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Abstract

Sinologists have made extensive use of Said’s model of Orientalism and
Foucault’s discussion of race to research China’s self-image and representa-
tion of Westerners, but the Chinese body has not received enough attention.
My paper adds to this scholarship by investigating the Chinese construc-
tion of an embodied self against the Western body in the first half of the
nineteenth century, the opening phase of unprecedentedly intense physical
confrontation with the West, and demonstrates how ideologies active in the
hegemonic discourse to contain and dominate function as opposition to
domination on the part of the invaded. Engaging Occidentalism and post-
colonial theories of race, I examine texts from scholarly works and official
letters to writings distributed among the common people, to argue that by
mapping the “barbarians” monstrous and yet not invincible physicality, the
Chinese sought to construct their bodies as superior, victimized and yet re-
generative, in resistance to invasion. My first section looks at the invention,
inheritance, and reinforcement of stereotypes about Westerners' physical
deformity, which were employed when demand for self-defense arose. Sec-
tion two uses post-colonial theories to analyze the mentality and literary
techniques in the rhetoric of resistance. Next, I examine textual reactions
to Western devastation of the Chinese body, focusing on the victimized self
and the difficulty of resistance, which are contrasted to in the following sec-
tion, where I investigate texts portraying a regenerative self that conquers the
Western body. Such representations register a proactive defense of Chinese
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identity when the people’s epistemological frames were severely challenged
during the painful “Open Door.” All four sections underline the reversal of
a Furocentric discourse about race and an Orientalized East, the theme of
which I revisit in the conclusion, with a reflection on the continuity and
evolution of Chinese Occidentalism and self-image into the twentieth cen-
tury.
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Introduction

Commercial, military, and political contentions between the closed-up late
Qing China and expansionist Europe lasted over a century. A popular image
from that interaction is one of a lethargic and enervated Oriental nation collaps-
ing rapidly beneath the violent blows of Western powers. In terms of material
confrontation, China was no match for the imperialist opium smugglers and
warmongers from the West. Yet looking at the Chinese written accounts of con-
tact with Westerners, we see another form of resistance, though one which ran
contrary to material history. Such texts show an unflagging imagination capable
of oppositional violence in distorting, manipulating, and conquering Western
bodies and presenting the Chinese as superior and victorious. Though the
Chinese suffered acute physical violation, China’s ideational assaults on the
enemy bodies were by no means daunted.

Distorted representations of the adversary were perpetuated by both
China and the West, but they exemplified different attitudes and desires for the
invaded party than for the invader. While Western images of China used to
dominate this terrain of cross-cultural studies, sinologists in the past few decades
have come to make extensive use of Said’s model of Orientalism and Foucaults
discussion of race in their research on China’s self-image and representation of
Westerners, engaging with criticism of empire, race, religion, and so on.! Prom-
inent research into Chinese Occidentalist construction of the modern West has
set its domain in the second half of the nineteenth century and later, exploring
China’s portrayal of the West as a target for attack or a mirror for self-reflection,
though the instinct to “other” Westerners was present with the Chinese at the
initial moments of wonder, fear, and hatred in real and imaginary contacts with
the West as early as the Ming dynasty. On the other hand, while few critics
would deny the central role of the body in any representations of the cultural
other, in the counter studies to the Eurocentric modes, the Chinese body has
remained insufficiently researched. There is much more to be said about how
the Chinese imagined themselves as contacting, suffering from, and resisting the

! The most comprehensive sinologist studies in direct dialogue with the Orientalism model remains
Chen Xiaomei’s Occidentalism: A Theory of Counter-Discourse in Post-Mao China (1995), which focuses
on China in the late twentieth century. Most recently, Wang Mingming has presented a historical ex-
amination of the “West” (which, however, refers to India, Africa, and the Islamic worlds) in Chinese
geo-cosmologic conception in The West as the Other: A Genealogy of Chinese Occidentalism (2014). For
research addressing the issue of race in China’s self-image and conception of the cultural other, the most
sustained work is Frank Dikotter’s The Discourse of Race in Modern China (1992). More recent discus-
sions of China’s racial beliefs can be found in E. Rotem Kowner and Walter Demel, eds., Race and Racism
in Modern East Asia: Western and Eastern Constructions (2012).
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physicality of what they saw as “devils” and “barbarians,” and how this ideation-
al construct of bodies affected their national consciousness.

Traditional Chinese philosophy attached great importance to the body,
which was seen as the externalization of the mind and integral in shaping the
community and providing it with an identity through ritual practices. The
body, in other words, indexes the character of its community. As Yang Rur-
Bin has pointed out, among the multiple dimensions of the body in traditional
Chinese philosophy, the social dimension, emphasized by the philosopher Xun
Zi (313-238 BC), dates back to the pre-Qin period and is central to the Confu-
cian construction of the body (15-21). In interactions with another culture,
not only is the body the premise on which all exchanges are made possible, but
the Chinese obsession with physical alterity in cross-cultural contexts has made
my investigation indispensable.? This essay examines the Chinese construction
of an embodied self against the Western body in the first half of the nineteenth
century, the opening phase of unprecedentedly intense physical confrontation
with the West, and demonstrates how ideologies active in the hegemonic dis-
course to contain and dominate function as opposition to domination on the
part of the invaded and humiliated. The argument engages Western postcolo-
nial models and theories in order to show how “Oriental” constructions of the
other forms a mirror image to the “Orientlalist” ones. I investigate texts from
scholarly works and official letters to popular writings, to argue that by mapping
the “barbarians” monstrous and yet not invincible physicality, the Chinese men
and women of letters sought to construct their bodies as superior, victimized
and yet regenerative, in resistance to invasion.’?

The first section of this paper looks at the invention, inheritance, and rein-
forcement of stereotypes about Westerners' physical deformity, which were em-
ployed when demand for self-defense arose. Section two analyzes the mentality
and literary techniques in the rhetoric of resistance, engaging in particular Mel
Y. Chen’s cultural application of the linguistic concept, “animacy,” and Said’s
model of Orientalism. Next, I examine textual reactions to Western devastation
of the Chinese body, focusing on the victimized self and the difficulty of resis-

2 The sense of physical alterity was stressed in the earliest writings about Westerners’ entering China
in the Ming dynasty (Meng 5-13). In his study of Western missionaries perception of the Chinese
body, Eric Reinders makes a sound point that the language barrier made bodies of the Other more im-
mediately visible, since one had to use the body when one could not speak the word (39-41). Although
Reinders writes from the Westerners’ perspective, this observation applies well to the Chinese.

3 The fact that some writings distributed among the lower class people were anonymous does not
automatically constitute a confluence of the elite with the popular culture. Instead, the literati, often
scholar-officials, may employ letters to incite mass action, to mobilize violence.
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tance, which are contrasted to in the following section, where I investigate texts
portraying a regenerative self that conquers the Western body. Such representa-
tions register a proactive defense of Chinese identity when the people’s episte-
mological frames were severely challenged during the painful “Open Door.” All
four sections underline the reversal of a Eurocentric discourse about race and an
Orrientalized East, the theme of which I revisit in the conclusion, with a reflec-
tion on the continuity and evolution of Chinese Occidentalism and self-image
into the twentieth century.

Mapping the Foreign Body: Stereotypes for Defense

Enmity towards outsiders is of great antiquity in China. Peoples beyond the
Confucian cultural boundaries were referred to by names indicating animality,
such as Di 3X for the nomads from the North and Man % for an out-group in
the South. Ancient geographical records about the peripheries, like Shan hai
jing i (The Classic of Mountains and Seas) and Shi zhou ji + M2 (Account
of Ten Continents), exemplify ideational construction of boundaries dividing
people into physically and culturally incompatible groups. The Han Chinese
expressed a persistent belief in racial discontinuities in their negative portrayal of
alien peoples, including the Manchus. Ge Zhaoguang, in his reconstruction of
the problematic concept, “China,” posits that Chinese conception of the West-
ern other, even after knowledge about the West was available since the Ming
dynasty, relied all along on imaginations based on classic sources, creating many
less-than-human images (66-85). Frank Dikétter’s Discourse of Race in Modern
China (1992), the first extensive study of China’s racist belief system, traces the
development of a racial consciousness over two thousand years. Demoniza-
tion of invaders, Dikotter states, dates back to as early as the Song dynasty (37),
when, according to Ge, the Chinese nation-state began to take shape as a result
of pressure from growing alien powers and frustration of its egocentrism (41-65).
Although Ge argues that the fantastical images of the foreign countries subsided
after Matteo Ricci (1552-1610) introduced the map of the world to China even to
the reign of Emperor Qianlong (1735-1799), the distorted foreign body did not
just disappear (85-90). It is Dikotter’s opinion that the tradition of demonology
of the other was not much altered in the nineteenth century. This view is
echoed by Judith Wyman, who studies the complex components in people’s
animosity towards Westerners in late nineteenth-century Chongqing, and shows
that the so-called antiforeignism was a continuation of old hostility toward cul-
tural, religious, economic, political, and racial outsiders. Nevertheless, tradition
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is always faceted and revised by changing contexts, and old stereotypes are built
upon for new demands, under new pressures.

A look at the history of the term, “foreign devil,” helps illustrate how ac-
cepted stereotypes developed into vindictive demonization. As Meng’s discus-
sion shows, from its first application to Westerners, the term guizi %, meaning
“devil,” communicated contempt and fear, aroused by the “monstrous” physical
features of Westerners and the reported violence they inflicted upon the Chinese
(5-13).* But in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, when China’s
economic power was at its zenith, Chinese attitudes towards foreigners re-
lented, and “guizi” was used in most writings without any emphasis on hatred
or threat (13-21). It is after the first Opium War, when fierce resistance from
the Chinese was provoked at European violence, that the stereotyped hate-
image of yang guizi ¥ %, “foreign devil,” achieved wide popularity (21-29).
Lydia Liu also maintains that it was foreigners’ acts of violence, rather than
their exotic appearance, “that had contributed to the rise of the epithets fan gui
(“foreign devil”) and gui zi among the Cantonese and their spread to the rest
of the country after the first Opium War” (99). While the derogatory fan %,
meaning non-Chinese—foreign, therefore savage and barbarian—often con-
veys contempt, gui expresses fear, which is a signal for defense. The threat of
violence also stimulated the antagonistic imagination imbued with paranoia.
The Opium War realized a transformation, in Frederic Wakeman, Jr.’s words, of
“relatively benign stereotypes about foreigners into xenophobic racism” (“The
Canton Trade” 202). This period was a hot bed for chimerical narratives about
Westerners, primarily in the coastal areas including Guangzhou, where foreign-
ers came to trade and later battle with the Chinese. An 1842 Chinese Repository
article records that in Guangzhou Westerners were imagined “as strange as can
be well conceived, almost akin to the demoniacal natures ascribed to ghouls and
genii in Arabian story” (325-26). In the collection of various writings about the
Opium War compiled by the twentieth-century scholar A Ying, from which I
have drawn substantial textual evidence, portrayal of the monstrous “barbarian”
bodies abound. Such antagonistic imagination was to resonate through numer-
ous conflicts with foreigners, including the “religious cases” both inciting and
incited by anti-Christian writings in the 1860s and 70s, which is the subject of
Paul Cohen’s seminal work China and Christianizy.

4 The term gui, as Thoralf Klein explains, does not suggest pure and absolute evil, as the English
“devil” does (121). Both Meng and Klein observe that gui indicates the opposite of life and the living,
and evokes the idea of death and danger. It is the foreigners™ exotic physical features that first led the
Chinese to see them as beings from the other world.
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The notion of physical alterity of other races encouraged fabrication of
Westerners' deformity when the need to resist foreign challenges arose. Since the
debacle of the Macartney mission to Emperor Qianlong in 1793, there had been a
myth among certain officials that the English barbarians, unlike proper human
beings, could not bend their knees, either because of physical deformity or cum-
bersome dressing. That was why the “barbarous” ambassador failed to perform
proper ceremony to the Emperor (Rockhill 32; Tamura 87).> Appropriating this
explanation, during (and after) the Opium War (1839-42) many believed firmly
that the English barbarians could neither bend their knees nor run fast, and there-
fore should not be able to fight ashore.® A second myth went that the British
needed Chinese tea and rhubarb to survive, and without those their bodies would
not function correctly.” The high official Lin Zexu # 214 (1785-1850), whose
bold campaign to suppress opium triggered the war, warned the British that “if
China grudges such benefit and cares not about the harm, what can you barbarians
live off?” (135).8 Hao Yen-ping and Wang Erh-min have argued that behind such
misunderstandings was the Chinese governments intellectual-institutional inertia
against change and even discussion (154). However, misperceptions like those
were not a mere result of epistemological stagnancy, but were formed within the
dynamic tradition of seeing the Other as intrinsically different, a practice es-
poused by many erudite minds, such as Yu Zhengxie 4 £ % (1775-1840), an in-
fluential scholar noted for his extensive learning and keen interest in the research
of foreign affairs. Quoting a classical Western work named Renshen tushuo
A& B3 (The Lllustrated Treatise of the Human Body), translated into Chinese by

> Lord Macartney was sent to China in September 1792 (arriving at the court in 1793), in the name
of celebrating the Qing Emperor Qianlong’s birthday, but actually for the sake of increasing trade at
Canton and opening new ports for trade. Macartney’s refusal to prostrate himself before the Emperor
only further alienated the two nations.

6 The scholar-official Wang Zhongyang 4 7 wrote in 1840 that “the British barbarians’ legs are
very long, and are bandaged by black cloth, so that they stand straight, and cannot leap or run fast” (191).
Wang Wentai /£ X £ (1796-1844), known for his contribution to the Chinese knowledge about West-
erners, also writes that the English “cannot run fast, as their legs and feet are bound, and are difficult
to bend or stretch. Once they fall with face down, they cannot get up, and so they are often frustrated
in battle” (n.p.). The official Yu Qian T3k (1793-1841) even reported to Emperor Daoguang & 7
(on throne 1821-50) that because the British “barbarians” had stiff waists and straight legs, they never
bowed or kneeled to kings or emperors (Wang Erh-min 56).

7 Governor of Fujian province, Wei Yuanlang # /7TJ% (1779-1854), writes that “foreign barbarians
cannot live without the rhubarb and tea from China” (113), while governor-general of Guangdong,
Deng Tingzhen $8#£ 44 (1776-1846), assumes in a notification to foreign merchants that “the two items
from China, tea and rhubarb, are necessities for you foreign barbarians, on which your lives are contin-
gent” (141).

8 Such opinions did not go unchallenged among the Qing officials. Huang Entong % &% (1801-
83), postwar governor of Guangdong, and scholar Wei Yuan #%7% (1794-1856), for example, refuted it.
See Hao Yen-p’ing and Wang Erh-min, “Changing Chinese Views” 154.
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European Jesuits in the seventeenth century, Yu observes, mistakenly, many vis-
ceral contrasts between foreign and Chinese bodies, which he concludes to have
determined the differences between Western and Chinese religions (697-99).
At a time when understandings of the West were substantially adulterated with
speculation, efforts to represent the foreign often left it all the more mystified
and unapproachable. While some fell back to reinforcing the impression of the
foreigner’s physical inferiority, others came up with new inventions when the
nation’s dignity was challenged. The unbendable knees dismissed the alien chal-
lenge to the Chinese ritual, and reconciled the failure of the foreign ambassador
to kowtow to the Emperor’s invincible dignity.” The foreigners’ dependence on
rhubarb and tea, on the other hand, justified the Celestial Empire’s image as the
merciful benefactor as well as its policy to shun foreign trade.!”

Narrating Threat and Triumph: The Rhetoric of Resistance

Just as the portrayal of Westerners' physical deformity articulated defense,
the very narration of threat was saturated with the rhetoric of resistance. Appel-
lations such as “barbarian” and “devil,” and the portrayal of the Occidentalized
body as a half-human, half-beast being, are counterattacks from the invaded.
When one population appears as a direct threat to another, the humanity and
life of that threat will be conceptually diminished by its apparent victim. Judith
Butler asks us to consider how this “is compounded under those conditions in
which Islam is seen as barbaric or pre-modern, as not yet having conformed
to those norms that make the human recognizable” (42). Butler’s emphasis is
on how in war the militarily privileged West can treat that other life or lives as
ungrievable, as valueless and therefore “lose-able.” The Chinese, on the unprivi-
leged side, were wielding this epistemological weapon because, if the British
“barbarians” were not to be vanquished by war, they might at least be annihi-
lated in imagination.

9 The efforts to preserve dignity are also visible in the differing accounts of the ritual by both sides.
See Huang Yi-Long 50-57.

19 In Lin’s letter he restates the popular belief that “all imported goods from foreign countries are no
more than dispensable play things. Since China does not need them, what is the difficulty for it to shut
up ports and close off trade?” (135). Early on in response to the Macartney embassy, Qianlong remarks
in his letter addressed to George III that “the virtue and power of the celestial Dynasty has penetrated
afar to the myriad kingdoms, which have come to render homage, and so all kinds of precious things
from ‘over mountain and sea’ have been collected here, things which your chief envoy and others have
seen for themselves. Nevertheless, we have never valued ingenious articles, nor do we have the slightest
need of your country’s manufactures” (qtd. in Pagani 74).



Against the Western “Barbarian”: Narrating Bodily Resistance 97

The rhetoric of resistance much resembles the discourse of domination in
a colonial context. Césaire’s famous equation, “colonization = ‘thingification,”
expresses indignation at the colonizer’s brutality in treating the colonized as
non-human objects (42). Mel Y. Chen’s recent study of racial mattering draws
on Césaire’s view of the colonization process in her exploration of human objec-
tification on the linguistic level (49-50). Language can be used to dehumanize
by imputing a nonhuman animality to a human in the dominating/dominated
power relationship, according to the animacy hierarchy, ranging from the most
animate to the lifeless. While all animals are deemed lower than humans on this
hierarchy, some animals like slow-moving reptiles manifest less animacy than
others, and are seen close to the insensate, such as a stone. One form of dehu-
manization is the “imaginative transmogrification,” the transformation of the
human into a grotesque or fantastic appearance (44). It is the colonizer, for Mel
Y. Chen as well as for Césaire, that carries out the mattering of humans on the
colonized subjects. The situation is reversed in the Chinese text. Whereas the
Westerners came, conquered, and destroyed the Chinese bodies, in the Chinese
imagination it is the Westerner’s body that is dehumanized, compared to animal,
and gui, the proximity of which to death merits what Chen calls the “most un-
sparing dehumanization” (43). More than a device for spiritual triumph, dehu-
manization of the enemy could be employed to justify inhuman violence.

On the other hand, the description of the other is always germane to the
construction of the self. Said has written of Orientalism that it is not about the
Orient itself, but about the West’s experience of it, while the Orient has helped
to define the West as its contrasting image (1-2). In China, the Westerner’s body
also informed the construction of the Chinese self-image, not with the desire to
dominate and take possession that characterizes the Orientalist, but for the pur-
pose of annihilating the other and defending the self. It is the need to defend
the self that alerted the imagination to explain away the threat, and in various
defensive writings foreigners were brought in to demonstrate their deformed
physicality in contrast to the wholesome “Chineseness.” In a ballad written
after the defeat of China in the second Opium War, for example, even the yang
guizi himself is made to feel his deformity and recognize the superiority in the
Chinese, whose “humanity” (renging A'1%) is pointed out as distinguishing
Chinese physicality from the foreign one (“Waiguo yangren” 253). Such rep-
resentation of the self against the other is not a unique device of Chinese texts.
Commenting on Greek self-definition in the fifth century BC, Jonathan Hall
remarks, “[b]y establishing a stereotypical, generalized image of the exotic, slavish
and unintelligible barbarian, Greek identity could be defined ‘from without,’
through opposition with this image of alterity” (47). It was through a similar
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self-definition from without that many Chinese sought to maintain their sense
of superiority to the intrusive foreign bodies, which were conceptually mutilated
so that the Chinese order and arrogance could be upheld.

Dehumanization of the Westerner conveyed two polaric mentalities in the
Chinese self-reflection. When the self was seen threatened by alien influences,
demonization of foreign figures revealed the people’s fear and instinct of resis-
tance, which almost inevitably led to the comparison of the external threat to
disease or contamination, and the self as victim. However, the victimized body
did not remain passive, but was urged to resist, even at the sacrifice of the self,
and often represented as triumphant, with the wish to see the self as regenerative
and superior. Foregrounding those mentalities and rhetorical features enables us
to see how expressions of fear are symbiotic with the ideology for defense, and
how dehumanization of the Other is integral to the Chinese redemptive self-
construction.

Poisoned, Raped, and Mutilated:
The Chinese Body as Victim

The Qing government began to take severe measures to prohibit opium
smuggling in the 1820s, further irritating the already tense relationship with
Britain. War was triggered in 1839. After the abuse of opium, the Chinese saw
themselves further victimized in China’s military failure, indemnity, and land
cession, causing a drastic shift in their imagination from contempt for the for-
eigner’s body to humiliation of the self.!!

The opium trade generated a plethora of writings condemning this foreign
contamination in which the drug was frequently referred to as poison, its victim
reaching from the individual body to the collective body of the country. A
popular metaphor treated the Chinese nation-state as one body of a poisoned
or diseased man. The newly appointed high Commissioner to Guangdong and
Guangxi, Lin Zexu, wrote in his petition to the Emperor that

the poisonous flow of opium into the inner lands of China is like the poisonous
flow of an ulcer into the human heart. When an ulcer sets its root, it grows gradu-
ally and purulence ensues; once opium comes, it spreads out gradually and invaders
follow. . . . Now the poison has been flowing for long, and pain of the ulcer is felt

! For China’s negative self-image during the Opium War, see Huang Hung-chao 113-90. Huang’s
study of Chinese opium culture analyzes the Chinese’ reflection on their own opium-poisoned, socially
enfeebled bodies with shame and indignation, in juxtaposition with the Chinese and Westerners™ deni-
gration of each other’s bodies.



Against the Western “Barbarian”: Narrating Bodily Resistance 99

in many places, so measures must be taken immediately to rid the purulence. The
enemy barbarians disturbing the Zhejian coast are just like purulence festering, after
which the disease will be gone. . .. If we fear the swelling pain and seck to ease it in
another way [i.e. peace by concession], I am afraid the poison will stay inside and the
peril will be like fostering the ulcer. (197-98)

Lin’s petition was written during the prelude to war, after he had destroyed a
large amount of opium confiscated from foreign merchants. In the body politics
of the sovereign nation of China, society was seen as a whole body with the
ruler as the head, and opium’s widespread evil to numerous individual bodies
created the image of a collective body poisoned and diseased. In Lin’s metaphor
opium and the foreign troops become two stages of one disease, ulcer, infect-
ing the body of China. It is apposite that he begins the letter to the Emperor
expressing his anxiety about the “dignity of the nation/dynasty” (guori E#2) the
literal translation of which is “body of the nation” (197). He is demanding that
the Chinese body fight it out, that it withstand the first stages of pain so that
the body can eventually cure itself. However, the bodily resistance proposed by
Lin was never wholeheartedly backed by the government. With the two foreign
sources, opium and the “barbarian,” preying on the Chinese body, the head of
the nation lost his authority to control the diseased limbs. Marx has put it this
way: “in the same measure in which opium has obtained the sovereignty over
the Chinese, the Emperor and his staff of pedantic mandarins have become dis-
possessed of their own sovereignty” (94).

Lin’s insistence on a drastic remedy for the nation-body resonates with
a biopolitical philosophy of state immunization, which, as Roberto Esposito
elucidates with examples of modern nation-states, aims at the protection of life
through negation of the threat that is integral to life itself. If Lin’s exhortation
for direct confrontation necessitates sacrifice of the Chinese only because mili-
tary resistance is counted upon to rid the foreign source of disease, the proposal
of Huang Juezi 3 ## (1793-1853), a radical advocate for the ban on opium,
bears more on what Esposito names “thanatopolitics,” the politics of death of
the self for the strengthening of life. In 1838, Huang presented the emperor
with a petition proposing harsh measures against Chinese opium-smokers.
Those who do not give up smoking in one year, Huang urges, should be either
executed or severely punished (201-02). In other words, Huang prescribes self-
mutilation for curing the nation, an extreme form of state immunization. “The
defense of the national body,” Esposito posits, “requires the removal of its sick
parts” (128). Killing becomes healing. Huang’s proposal evoked great reper-
cussions among the policy makers, but with a body so heavily diseased, many
flinched at the measure of mass punishment, and more emphasis was placed on
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resisting the external source of disease, i.e. the “barbarians” (Wang Kaixi 6-12).

Successive emperors had tried to keep the “barbarians” at bay, not only
because of opium. Emperor Qianlong’s 1793 edict “forbade the residence of a
Western representative inside China” (Hao and Wang 143). From 1720, the
foreigners lived and worked in factories outside the city walls of Guangzhou
(Canton), in an area which became known as the Canton Colony. They were
not allowed to enter the city, and trade was mediated through the Chinese mer-
chants. Foreign women were forbidden to set foot on Chinese land, and their
husbands living in the factories left to join them from May to September in
Macau (Booth 107-122). This explains why the foreign bodies in Chinese writ-
ings up to the Opium War are uniformly gendered as male.!? It is not difficult
to guess that the foreigners” productivity, which would entail their integration
into the Chinese community, was feared. Wakeman concludes that “[a]s long
as the strangers perched on the edge of the empire in a state of impermanence
(without women) or exclusion (like Macao), they remained cultural clients”
(Strangers at the Gate 55). And this relationship could be tolerated. Paired with
productivity, the sexuality of the foreigner became such a great threat to the
Chinese officials that they had to warn the “barbarian” merchants every year
“not to satisfy their libidinous dispositions by hiring young boys or courtesans”
(55). As the irresistible foreigners pressed in, anti-foreign writings teeming with
stereotypes of Westerners as lascivious, bestial beings increased, featuring furious
accusations of the foreigners’ sexual crimes, which reportedly posed great perils
not only to the chastity of Chinese women (and sometimes young men), but
also to their husbands and entire families.

In the opium-soaked China, the reference to the foreigner’s sexuality is
not just about the anxiety that Chinese women, like women victims in all those
defeated, colonized, or enslaved lands in human history, were violated by the
enemy, nor the dread that the nation-body in another metaphor was ravished by
criminals with drugs and troops. It is also about the fear that the raped body,
female or collectively male, should crave the rapist; that the Chinese, individu-
als and nation, should be therefore humiliated twofold. As Keith McMahon
points out, opium-smoking in China was overwhelmingly a “male experience,”
yet it emasculates the males (130). Opium has on the defeated men a hold

12 Article 2 of the Treaty of Nanjing first grants foreign families to live in China. See Treaty of Nan-
jing, 3. The Chinese officials once made a great fuss about the presence of foreign women in China
and insisted on their leaving immediately. An account of this case can be found in a petition signed by
several officials to emperor Daoguang, in Wen et al. 1.100. When Western women are represented in
the nineteenth-century Chinese writings, the image is often masculine. See Dikétter, Discourse of Race

46.
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more powerful than that of sex. Aware of this, the poet Hua Changqing ¥ & #
(1805-81) laments in 1839 that

The burning paste of opium is superior to aphrodisiac,

And men from wealthy families enjoy its pleasure.

Stabbed to death by the pipe (giang #), those souls know not.!?
Still reclining in bed, they boast about their riches and power. (197)

Worse than a love potion, opium wields a mortal weapon through the male
bodies. Yet, alas, the slain enjoy the torture. Another poet vivifies opium smok-
ing with imagery of a sexual relationship, and suggests that in the end, the addict
is finished by his fatal lover, for his “liver, lungs, kidney, and bowels were all
wasted, and his semen dried up” (Zhou 198). Opium drains the vitality of men,
leaving them emaciated and emasculated. Numerous writings on opium addicts
express the indignation that men did not resist the harm, but instead pursued
the perpetrator.

Foreign disease and sexuality are the most rampant forms of contamina-
tion against which, to borrow the title of Foucault’s 1975-76 lectures, “society
must be defended.” The Qing government’s decision to prevent racial mixing
by forbidding Westerners’ sexual unions with Chinese women and their in-
tegration into the Chinese community, and the popular demonization of the
Westerner’s body and the foreign drug, constituted a determined racism against
the cultural other.!* Ironically, it was through opium that a mirror effect of
resistance was achieved in the Chinese and English mentalities: whereas the
Chinese condemned this English commodity for corrupting their bodies, the
Victorians abhorred what they saw as an Oriental drug for contaminating the
English race. After Thomas De Quincey’s autobiographical Confessions of an
English Opium-Eater (1821), which portrays the author as a victim of opium
and its Oriental, in particular Chinese, associations, many a popular opium nar-
rative followed suit, identifying China as the source of evil. Chinese actually

13 Qiang 4, meaning the spear, is included in the name for the opium pipe, yan giang }E4£. Al-
though the origin of the term is unclear, it evokes the vivid image of the foreign drug mutilating the
Chinese body, or, as McMahon puts it, “of Europeans shooting weapons into China and the Chinese
responding, in effect, by sucking fire in through opium extract” (112).

14 The modern term “Race” is, of course, a Western concept used to designate biologically different
groups, with which the Chinese word zhongzu 7%, meaning breed, lineage, and race, does not per-
fectly correspond. But races, in Foucault’s definition, are certain historic-political divides, which do not
become mixed, due to their dissymmetry in ethnicity, language, power, etc. I follow Foucault in seeing
racism as aimed at the conservation and purification of one race, in forms of social conservatism and
colonial domination. See Foucault, “Society Must Be Defended,” 60, 65, 77. See also Dikétter’s discus-
sion of Chinese racism in the Introduction to The Construction of Racial Identities, 2-5.
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became a synonym for opium-smoking.!"> The drug was resisted as a form of
foreign invasion on both sides. However, when the Victorian imagination grew
more and more paranoid about Oriental threats, arriving at the myth of a “Yellow
Danger,”!® Chinese opium narratives in the late century became less obsessed
with Occidental images, and focused more on the self. One may argue that
this occurred because the infliction of opium’s harm on the Chinese bodies was
more extensive and it was impossible to avert the eye. But it is also because as
the battle was internalized, the invasion was turned into what McMahon calls
“self-mutilation” (112). This, however, should be distinguished from the self-
mutilation Huang Juezi evokes, which aims at eradicating the pain. As those
various official, scholarly, and popular writings have made clear, when the body
is being victimized, it has either to revolt in spite of injury, or to go down the
road of suffering and self-destruction because it has failed to resist.

Chinese Valor: Weak Made Strong in the Ideational Battle

Contamination and violence perpetrated by the West activated an ide-
ational defense, which was not always mobilized in reality. However, a relatively
strong correspondence was established between war narratives of resistance and
real military confrontations, owing to many encouraging examples of Chinese
heroism. Initial military conflicts with the British troops in Guangzhou, for
example, were imprinted on the Chinese traumatic memory, and it was the
Westerners™ reported sexual crimes, accompanying their mutilation of Chinese
bodies, that provoked violent reactions from the people. Written accounts of
those confrontations generally reproduced the horror, but the Chinese writers
swore revenge nonetheless vehemently. A poem recalls the horrible scene where
“children’s brains and livers were scattered on the ground (SL &2 £, i.e.
they died the cruelest death),” which can also be read as a vow to sacrifice the
body for battle, and is paired with the next verse: “[people] swore to destroy
the enemy for the vengeance of the Emperor and their fathers” (Yang Jun 167).
Another poet narrates that when the enemy “seized the Chinese people’s wives
and daughters, and plundered households, / The villagers wandered back and

forth, not daring to complain, / For those with blue and deep eyes were not of

15 For a comprehensive study of the Orient in nineteenth-century British writings about opium, see
Barry Milligan, Pleasures and Pains (1995).

16 This racist metaphor against the Chinese was first popularized in England by M. P Shiel’s novel,
The Yellow Danger, published in 1898.
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our race.” Nevertheless, indignation trumps horror, and the people “united to
live and die together” (Liang 929). Those retrospective accounts, like Lin Zexu’s
prospective one discussed earlier, all advocate resistance. As I shall elaborate
shortly, such resistance is rendered more powerful when it is issued from the
weakest among the victimized bodies.

Texts depicting military confrontations sought to uphold the notion that
the Chinese were in various aspects the stronger in comparison, despite repeated
defeats. In May of 1841 when reports came that the British troops had been
looting villages and violating women, people of Sanyuanli of Guangdong rallied
and attacked the British with vehemence. The uprising was finally called to an
end when the prefect of Guangdong, under pressure from the British, ordered
the gentry leaders to disperse the people. Many had since believed that the
Chinese could have won had it not been for the governments corruption and
cowardice. Manifestos, posters, and placards extolled Chinese valor while re-
ducing the enemy to beasts and reptiles. A “Manifesto by All Righteous Men
of Guangdong” (“Quanyue yishi yimin gongxi” 2% &+ & RKAH#) in 1842
condemns the English as “resembling beasts, with a nature more ferocious than
tigers and wolves, and a heart no less avaricious than vipers” (781). Not only
are the English less than human, the author argues, but they are actually less
powerful than some Chinese officials claimed them to be: “The English bar-
barians are in fact impotent, yet [the officials] exaggerated their peremptory
power; the people are really courageous, but [the officials] called them lax” (782).
In other words, the enemy compare unfavorably to the Chinese, being lower on
the animacy scale in terms of humanity and vital force.

This opinion was echoed by various writers, with the insistence that the
weak of the Chinese should be made strong to fight the enemy. In contrast
to the emasculated male bodies examined in the previous section, women, the
weak in the patriarchal society, were portrayed as strong fighters. Not only, says
the same author, are men united to form powerful forces, but women, though
“graceful and lovely as jade, were also capable of discussing strategies” (783).
The patriotic poet Zhang Weiping k4t 5 (1780-1859) writes, “The women
when of one mind were also valiant fighters / Ploughs and spades were wielded
as weapons” (1). Most notably, after the siege of cities in Zhejiang by the British,
the renowned woman poet, Shen Shanbao #.-&% (1808-1862), expresses her
strong wish to support the war by invoking the historic figure Liang Hongyu
beating the battle drums in the field to boost the morale of her husband’s troops
(534). Those masculinized female bodies represent the Chinese weak made
strong. In the presence of the deformed, monstrous, beastly “barbarians,” the
Chinese demonstrated their elegance, robustness, and valiance.
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Not only those of the “weak sex,” but also the socio-economically depraved
and despised, could become heroes in fighting the enemy. Xu Shidong # Bk
(1814-1873), a renowned bibliophile, records a story about thieves, “Stealing
the Barbarians’ Heads” (7ou tou ji fit3232). The story goes that in 1842 when
the British barbarians are entrenched in Ningbo, the Chinese army in Shaoxing
capture a thief, whose life is spared on condition that he steals the heads of the
devils, i.e. the British soldiers. The thief is successful, and generously rewarded.
Henceforth the city of Ningbo is full of thieves after dusk, and the British are
panic-stricken. A look at the details of the theft or assassination reveals how
Chinese valor is constructed against the “barbarian” physicality:

Two barbarians [patrolling the streets at night] walked in a single file, talking and
joking, when the one behind was suddenly silenced. The other, looking back, found
that his partner had fallen, his head gone. Horrified, he stood stiffened like a dead
tree, when he too lost his head in a second. . .. When a patroller [on the city wall]
leant out to look down, a thief would immediately catch him at the neck with a vine
lasso, drag him down, stuff his mouth and tie his hands behind. . .. With an uproar,
the thieves fled with their spoils, swift like wind. (Chen Kangqi 737)

Note how passive the “barbarian” body is. He stiffens and falls, and is never able
to fight back. All the “barbarians” are simply baffled and subdued, their move-
ments reduced to the preliminary and perfunctory without attributives for speed
or strength. Not one gun is fired. Not even one sound is uttered in the cap-
ture. Those dysfunctional bodies occupy a low scale of Mel Y. Chen’s animacy
hierarchy, close to insensate and nonhuman beings. In contrast, the Chinese
thieves are all action. They capture and kill, cheer and run. Their action is pre-
sented as immediate, agile, vigorous, swift as wind. They handle the “barbarians”
bodies like bundles of hay, and carry out the assassination as if it were a sort of
game. The story tells that in the end the barbarian leader is so terrified that he
takes all his men and leaves the city by ship. Battle is idealized as a martial arts
marvel, in which the barbarian bodies, though monstrous, are manageable.
What is most remarkable about this story is perhaps that it is the thieves
who have driven off the foreign troops when the Chinese army could not. This
anecdote was inspired by the heroic deeds of Chinese assassins based in Ningbo.
After the English had besieged several cities of Zhejiang in 1841, the routed
Qing troops were unable to confront the enemy, whereas the “Black Water Party”
(Hei shui dang 27K %), formed from the populace, launched sporadic attacks
on British soldiers. Those guerrillas were referred to as thieves, normally the
degenerates despised by society, but the true heroes of the nation in the hand-
to-hand battle with the foreigners. Xu’s re-creation of the first assassin’s identity
as a real thief manifests a conscious construction of the socio-economic disad-
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vantage, so that the triumph over British professional soldiers is even greater.
Just as poet Zhang Luocheng #& % M. comments, “the most debased of men is
the thief, yet since he can use theft to kill the enemy for the nation, he must no
longer be debased for being a thief” (838). Xu’s student Chen Kangqi BR & #
quotes the story and remarks that all the people from his hometown (in today’s
Ningbo) could tell it (736-38). It is not difficult to imagine why stories like this
were popular. Today they provide an interesting case study not just because the
merciless manslaughter—as it would certainly be read in the colonizer’s writing
about the colonized—is presented as a glorification of heroism, but also because
that the socially unprivileged is consciously brought to the stage of that glorifi-
cation, to inspire and save the nation. The construction is in conformance with
the popular wish that the weak should be made strong despite, or because of,
the fatal clash with an overwhelming “barbarian” force.

Conclusion

All cultures’ representations of outsiders can include stereotypes, distor-
tions, and other means of resistance. In today’s global context, where the West
is both a dominant voice and chief target for attacks, critical attention has
largely gravitated toward Western traditions of imagining the cultural other,
from Greek identity construction to post-9/11 War on Terror discourse. How-
ever, Western-centered theories and philosophies do not explain Euro-American
cultures alone, but lend their lenses to other disciplines in cross-cultural studies
as when China’s view of its foreign subordinates and interlocutors parallels
Western discourse. When the two civilizations met, China, an arrogant power
brought low, mirrored the contempt, detestation, and paranoia evident in the
Western Orientalist imagination. Orientalism portrays its subject as degenerate
and dangerous to justify Western domination; late Qing China’s Occidentalist
construction demonizes Westerners and empowers an embodied self in an ar-
duous but glorious wrestling with the foreign “monsters.” While many of the
stereotypes and epithets such as yang guizi that persist even into this day have
lost much of their animosity, when first generated from the invaded and colo-
nized side, racist discourse functioned as the weapon for resisting and over-
turning racial conquest. In reality, as Eric Reinders states, “the capabilities for
violence have never been evenly distributed, so that a Chinese racist image of
Westerners seems less offensive than the Western racist image of Chinese” (218).
Yet China’s ideational violence is no less vigorous for that, and the mentality and
literary techniques it shares with the colonist’s discourse testifies to the necessity
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for looking at contact between cultures from both sides.

[ have shown that the physical conflicts escalated relatively benign stereo-
types of the alien body into ferociously racist fabrications. Such confrontation
also prompted the Chinese portrayal of their bodies as victimized, and more
importantly it provoked an ideational defense aimed at redeeming the self.
The militarily and pathologically emaciated Chinese body was represented as
regenerative and victoriously confronting the enemy, a textual articulation of
the materially frustrated will for individual and national resistance. Just as the
perception of the foreigner changed in the contact, this awareness of the self
against the other also evolved in a context newly opened to substantial global
interactions. China’s initial anxiety about national dignity and racial extinction,
awakening in the first phase of conflict with the West, manifested in intellectual
discussions of national salvation and renewal from the late nineteenth through
the twentieth century (Dikétter, Discourse of Race 75-77, 107-19). Indeed,
around the turn of the century, as China was developing its view of the West, its
people also became open to examining the Chinese self with a more critical eye,
when the discourse of racial improvement gained momentum.
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