictitious "native"

and, therefore, felt a particular urgency to narrativize, combat, or otherwise

cope with the specter of primitivism that haunts the self. The literal ap­

proach is narrow-minded in that one tends to forget that the colonial legacy

is all about sovereign thinking and sovereign claims. The primitivizing of the

other is meaningful only insofar as it articulates meaningfully to the story of

how the modern sovereign subject wills itself into being.

For in the matter of subject formation, the perverse-or, if you will, the

"return of the repressed"-is in every sense integral to the process of self­

making and can shed important light on what has heretofore been occluded

by the positive studies of nationalism, modern history, and colonial photog­

raphy. That which has been occluded, I argue, is the spectrality of sovereign

thinking in the formation of modern subjectivities and collectivities. But

how do we go about proving this? In what follows, I examine the ways in

which the museum and the camera frame the ghostly shadow of the impe­

rial throne chair in order to see how modern technology spawns spectral be­

ings even as it claims to have brought the superstitions and specters of the

human imagination under control.

The Victoria and Albert Museum

Craig Clunas, the British art historian who has investigated the looting of

the imperial thrones from China, has given us a poignant account of his ado-
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lescent experience inside the Victoria and Albert Museum the very first time

he saw the imperial throne. The experience made such an impression that

many years later, long after he had become a curator in that museum, he re­

membered the incident:

When I was fourteen I came to London with my father. We were on the

way to Cambridge, where I was to investigate the possibility of studying

Chinese. I visited the Victoria and Albert Museum for the first time, and

there in a large room titled "Far Eastern Art" I was enthralled to see a great

carved lacquer seat, labeled "Throne of the Emperor Ch'ien-lung." While

the uniformed warder looked or pretended to look away, I knelt down and

put my forehead to the black linoleum in homage. 10

In the narrative account of his "embarrassing personal engagements and se­

cret fetishisms, which threaten to reopen the space between the viewer and

the artifact," Clunas directs our attention to the spectacle of sovereign en­

chantment in the display of dead emperors' throne chairs and other regalia

in a British museum (Figure 13).11 The Qing emperor's throne chair, in the

Figure 13. The alleged throne of the Qianlong emperor. Courtesy of Victoria
and Albert Museum, London.
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prized collections of the Victoria and Albert, transports the viewer to a differ­

ent time and place in Clunas's telling of the story. It is almost as if the ghost

of the Qianlong emperor had perched on the throne chair and turned the in­

ert object into a spectral being. In the potent moment of enchantment, the

emperor's throne chair appears to be unoccupied but, in another sense,

crowded with old dreams, new fantasies, and much, much more.

Fetish objects under colonialism are itinerant signs that generate new

meanings as they move from place to place. The central sign-events I have

examined in this book-the invention of the super-sign yi/barbarian, the

presentation of the New Testament, the translation of international law, and

the writing of grammar books-all demonstrate the extent to which sover­

eign thinking depends on the movement of itinerant signs and objects across

space and time. The emperor's throne chair is the ultimate fetish and object

of desire. It seems that the disenchantment of the modern world has not

been so thorough as to cause the fetish to lose its meaning and power of en­

chantment in our own time. The specific appeal of a dead emperor's throne

not only extends to rulers who have gone out and conquered territories but

also relates in some strange, fundamental way to the inner experience of or­

dinary individuals who visit museums, view photographs, watch films, read

history books and novels, and so on. I have shown that this ultimate sign of

sovereign thinking has continued to speak to the psyche of the modern indi­

vidual in ways that have largely escaped the notice of the theorist of modern

subjectivity.

In a study of British looting in India, Richard Davis provides an illuminat­

ing perspective from which we may reinterpret the meaning of looting and

of loot for the nineteenth century:

When we trace the histories of these objects, often we find that they have

been dislodged from their initial settings during moments of official pillage,

where the practice of looting has been public, more or less orderly, lawful

(within the moral parameters of the looting party), and motivated as much

by symbolic and representational as by economic intentions. This kind of

looting most often forms part of imperial projects, by which conquering pol­

ities have sought to establish and represent asymmetrical political relations

and cultural hegemonies. 12

The looting episode Davis studies here is the pillage of Delhi by the British

after they had suppressed the Indian uprising in 1857. Three years later

some of the same troops would be deployed to Beijing and begin another
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looting incident as they entered the royal palaces of the Qing emperors. Mil­

itary looting, however, should not be taken for granted as a natural expres­

sion of human greed any more than the throne of the Chinese emperor was

a mere war trophy claimed by the victorious British army during the mili­

tary campaigns. As Davis's and James Hevia's studies have shown, there

were specific legal and moral codes governing the orderly transactions in­

volving looted objects and their destination in the art market or other inter­

national venues.

The throne chair in the Victoria and Albert Museum did not formerly be­

long to the Forbidden City. Clunas's research shows that it had been looted

from an imperial hunting park, Nan haizi, to the south of Beijing when the

Allied Forces of the Eight Powers occupied the city at the time of the so­

called Boxer Uprising. 13 This late-eighteenth-century imperial chair em­

barked on a somewhat obscure trip abroad after leaving its original home

and did not turn up on the London art market until twenty years later. The

owner of the chair at the time was Michael Girs, a White Russian emigre and

former tsarist ambassador, who sold the piece for £2,250. At the time of its

acquisition by the Victoria and Albert in 1922, the director Cecil Harcourt

Smith wrote to the benefactor J. P. Swift, who had raised the money and do­

nated the throne to the museum: "I have had an opportunity of bringing the

gift to the personal notice of the Queen who had already seen the Throne

and expressed a hope that, by some means, it might find a place in our col­

lections; and I am commended to inform you that Her Majesty desired me to

convey to you her warm appreciation of your generosity and spirit."14 From

the time of its acquisition to the removal of the collection on the eve of

World War II, the throne was the main attraction in a gallery (room 42) de­

voted to Chinese and Japanese lacquer and woodwork. It was singled out as

the most significant item in the room by the authors of The Victoria and Albert

Museum: Brief Guide (1924) and The Victoria and Albert Museum: A Short Illus­

trated Guide (1937).

Cecil Harcourt Smith's acquisition of the alleged "Throne of the Emperor

Qianlong" for the Victoria and Albert Museum had, he notes, won the ap­

preciation of the queen. With hindsight, her endorsement may well be read

as a direct assertion of the sovereign right of the British Crown vis-a-vis that

of the Chinese state. This understanding of sovereignty seems to suggest a

mode of reciprocity familiar to us all. Clunas argues, for example, that by ac­

quiring the throne in 1922, "the British state was obtaining more than a

splendid piece of craftsmanship, it was staking a claim which supported at
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a symbolic level the political and commercial rights that it had extorted

from the government of the Chinese empire, and would uphold against the

claims of the Chinese Republic."15 While I agree with much of what Clunas

says in his fine study, the notion of the "symbolic" does not seem to capture

the performativity of sovereign rights as a retroactive act of redress. For when

the British took possession of the throne chair, they specifically insisted

without proving it that the throne belonged to the Qianlong emperor, which

cannot but bring to mind the memory of Lord Macartney's mission at the

court of the Qianlong emperor in 1793.

The Macartney audience had long preoccupied the imagination of British

imperial subjects who fought to defend Britain's interests in the Opium War,

the Arrow War, and the subsequent suppression of the 1900 uprising. The

overwhelming rhetoric for waging war against China invariably evoked

the perceived need to redeem the honor and cultural superiority of the Brit­

ish, which had been compromised in the earlier encounter between Lord

Macartney and the Qianlong emperor. As I have shown, the official dis­

patches and unofficial exchanges between the British and Chinese govern­

ments attest to a startling level of neurotic fixation that had driven the Brit­

ish ruling class to engage in one military campaign after another in China. 16

One must be vigilant about reading such emotional behavior as a mere ideo­

logical sham to cover up the commercial interests of the British in the nine­

teenth century. Without downplaying the economic motivation, I suggest

that the will to retaliate against the Chinese for the humiliation of the Brit­

ish on the symbolic front was very real, no less so than the trade interest.

Such psychic investment often exceeded the calculated political and eco­

nomic objectives of the British and led to costly and fanatical destruction of

human lives and property in military campaigns. Taking possession of the

throne chair of the Qianlong emperor and putting it on display in the Victo­

ria and Albert Museum amounted to settling an old score with a dead Qing

emperor.

From the Qianlong emperor's death in 1799 to Britain's taking possession

of the throne chair in 1922, the retroactive act of redress took more than a

century to accomplish. That time lag was identical with none other than the

long nineteenth century, in the course of which the notion of universal

sovereignty was being significantly eclipsed by the positive construct of sov­

ereign rights as an object of recognition. The British Crown was not only

staking out a symbolic claim to the political and commercial rights it had ex­

torted from the Qing regime but also asserting a view of sovereignty and rec-
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iprocity that went back to the looting of the Qianlong emperor's European­

style palaces during the destruction of the Gardens of Perfect Brightness

in October 1860. On that occasion, as Hevia has shown, British troops found

a cannon of European manufacture and identified the object as a gift from

I(ing George III. The Macartney embassy had brought the gift to the Qian­

long emperor on behalf of the king of England, but it was being "repatri­

ated" to the Royal Arsenal at Woolwich, "the site where it had been manu­

factured and where armaments were produced for empire."17 This manner

of repossession and repatriation canceled out the earlier mode of reciprocity

and substituted a politics of nonrecognition for the economy of gift ex­

change. Is The British annulment of the eighteenth-century communication

between I(ing George III and the Qianlong emperor suggests a changing

condition of sovereign exchange in recent history that gives the possession

and permanent display of the Chinese emperor's throne at the Victoria and

Albert Museum its historical meaning and unique expression of sovereign

will.

Nevertheless, the story of the Chinese emperor's throne chair should not

and need not end in London or Edinburgh, for we find similar displays of the

emperor's empty throne chairs within the audience halls of the Forbidden

City, now the Palace Museum in Beijing. Some of those throne chairs are

similarly caught up in a discontinuous history of displacement and reap­

propriation although they may not have been physically removed beyond

the thick walls of the Forbidden City. The museum display of the Qing em­

peror's throne chairs in the original setting of the imperial audience halls

raises the issue of what purposes these objects might be serving for a modern

state. Are the fetishes regarded as cultural relics of the past and thus valuable

to the tourist industry of the nation? Or have they been incorporated into

the national imaginary of the People's Republic? If so, in what ways do they

conjure the sovereignty of a modern republic that opposes its raison d'etre

to the dynastic rule of the past? Is the historicity of the imperial artifacts in

the Palace Museum linked in some fundamental ways to that of looted ob­

jects on display in London and elsewhere?

Lost and Found: The Imperial Throne in the Forbidden City

Fifteen years after the looting of the throne chair from the imperial hunting

park by the Allied troops, the magnificent throne chair in the Hall of Su-
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preme Harmony in the Forbidden City was also removed from its original

setting and soon vanished without a trace. This particular throne, having

seen the successive reigns of the Qing rulers, was the most august of all

throne chairs adorning the emperor's audience halls, because the Hall of Su­

preme Harmony was exclusively reserved for the coronation of Qing emper­

ors and other grand occasions of state. General Yuan Shikai removed the

original throne chair in 1915 when he proclaimed himself the new emperor

of China. Yuan decided to modernize the old throne chair in the Hall of Su­

preme Harmony and had a new imperial throne of hybrid Chinese and Eu­

ropean design built for him (Figure 14). The old one was banished to some

obscure corner and was not to reemerge until half a century later. Yuan's

Figure 14. General Yuan Shikai furnished the Hall of Supreme Harmony with
a new throne chair in 1915. Photograph reproduced from Zhu Chuanrong, ed.,
Dijing jiuying (As dusk fell on the imperial city) (Beijing: Forbidden City Pub­
lishing House of the Palace Museum, 1994).
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emperorship was short-lived. After his death in 1916, the new throne chair

continued to occupy the Hall of Supreme Harmony for decades. 19

In 1947 the Palace Museum of the Nationalist government took charge of

the relics of the imperial household. The curator of the museum attempted

to remove Yuan's throne and restore the original Qing furniture to the Hall

of Supreme Harmony. The search for the original chair proved more daunt­

ing than the museum staff had imagined. After combing through the ware­

houses of the Forbidden City, they were unable to find anything to match

the original screen and dais in the Hall of Supreme Harmony. The search was

resumed in 1959 after the founding of the People's Republic, and Zhu Jiajin,

the curator of the Palace Museum, was put in charge of the task. Interest­

ingly, using a 1901 photograph of the Hall of Supreme Harmony to identify

the old throne, Zhu found it in a pile of dilapidated furniture and broken

timber in an obscure corner of the Forbidden City (Figure 15). The original

Figure 15. The 1901 Japanese photograph of the Qing emperor's throne chair
in the Hall of Supreme Harmony of the Forbidden City, reproduced from Photo­
graphs ofPalace Buildings ofPeking. Courtesy of the Library of Congress, Washing­
ton, D. C. Curator Zhu Jiajin and his team relied on this photograph to restore
the broken throne chair to its present state.
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throne chair was damaged beyond recognition; its left arm was completely

missing and the rest was otherwise in disrepair. With the support of the cen­

tral government, a restoration team led by Zhu spent several years recon­

structing the throne, carefully reproducing the original details as shown in

the 1901 photograph.

The itinerancy of the old throne preoccupied me when I visited Zhu Jiajin

himself in a small office near the Shenwu Gate of the Forbidden City in the

spring of 2000.20 In the course of our conversation, Zhu showed me a repro­

duction of the photograph he had used to restore the old throne chair. It had

been taken by a Japanese photographer named I(azumasa Ogawa, who was

one of four Japanese academics dispatched to Beijing by the Imperial Uni­

versity of Tokyo after Japan had joined the Western powers in the suppres­

sion of the Yihe Tuan uprising. The other three members of the team were

Chiuta Ito of the College of Engineering; Jiun-ichi Tsuchiya, a member of

the University Hall; and Tsunegoro Okuyama, also a professor at the College

of Engineering.21 The photographing of the imperial throne in the Hall of

Supreme Harmony by the Japanese team took place in the same time period

as the looting of the throne chair from the imperial hunting park, which has

been studied by Clunas.

During the Allies' occupation of Beijing in 1900-1901, Japanese and

Western photographers were admitted into the Forbidden City to photo­

graph the imperial palace and the emperor's audience halls for propaganda

literature, while at the same time the Western troops were looting the West­

ern Palace of the Empress Dowager (the Yiluan Palace); they torched the

building afterwards. One of the most celebrated images of the Allies' victory

was taken inside the Qianqing audience hall, showing a European officer

sitting on the imperial throne chair (Figure 16). When the Empress Dowa­

ger returned from exile, she saw some of the photographs and expressed re­

sentment at the fact that "several foreigners sat on my throne and had their
photos taken. "22

Zhu Jiajin's family had owned a large house on Legation Street where the

foreign diplomatic community lived. Before the foreign troops entered the

city, the Zhu family had left the residence to the care of their servants and

taken refuge in the countryside. On returning the next year, they found the

building in ruins. Zhu's father retrieved from the rubble only a bronze mor­

tar for grinding herbal medicine and an iron hammer. "I was not born yet,"

Zhu writes, "but I could imagine how my parents' generation had felt when

the loss of the nation also meant the loss of one's own home. As I look at the
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Figure 16. An officer of the Allied Forces sits on the throne chair of the
Qianqing audience hall during the 1900-1901 occupation of Beijing. Photo­
graph from Liu Beisi and Xu Qixian, eds., Gugong zhencang renwu zhaopian huicui
(Exquisite figure-pictures from the Palace Museum) (Beijing: Forbidden City
Publishing House of the Palace Museum, 1994).

photographs of those years, they always remind me of the Allied Forces'

crimes against China, and no Chinese should forget them. More important,

they remind me of the catastrophic losses suffered by my own family. That

trauma has been deeply imprinted on my memory."23 In some ways, Zhu's

personal anecdote mirrors the anecdote Clunas told about his own adoles­

cent experience, quoted at the outset of this chapter. At the time of his writ­

ing about the throne chair, Clunas was the curator of Far Eastern art at the

Victoria and Albert Museum, while Zhu Jiajin was in charge of the relics of

the imperial household at the Palace Museum in Beijing. Their respective

engagement with the emperor's throne chairs in one or the other museum

suggests that the personal trauma in Zhu's story and the secret fetishism of

which Clunas spoke are both embedded in the absent figure of the sover-
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eigne That powerful void from the violent past of colonial encounter is what

enables the empty throne chair to speak to the present and to the new de­

sires and forms of sovereign thinking in our own time.

Zhu's mention of old photographs is significant. Beginning in the second

half of the nineteenth century, war journalists had become a common sight,

traveling with the imperialist troops to document their colonial exploits. The

army and the Imperial Civil Service of the British Empire numbered among

their ranks thousands of amateur photographers who pioneered in photo­

journalism. A military photographer, Linnaeus Tripe, published as many as

ten books in 1857 and 1858.24 Military technology provided the material

context in which the work of the pioneering photographers in China such as

Ernst Ohlmer, John Thomson, and Osvald Siren should be viewed. Ohlmer

was a German photographer who took some of the earliest photographs of

the Gardens of Perfect Brightness before they were looted and completely

destroyed by the British-French Allied troops. In the words of Thomson, the

photographer was the "forerunner of death," who witnessed the behead­

ing of rebels as well as the destruction of palaces, temples, and mansions.

The modern writer Lu Xun began his literary career after experiencing the

trauma of watching a propaganda slide made by Japanese military photogra­

phers showing the execution of a fellow Chinese man during the Russo-Jap­
anese War (1904-5).25

The Palimpsest of Desire: Bertolucci's The Last Emperor

When I first watched Bernardo Bertolucci's film The Last Emperor in 1987, I

was baffled by the oppressive pull of nostalgia the film sought to produce

and force into the subjectivity of the viewer. The strange narrative of obses­

sion was blatantly seductive, if not immobilizing, as the film attempted to

impress on the audience a hypnotic rhetoric of past imperial splendor.

Bertolucci's camera seizes on the royal throne of the emperor of China, in

particular, with a fetishistic intensity and reverence that call for the repeated

assertion of that object throughout the film. The throne is there to haunt the

viewer. I, for one, tend to lose track of the total number of shots devoted to

that singular object, but the last shot of the imperial site is truly unforget­

table. The scene includes several sentimental close-ups of the aged Pu Yi

(played by John Lone), who is making what appears to be his last visit to the

Forbidden City. There he encounters, or fantasizes about encountering, a

young boy who appears out of nowhere and addresses him as he approaches
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the vacant throne. The boy's age is roughly the same as that of Pu Yi when

he had first been crowned in the Hall of Supreme Harmony the boy emperor

of China (Figure 17). No doubt the film is trying to stage an allegorical en­

counter between Pu Yi and his ghostly former self across the monumental

divide of the Republican revolution, World War II, and the Communist rev­

olution. For a long period of time I struggled, albeit unsuccessfully, to figure

out why this particular brand of nostalgia had been able to cast such a spell

on its audience and why the experience of watching Bertolucci's film both

repelled and fascinated me.26

Looking back, I must have been repelled and fascinated by Bertolucci's

own fascination with the Chinese throne, but I was unable to put my finger

on either source of fascination until I visited Britain in the mid-1990s. In the

Asian Art Museum in Edinburgh I stumbled on what looked like a Chinese

throne chair. Glancing at the caption next to it, I learned that this handsome

object had been donated to the museum by a Scottish brigadier and his wife.

Figure 17. The coronation of the child Pu Yi as the last emperor of the Qing
dynasty in Bertolucci's film The Last Emperor.
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The caption did not, however, disclose by what means the couple had come

to own this object. On my visit to the Victoria and Albert Museum in Lon­

don, I was brought face to face with the alleged throne chair of the Qianlong

emperor in the permanent collection there, which made me wonder if there

was not something peculiar about these reified images of the imperial

throne in the modern West. The thing that had astonished me the most was

the discovery that I had somehow neglected to pay attention to the display

of the imperial thrones in their original settings, namely, the emperors' au­

dience halls in the Forbidden City. After all, I had made a good number of

visits to the Palace Museum in the Forbidden City before journeying out to

the West in 1984. Had I not been made to see through someone else's eyes­

through Bertolucci's camera and the museum exhibitions-I would not

have cast more than a passing glance at these relics of the past, which, I

thought, could have little material impact on the contemporary world. But

now it was as if I were looking at the objects for the first time. It was not that

I had rediscovered the colonial and postcolonial life story of the imperial ob­

jects through someone else's eyes but rather that I was fascinated by someone
else's fascination with spectral beings.

What seemed to have begun as a viewer's spontaneous reaction to the

film The Last Emperor and to the museum displays led me to ask questions

about the spectral relationship between subjectivity and sovereign thinking

that I have been trying to address in this book. The curious multiple encoun­

ters I have had with the imperial thrones over the years have worked to

change my mind about time, memory, selfhood, desire, and sovereignty so

that I can no longer take the materiality of things for granted. If the genea­

logical history of the museum as an imperial institution seems to carry less

weight in my analysis of the display of the throne chairs in London and

Beijing, it is because it cannot answer the question of how the economy of

sovereign thinking produces targets of neurotic fixation among those who

participate in imperial acts and fantasies, past and present.27

To judge from the director's cut of The Last Emperor, Bertolucci primarily

used the Hall of Supreme Harmony as the setting for his film. 28 The Hall of

Supreme Harmony is where the boy emperor's coronation and the final

scene of Pu Yi's ghostly encounter with his childhood self take place. As

I have described it, the latter scene includes several sentimental close-up

shots of Pu Yi during his last visit to the Forbidden City. As he walks into the

Hall of Supreme Harmony, a young boy appears and begins asking him

questions. In this fabricated episode, Pu Yi gives the boy the cricket box he
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had hidden underneath the throne many years before. Miraculously, a live

cricket begins to emerge from the box as if Pu Yi's own cricket had never left

since the emperor's coronation. The boy is enthralled by the little creature,

as is the audience, but as the camera's eye turns to behold the old man Pu

Yi once again, he vanishes from the frame without a trace. (The subtitle

informs us that Pu Yi died in 1967.)

The manipulation of cuts and reverse shots helps stage a miraculous en­

counter and the equally miraculous disappearance of the emperor. Berto­

lucci's camera, however, is not the first ghost-producing machine that con­

templates the emperor's throne in this uncanny manner. As we have seen,

the film followed in the wake of successive projections of imperial desire

onto the emperor's throne from the time of the Allies' occupation of Beijing

in 1900. The seeming transparency of the cinematic shots in The Last Emperor
constitutes one of the palimpsest layers of previous snapshots motivated by

earlier conquests and earlier moments of sovereign thinking. In short, the

magical image of the throne is always already fetishized. We can also think

of this transparency in terms of a metonymic "double exposure," as I ob­

served in connection with H. G. Wells's "ghostly, indistinct figure" in "The

Time Machine." This figure is so transparent that the bench behind it (or the

throne in this case), covered with sheets of drawings, is absolutely distinct;

but this phantasm vanishes as the narrator rubs his eyes.

As I noted earlier, the Japanese photographer I(azumasa Ogawa secured

one of the first film exposures of the emperor's throne in the Hall of Su­

preme Harmony in 1901. Fifteen years later the original throne disappeared

from the hall during the rule of Yuan Shikai. But it remained a ghostly figure

in the Japanese photograph until Zhu Jiajin rediscovered the remains of the

throne chair, which he identified based on that ghostly figure. The restora­

tion team copied the image of the figure to make an exact replica of the orig­

inal emperor's throne for the Palace Museum. This is what Bertolucci saw

when he brought his film crew to the Forbidden City to document the origi­

nal royal regalia in the Hall of Supreme Harmony. Instead of the original

throne, his camera merely copied what was itself a refurbished copy of the

ghostly figure captured by the camera of an earlier generation of foreign

photographers. As if haunted by the ghost of the Japanese military photog­

rapher, The Last Emperor includes a scene depicting a Japanese film crew

working in Manchuria on the eve of World War II. One fascinating frame

shows a Japanese photographer directing his camera at the Qing emperor,

this time during the re-coronation of the puppet emperor Pu Yi for the
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purpose of imperialist propaganda (Figure 18) .29 With a powerful sense of

imperial nostalgia, these moments of mise en abfme replay a history of desire

and sovereign thinking that has been central to the making of the modern

world.

Figure 18. A Japanese military photographer documenting Pu Yi's recorona­
tion in Manchuria as puppet emperor, from Bertolucci's The Last Emperor.
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Appendix: Lin Zexu's
Communication to Queen Victoria

Translation published in Chinese
Repository 8, no. 10 (February
1840)

Letter to the queen of England
from the high imperial
commissioner Lin, and his
colleagues. From the Canton
Press

Lin, high imperial
commissioner, a president of
the Board of War, viceroy of the
two Keang provinces, &c., Tang,
a president of the Board of War,
viceroy of the two Kwang
provinces, &c., and E., a vice­
president of the Board of War,
lieut.-governor of Kwangtung,
&c., hereby conjointly address
this public dispatch to the
queen of England for the
purpose of giving her clear and
distinct information (on the
state of affairs) &c.

The original document titled
"Ni yu yingjili guowang xi"
(A draft declaration to the
sovereign of England) jointly
submitted by Lin Zexu, Deng
Tingzhen, and Yi Liang
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Translation published in Ssu-yu
Teng and John K. Fairbank,
China's Response to the West
(1954), pp. 24-27

Lin Tse-hsu's Moral Advice to
Queen Victoria, 1839

[Official titles omitted]
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Translation in Chinese Repository
(1840)

It is only our high and mighty
emperor, who alike supports
and cherishes those of the Inner
Land, and those from beyond
the seas-who looks upon all
mankind with equal
benevolence-who, if a source
of profit exists anywhere,
diffuses it over the whole
world-who, if the tree of evil
takes root anywhere, plucks it
up for the benefit of all
nations;-who, in a word, hath
implanted in his breast that
heart (by which beneficent
nature herself) governs the
heavens and the earth! You, the
queen of your honorable
nation, sit upon a throne
occupied through successive
generations by predecessors, all
of whom have been styled
respectful and obedient.
Looking over the public
documents accompanying the
tribute sent (by your
predecessors) on various
occasions, we find the
following: "All the people of my
country, arriving at the Central
Land for purposes of trade, have
to feel grateful to the great
emperor for the most perfect
justice, for the kindest
treatment," and other words to
that effect. Delighted did we
feel that the kings of your
honorable nation so clearly
understood the great principles
of propriety, and were so deeply
grateful for the heavenly
goodness (of our emperor):­
therefore, it was that we of the
heavenly dynasty nourished
and cherished your people from
afar, and bestowed upon them
redoubled proofs of our
urbanity and kindness. It is
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yingjili guowang xi"
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Translation in China's Response
to the West (1954)

A communication:
magnificently our great
Emperor soothes and pacifies
China and the foreign
countries, regarding all with the
same kindness. If there is profit,
then he shares it with the
peoples of the world; if there is
harm, then he removes it on
behalf of the world. This is
because he takes the mind of
heaven and earth as his mind.

The kings of your honorable
country by a tradition handed
down from generation to
generation have always been
noted for their politeness and
submissiveness. We have read
your successive tributary
memorials saying, "In general
our countrymen who go to
trade in China have always
received His Majesty the
Emperor's gracious treatment
and equal justice." and so on.
Privately we are delighted with
the way in which the honorable
rulers of your country deeply
understand the grand principles
and are grateful for the Celestial
grace. For this reason the
Celestial Court in soothing
those from afar has redoubled
its polite and kind treatment.
The profit from trade has been
enjoyed by them continuously
for two hundred years. This is
the source from which your
country has become known for
its wealth.



Translation in Chinese Repository
(1840)

merely from these
circumstances, that your
country-deriving immense
advantage from its commercial
intercourse with us, which has
endured now two hundred
years-has become the rich and
flourishing kingdom that it is
said to be!

But, during the commercial
intercourse which has existed
so long, among the numerous
foreign merchants resorting
hither, are wheat and tares,
good and bad; and of these
latter are some, who, by means
of introducing opium by stealth,
have seduced our Chinese
people, and caused every
province of the land to overflow
with that poison. These then
know merely to advantage
themselves, they care not about
injuring others! This is a
principle which heaven's
Providence repugnates; and
which mankind conjointly look
upon with abhorrence!
Moreover, the great emperor
hearing of it, actually quivered
with indignation, and especially
dispatched me, the
commissioner, to Canton, that
in conjunction with the viceroy
and lieut. -governor of the
province, means might be taken
for its suppression!

The original document, "Ni yu
yingjili guowang xi"
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Translation in China's Response
to the West (1954)

But after a long period of
commercial intercourse, there
appear among the crowd of
barbarians both good persons
and bad, unevenly.
Consequently there are those
who smuggle opium to seduce
the Chinese people and so cause
the spread of the poison to all
provinces. Such persons who
only care to profit themselves,
and disregard their harm to
others, are not tolerated by the
laws of heaven and are
unanimously hated by human
beings. His Majesty the
Emperor, upon hearing of this,
is in a towering rage. He has
especially sent me, his
commissioner, to come to
Kwangtung, and together with
the governor-general and
governor jointly to investigate
and settle this matter.
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Translation in Chinese Repository
(1840)

Every native of the Inner
Land who sells opium, as also
all who smoke it, are alike
adjudged to death. Were we
then to go back and take up the
crimes of the foreigners, who,
by selling it for many years
have induced dreadful calamity
and robbed us of enormous
wealth, and punish them with
equal severity, our laws could
not but award to them absolute
annihilation! But, considering
that these said foreigners did
yet repent of their crime, and
with a sincere heart beg for
mercy; that they took 20,283
chests of opium piled up in their
store-ships, and through Elliot,
the superintendent of the trade
of your said country, petitioned
that they might be delivered up
to us, when the same were all
utterly destroyed, of which we,
the imperial commissioner and
colleagues, made a duly
prepared memorial to his
majesty;-considering these
circumstances, we have happily
received a fresh proof of the
extraordinary goodness of the
great emperor, inasmuch as he
who voluntarily comes forward,
may yet be deemed a fit subject
for mercy, and his crimes be
graciously remitted him. But as
for him who again knowingly
violates the laws, difficult
indeed will it be thus to go on
repeatedly pardoning! He or
they shall alike be doomed to
the penalties of the new statute.
We presume that you, the
sovereign of your honorable
nation, on pouring out your
heart before the altar of eternal
justice, cannot but command all
foreigners with the deepest

The original document, "Ni yu
yingjili guowang xi"
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Translation in China's Response
to the West (1954)

All those people in China
who sell opium or smoke
opium should receive the death
penalty. If we trace the crime of
those barbarians who through
the years have been selling
opium, then the deep harm
they have wrought and the
great profit they have usurped
should fundamentally justify
their execution according to
law. We take into consideration,
however, the fact that the
various barbarians have still
known how to repent their
crimes and return to their
allegiance to us by taking the
20,283 chests of opium from
their storeships and petitioning
us, through their consular
officer [superintendent of
trade], Elliot, to receive it. It has
been entirely destroyed and this
has been faithfully reported to
the Throne in several
memorials by this
commissioner and his
colleagues.

Fortunately we have received
a specially extended favor from
His Majesty the Emperor, who
considers that for those who
voluntarily surrender there are
still some circumstances to
palliate their crime, and so for
the time being he has
magnanimously excused them
from punishment. But as for
those who again violate the
opium prohibition, it is difficult
for the law to pardon them
repeatedly. Having established
new regulations, we presume
that the ruler of your honorable
country, who takes delight in
our culture and whose
disposition is inclined towards
us, must be able to instruct the



Translation in Chinese Repository
(1840)

respect to reverence our laws! If
we only lay clearly before your
eyes, what is profitable and
what is destructive, you will
then know that the statutes of
the heavenly dynasty cannot
but be obeyed with fear and
trembling!

We find that your country is
distant from us about sixty or
seventy thousand miles, that
your foreign ships come hither
striving the one with the other
for our trade, and for the simple
reason of their strong desire to
reap a profit. Now, out of the
wealth of our Inner Land, if we
take a part to bestow upon
foreigners from afar, it follows,
that the immense wealth which
the said foreigners amass, ought
properly speaking to be portion
of our own native Chinese
people. By what principle of
reason then, should these
foreigners send in return a
poisonous drug, which involves
in destruction those very
natives of China? Without
meaning to say that the
foreigners harbor such
destructive intentions in their
hearts, we yet positively assert
that from their inordinate thirst
after gain, they are perfectly
careless about the injuries they
inflict upon us! And such being
the case, we should like to ask
what has become of that
conscience which heaven has
implanted in the breasts of all
men?

The original document, "Ni yu
yingjili guowang xi"
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Translation in China's Response
to the West (1954)

various barbarians to observe
the law with care. It is only
necessary to explain to them
the advantages and
disadvantages and then they
will know that the legal code of
the Celestial Court must be
absolutely obeyed with awe.

We find your country is sixty
or seventy thousand Ii [three Ii
make one mile, ordinarily] from
China. Yet there are barbarian
ships that strive to come here
for trade for the purpose of
making a great profit. The
wealth of China is used to profit
the barbarians. That is to say,
the great profit made by
barbarians is all taken from the
rightful share of China. By what
right do they then in return use
the poisonous drug to injure the
Chinese people? Even though
the barbarians may not
necessarily intend to do us
harm, yet in coveting profit to
an extreme, they have no
regard for injuring others. Let
us ask, where is your
conscience?
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Translation in Chinese Repository
(1840)

We have heard that in your
own country opium is
prohibited with the utmost
strictness and severity:-this is a
strong proof that you know full
well how hurtful it is to
mankind. Since then you do
not permit it to injure your own
country, you ought not to have
the injurious drug transferred
to another country, and above
all others, how much less to the
Inner Land! Of the products
which China exports to your
foreign countries, there is not
one which is not beneficial to
mankind in some shape or
other. There are those which
serve for food, those which are
useful, and those which are
calculated for re-sale; but all are
beneficial. Has China (we
should like to ask) ever yet sent
forth a noxious article from its
soil? Not to speak of our tea and
rhubarb, things which your
foreign countries could not
exist a single day without, if we
of the Central Land were to
grudge you what is beneficial,
and not to compassionate your
wants, then wherewithal could
you foreigners manage to exist?
And further, as regards your
woolens, camlets, and longells,
were it not that you get
supplied with our native raw
silk, you could not get these
manufactured! If China were to
grudge you those things which
yield a profit, how could you
foreigners scheme after any
profit at all? Our other articles
of food, such as sugar, ginger,
cinnamon, &c., and our other
articles for use, such as silk
piece-goods, chinaware, &c.,
are all so many necessaries of

The original document, "Ni yu
yingjili guowang xi"
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Translation in China's Response
to the West (1954)

I have heard that the
smoking of opium is very
strictly forbidden by your
country; that is because the
harm caused by opium is clearly
understood. Since it is not
permitted to do harm to your
own country, then even less
should you let it be passed on to
the harm of other countries­
how much less to China! Of all
that China exports to foreign
countries, there is not a single
thing which is not beneficial to
people: they are of benefit
when eaten, or of benefit when
used, or of benefit when resold:
all are beneficial. Is there a
single article from China which
has done any harm to foreign
countries? Take tea and
rhubarb, for example; the
foreign countries cannot get
along for a single day without
them. If China cuts off these
benefits with no sympathy for
those who are to suffer, then
what can the barbarians rely
upon to keep themselves alive?
Moreover the woolens, camlets,
and longells [Le., textiles] of
foreign countries cannot be
woven unless they obtain
Chinese silk. If China, again,
cuts off this beneficial export,
what profit can the barbarians
expect to make? As for other
foodstuffs, beginning with
candy, ginger, cinnamon, and so
forth, and articles for use,
beginning with silk, satin,
chinaware, and so on, all the
things that must be had by
foreign countries are
innumerable. On the other
hand, articles coming from the
outside to China can only be
used as toys. We can take them



Translation in Chinese Repository
(1840)

life to you; how can we reckon
up their number! On the other
hand, the things that come
from your foreign countries are
only calculated to make
presents of, or serve for mere
amusement. It is quite the same
to us if we have them, or if we
have them not. If then these are
of no material consequence to
us of the Inner Land, what
difficulty would there be in
prohibiting and shutting our
market against them? It is only
that our heavenly dynasty most
freely permits you to take off
her tea, silk, and other
commodities, and convey them
for consumption everywhere,
without the slightest stint or
grudge, for no other reason, but
that where a profit exists, we
wish that it be diffused abroad
for the benefit of all the earth!

Your honorable nation takes
away the products of our
central land, and not only do
you thereby obtain food and
support for yourselves, but
moreover, by re-selling these
products to other countries you
reap a threefold profit. Now if
you would only not sell opium,
this threefold profit would be
secured to you: how can you
possibly consent to forgo it for a
drug that is hurtful to men, and
an unbridled craving after gain
that seems to know no bounds!
Let us suppose that foreigners
came from another country,
and brought opium into
England, and seduced the
people of your country to
smoke it, would not you, the
sovereign of the said country,
look upon such a procedure
with anger, and in your just
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Translation in China's Response
to the West (1954)

or get along without them.
Since they are not needed by
China, what difficulty would
there be if we closed the
frontier and stopped the trade?
Nevertheless, our Celestial
Court lets tea, silk, and other
goods be shipped without limit
and circulated everywhere
without begrudging it in the
slightest. This is for no other
reason but to share the benefit
with the people of the whole
world.

The goods from China carried
away by your country not only
supply your own consumption
and use, but also can be divided
up and sold to other countries,
producing a triple profit. Even if
you do not sell opium, you still
have this threefold profit. How
can you bear to go further,
selling products injurious to
others in order to fulfill your
insatiable desire?

Suppose there were people
from another country who
carried opium for sale to
England and seduced your
people into buying and smoking
it; certainly your honorable
ruler would deeply hate it and
be bitterly aroused. We have
heard heretofore that your
honorable ruler is kind and
benevolent. Naturally you
would not wish to give unto
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Translation in Chinese Repository
(1840)

indignation endeavor to get rid
of it? Now we have always
heard that your highness
possesses a most kind and
benevolent heart, surely then
you are incapable of doing or
causing to be done unto
another, that which you should
not wish another to do unto
you! We have at the same time
heard that your ships which
come to Canton do each and
every of them carry a document
granted by your highness' self,
on which are written these
words "you shall not be
permitted to carry contraband
goods"; this shows that the laws
of your highness are in their
origin both distinct and severe,
and we can only suppose that
because the ships coming here
have been very numerous, due
attention has not been given to
search and examine; and for
this reason it is that we now
address you this public
document, that you may clearly
know how stern and severe are
the laws of the central dynasty,
and most certainly you will
cause that they be not again
rashly violated!

Moreover, we have heard
that in London the metropolis
where you dwell, as also in
Scotland, Ireland, and other
such places, no opium whatever
is produced. It is only in sundry
parts of your colonial kingdom
of Hindostan, such as Bengal,
Madras, Bombay, Patna,
Malwa, Benares, Malacca, and
other places where the very
hills are covered with the
opium plant, where tanks are
made for the preparing of the
drug; month by month, and
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Translation in China's Response
to the West (1954)

others what you yourself do not
want. We have also heard that
the ships coming to Canton
have all had regulations
promulgated and given to them
in which it is stated that it is not
permitted to carry contraband
goods. This indicates that the
administrative orders of your
honorable rule have been
originally strict and clear. Only
because the trading ships are
numerous, heretofore perhaps
they have not been examined
with care. Now after this
communication has been
dispatched and you have clearly
understood the strictness of the
prohibitory laws of the Celestial
Court, certainly you will not let
your subjects dare again to
violate the law.

We have further learned that
in London, the capital of your
honorable rule, and in Scotland
(Su-ko-lan), Ireland (Ai-lun), and
other places, originally no
opium has been produced. Only
in several places of India under
your control such as Bengal,
Madras, Bombay, Patna,
Benares, and Malwa has opium
been planted from hill to hill,
and ponds have been opened
for its manufacture. For months
and years work is continued in
order to accumulate the poison.



Translation in Chinese Repository
(1840)

year by year, the volume of the
poison increases, its unclean
stench ascends upwards, until
heaven itself grows angry, and
the very gods thereat get
indignant! You, the queen of
the said honorable nation,
ought immediately to have the
plant in those parts plucked up
by the very root! Cause the land
there to be hoed up afresh, sow
in its stead the five grains, and if
any man dare again to plant in
these grounds a single poppy,
visit his crime with the most
severe punishment. By a truly
benevolent system of
government such as this, will
you indeed reap advantage, and
do away with a source of evil.
Heaven must support you, and
the gods will crown you with
felicity! This will get for yourself
the blessing of long life, and
from this will proceed the
security and stability of your
descendants!

In reference to the foreign
merchants who come to this
our central land, the food that
they eat, and the dwellings that
they abide in, proceed entirely
from the goodness of our
heavenly dynasty: the profits
which they reap, and the
fortunes which they amass,
have their origin only in that
portion of benefit which our
heavenly dynasty kindly allots
them: and as these pass but
little of their time in your
country, and the greater part of
their time in ours, it is a
generally received maxim of old
and of modern times, that we
should conjointly admonish,
and clearly make known the
punishment that awaits them.

The original document, "Ni yu
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Translation in China's Response
to the West (1954)

The obnoxious odor ascends,
irritating heaven and
frightening the spirits. Indeed
you, 0 King, can eradicate the
opium plant in these places, hoe
over the fields entirely, and sow
in its stead the five grains
[millet, barley, wheat, etc.].
Anyone who dares again
attempt to plant and
manufacture opium should be
severely punished. This will
really be a great, benevolent
government policy that will
increase the common weal and
get rid of evil. For this, Heaven
must support you and the
spirits must bring you good
fortune, prolonging your old
age and extending your
descendants. All will depend on
this act.

As for the barbarian
merchants who come to China,
their food and drink and
habitation are all received by
the gracious favor of our
Celestial Court. Their
accumulated wealth is all
benefit given with pleasure by
our Celestial Court. They spend
rather few days in their own
country but more time in
Canton. To digest clearly the
legal penalties as an aid to
instruction has been a valid
principle in all ages. Suppose a
man of another country comes
to England to trade, he still has
to obey the English laws; how
much more should he obey in
China the laws of the Celestial
Dynasty?
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Suppose the subject of
another country were to come
to England to trade, he would
certainly be required to comply
with the laws of England, then
how much more does this apply
to us of the celestial empire!
Now it is a fixed statute of this
empire, that any native Chinese
who sells opium is punishable
with death, and even he who
merely smokes it, must not less
die. Pause and reflect for a
moment: if you foreigners did
not bring the opium hither,
where should our Chinese
people get it to re-sell? It is you
foreigners who involve our
simple natives in the pit of
death, and are they alone to be
permitted to escape alive? If so
much as one of those deprive
one of our people of his life, he
must forfeit his life in requital
for that which he has taken:
how much more does this apply
to him who by means of opium
destroys his fellow-men? Does
the havoc which he commits
stop with a single life?
Therefore it is that those
foreigners who now import
opium into the Central Land are
condemned to be beheaded and
strangled by the new statute,
and this explains what we said
at the beginning about plucking
up the tree of evil, wherever it
takes root, for the benefit of all
nations.

The original document, "Ni yu
yingjili guowang xi"

Translation in China's Response
to the West (1954)

Now we have set up
regulations governing the
Chinese people. He who sells
opium shall receive the death
penalty and he who smokes it
also the death penalty. Now
consider this: if the barbarians
do not bring opium, then how
can the Chinese people resell it,
and how can they smoke it?
The fact is that the wicked
barbarians beguile the Chinese
people into a death trap. How
then can we grant life only to
these barbarians? He who takes
the life of even one person still
has to atone for it with his own
life; yet is the harm done by
opium limited to the taking of
one life only? Therefore in the
new regulations, in regard to
those barbarians who bring
opium to China, the penalty is
fixed at decapitation or
strangulation. This is what is
called getting rid of a harmful
thing on behalf of mankind.



Translation in Chinese Repository
(1840)

We further find that during
the second month of this
present year, the
superintendent of your
honorable country, Elliot,
viewing the law in relation to
the prohibiting of opium as
excessively severe, duly
petitioned us, begging for "an
extension of the term already
limited, say five months for
Hindostan and the different
parts of India, and ten for
England, after which they
would obey and act in
conformity with the new
statute," and other words to the
same effect. Now we, the high
commissioner and colleagues,
upon making a duly prepared
memorial to the great emperor,
have to feel grateful for his
extraordinary goodness, for his
redoubled compassion. Anyone
who within the next year and a
half may by mistake bring
opium to this country, if he will
but voluntarily come forward,
and deliver up the entire
quantity, he shall be absolved
from all punishment for his
crime. If, however, the
appointed term shall have
expired, and there are still
persons who continue to bring
it, then such shall be accounted
as knowingly violating the laws,
and shall most assuredly be put
to death! On no account shall
we show mercy or clemency!
This then may be called truly
the extreme of benevolence,
and the very perfection of
justice!

The original document, "Ni yu
yingjili guowang xi"
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Translation in China's Response
to the West (1954)

Moreover we have found that
in the middle of the second
month of this year [April 9]
Consul [Superintendent] Elliot
of your nation, because the
opium prohibition law was very
stern and severe, petitioned for
an extension of the time limit.
He requested an extension of
five months for India and its
adjacent harbors and related
territories, and ten months for
England proper, after which
they would act in conformity
with the new regulations. Now
we, the commissioner and
others, have memorialized and
have received the extraordinary
Celestial grace of His Majesty
the Emperor, who has
redoubled his consideration and
compassion. All those who from
the period of the coming one
year (from England) or six
months (from India) bring
opium to China by mistake, but
who voluntarily confess and
completely surrender their
opium, shall be exempt from
their punishment. After this
limit of time, if there are still
those who bring opium to
China then they will plainly
have committed a willful
violation and shall at once be
executed according to law, with
absolutely no clemency or
pardon. This may be called the
height of kindness and the
perfection of justice.
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Translation in Chinese Repository
(1840)

Our celestial empire rules
over ten thousand kingdoms!
Most surely do we possess a
measure of godlike majesty
which ye cannot fathom! Still
we cannot bear to slay or
exterminate without previous
warning, and it is for this reason
that we now clearly make
known to you the fixed laws of
our land. If the foreign
merchants of your said
honorable nation desire to
continue their commercial
intercourse, they then must
tremblingly obey our recorded
statutes, they must cut off for
ever the source from which the
opium flows, and on no
account make an experiment of
our laws in their own persons!
Let then your highness punish
those of your subjects who may
be criminal, do not endeavor to
screen or conceal them, and
thus you will secure peace and
quietness to your possessions,
thus will you more than ever
display a proper sense of respect
and obedience, and thus may
we unitedly enjoy the common
blessings of peace and
happiness. What greater joy!
What more complete felicity
than this!

Let your highness
immediately, upon the receipt
of this communication, inform
us promptly of the state of
matters, and of the measure
you are pursuing utterly to put
a stop to the opium evil. Please
let your reply be speedy. Do not
on any account make excuses
or procrastinate. A most
important communication.

P.S. We annex an abstract of the
new law, now about to be put

The original document, "Ni yu
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Translation in China's Response
to the West (1954)

Our Celestial Dynasty rules
over and supervises the myriad
states, and surely possesses
unfathomable spiritual dignity.
Yet the Emperor cannot bear to
execute people without having
first tried to reform them by
instruction. Therefore he
especially promulgates these
fixed regulations. The barbarian
merchants of your country, if
they wish to do business for a
prolonged period, are required
to obey our statues respectfully
and to cut off permanently the
source of opium. They must by
no means try to test the
effectiveness of the law with
their lives. May you, 0 King,
check your wicked and sift your
wicked people before they
come to China, in order to
guarantee the peace of your
nation, to show further the
sincerity of your politeness and
submissiveness, and to let the
two countries enjoy together
the blessings of peace. How
fortunate, how fortunate
indeed!

After receiving this dispatch
will you immediately give us a
prompt reply regarding the
details and circumstances of
your cutting off the opium
traffic. Be sure not to put this
off. The above is what has to be
communicated. [Vermilion
endorsement:] This is
appropriately worded and quite
comprehensive (Te- t'i chou­
tao).



Translation in Chinese Repository
(1840)

in force. "Any foreigner or
foreigners bringing opium to
the Central Land, with design to
sell the same, the principals
shall most assuredly be
decapitated, and the accessories
strangled; and all property
(found on board the same ship)
shall be confiscated. The space
of a year and a half is granted,
within the which, if anyone
bringing opium by mistake,
shall voluntarily step forward
and deliver it up, he shall be
absolved from all consequences
of his crime."

This said imperial edict was
received on the 9th day of the
6th month of the 19th year of
Taoukwang, at which the
period of grace begins, and runs
on to the 9th day of the 12th
month of the 20th year of
Taoukwang, when it is
completed.

The original document, "Ni yu
yingjili guowang xi"
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Translation in China's Response
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the West, 1858-1861: The Origins of the Tsungli Yamen (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 1964), pp. 18-25.

6. James Hevia, Cherishing Men from Afar: Qing Guest Ritual and the Macartney Em­
bassy of1793 (Durham: Duke University Press, 1995), p. 25.

7. See my discussion of the Manchu-Chinese translation in light of the Qing pro­
motion of the imperial ideology of the Center and the Outer as a single family
in Chapter 3.

8. In the emperor's edicts and the Qing officials' memorials of the period, one
finds yi and xiyang appearing in the same sentence or paragraph without any
significant change of rhetoric. Consult Zhupi yuzhi: Yongzheng (Vermilion edicts:
the Yongzheng emperor) (Shanghai: Dianshizhai, 1887).

9. For published documentary evidence of this usage, see the Chinese official
memos, memorials, and proclamations from the years 1834-1839 included in
Sasaki Masaya, Ahen senso zen Chu-Ei kosho bunsho (Documents from Anglo­
Chinese official exchanges before the Opium War) (Tokyo: Gannando Shoten,
1967). See also Feng Erkang, Yong Zheng zhuan (Biography of Yongzheng)
(Beijing: Renmin chubanshe, 1985), p. 407.

10. This functional distinction between yi and yang in the pre-Opium War years
has been largely neglected in the studies of the war and of Chinese foreign re­
lations. Chen Xulu, whose essay on the words yi and yang is widely cited by
scholars, makes no mention of the Hong merchants as yang shang. See Chen
Xulu, "Bian 'yi,' 'yang'" (Analyzing "yi" and "yang"), in Chen Xulu xueshui
wencun (Collected works of Chen Xulu) (Shanghai: Shanghai renmin
chubanshe, 1990).

11. Naoki Sakai, Translation and Subjectivity: On "Japan" and Cultural Nationalism
(Minnesota: University of Minneapolis, 1997), p. 15.

12. See Ferdinand de Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, trans. Wade Baskin
(New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company, 1966), pp. 74-75.

13. Jacques Derrida's reading of Saussure's concept of the sign in OfGrammatology
misses an important aspect of Saussure's semiological work, which is precisely
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to bring out the limits of etymological thinking in the study of language to
which Derrida himself succumbs in his frequent play with the Greek and Latin
roots of words. See my critique of semiology for a theory of translation in "The
Question of Meaning-Value in the Political Economy of the Sign," in Tokens of
Exchange: The Problem ofTranslation, ed. Lydia Liu (Durham: Duke University
Press, 1999), pp. 24-27.

14. In his own context, Pufendorf is critical of the "Holy Roman Empire of the
German Nation" and its incoherence as a collection of independent state pow­
ers. See J. G. A. Pocock, "States, Republics, and Empires: The American
Founding in Early Modern Perspective," in Conceptual Change and the Constitu­
tion, ed. Terence Ball and J. G. A. Pocock (Lawrence: University Press of I(an­
sas, 1988), p. 67.

15. Part two of the second volume of The Cambridge History ofChina covers the late
Qing period from 1800 to 1911. The chapters on China's foreign relations rep­
resent a typical Fairbankian approach in the sense that the authors evoke the
English word "barbarian" ubiquitously in the spirit of Article 51 to impute
sinocentrism without having interrogated the documentary evidence for that
usage or reflected on the incongruity of their multilingual sources. The story in
this authoritative textbook cannot be taken as a reliable account of the foreign
relations of the Qing, as it perpetuates a certain representation of facts that
would not contradict Article 51 in the past or jeopardize its mode of survival in
the future. See Denis Twitchett and John I(. Fairbank, eds., The Cambridge His­
tory ofChina, vol. 2, pt. 2 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980).

16. Hevia, Cherishing Men from Afar, p. 27.

17. My debt to that scholarship is indicated by the citations, references, and discus­
sions throughout this book.

18. Hosea Ballou Morse, The Chronicles of the East India Company Trading to China,
1635-1834,4 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1926),4:332; vol. 5 (1742-1774)

(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1929).

19. See ibid., 4: 333. The dates Giltzlaff gives in his journal show a slight variation:
departing on February 25 and returning on September 5. See Charles (I(arl)
Giltzlaff, The Journal of Two Voyages along the Coast ofChina in 1831 and 1832 (New
York: John P. Haven, 1833), pp. 126 and 297.

20. This is confirmed by Chinese-language sources relating to that trip, which indi­
cate that the petition was submitted on the twenty-second day of the fifth
month of the twelfth year of the Daoguang reign. See Xu Dishan, ed. Dazhong ji
(Arriving at the inner truth) (Shanghai: Shangwu yinshuguan, 1928), pp. 47­

49.

21. Giltzlaff, Journal ofTwo Voyages, pp. 227-230. This book appeared in print in
1833, although some of its chapters had been published in the Chinese Reposi­
tory in 1832. In 1834 Giltzlaff published the journal of his third voyage, along
with a reprint of the first two journals, in Journal ofThree Voyages along the Coast
ofChina in 1831,1832,1833 with Notices ofSiam, Corea, and the Loo-choo Islands.

22. Giltzlaff, Journal ofTwo Voyages, p. 233.
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23. The entries for both yi ren and fan ren are listed under the ninth radical, jin or
ren (human). The written character yi also comes under the heading of the
thirty-seventh radical, known as da (great), whose English definition shows
multiple usages but makes no mention of "barbarian." See Rev. Robert Morri­
son, The Dictionary ofthe Chinese Language, 3 vols. (Macao: East India Company
Press, 1815), 1:61 and 586-587.

24. The factory records of the East India Company tell a very different story about
the word yi and its English equivalents. As one often encounters in the transla­
tion of government proclamations to the foreign business community and Chi­
nese merchants in Canton, the word yi was equated with "foreign" or "for­
eigner." The proclamation issued by I(ong Yuxun, the viceroy of Guangdong
and Guangxi, which I transcribed from the archives of the East India Company
is a case in point. I(ong's various memorials to the Yongzheng emperor in the
1720s had been instrumental in the emperor's decision to reopen and reorga­
nize foreign trade in Canton. For I(ong's role in the Yongzheng emperor's trade
policy in the early eighteenth century, see Feng Erkang, Yongzheng zhuan (Bi­
ography of Yongzheng) (Beijing: Renmin chubanshe, 1985), pp. 402-415; and
Wang Zhichun, Qingchao rouyuanji (Records of Qing foreign relations) (1891;
reprint, Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1989), pp. 58-60). Dated August 20, 1728,
the English version of I(ong's proclamations was supplied to the company by a
Roman Catholic priest in Canton who had rendered it from an earlier French
version of the Chinese original. An excerpt from this English text (with the
original eighteenth-century spelling) reads:

"I, Tsunto, Viceroy and Mandareen of the Customs, the head and eyes lifted
up, I regard with respect and with all possible attention how great is the good­
ness of the Emperor to treat forreigners so favourably and that by benefits
without bounds, which obliges me to redouble my attention to assist
forreigners. Therefore you forreigners who come here to trade, you can help
by applying yourselves to, and trusting the chiefs of Hongs; take care they are
men of worth who are faithfully just and of good correspondence, that your
merchandize may be soon ready, and that you may be soon ready to return
home from hence, for there are a sort of merchants, imposters and deceitfull,
who by fraudulent means endeavours to engage forreigners and afterwards de­
fer dayly to fulfill their contracts, not having their merchandize ready, and by
their villainy forreigners hazard their being caught and loosing the monsoon;
it's certain heretofore forreigners have been reduced to this condition by the
tricks of fraudulent merchants.

"For this cause I publish now this placart to prohibit you from acting in that
manner, and by this I signify to you forreigners and to you chiefs of Hongs who
deall with Europeans, to you Linguists [interpreters] and all others, that each
of you may be instructed in and do his duty. I ordain then that forreign ships
coming into our ports, that the merchants have liberty to choose the chiefs of
Hongs who are men of worth and whom they can trust, that poor merchants
may no more deceive forreigners & ruin their commerce. I prohibit to Linguists



Notes to Page 42 253

and others to introduce their friends or adventurers to forreigners to deceive
them, and if you should violate this order I shall punish you rigorously. As to
the houses built at Wampo, it is permitted them in the daytime to sell all eat­
ables. I prohibit selling wine to the sailors for to shun disorders, and if you
have the boldness to resist this my command you shall be taken and chastised
on the place. In short, you forreigners, attend to the choice you make of mer­
chants, don't give ear indifferently to all sorts of people for fear of falling into
the hands of villains, that afterwards you have cause to repent in suffering by
them. This is the principall aim of this placart, given the 23rd of the 7th Moon
in the 6th Year of the reign of Emperor Yong Tching, the 28th August NS
1728." "Diary and Consultation of the Council for China," in "East India Com­
pany Factory Records (1595-1840)," British Library, G/12/27, Canton, August
20, 1728, pp. 49-51.

Since I(ong's Chinese text has been lost to time, a direct comparison with the
original is impossible. But one striking feature of this translation is its repeated
use of "foreigner" and the total absence of "barbarian." What could be the Chi­
nese term of which the word "foreigner" is a translation? I(ong's memorials to
the emperor which have survived employ xiyang ren (men of the western
ocean) andyi interchangeably. As the quoted proclamation is addressed simul­
taneously to the Hong merchants and the foreign business community, we are
left with the word yi as the only possible candidate, because the distinction be­
tween the foreign merchant and the Hong merchant was maintained through
the contrastive use of yi and yang in the official language of the Qing. This is
confirmed by the work of Robert Morrison, the first Protestant missionary to
enter China, who followed the past practice of the East India Company in
glossing the wordyi as "foreign" and "foreigner" in his 1815 Dictionary ofthe
Chinese Language.

25. Morse, Chronicles ofthe East India Company, 4:284.
26. Giltzlaff was not the first translator to render yi as "barbarian." Jesuit mission­

aries such as Matteo Ricci himself had given similar translations in Latin, using
"barbari." What Giltzlaff did that the Jesuit missionaries would not have done
was to exclude alternative eighteenth-century English translations in favor of
"barbarian" and then turn yi into a legal problem and a super-sign on the basis
of that translation.

27. In a study of the missionaries of the period, Patrick Hanan has discovered that
Giltzlaff even pioneered a genre of missionary novels written in vernacular
Chinese, in addition to the many other activities he engaged in. Hanan aptly
summarizes the career of this extraordinary nineteenth-century missionary,
who has been called "opportunistic, ebullient, flamboyant, hyperactive, and
indestructible. His ambitions are said to have been fueled by egotism. He has
been described as an inveterate optimist, a man of fanatical zeal, a visionary, a
missionary adventurer, an astute publicist, and, in the most sweeping general­
ization of all, that by Arthur Waley, as 'a cross between a parson and a pirate,
charlatan and genius, philanthropist and crook.' Even his physical qualities im-



254 Notes to Pages 42-43

pressed people. A fellow missionary describes him as 'personally short, stout,
gross in his tastes and manners, active in his movements, rapid in speech, and
cheerful and engrossing in conversation,' while another acquaintance refers to
his 'great' face and 'sinister eye.'" Patrick Hanan, "Missionary Novels in
Nineteeth-Century China," Harvard Journal ofAsiatic Studies 60, no. 2 (Decem­
ber 2000): 420.

28. Giltzlaff, Journal ofTwo Voyages, pp. 123-124.

29. See my discussion below of the signing of the treaty later in this chapter.
30. This material comes from the archives of the East India Company and is now

housed at the Bodleian Library of Oxford University as Ms. Chin. C. 23. It is
not utilized in Morse's multivolume Chronicles of the East India Company. Morse's
and Giltzlaff's accounts of the voyage should be checked against this body of
Chinese-language sources. The published version of Ms. Chin. C. 23 was the
work of Xu Dishan, who transcribed, edited, and published the material under
the title Dazhong ji (Arriving at the inner truth) in 1928.

31. Xu Dishan, Dazhongji, pp. 49-50.

32. Ibid., pp. 51-52. For a detailed analysis of eastern yi on the basis of classical
textual studies and modern archaeological findings, see Pang Zhenggao,
"Dongyi jiqi shiqian wenhua shilun" (A study of the prehistory of eastern yi
culture), Lishiyanjiu 3 (1987): 54-65. The Chinese etymology should not be
confused with, or be glossed in terms of, the translation problem I am address­
ing here. The former also has an interesting story to tell and is related to the
story of the super-sign yilbarbarian in some unexpected ways. I discuss in the
next chapter the changing situation of yi and its importance to the imperial
classical scholarship of the Qing through an analysis of the Yongzheng em­
peror's Tayi juemi lu (Awakening to Supreme Justice), in which the emperor
defended his sovereign rule over China by citing the same Mencius quotation
that Admiral Wu cited to Lindsay.

33. The reference to the British colonies is interesting. In his written memos and
petitions, Lindsay consistently translated the word "colony" or "colonies" as
shu difang. In Gu Changsheng's description of this exchange in Cong Ma lixun
dao Situ leideng (From Morrison to John Leighton Stuart), however, the charac­
ters shu difang are inexplicably left out of the quotation from Lindsay's petition
to Wu Qitai: "As we permit the ships from Shanghai to sail into our own [Eng­
lish] harbors, I believe we reserve the right to visit your place." Gu
Changsheng, Cong Ma lixun dao Situ leideng, (Shanghai: Shanghai renmin
chubanshe, 1985), p. 54. This is clearly a misquotation of the original petition,
for there were no Chinese ships being sent from Shanghai to England. The
words Lindsay adopted were actually the British shu difang (colonies), not Eng­
land itself. By that Lindsay meant, of course, India and Southeast Asia, where
Chinese merchants had been conducting business for centuries. In the original
petition, Lindsay wrote: "Junks from your honorable country and merchant
ships from Shanghai county visit the ports of the colonies of Great Britain ev­
ery year and are well treated there. The trade has been exceedingly profitable.
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The merchants of our country believe that it makes good sense to conduct the
trade in mutually beneficial terms and hope to be able to trade along the north
coast of China." Xu Dishan, Dazhong ji, pp. 47-48. It should be noted that the
argument of reciprocity pertains to the relationship between China and the
British colonies, not that between China and England.

34. Xu Dishan, Dazhong ji, pp. 53-54.

35. The Chinese document is dated the ninth day of the sixth moon of the twelfth
year of the Daoguang reign. Ibid., p. 59.

36. As quoted in John Francis Davis, The Chinese: A General Description ofthe Empire
ofChina and Its Inhabitants, 2 vol. (1836; reprint, London: C. Cox, 1851), 1:49.

For a critial evaluation of the philological endeavor of Joseph de Premare, see
David Porter, Ideographia (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2001), pp. 66­

72.

37. Davis, The Chinese, p. 49. The same English quotation is repeated in Samuel
Wells Williams's popular book The Middle I(ingdom: A Survey ofthe Geography,
Government, Literature, Social Life, Arts, and History of the Chinese Empire and Its In­
habitants, 2 vols. (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1883), 2:450.

38. For Su's original essay, see "Wangzhe buzhi yi di lun" (Sovereigns apply non­
rule to the yi di), in Sushi quanji, 3 vols. (Shanghai: Shanghai gu ji chubanshe,
2000),2:671-672. Su's concept of bu zhi, or non-rule, can be traced back to the
thinking of He Xiu, one of the most important commentators on Confucius's
Spring and Autumn Annals, about which He wrote: "The sovereign applies non­
rule to the yidi." Su's views about ethnic minorities should be evaluated with
reference to the repeated efforts to conquer China by militant foreigners com­
ing from the north in the Song dynasty. For an informed study of Han literati
and ethnic relations in the Song, see Peter I(. Bol, "Seeking Common Ground:
Han Literati under Jurchen Rule," Harvard Journal ofAsiatic Studies 47, no. 2
(December 1987): 461-538.

39. The agency of the faceless Chinese scholar who helped draft the exchanges in
classical Chinese cannot be ascertained from the existing sources. The official
interpreter on board the Lord Amherst was Giltzlaff, who made or approved de­
cisions about the meanings of the Chinese prose written out by the Chinese
scholar.

40. See Viscount Palmerston to Lord Napier, January 25, 1834, British Parliamen­
tary Papers, China 30, Correspondence Orders in Council, and Reports Relative
to the Opium War in China, 1840, p. 242.

41. For published Chinese-language communications among Lu I(un, the imperial
court, and the Hong merchants regarding the Napier expedition, see Sasaki
Masaya, Ahen senso zen Chu-Ei kosho bunsho (Documents from Anglo-Chinese
official exchanges before the Opium War) (Tokyo: Gannando Shoten, 1967).

42. Fairbank suggested that the Chinese characters for Napier's name, Lil Laobei,
meant "laboriously vile." See John I(ing Fairbank, Trade and Diplomacy on the
China Coast: The Opening ofthe Treaty Ports, 1842-1854 (Cambridge, Mass.: Har­
vard University Press, 1953), p. 79.
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43. Robert Morrison was appointed Chinese secretary and interpreter by Lord
Napier on July 16, 1834, with an annual salary of £1,300 and was instructed to
wear a vice consul's uniform, with the king's buttons, instead of a preacher's
gown. See Eliza A. Morrison and Samuel I(idd, Memoirs ofthe Life and Labours of
Robert Morrison, 2 vols. (London: Longman, Orme, Brown, and Longmans,
1839), 2:524. Apparently, Morrison's decision to accept Napier's offer was
prompted by his family's financial needs. In his letter to the treasurer of the
London Missionary Society on November 9, 1832, Morrison had complained:
"Twenty-five years-the one-half of my life-I have been labouring abroad for
the Missionary Society, and other benevolent Institutions-the Bible, Tract,
School, and Prayer-Book Societies. I feel old age creeping upon me. The East
India Company has declined to assign me a pension, such as they give to sur­
geons and chaplains; probably thinking that other societies afford me pecuni­
ary aid for my personal concerns. It would not be unreasonable, that those I
have served so long, should unite, and provide me a retiring pension." Morri­
son and I(idd, Memoirs, 2:468. Before his appointment as the Chinese secretary
of the British government, Morrison had expressed some grave concerns about
the rhetoric of free trade in a letter to Sir George T. Staunton, dated January
31, 1834, to this effect: "I pretend not to foretell the consequences. They ap­
pear to me to be great, and I pray that they may be beneficial-not only to
England, but to China; for I am not that patriot who would wish to aggrandize
my own country by the injury or ruin of another. I do not think that Christian­
ity admits of such patriotism. But how few consider the welfare of China in all
their speculations about free trade, &c." (ibid., 2:505).

44. Chinese Repository 3, no. 4 (August 1834): 187. This number contains a total of
five translated edicts by the governor-general (pp. 187-192).

45. Ibid., p. 188. The Chinese Repository, edited by E. C. Bridgman, shows signs of
confusion and uncertainty during this period as to how to translate the word
yi, as "barbarian" or "foreigner." Checking the translated texts against the orig­
inal edicts, I noticed that the same word yi would be rendered as "barbarian,"
as in "the barbarian eye," but would appear as "foreign" in the very next sen­
tence or paragraph. Compare, for example, the second paragraph of edict no. 2
(p. 187) with the Chinese original in Sasaki Masaya, Ahen senso zen Chu-Ei kosho
bunsho, p. 4. For a recent study of this influential journal, see Murray A.
Rubinstein, "The Wars They Wanted: American Missionaries' Use of the Chi­
nese Repository before the Opium War," American Neptune 48, no. 4 (Fall 1988):

271-282.

46. Fairbank, Trade and Diplomacy, p. 79.

47. The echoes of "the barbarian eye" continue to reverberate in our own times.
For example, they recently reappeared in the title of a book, Barbarian Eye, by
Priscilla Napier, who is married to one of Lord Napier's descendants. The au­
thor suggests that William John Napier was called a "barbarian eye" because
the Chinese government suspected him of being a dangerous spy. A 1998 book
on photography, titled Barbarian Lens, also plays self-consciously on the Napier
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note. See Priscilla Napier, Barbarian Eye: Lord Napier in China, 1834, the Prelude to
Hong !(ong (London: Brassey's, 1995).

48. Chinese Repository 3, no. 6 (October 1834): 286. "Reverently obedient" is a
translation of gog shun, an official stock expression connoting "politeness"
(gong) and "deference" (shun).

49. For the number of casualties caused on each ship, see Chinese Repository 3 (N0­

vember 1834): 332.
50. Morrison died on August 1, 1834, in the midst of the Napier affair. For the cir­

cumstances of his death, see John Robert Morrison's letter to Mrs. Morrison in
Morrison and I(idd, Memoirs, 2:531-538.

51. P. C. I(uo, A Critical Study of the First Anglo-Chinese War with Documents (Shanghai:
Commercial Press, 1935), p. 26.

52. See Jack Beeching, The Chinese Opium Wars (1975; reprint, New York: Harcourt
Brace Jovanovich, 1977), pp. 61-62 and 141-142.

53. "The Petition of British Subjects in Canton, to the I(ing's Most Excellent Maj­
esty in Council," Chinese Repository 3, no. 8 (December 1834): 357. See also
W. C. Costin, Great Britain and China, 1833-1860 (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1937), p. 27.

54. For detailed discussion, see Dilip Basu, "Chinese Xenology and the Opium
War," paper presented at the University of California at Berkeley, 1997. I
should add a relevant detail here. I(arl Giltzlaff had translated a similar word in
his account of the first voyage along the coast of China. The word toumu (Tow­
muh) was rendered by him as "head man," not literally as "head eye." See
Giltzlaff, Journal ofTwo Voyages, p. 46.

55. See Basu, "Chinese Xenology," p. 9.
56. The first duke of Wellington, Arthur Wellesley (1769-1852), served as foreign

secretary from November 1834 until April 1835, when Lord Palmerston took
over again on April 18.

57. Wellington to Napier, British Parliamentary Papers, China 30. February 2, 1835.
See also Costin, Great Britain and China, pp. 26-27. Costin mentions the words
of a Roman Catholic missionary who witnessed the incident and criticized
Napier for making "un long numeraire de ses titres sans oublier celui de sa no­
blesse, moins encore sa qualite de Representant de Sa Majeste tres puissante Ie
Roi de la Grande Bretagne" (a long string of titles never forgetting his title of
nobility, much less his eminent quality as the Representative of His Majesty the
I(ing of Great Britain) (p. 27n2).

58. Costin, Great Britain and China, p. 28. The laws of the Qing were clear and per­
haps erred on the side of overspecification. See note 110.

59. The Chinese equivalent of the title "the Chinese secretary" was Zheng fanyi
guan and after 1856 Hanwen zhengshi. See EO. 682/1987/21 and EO. 682/
1992/25b, British Foreign Office Records.

60. Neither the British government nor the Qing government trained professional
interpreters in this early period. Both relied on the service of missionaries,
whose income and allegiance turned on the well-being of the British Empire
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even if they themselves were not British by national origin, such as the inde­
pendent Prussian missionary Giltzlaff.

61. Wakeman wrote that "the British Chinese Secretary's office had a thriving in­
telligence network in Canton's yamens: subclerks who smuggled copies of me­
morials and decrees out for a fee." See Frederic Wakeman Jr., Strangers at the
Gate: Social Disorder in South China, 1839-1861 (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1966), p. 103.

62. For the roles played by Chinese Secretary Thomas Wade and Assistant Chinese
Secretary Horatio Lay during the negotiation of the Treaty of Tianjin, see
Banno, China and the West, pp. 18-25.

63. Fairbank, Trade and Diplomacy, p. 119.
64. A successful diplomat and sinologist, Wade was invited to fill the first endowed

chair of Chinese at Cambridge University after retirement from foreign service.
He is chiefly remembered as a scholar who helped design and promote the
Wade-Giles romanization system that has now largely been replaced by the
Pinyin system. In the nineteenth century, however, he was a key player in the
drafting of a series of unequal treaties at the negotiating table, including the
Anglo-Chinese Treaty of Tianjin and all the way through the Anglo-Chinese
Treaty of Yantai, signed with Li Hongzhang in 1876. See James Hevia, "An Im­
perial Nomad and the Great Game: Thomas Francis Wade in China," Late Impe­
rial China 16, no. 2 (Summer 1995): 1-22.

65. Lord Palmerston (Henry John Temple, 1784-1865) served as Britain's foreign
secretary from November 1830 to November 1834 under Earl Grey, again from
April 1835 to September 1841 under Lord Melbourne, and finally from July
1846 to December 1851 under Earl Russell.

66. Palmerston to Elliot, July 22, 1836, British Parliamentary Papers, China 30, Cor­
respondence Orders in Council, and Reports Relative to the Opium War in
China, 1840, no. 65. For the Chinese version of Elliot's communication, see
Sasaki Masaya, Ahen senso zen Chu-Ei kosho bunsho, p. 87.

67. Elliot to Palmerston, January 12, 1837, British Parliamentary Papers, China 30,
no. 87.

68. In his original instructions to Napier, Palmerston had prevented Napier from
using the bing genre by insisting that "Your Lordship will announce your ar­
rival at Canton by letter to the Viceroy." Palmerston to Napier, January 25,
1834, ibid.

69. Palmerston to Elliot, June 12, 1837, ibid.
70. Treaties, Conventions, etc., between China and Foreign States, 1:355.

71. James Hevia, "Making China 'Perfectly Equal,'" Journal ofHistorica I Sociology 3,
no.4 (December 1990): 394. Hevia's article provides some fascinating insights
into the British obsession with Manchu court rituals such as the sedan chair,
palace ways, and audience halls in the aftermath of the so-called Boxer Upris­
ing.

72. See Guo Weidong, "'Zhaohui' yu zhongguo waijiao wenshu jindai fanshi de
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chugou" ("Communication" and the invention of modern genres of diplomatic
communication in China), Lishiyanjiu 3 (2002): 99. Guo's study gives the most
thorough analysis of the issue of equality in Anglo-Chinese diplomatic com­
munication published to date.

73. For Yu Qian's memorial, see Liang Tingnan, Yifenjiwen (Recollections of the yi
menace) (1874; reprint, Shanghai: Commercial Press, 1937), p. 40. The gover­
nor-general's memorial was not signed, but contemporaries and historians at­
tribute it to Yu Qian. See Guo Weidong, "'Zhaohui' yu zhongguo waijiao
wenshu jindai fanshi de chugou," p. 100n6. The governor-general committed
suicide in October 1841 after the British bombarded and took the city of
Ningbo during the Opium War. See I(uo, Critical Study, p. 157.

74. Qing daoguang chao liuzhong mizou (Confidential memorials in the court of the
Daoguang emperor in the Qing dynasty), vol. 3, pp. 514 and 516; quoted in
Guo Weidong "'Zhaohui' yu zhongguo waijiao wenshu jindai fanshi de
chugou," p. 100.

75. Ibid.
76. Herman Merivale, Lectures on Colonization and Colonies (Oxford: Oxford Univer­

sity Press, 1928), p. 675.
77. See I(enneth Bell's note, ibid., p. AI.
78. F. Sidney Ensor, ed., The Queen's Speeches in Parliament from Her Accession to the

Present Time (London: W. H. Allen & Co., 1882), p. 22.
79. For Elliot's and Qishan's respective falls from grace, see Fairbank, Trade and Di­

plomacy, pp. 81-82.
80. See Zhang Xi, "Fuyi riji" (Journal of the pacification of the yi), in Yapian

zhanzheng (The Opium Wars), 6 vols. ed. Qi Sihe et al. (Shanghai: Shenzhou
guoguang she, 1954), 5:389.
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93. Xu Guangjin and Bo-gui to Bonham, July 27, 1852, P.O. 23/75, British Foreign
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first Prussian embassy to the Qing court in 1860 and returned to China in 1868
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tions) (Taipei: Zhonghua wenhua chuban shiye weiyuanhui, 1954), p. 165.
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pany's 'trading partners'." See www.thetruthabouttradingplaces.org.uk.
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Manchu Thought during the Qing," Papers on China 22A (1969): 1-24; Yu
Xinhua, "Qing chu kang Qing hanren de huayi guan yanjiu: yi Wang Fuzhi,
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12. For Gu Yanwu and Wang Fuzhi, see Ian McMorran, The Passionate Realist: An
Introduction to the Life and Political Thought ofWang Fuzhi (Hong I(ong: Sunshine,
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sponse to 'The Decline of Human Society'" (Ph.D. diss., Princeton University,
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(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999), p. 341.

14. In Qing Colonial Enterprise: Ethnography and Cartography in Early Modern China

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001), Laura Hostetler argues that "al­
though the term Zhongguo is found in ancient Chinese texts, it came to be used
consistently to refer to a unified China only relatively recently. For early peri­
ods the term is more appropriately translated as the 'central states.' The Ming
(1368-1643) and Qing dynasties often referred to the territory they controlled
as the Great Ming (da Ming) and Great Qing (da Qing), respectively, as well as by
a number of more literary terms-Zhonghua (Central [Cultural] florescence),
Shenzhou (the Spiritual Region), Jiuzhou (the Nine Regions), and Zhongtu
(the Central Land)-but not commonly as 'China' (Zhongguo). The present use
of the term Zhongguo to refer to all of China is concurrent with the country's
status as a modern nation-state" (p. 27). Hostetler's point is well taken, al­
though she could have gone on to interrogate "China," which she seems to
treat as the unproblematic signified of Zhongguo, to highlight the "colonial" or
"international" making of Zhongguo.

15. Huang Zunxian, Ribenguo zhi (An Account of the state of Japan), in Xuxiu Siku

Quanshu (Sequel to the Four Treasures) (Shanghai: Guji chubanshe, 1995),

vol. 745, p. 49.

16. Liang Qichao, "Zhongguo shi xulun" (Introduction to Chinese history), in,
Yinbing shi heji (Collected essays from the ice-drinker's studio), (Shanghai:
Zhonghua Shuju, 1936), 6: 3.

17. Zhang Taiyan, "Zhonghua minguo jie" (Interpreting the Republic of
Zhonghua), Minbao 15 (July 1907): 2413.

18. An alternative story about the origins of the Sanskrit term cfna has been pro­
posed by the Chinese scholar Su Zhongxiang. Su argues that the state of the
Jing, also known as the Chu (an ancient culture existing along the Yangzi River
and in the extensive areas south of the Yangzi and of the Central States) was a
better candidate than the Qin as a possible source for cfna. Su speculates that
the Sanskrit word might be a transcription of the name of the kingdom of Jing
via the ancient trade routes in the southwest, with connections to Sihuan and
India, which had existed before the Silk Road of the Han dynasty. His rejection
of Qin as the Chinese equivalent for cfna is based on the dating of the primary
Sanskrit texts, the Ramayana and the Mahabharata, which he claimed went
back to the fifth century B.C.E. and predated the rise of the unified Qin dy­
nasty. He also cited the Hebrew term Ciyniym from the Old Testament Book of
Isaiah as another instance of the earlier sources. The I(ing James Version of the
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these from the north and from the west, and these from the land of Sinim."



Notes to Page 78 265

The New Revised Standard Version (1989), however, represents the Hebrew
term as "Syene," a name used for Aswan. If the Sanskrit and the Old Testa­
ment sources can each be determined to postdate the founding of the Qin dy­
nasty, they could have been transcriptions of the latter. Su's speculation that
the Sanskrit terms cfna and "outer cfna" correspond to Jing and wai Jing from
the Chinese-language sources provides us with no hard evidence, however.
The Sanskrit scholarship he used to date the earliest fragments of the Ramayana
and the Mahabharata, as we will see, is not very reliable. See Su Zhongxiang,
"Lun 'Zhina' yi ci de qiyuan yu Jing de lishi he wenhua" (A study of the ori­
gins of the term Zhina and the history and culture of the Jing), Lishi yanjiu 4
(April 1979) : 34-48. Su mentions a medieval usage of the term Zhina in the
Chinese Buddhist canon that had been translated from the Sanskrit. This is
probably the earliest Chinese transcription of the Sanskrit term before the ap­
pearance of the Japanese Shina, which derived from European sources. See
Joshua Fogel, Cultural Dimension ofSino-Japanese Relations: Essays on the Nine­
teenth and Twentieth Centuries (Armonk, N.Y.: M. E. Sharpe, 1995), p. 68.

19. Alf Hiltebeitel, Rethinking the Mahabharata: A Reader's Guide to the Education ofthe
Bharma I(ing (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001), p. 31.

20. Patrick Olivelle, "The Laws of Manu," unpublished ms. I am grateful to
Madhav Deshpande, who drew my attention to Olivelle's forthcoming new
edition of the Laws of Manu, and I thank the author for permitting me to
quote from his manuscript.

21. At the beginning of the twentieth century, I(ang Youwei speculated on the his­
torical transformation of the phonetic patterns of zhuxia and cfna and argued
on the basis of morphological analysis that cfna must have been related to an
earlier name, zhuxia, from the age of the Three Dynasties, but this view still re­
mains speculation. See I(ang Youwei, "Zhuxia yin zhuanwei zhuhua yin
zhuan wei zhina kao" (A study of the morphological transformation of zhuxia
to zhuhua and cfna), in Wanmu Caotang yigao waibian (A collection of miscella­
neous essays from the Grass-Roof House among Ten-thousand Trees), ed. Jiang
Geilin (Taipei: Chengwen chuban she, 1978).

22. For a historical and philological argument about the meaning of Da Qin, see
Shen Fuwei, Zhongguo yu feizhou: zhongfei guanxi er qian nian (China and Africa:
two thousand years of Sino-African relations) (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju,
1990). Relying on archaeological and textual sources, Shen clarifies an impor­
tant point, namely, that Da Qin does not refer to southern India as is suggested
by scholars such as Feng Binjun in Zhongguo nanyang jiaotongshi (History of
Chinese South Sea trade). The term actually refers to the Roman Empire, espe­
cially Alexandria. The mistaken reference to India may be attributed to the
confusion between the term Da Qin in volume 88 of the History ofthe Latter Han
and a much later term "daqin Brahman," which appeared in the ninth-century
Man shu (Barbarian book). According to Shen, "daqin Brahman" was itself an
erroneous transcription of "da Brahman" (p. 68).

23. History ofthe Latter Han, (Beijing: Zhonghua Shuju, 1965), juan 88, p. 2919.
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24. Joshua Fogel contends that Shina has no derogatory connotations in modern
Japanese usage, any more than the word "Negro," the latter being "the re­
spectful term in use" before the mid-1960s with "no intended offense." Fogel's
judgment illustrates the severe limitation of keyword studies and conventional
etymologies that construe the meanings of words in their purported statement
value rather than their situated enunciations. The illocutionary force of a ver­
bal enunciation which also generates meaning is completely elided in Fogel's rep­
resentation of how the issue was debated between China and Japan in the
twentieth century. Interestingly, that elision has not prevented Fogel himself
from taking sides in the Japanese debate about Shina and Shina jin or endorsing
the similar views of Takeuchi Yoshimi or the June 1930 editorial in the Tokyo
Daily News while impulsively dismissing the arguments of Guo Moruo and Liu
Shengguang. See Fogel, Cultural Dimension ofSino-Japanese Relations, p. 75.

25. On the imitation of Western imperialism in Meiji Japan, Robert Eskildsen of­
fers a convincing analysis in "Of Civilization and Savages: The Mimetic Imperi­
alism of Japan's 1874 Expedition to Taiwan," American Historical Review 107,
no.2 (April 2002): 388-418.

26. Conventional loanword analysis is useful but cannot substitute for the study of
the super-sign that I pursue in this book. To prevent possible confusion, I
should reiterate that a super-sign is not a word but a signifying chain that
crosses the semantic fields of different languages simultaneously and makes a
material impact on the meaning of established verbal units, whether it be in­
digenous words, loanwords, or other discrete verbal phenomena that linguists
can identify. See Chapter 1 for a detailed discussion of this phenomenon.

27. For the grounds of Lu Xun's objection to Shina jin, see my Translingual Practice:
Literature, National Culture, and Translated Modernity-China, 1900-1937 (Stan­
ford: Stanford University Press, 1995), p. 67.

28. Takeuchi Yoshimi noticed this contradiction when he responded to the insis­
tence of the Chinese on using the English translation of their state's name as
"the National Republic of China" yet asking the Japanese not to use Shina.
Wanting to be consistent, the Japanese called the new republic "the National
Republic of Shina" in the face of repeated protests by the Chinese government.
See Fogel's summary of the Japanese position in the 1930s debate in Cultural
Dimension ofSino-Japanese Relations.

29. The earlier usage of the English term "China" in the seventeenth and early
eighteenth centuries was understood in the sense of "chinaware" as well as the
place where porcelain and other desirable oriental goods were manufactured.
See my article "Robinson Crusoe's Earthenware Pot," Critical Inquiry 25, no. 4
(Summer 1999): 728-757.

30. Han ren (men or women of the Han nationality) is used when the distinction
from ethnic minorities is called for. Han ren is often confused with Zhongguo ren
in English because "the Chinese" always lumps them together. For a clarifica­
tion of the specific historical meanings of the ethnic classification of Han ren
and its implications in the Manchu imperial policy, see Crossley, Translucent
Mirror, p. 46.
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31. Zhang Deyi, Sui shi faguo ji (Travels with the embassy to France) (Changsha:
Hunan renmin chubanshe, 1982), pp. 181-182.

32. Qian Mu's research shows that leading Chinese scholars, such as Song Lian,
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temptuous, toward the Ming. See Zhongguo xueshu sixiang shi luncong (Essays in
the history of Chinese thought and scholarship), 8 vols. (Taipei: Dongda tushu
youxian gongsi, 1978),6:77-200.

33. Mengzi (Mencius), 4.33. James Legge rendered dongyi as "a man near the wild
tribes on the east" and xiyi as "a man near the wild tribes on the west." I have
slightly modified his translation to stay as close to the original as possible; thus
dongyi becomes "eastern yi" and xiyi "western yi." Legge's translation of
zhongguo was "the Middle I(ingdom," which was a popular nineteenth-century
English term for China. I believe "the Central States" is more accurate for re­
ferring to the ancient states.

34. Peter I(. Bol, "Seeking Common Ground: Han Literati under Jurchen Rule,"
Harvard Journal ofAsiatic Studies 47, no. 2 (December 1987): 535.

35. Mark C. Elliott, The Manchu Way: The Eight Banners and Ethnic Identity in Late Im­
perial China (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2001), p. 34.

36. Feng Erkang, Yongzheng zhuan (Biography of Yongzheng) (Beijing: Renmin
chubanshe, 1985),pp. 222-242.

37. Ibid., p. 225.
38. See Crossley, TranslucentMirror, pp. 251-252. On the reading of "a secret coun­

sel" in the commentarial tradition of the Spring and Autumn Annals, see Wiens,
"Anti-Manchu Thought during the Qing."

39. The work was "Zhixin lu" (Records of the knowledge of the new). The manu­
script was destroyed during the inquisition. What remains of it survives in the
emperor's own rebuttal. See Feng Erkang, Yongzheng zhuan, pp. 224-225.

40. Feng Erkang, Yongzheng zhuan, p. 228.
41. Yongzheng emperor, Dayijuemi lu (Great righteousness resolving confusion)

(Beijing: Zhongguo chengshi chubanshe, 1999), p. 2.
42. For a summary of Yongzheng's views in English, see Crossley, Translucent Mir­

ror, pp. 255-258.
43. Yongzheng emperor, Dayijuemi lu, p. 42.
44. See Qing shilu (Veritable records of the Qing), 4433 juan (Beijing: Zhonghua

shuju, 1985),juan 130, pp. 21-23.
45. An Shuangcheng, Man han da cidian (A Comprehensive Manchu-Chinese dic­

tionary) (Shenyang: Liaoning minzu chubanshe, 1993), p. 633. The collapsing
of two Chinese terms into one in the Manchu translation suggests that foreign­
ers were primarily foreign merchants. This is how Lin Zexu used the term yiren
in his communication with Queen Victoria. See my English translation of Lin's
text in the Appendix.

46. Crossley, Translucent Mirror, pp. 258-265.
47. In Qianlong's reign, there was a tendency to collapse the characters yi and yi2

(see the Glossary) into one, although the interchangeability of yi and yP can be
dated back to the Zuo Commentaries on the Spring and Autumn Annals. The Em-
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peror's Authorized Bibliography ofthe Four Treasures of the Imperial Library, edited
and approved by Qianlong himself, defines yi2 in these terms: "The Central Ter­
ritory occupies the center of the land mass, surrounded by the high seas on all
sides. Residents who live near the seas are called yi2 . Yi2 means borderland." In
his annotations of the Four Treasures project, however, Qianlong shows his
displeasure at the popular scholarly practice of suppressing the characters yi
and di and replacing them with homophonous characters. See Qinding siku
quanshu zongmu (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1997), 1:7.

48. Benjamin Elman, Classicism, Politics, and I(inship: The Ch'ang-chou School ofNew
Text Confucianism in Late Imperial China (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1990), p. 217.

49. See Zhuang Jifa, "Qing Gaozong chi yi Si shu de tantao" (A study of the impe­
rial commissioned translations of the four Confucian classics in the Qing em­
peror Qianlong's reign), in Qingshi lunji (Collected essays on the history of the
Qing) (Taipei: Wen shi zhe chubanshe, 2000), p. 66. I thank Zhao Gang for
drawing my attention to this essay.

50. See Qingding siku quanshu zongmu, 1:368-369. For the work of Hu Anguo, see
Elman, Classicism, Politics, and I(inship, pp. 152-153.

51. See Qinding siku quanshu zongmu, 1: 345 and 368-369.

52. Crossley, Translucent Mirror, p. 22l.

53. See Zhuang Jifa, Xie Sui Zhi gong tu manwen tushuo jiaozhu (Annotated edition of
Xie Sui's illustrated Manchu version of the Imperial Tributaries Scrolls), (Tai­
pei: Guoli gugong bowu yuan, 1989), p. 8l.

54. I thank Yang Lihua for suggesting the Gongyang sources in the Qing elabora­
tion of the hua/yi distinction.
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see Chen Qitai, Qingdai Gongyang xue (The Gongyang studies of the Qing)
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46. Chouhan yiwu shimo (A complete Account of the management of foreign affairs)

(Beijing: Gugong bowuguan, 1930), Tongzhi period, 27:25b-26; the translation
used here is by T. F. Tsiang, with minor modification, in "Bismarck and the In­
troduction of International Law into China," Chinese Social and Political Science
Review 15 (April 1931 ): 100. John I(ing Fairbank had worked closely with T. F.

Tsiang (Jiang Tingfu) in the 1930s, and the latter may have influenced his
views on China's foreign relations.

47. For a detailed description of this incident, see Hsu, China's Entrance into the Fam­
ily ofNations, pp. 132-133. T. F. Tsiang suggests that the Zongli yamen did not
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explicitly cite Wheaton's text in handling the case because the ministers were
afraid that Wheaton might be a double-edged sword. This gift from the West
could have been a Greek gift. Tsiang, "Bismarck," p. 100.

48. Choubanyiwu shimo, 27:26, quoted in Hsu, China's Entrance into the Family ofNa­
tions, p. 128.

49. See Martin et al., translators' headnote to Gongfa bianlan.
50. Yan Fu's formal training in Western science began in 1866 at the naval school

of the Foochow Shipyard. In 1877-1879 he was sent to England to study naval
sciences, first at Portsmouth and then at Greenwich. The Sino-Japanese War
marked a turning point in his career after his return from Europe, when he be­
gan the enterprise of translating eighteenth- and nineteenth-century European
thinkers. Tianyan lun (On evolution) was his first translation (of T. H. Huxley's
1893 Romanes lectures on "Evolution and Ethics"), published in 1898. It was
followed by his rendering of Adam Smith's classic text An Inquiry into the Nature
and Causes ofthe Wealth ofNations (Yuanfu), John Stuart Mill's On Liberty (Qunji
quanjie lun) and A System ofLogic (Mule mingxue), Herbert Spencer's Study ofSoci­
ology (Qunxue yiyan), Montesquieu's Spirit of the Laws (Fayi), and other works.
Nationalists and social reformers such as Liang Qichao, Cai Yuanpei, Lu Xun,
Hu Shi, and Mao Zedong were all avid readers of his translations. Although Lu
Xun and the others would later criticize Yan Fu's "conservative" politics in the
Republican era, almost all of them grew up reading his translations. As
Benjamin Schwartz has pointed out, in undertaking those translations Yan Fu
was deeply concerned with the secrets of Western military, economic, and po­
litical power, but unlike some of his predecessors and contemporaries, he was
also interested in what Western thinkers had thought about these matters. "He
is the first Chinese literatus who relates himself seriously, rigorously, and in a
sustained fashion to modern Western thought." See Benjamin Schwartz, In
Search ofWealth and Power (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1964),
p.3.

51. See "Zhongxi zimu hebi" (Terms and phrases), in Martin et al., Gongfaxinbian.
52. Immanuel I(ant, "Toward Perpetual Peace," in I(ant's Political Writings, ed. Hans

Reiss (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1970), p. 108.
53. Jurgen Habermas, "I(ant's Idea of Perpetual Peace, with the Benefit of Two

Hundred Years' Hindsight," in Perpetual Peace: Essays on I(ant's Cosmopolitan Ideal
ed. James Bohman and Matthias Lutz-Bachmann (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT
Press, 1997), p. 124.

54. The standard German term for "international law" is Viflkerrecht. The ambiguity
of this word is interesting because Viilker also means "peoples," and Recht can
be taken to mean either "law" or "right." In his own writing, however, I(ant
glosses Recht as a German translation of the Latin ius and often puts the Latin in
parentheses after the German term. Martha Nussbaum argues that ius is best
translated as "law" in the eighteenth-century context. See Martha C.
Nussbaum, "I(ant and Cosmopolitanism," in Bohman and Lutz-Bachmann,
Perpetual Peace, p. 51n1.

55. August Wilhelm Heffter, Das Europiiische Viflkerrecht der Gegenwart, quoted in
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Henry Wheaton, Elements ofInternational Law (Boston: Little, Brown, 1866),
p. 16. This edition is based on a post-1846 edition, which Martin adapted for
his Chinese translation.

56. Martin et al., Wanguo gongfa, 1:9.

57. Jacques Derrida, Specters ofMarx: The State ofthe Debt, the Work ofMourning, and
the New International, trans. Peggy I(amuf (New York: Routledge, 1994), p. 85.

58. Martin, translator's preface to Wanguo gongfa, 1: 1.
59. Montesquieu, Persian Letters, trans. C. J. Betts (London: Penguin, 1973), p. 176.
60. Wheaton, Elements ofInternational Law (1866), p. 23.
61. See Jessie G. Lutz, "I(arl F. A. Giltzlaff: Missionary Entrepreneur," in Christian­

ity in China: Early Protestant Missionary Writings, ed. Suzanne Wilson Barnett and
John I(ing Fairbank (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1984), p. 62.

62. Wheaton, Elements ofInternational Law (1866), p. 23.
63. Ibid., pp. 21-22.
64. Ibid., p. 22. The Chinese translation of this passage replaces the words "to

abandon its inveterate anti-commercial and anti-social principles" with the
phrase "loosen up its previous bans to have intercourse with the other na­
tions." The phrase "the former has been compelled" is rendered as "China and
the Christian nations of Europe and America have reached agreements ..."
See Martin et al., Wanguo gongfa, 1: 12.

65. Wheaton, Elements ofInternational Law (1866), p. 22n8.
66. Henry Wheaton, Elements ofInternational Law (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1936),

p.16a.
67. Quoted ibid. Fung Sun is probably a misprint for Dong Xun.
68. Li Hongzhang, preface to Gongfaxinbian (1903). The English translation used

here is included in the original edition of Gongfaxinbian.

5. The Secret of Her Greatness

1. The Tongzhi emperor first ascended the throne as a child in 1862. This was
when the Empress Dowager began to assist the regency by running the affairs
of the empire from behind a screen. She continued to be the most powerful
woman in China through the year 190 1, when Queen Victoria died.

2. Benedict Anderson, The Spectre ofComparisons: Nationalism, Southeast Asia and the
World (London: Verso, 1999), pp. 58-74.

3. Adrienne Munich's study shows that the annual Orangemen's parade in Ire­
land continues to replay the iconicity of the Queen's presentation as contempo­
rary Protestants figure the Catholics as "the blacks" of Ireland. See Adrienne
Munich, Queen Victoria's Secret (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996),
p.147.

4. Interestingly, the clause concerning the freedom to purchase land and property
did not appear in the French version of the treaty. The original text reads:
"Conformement al'edit imperial rendu Ie vingt mars mil huit cent quarante­
six par l'auguste Empereur TAO-KOUANG, les etalissements religieux et de bien­
faisance qui ont ete confisques aux Chretiens pendant les persecutions dont ils
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ont ete les victimes seront rendus aleurs proprietaires par l'entremise du
Ministre de France en Chine, auquelle Gouvernement Imperialles fera
delivrer avec les cimetieres et les autres edifices qui en dependaient." Treaties,
Conventions, Etc. between China and Foreign States. 2nd ed., 2 vols. (Shanghai: Sta­
tistical Department of the Inspectorate General of Customs, 1917), 1:888. In
the Chinese version of the treaty, the French missionary interpreter inserted a
sentence to the effect "that French missionaries be permitted to rent and pur­
chase land and construct buildings thereupon at pleasure." Paul Cohen notes
the disastrous effect of the discrepancy between the Chinese and French ver­
sions of the treaty on the escalation of Chinese hostility toward the missionar­
ies and their converts in the second half of the nineteenth century. See Paul A.
Cohen, China and Christianity: The Missionary Movement and the Growth ofChinese
Antiforeignism, 1860-1870 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1963),
p.69.

5. See Cohen, China and Christianity.
6. This much-anticipated occasion coincided with the defeat of the Chinese navy

by the Japanese. The North China Herald published an editorial to mark the sig­
nificance of both events: "It is generally believed that to her sagacity and fore­
sight, aided by the executive skill of her friend Li Hung-chang [Li Hongzhang],
the present Emperor owes his throne, and the Empire its long period of com­
parative peace. Now, unfortunately, the observation of a day which had been
anticipated for some time by the whole of China, will be shorn of much of its
ostentation and magnificence. With an exasperatingly pernicious enemy lop­
ping off an appendage of the empire, and almost within striking distance of the
home of the dynasty, even official China cannot remain in blissful uncon­
sciousness, so that treasuries which would have been called upon to supply the
outward and visible signs of rejoicing, are now depleted to afford protection
against the invader." North China Herald, November 9. 1894, p. 766. This paper,
founded on August 3, 1850, in Shanghai, was published weekly. It became a
daily newspaper after July 1, 1864, under the name North China Daily News, but
the old name was retained for the weekly supplement to the daily paper. The
"treasuries" mentioned in the editorial refer to the extravagant expenses asso­
ciated with the court's preparations for the approaching birthday ceremony.
The Empress Dowager's extravagance outraged many, who charged that the
court was taking money out of the navy's budget and wasting it on ostenta­
tious display. William Scott Ament of the North China Mission wrote from
Beijing on August 1, 1894: "The Empress-Dowager is a lady of large abilities,
commands the respect of the Chinese statesmen and without doubt is the most
influential personage in the empire. The Emperor is preparing to celebrate her
birth-day with truly royal magnificence. The Peking Gazette reports that al­
ready a sum equal to about $25,000,000 U.S. gold has been appropriated for
the purpose. The road from her summer palace, about ten miles from the city
to the west, to her city residence has been parceled out among the twenty-two
provinces of the empire, proportioned to their wealth, and every foot of space
is to be occupied with ornamental arches, silk pavilions, theatres and spectacu-
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lar shows of all descriptions. Not only are all the officials in the empire as­
sessed, but in Peking all forms of business, even down to the peddling huckster
and donkey-drivers, are compelled to assist in a show which they all pro­
nounce to be unnecessary and wasteful." Letter on record, Beijing, August 1,
1894, China Correspondence, ABS (American Bible Society) Archives, New
York, Reel no. 74A.

7. Apparently there is no surviving copy of this edition of the Presentation New
Testament. The verbal description is in the ABS Archives, Reel no. 74A.

8. In his letter, dated November 5, 1894 (ABS Archives, Reel no. 74A), Hykes
wrote: "We have had three facsimile copies of the book made, and I hope to
send them to you as soon as we can get the introduction written. You will un­
derstand this book was not printed by the Bible Societies, nor at their ex­
penses-but Mr. Dyer and I were on the Committee which published it and we
saw it through the press. We read all the proofs, and had general supervision of
the work." Whatever has happened to the copies Hykes sent to New York, they
are now missing. The only surviving copy of the Imperial edition of the New
Testament in the ABS bears a later date.

9. A list of the societies represented among the contributors to the Presentation
New Testament was included in one of Hykes's letters to the American Bible
Society. The list shows a broad spectrum of participating Protestant organiza­
tions as well as women who had no official affiliations: the American Presbyte­
rian Church North, the American Presbyterian Church South, the Canadian
Presbyterian, English Presbyterian, Irish Presbyterian, Scotch United Presbyte­
rian, and Protestant Episcopal churches, the Rhenish Mission, Scandinavian
Free Mission, Swedish Mission, and Wesleyan Mission, the Woman's Union,
American Board of Commissioners on Foreign Mission (ABCFM), the Ameri­
can Reformed, American Baptist North, American Baptist South, English Bap­
tist, Baptist Missionary Union, and Seventh Day Baptist churches, the Basel
Mission, China Inland Mission, Church Missionary Society, Free Methodist
Church Friends' Mission, Honolulu Chinese Mission, London Missionary Soci­
ety, the Methodist Episcopal North and Methodist Episcopal South churches,
the National Baptist Church of Scotland, the Norwegian Mission, Junior Chris­
tian Endeavor of Shanghai, and non-missionary foreign ladies from
Chongqing, Shanghai, and the United States. See Rev. John R. Hykes to Rev.
Edward W. Gilman, Shanghai, November 21,1894, China Correspondence,
ABS Archives, Reel no. 74A.

10. In another letter, Hykes ascertains the total number of subscribers to be
10,900. See Rev. John R. Hykes to Rev. Edward W. Gilman (corresponding sec­
retary of the American Bible Society), Shanghai, November 30, 1894, China
Correspondence, ABS Archives, Reel no. 74A.

11. Rev. John R. Hykes to Rev. Edward W. Gilman, Shanghai, November 21,1894,
ibid.

12. Ibid.
13. "Presentation to the Empress-Dowager," Shanghai, March 26, 1894, China

Correspondence, ABS Archives, Reel no. 74A. The signatory in the Chinese
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version of the memorial was identified as "missionaries," not Chinese con­
verts.

14. Rev. John R. Hykes to Rev. Edward W. Gilman, Shanghai, November 10, 1894,
ibid.

15. For an account of the missionary translations of the Bible in classical Chinese,
see Patrick Hanan's essay "Chinese Christian Literature: The Writing Process,"
in Treasures of the Yenching: Seventy-fifth Anniversary ofthe Harvard- Yenching Li­
brary, ed. Patrick Hanan (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard-Yenching Library, 2003),
pp.261-283.

16. Memorial to the Empress Dowager, Shanghai, November 21, 1894, China Cor-
respondence, ABS Archives, Reel no. 74A.

17. Munich, Queen Victoria's Secret, p. 145.
18. Quoted ibid., p. 145.
19. Ibid.
20. Ibid.
21. Ibid., p. 231.
22. Quoted ibid., pp. 146-147.
23. James Hevia provides a detailed analysis of the technology of photography in

the British and the Allies' conquest of the Qing. See his English Lessons: The Ped­
agogy ofImperialism in Nineteenth-Century China (Durham: Duk University Press,
2003),pp.195-208;259-281.

24. Munich, Queen Victoria's Secret, p. 147.
25. Rev. John R. Hykes to Rev. Edward W. Gilman, Shanghai, September 20, 1894,

China Correspondence, ABS Archives, Reel no. 74A.
26. Memorial to the Empress Dowager, Shanghai, November 21, 1894.
27. Hanan, "Chinese Christian Literature," pp. 272-278. According to Hanan,

Medhurst's first Chinese assistant was Jiang Yongzhi (Tseng Yung-che in
Medhurst's transcription) and the second known assistant was Wang
Changgui, father of Wang Tao. After Wang Changui's death, Wang Tao was in­
vited to continue the translation and was responsible for the latter part of the
New Testament and for preparing draft translations of the whole of the Old
Testament.

28. Der Ling, Two Years in the Forbidden City (New York: Moffat, Yard and Company,
1912), p. 68.

29. Ye also means "grandpa," among its many connotations. One of Der Ling's
memoirs about Cixi is titled Old Buddha.

30. The emasculination of the Guangxu emperor is a theme of nearly all popular
narratives and cinematic representations of Cixi's tyranny and cruelty.

31. The Princes and Ministers of the Zongli yamen to Mr. O'Conor, Beijing, De­
cember 15, 1894, copy of the translation on file, China Correspondence, ABS
Archives, Reel no. 74A.

32. Rev. John R. Hykes to Rev. Edward W. Gilman, Shanghai, December 21,1894,
ibid.

33. "Correspondence," North China Herald, December 21, 1894.
34. See Jane Hunter, The Gospel ofGentility: American Women Missionaries in Turn-of-
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the-Century China (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1984), pp. 1-16. For re­
lated studies, see also Patricia R. Hill, The World Their Household: The American
Women's Foreign Mission Movement and Cultural Transformation, 1870-1920 (Ann
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1985).

35. See Dale Spender, intro. to Elizabeth Cady Stanton, The Woman's Bible: The Orig­
inal Feminist Attack on the Bible (New York: Arno Press, 1972), pp. iii-iv.

36. Elizabeth Cady Stanton, The Woman's Bible (Boston: Northwestern University
Press, 1993), pp. 125-126.

37. Mary D. Pellauer, Toward a Tradition ofFeminist Theology: The Religious Social
Thought ofElizabeth Cady Stanton, Susan B. Anthony, and Anna Howard Shaw (New
York: Carlson Publishing, 1991), p. 22. See also Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Eighty
Years and More: Reminiscences, 1815-1897 (New York: Schocken Books, 1971),
pp.390-393.

38. Elizabeth Cady Stanton, "Collected Papers," in Beth M. Waggenspack, The
Search for Self-Sovereignty: The Oratory ofElizabeth Cady Stanton (New York:
Greenwood Press, 1989), p. 122.

39. Ibid., p. 159.
40. Ann Stoler's reading of Michel Foucault's History ofSexuality suggests that the

discourse of sexuality in modern Europe must be examined in light of how
that discourse has been historically embedded in Europe's colonial experience
of the other and in its articulation of race. See Ann Stoler, Race and the Educa­
tion ofDesire (Durham: Duke University Press, 1995), pp. 55-94.

41. Margaret Homans, Royal Representations: Queen Victoria and British Culture, 1837­

1976 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998), p. 72.
42. In her "Address to the Joint Judiciary Committee, New York Legislature," on

February 14, 1854, for example, Stanton demanded "the full recognition of all
our rights as citizens of the Empire State. We are persons; native, freeborn citi­
zens; property-holders, tax payers; yet are we denied the exercise of our right
to the elective franchise. We support ourselves and, in part, your schools, col­
leges, churches, your poor-houses, jails, prisons, the army, and navy, the
whole machinery of government, and yet we have no voice in your councils.
We have every qualification required by the Constitution, necessary to the le­
gal voter, but the one of sex. We are moral, virtuous, and intelligent, and yet
by your laws we are classed with idiots, lunatics, and negroes." Stanton, "Col­
lected Speeches," p. 97.

43. Ibid., p. 115.
44. This situation continued well into World War II. Jessie Lutz's research on the

careers of Minnie Vautrin and Matilda Thurston as educators in China shows
that American missionary women in the early twentieth century were able to
attain positions of influence and pursue professional careers in China that
were not readily accessible to women in America. See Jessie G. Lutz, "The Chi­
nese Education of Minnie Vautrin and Matilda Thurston: Variants that Con­
verged," paper delivered at the 2003 Annual Conference of the Association for
Asian Studies (AAS), New York, April 2003.

45. Stanton, "Collected Speeches," p. 135.
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46. Elizabeth Stanton, Susan B. Anthony, and Matilda Jocelyn Gage, eds., History of
Woman Suffrage, 6 vols. (New York: Fowler and Wells, 1881-1922), 3:iv.

47. Murray A. Rubinstein, "The Wars They Wanted: American Missionaries' Use of
The Chinese Repository before the Opium War, American Neptune 48, no. 4 (Fall
1988): 27l.

48. Ibid., p. 272.
49. Charles (I(arl) Giltzlaff, The Journal ofTwo Voyages along the Coast ofChina in 1831

and 1832 (New York: John P. Haven, 1833), pp. 123-124.
50. Elizabeth Cady Stanton, "Speech on the Anniversary of the American Anti­

Slavery Society," in The Elizabeth Cady Stanton-Susan B. Anthony Reader, ed. Ellen
Carol Dubois (Boston: Northeastern University Press, 1992), pp. 83-84. For a
superb analysis of Catherine Beecher's use of Victoria, see Amy I(aplan, "Mani­
fest Domesticity," American Literature 70, no. 3 (Sept. 1998): 586.

51. See Homans, Royal Representations, pp. 100-156. For an analysis of Victoria's
own thoughts on being a female sovereign, see the piece by Gail Turley Hous­
ton, "Reading and Writing Victoria: The Conduct Book and the Legal Constitu­
tion of Female Sovereignty," in Remaking Queen Victoria, ed. Margaret Homans
and Adrienne Munich (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997),
pp. 159-18l.

52. Homans, Royal Representations, p. 147.
53. Ibid., p. xxv.
54. Quoted ibid., p. 149.
55. Hunter, Gospel ofGentility, p. 14.
56. Ibid., p. 84. A major source of inequities in the field lay within the structure of

the home church. Hunter writes: "The Presbyterian denominations, as late as
1927, denied women lay privileges at home, a restriction that also limited the
participation of women in the church polity in China. The Methodist confer­
ences barred those who were not ordained and automatically barred women
who were ineligible for ordination."

57. Ibid., p. 96.
58. Pearl Buck, The Exile (New York: John Day, 1936), p. 107.
59. Hunter, Gospel ofGentility, p. 95.
60. Rev. John R. Hykes to Rev. Edward W. Gilman, Shanghai, December 21,1894.
61. The Empress Dowager left few verbal records of her sentiments with regard to

Christianity during this volatile period of Qing history, although we know that
she detested the missionaries. She was quoted as saying: "I may be conserva­
tive in saying that I admire our custom and will not change it as long as I live.
You see our people are taught to be polite from their earliest childhood, and
just look back at the oldest teachings and compare them with the new. People
seem to like the latter the best. I mean that the new idea is to be Christians, to
chop up their Ancestral Tablets and burn them. I know many families here
who have broken up because of the missionaries, who are always influencing
the young people to believe their religion." Der Ling, Two Years in the Forbidden
City, p. 175.
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62. Ibid., p. 225.
63. Chun-fang Yu's study I(uan-yin: The Chinese Transformation ofAvalokitesvara

(New York: Columbia University Press, 2001), p. 294, suggests that the femi­
nine transformation of Guanyin has scriptural roots in the "Universal Gate­
way" chapter of the Lotus Sutra, where Avalokitesvara appears in as many as
thirty-three different forms in order to save different types of people. Among
these forms, seven are feminine: nun, laywoman, wife of an elder, house­
holder, official, Brahmin, and girl.

64. Der Ling's memoir gives a detailed description of the elaborate staging of Bud­
dhist plays in the Summer Palace, as well as the Empress Dowager's interest in
modern stage design (Two Years in the Forbidden City, pp. 24-35). These photo­
graphs, taken by Der Ling's brother, the court photographer Yu Ling, were not
intended for public release. The journalistic potential of photography, however,
was not lost on the Empress Dowager, since she had seen and complained
about some of the 1,900 pictures taken by the Allied Forces, one of which
showed an officer sitting on the imperial throne. See Figure 15.

65. Rev. John R. Hykes to Rev. Edward W. Gilman, Shanghai, December 21,1894.
66. Rev. John R. Hykes to Rev. Edward W. Gilman, Shanghai, November 21,1894.
67. A surviving copy of the imperial edition of the New Testament is owned by the

American Bible Society. This book had passed from the imperial house to the
hands of a Christian Guomindang official, who gave it to Pastor Shen Yu -shu,
formerly of the city of Nanjing, in return for some service. Shen then emi­
grated to California and was persuaded by a retired Methodist missionary, Ed­
ward James, to sell the book to the American Bible Society, which he did for
$110 in 1944.

68. See China Mission Year Book, app. IX (1911), 2:xxxii-xxxiii; Chinese Recorder
(1909): 587-588 (beginning of the project), and (1910): 758 (editorial com­
ment).

69. For the report and the financial statement of the Presentation Committee, See
Chinese Recorder (1911): 134 and 184-186.

70. BFBS report for 1911, cited in China Correspondence, ABS Archives, Reed no.
74A.

71. China Mission Year Book, app. IX (1911), 2:xxxiii.
72. Ibid., 2:xxxii.
73. I(u Hung-ming is the romanized spelling of the Chinese name under which the

author published all his writings in English. The romanization I(u used to ma­
triculate at the University of Edinburgh was Hong Beng I(aw. The commonly
adopted spelling of his family name in Penang, however, is I(oh. According to
the Pinyin romanization that is the standard system used today in the PRC and
elsewhere, I(u's name should be spelled Gu Hongming. To avoid confusion, I
use his publishing name, I(u Hung-ming.

74. For a detailed account of Joshua Marshman's work as translator in Serampore,
see Hanan, "Chinese Christian Literature," pp. 266-267.

75. It appears that Rong Hong was not the first student to study in the United
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States. Ya Lin had been there twenty years before him. See Lin Yongyu, "Lun
Lin Zexu zuzhi de yiyi gongzuo" (A study of Lin Zexu's organizing of the work
of translation), in Lin Zexu yu ya pian zhan zheng yanjiu lunwenji (Collected es­
says in the study of Lin Zexu and the Opium War), History Institute of the
Fujian Academy of Social Sciences (Fuzhou: Fujian renmin chubanshe, 1985),
p.123.

76. See Jonathan Spence, God's Chinese Son: The Taiping Heavenly I(ingdom ofHong
Xiuguan (New York: W. W. Norton, 1996), pp. 16-18.

77. See Lin Yongyu, "Lun Lin Zexu zuzhi de yiyi gongzuo."
78. Somerset Maugham, On a Chinese Screen (London: William Heinemann, 1922),

pp. 147-148.
79. Ibid., pp. 149-150. I(u had ignored Maugham's previous informal request to

see him until the author wrote a polite letter asking for permission to visit.
Ibid., p. 148.

80. Ibid., pp. 153-154.
81. Ibid., pp. 154-155.
82. G. Lowes Dickinson (1862-1932), a Cambridge professor, adopted I(u's per­

sona and his words without actually naming him in his best-selling book Letters
from John Chinaman, published in 1901. In this book, Dickinson invented the
character of John Chinaman to criticize European imperialism in the manner
of I(u, who had signed himself "a Chinaman" in articles he published before
1901. Thus John Chinaman and I(u merge into one as we read:

"'They [the Chinese] believe in right,' says Sir Robert Hart-let me quote it
once more 'they believe in right so firmly that they scorn to think it requires to
be supported or enforced by might.' Yes, it is we who do not accept it that prac­
tise the Gospel of peace; it is you who accept it that trample it underfoot.
And-irony of ironies I-it is the nation of Christendom who have come to us
to teach us by sword and fire that Right in this world is powerless unless it by
[sic] supported by Might! Oh do not doubt that we shall learn the lesson! And
woe to Europe when we have acquired it! You are arming a nation of four
hundred millions! a nation which, until you came, had no better wish than to
live at peace with themselves and all the world. In the name of Christ you have
sounded the call to arms! In the name of Confucius, we respond!" G. Lowes
Dickinson, Letters from John Chinaman (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1901),
p.40.

A similar view was expressed in I(u's essay "For the Cause of Good Govern­
ment in China," published in January 1901. I(u alludes to the prophetic words
of Sir Robert Hart, who warned about a future of "Boxerdom" in China, and
argues that the literati can learn the art of war just as quickly as they un­
learned it in the past, but "the question of whether the Chinese nation will
have to fight or not, is a very grave question for the cause of civilization in the
world." I(u Hung-ming, Papers from a Viceroy's Yamen: Chinese Plea for the Cause of
Good Government and True Civilization ofChina (Shanghai: Shanghai Mercury,
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1901), p. 78. There is no need to highlight every technical detail that blurs the
textual boundaries between I(u and Dickinson. Suffice it to say that
Maugham's portrait of I(u in "The Philosopher" may be a fascinating collage of
all three images of the invented persona of a Chinese critic: I(u, the author of
Papers from a Viceroy's Yamen; Dickinson's John Chinaman; and Maugham's own
response to I(u's reaction to his visit.

83. I(u's ethnicity is by no means settled. While the majority of my sources indi­
cate that he was an ethnic Chinese, a few suggest, on the basis of firsthand
physiognomic evidence, that he was probably a Creole with Caucasian or other
blood from his mother's line.

84. Huang Xingtao, Wenhua guaijie Gu Hongming (I(u Hung-ming the cultural ec­
centric) (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1995). Conflicting information exists as to
when I(u began to grow his queue and wear Chinese clothes. See note 86.

85. As the author of the first systematic grammar of classical Chinese prose written
in Chinese, Ma Jianzhong initiated comparative linguistic studies in China. He
retired from diplomatic service in the last years of the nineteenth century and
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the foreigners in China." I(u, Papers from a Viceroy's Yamen, p. 32.
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Chapters 31 and 32 of that novel recount I(u's adventures in the pleasure
quarters of Beijing and his relationship with Sai Jinhua, the famous courtesan,
who is said to have had an affair with the German army commander. I(u's
name in the novel is given as I(u Ming-hung instead of I(u Hung-ming.

97. I(u, preface to Papers from a Viceroy's Yamen, p. iii. For a detailed examination of
the Allies' acts of revenge and punishment, see Hevia, English Lessons, pp. 195­
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that were perceived as unfavorable. I thank Philip Hallman for alerting me to
the existence of this edition and locating a copy for me.



Glossary of Selected
Chinese Characters

bing ming
Chang Lin
chuanyi zhu zi
ci
da ban
Da Qin
Da Qin Brahman
Daoguang yangsou zhengfu ji
Dayi juemi lu
di
dP
er
Er ya
fan gui
Fei wo zulei qixin hi yi
Feng Chengjun
fu
geshi gongwen
giu zi
Gu shu yiyi juli
guomu
HeAo
hu
Hu Yuanrui
Hua
Huangchao wenxian tongkao
hulu
jian min
jian yi
Jiangnan huzhu
jiao min
jiao shi
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ling zhuan shi ci
jun zhu
I(ong Yuxun

I(u Hung-Ming (Gu Hongming)
Li Hongzhang

LiZhenhua
Li Zhiying
liang yi
Liu Bannong

Lu
Lu2

Lii Liuliang
Ma Jianzhong
Ma Xiangbo

man-mo

Mayu
min
Ming (dynasty)
Mojiatuo
Ni Hongwen

Nie hai hua
Ouyang Yongshu
pian pang

Pu Yi
qi ci
qie
Qianlong
Qin

Qin ding siku quanshu
Qing (dynasty)
qiu zi
quan fei

quan li
Shanyang
shen chen
Shen Fuwei
shi yi changji yi zhi yi
shi yi zhi

Shuo wen jie zi
Song Lian

Sun Yan
Tian Shu
wailai zhi jun
Wan guo gong fa
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Wang yue: sou bu yuan qianIi er lai,
yi jiang you yi Ii wuguo hu

Wang Zhichun
Wei Yuan
Wu Jingfu
xi
xiyu
Xian Songpu
Xu Jiyu
Xu Shen
xungu
ye
yi
yP
yi-di

Yihe Tuan
Yihe yuan
yin yun
Yinghuan zhilue

Yong Zheng

yu
Yu Qian

Yuanming Yuan
Yue Zhongqi

zai
Zeng Jing
zha xing
Zhang Shizhao
Zhang Xi
Zhang Xi (author of Fuyi Riji)

Zhang Zhidong
zhao hui
Zheng Xuan
zhongwai yijia
zhu
zhu quan
Zhuiman yesou
zi
zi shu
zun wang rang yi
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