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in China has mainly been recounted as

one of cultural imperialism and'aggres-
sion. The revolutionary winds that swept the
country fuelled a firm anti-imperialist stance,
justified by the dire straits of the Chinese Re-
public, faced with intrusive foreign economic
and military control. The historical narra-
tives created in the crucible of the Nationalist
and Communist revolutions have remained
dominant to this day in the collective imagi-
nation of the Chinese public, and still frame
the analysis of many Western and Chinese
scholars.’

The undeniable links of Christian church-
es with foreign powers, and the close intel-
lectual relationship forged at the end of the
nineteenth century between the discourse of
“Western civilization” and Christian conver-
sion are historical facts. The Boxer Upris-
ing and the consequent suppression led by
foreign imperial powers was perhaps the
bloodiest and most tragic consequence of
such a perverse marriage. Decades of solid
scholarship, however, have by now contrib-
uted to illuminate other facets of Christian
presence in China, showing that the grand
narrative of national liberation from foreign
imperialism has obfuscated the halting, yet
continuous process of incorporation of Chris-
tianity in Chinese religious, social, and in-
tellectual life. That process of “becoming
Chinese” started as early as the seventeenth
century. Always the creed of a small minor-
ity, what we call “Christianity” did not repre-
sent simply a religious faith to the Chinese.
The early modern Catholic missionaries and
their Chinese elite converts presented their
“Heavenly Teachings” (Tianxue) to contem-
porary intellectuals and rulers as a com-
plex of knowledge that combined European
moral philosophy, theology, rituality, the
sciences, and the arts. Concurrently, priests
and catechists worked at implanting Chris-
tian moral tenets and liturgical habits in the
minds and hearts of converts in small local
communities. The later Protestant project, in
a development that in some ways paralleled
the earlier Catholic efforts, combined evan-
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gelism with the introduction of Western-style
educational institutions and technical, legal,
and political knowledge aiming at “modern-
izing” China. )

In ‘this essay, I examine four recent Eng-
lish-language historical works which, from
different disciplinary perspectives (history of
science, social history, history of cross-cultural
contacts, early modern European religious his-
tory, global history), have contributed to throw
new light on the fascinating phase of the early
Catholic missions (1500-1840s), which can be
seen as the prehistory of the modern Christian
experience in China, and more broadly, of the
Western intellectual and religious influence in
China during the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries.

Historiographical Context

The historiography of the old China
Catholic mission has traditionally revolved
around the impact of Christianity and “West-
ern knowledge” upon literati and court circles
in late imperial China. In the last two de-
cades, however, this research paradigm has
been both refined and broadened. On the
one hand, following a long-standing tradi-
tion which gave almost exclusive attention
to Western sources and the deeds of foreign
missionaries, new scholarship has endeav-
oured to contextualize the scientific and ar-
tistic accomplishments of the Jesuits in China
by studying works written in Chinese by mis-
sionaries, converts, and opponents, as well as
the social and intellectual circumstances of
scientific interactions at the centre and the
periphery of the empire.

On the other hand—and this is a more
recent development—scholars have concen-
trated their attention on missionary institu-
tional organization in China and globally,
focusing in particular on the Jesuits, and on
the daily life of the Christian communities
evangelized by those missionary organiza-
tions, including analysis of Christian ideas
and practices, and of missionary accommo-
dation to local conditions. The examination
of the social, ritual and spiritual dimensions

of “Chinese-Christian life” has today be- -
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come one of the most interesting subfields
within the study of Christianity in China,
and such examination borrows methodolog-
ical and theoretical frameworks from the
larger fields of study of both Chinese and
European “popular” religiosity in the early
modern era.?

The comprehensive Handbook of Christi-
anity in China (Leiden, Brill, 2001) edited by
Nicolas Standaert and Adrian Dudink out-
lines the main historiographical trends in the
study of early modern Christianity in China
which have dominated scholarly debates
from the late nineteenth century to the end
of the twentieth century. Here, rather, I will
concentrate on four English-language works
published after the Handbook, to show in what
directions Western scholars have been mov-
ing since the beginning of the new century,
under the three rubrics of “cultural contact,”
“science” and “empire of salvation” (i.e. the
organizational dimensions of the missionary
enterprise in the contexts of the Portuguese
empire and European expansion on a global
scale).

Cultural Contact

Nicolas Standaert’s The Interweaving of
Rituals approaches the study of Christianity
in China as part of the history of “contact
between cultures”.® The book analyzes fu-
nerary rituals practised by Chinese Chris-
tians and missionaries at the imperial ser-
vice as a way to gauge the “interaction and
communication” of information, values,
and bodily practices between Europe and
China in the seventeenth century. Funer-
ary rituals have been chosen, in particular,
because they are central features of Chinese

1
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Scores of authors since the nineteenth century, and especially in the
twentieth century, had already addressed the scientific and courtly
activities of China missionaries, and the religious side of missionary
presence in China. The novelty of the more recent literature is its
use of Chinese sources, and its more profound contextualization
of European missionary activities within the Chinese and global
historical contexts.

. Nicolas Standaert, The Interweaving of Rituals: Funerals in the Cultural

Exchange between China and Europe, Seattle, University of Washington
Press, 2007,
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religious life and social practices. The Chi-
nese “cultural imperative” of filial piety was
expressed through proper funerary rituals,
which fulfilled the need to appease the de-
ceased, and reflected a yearning to create
harmony among the descendants. This need
and yearning determined the centrality of
funerary rituals, which in turn contributed
to the creation of a discernible “Chinese
identity”. By performing these rituals, in
other words, people confirmed that they were
“true Chinese”. When Catholicism added
new religious layers on pre-existing Chinese
sensibilities, funerals became a crucial locus
for the creation of @ new Chinese Christian
identity. For Standaert, to study how the cul-
tural imperatives of China and the religious
imperatives of Catholicism collided and ac-
commodated each other in the crucible of fu-
nerals is the best way to plot the creation of
a Chinese-Christian “intermediary identity”,
which illuminates not only the religious di-
mensions of the exchange, but the broader
cultural ones. Missionaries in China were
“in-between” actors, standing as trait d’union
between Europe and China; similarly, Chris-
tian funerary rites were “in-between” prac-
tices that brought together Chinese and
Christian identities. They also brought to-
gether European and Chinese actors, and
in fact, the latter became increasingly cen-
tral over time. The customary importance
of family members in performing funerary
practices in China contributed to marginal-

ize the priests in China, exactly a reversal

of the process happening in Europe, where

funerals were instead becoming increasingly

dominated by the clergy at the expense of
the laity. Moreover, local rites that the mis-

sionaries agreed were “non-superstitious” by

the standards of Catholic orthodoxy and be-

came an accepted part of the ritual sequence
practised by Chinese Catholics, grafting the
Christian new practice onto pre-existing
“Confucian” practices.

The historiographical focus of Standaert's
work here and elsewhere is on the dynom-
ics of cultural contact, an interest that he
developed in the 1980s as a student of Erik
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the Cultural Exchange between China and Europe, Seattle, University of
Washington Press, 2007.
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Ziircher in Leiden. Ziircher (1928-2008) was
a noted historian of Chinese Buddhism, who,
after writing a classical treatment of what he
called the “Chinese transformation of Bud-
dhism” in the late 1950s, spent the last de-
cades of his scholarly career examining the
“Chinese transformation of Christianity” in
the late Ming and early Qing periods. Besides
Christianity, he also examined in compara-
tive perspective other monotheistic tradi-
tions that had reached China in medieval
times (Judaism and Islam), and in order to
explain the sinification of these “Religions
of the Book”, he introduced the concept of
“Chinese cultural imperative”, employed
also by Standaert. To survive, these religions
needed to adapt to the dictates of the Con-
fucian moral and social order. In Standaert’s
framework, Christianity is thus simply a case
study in what is neutrally called “cultural
contact”, the encounter between a common
stock of native Chinese ideas and practices,
and a range of non-Chinese religions (from
Buddhism to the Eastern Mediterranean reli-
gions) that imported alien linguistic, philo-
sophical, and moral traits. It is the moment
of contact, and what that contact produced,
rather than the static entities “Europe / Chris-
tianity” vs, “China / Chinese culture” that
Standaert is interested in examining. Like a
nuclear scientist observing the traces of un-
suspected matter in atomic collisions, Stan-
daert finds, in the spaces “in-between”, rev-
elations of what constitutes identity in the
most profound sense.

Science

In his book On Their Own Terms: Science
in China, 1550-1900,® Benjamin Elman’s ap-
proach to the topic of scientific cultural ex-
changes between China and the West, in the
early modern period, includes a discussion of
the Christian religious elements in that con-
tact. Like Standaert, Elman acknowledges a

3
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Benjamin Elman, On Their Own Terms: Science in China, 1550-1900,
Cambridge, Mass., Harvard University Press, 2005; abridged version;
A Cultural History of Modern Science in China, Cambridge, Mass.,
Harvard University Press, 2006.
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fundamental unity of the religious and sci-
entific messages in the missionary approach
in China. However, unlike Standaert, Elman
is less interested in the spaces “in-between”
and in the religious understanding of West-
ern ideas and practices by Chinese Chris-
tians. He does not embrace the dialogic nar-
rative of Chinese-Christian encounter offered
by Standaert, but focuses, rather, on how the
Chinese interpreted the knowledge brought
by the foreign missionaries “on their own
[Chinese] terms”. This perspective sees the Je-
suit contribution to Chinese science in terms
of failure or success in “influencing” the Chi-
nese scientific tradition and labels that trans-
mission as a tool to “gain the trust of the im-
perial throne and its literati elites” in order to
“improve the cultural environment for con-
verting the Chinese to Christianity”. Elman’s
narrative is a challenge to two dominant
historiographies: the “progressive” narrative
of the global spread of modern Western sci-
ence and the depiction of Christian mission-
aries as heralds of modernity in that global
spread. By showing that, thanks to imperial
patronage in the Kangxi period, Chinese sci-
entists were able to emancipate themselves
from the scientific tutelage of Jesuit science,
Elman dethrones the missionaries from a
role of advanced transmitters of the latest
European theories, and highlights the na-
tivist reaction of scholars like Mei Wending,
who engaged in a project of recovery of an-
cient Chinese mathematical and astronomi-
cal knowledge to show China’s precedence
in scientific development. What is the place
of Christianity in this revisionist narrative?
Albeit clearly critical of the religious agenda
of the missionaries, Elman’s book has the
merit of introducing to a public of scholars
and students interested in the study of Chi-
nese science the important point that the
central interest of the missionaries was and
remained always religious, and that this was
an integral and organic part of their world-
view and manner of classifying knowledge.
Theology crowned the hierarchy of all sci-
ences and disciplines, and scientific answers
pointed the way to the maker of the universe,
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the Christian God. Even if for Elman this is
only a secondary point within a narrative
centred on Chinese science, it offers an anti-
dote to certain popular perceptions, fostered
by the recent politics of post-reform opening
in China and by a string of scholarly confer-
ences over the last two or three decades, that
assign to missionaries the symbolic role of
vanguards in today’s era of Chinese-Western
engagement. We must be mindful of the dif-
ferent historical contexts, past and present,
and never lose sight of the fact that the reli-
gious dimension remained always central in
the missionary enterprise.

Empire of Salvation

The religious dimension of the mission
is indeed central in two recent monographs
published by historians of early modern
Europe, with interests in the history of the
Portuguese empire and of early modern glo-
balization. Liam Brockey's Journey to the East
is a masterful, sweeping narrative of the Je-
suit mission, written from the documentary
vantage point of the central archives of the
Order in Rome and of the correspondence
of the Portuguese Assistancy, the adminis-
trative unit responsible for evangelizing in
China.® Brockey, however, is a scholar of
the Portuguese empire and of early modern
European religious history, and in this book
he is mainly intent on recovering the inter-
nal organization of the Jesuit China mission
within the broader framework of the Jesuit

4. Liam M. Brockey, fourney to the East: the Jesuit Mission to China, 1579-
1724, Cambridge, Mass., Belknap Press of Harvard Unlversity Press,
2007.

5. See, for example Huang Xiacjuan’s Ph.D. dissertation, “Christian
Communities and Alternative Devotions in China, 1780-1860,”
Department of East Asian Studies, Princeton University, 2006; and
my own forthcoming book, Ancestors, Virgins, and Friars: Christianity
as a Local Religion in Late Imperial China, Harvard Asia Center
and Harvard University Press, December 2009 (based on a 2002
dissertation). Both works pay attention to lay Christians, the social
organization of Christian communities, the networks among
communities in local contexts, internal tensions and conflicts, and
Christian devotion, well after the imposition of the imperial ban on
Christianity in 1724,

6. Luke Clossey, Salvation and Globalization in the Early Jesuit Missions,
Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2008.
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order as a whole, and only secondarily on
exploring the life of Chinese Christian com-
munities. When he does so, his objective is to
show how the methods the Jesuits employed
in so-called “popular missions” in early
modern Catholic Europe were transmitted
with remarkable integrity to the far-flung
China mission, what he calls “an outpost
of Baroque Catholicism in the vastness of
China”. This focus on the European matrix,
however, obscures the role of native con-
verts. Chinese Christians were hardly passive
agents “moulded” by attempts to replicate
the Society of Jesus’ European evangeliza-
tion model on Chinese soil. For converts, to
be local and Christian in China meant cre-
ating a new religious identity, both Chinese
and Catholic, local and yet universalistic
in aspiration, as the work by Standaert dis-
cussed above and the recent research of other
scholars show.®
Unlike Brockey, whose focus is on the
common religious and moral denominators
of early modern Catholicism as it spread to
China within the framework of the Portu-
guese empire, Luke Clossey’s Salvation and
Globalization in the Early Jesuit Missions ad-
dresses the consciously “global” aspect of the
Jesuit project, following a group of central
European Jesuits from their lands to Italy,
Portugal, Spain, Mexico and China.® By
uncovering a complex web of relationships
maintained among Jesuits, aristocrats and
ecclesiastical authorities in three continents,
the book describes “the early Jesuits' partici-
pation in Christianity as a global religion,
and their construction of Christianity as a
universal religion.” With a refreshing sense
of amazement at what he calls the “jarring-
ly unfamiliar customs and beliefs” of early
modern Jesuits, Clossey follows T.O. Beidel-
man's 1974 call to look at the missionaries
themselves as worthy “subjects for wonder
and analysis” in a sort of “anthropological
research of a subject extraordinary in its ba-
nality”. This book has the merit of reminding
us that religious motivation should be taken
seriously, not simply as an epiphenomenon
of politics and economics, but an empty su-
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perstructure. Thus, within a global “economy
of the sacred”, salvation of souls always re-
mained the main objective of clergymen and
their lay patrons alike. Regardless of this
focus, however, portions of the early mod-
ern global Catholic context, including lay
communitarian practices and beliefs in the
missions, and Jesuit participation in them,
remain marginal to the monograph’s nar-
rative. Clossey concludes that, together with
European merchants, European missionar-
ies “fashioned the early-modern world and
the globalization that integrated it.” The so-
cio-religious life of the native peoples in the
Americas and Asia largely remains a back-
drop in the historical chain of European cau-
sality and European-led globalization that
created our present world.

Conclusion

The works briefly examined here reveal a
renewed interest in the early Christian mis-
sions in China as crucial for an understand-
ing of broader issues of cultural contact,
scientific exchange, and the role of religion
in late imperial China and globally. Major

contextualization of the Christian religious
enterprise within the fabric of early modern
and modern Chinese and global history. The
evangelical mission, often intimately inter-
twined with the spreading of Western science
and knowledge, is now increasingly seen as
a case study within the broader frameworks
of cultural and religious contact, the history
of science and religious movements in China,
and the religious, economic and political im-
pulses of the European expansion. In light of
China’s growing amalgamation in the world
economy and culture today, this scholarly
re-examination of the early modern history
of Christianity in China suggests that pres-
ent integration processes have a long history,
dating their beginnings to the late sixteenth
century. Recurrent historical ruptures and
the socio-political revolutions of the twenti-
eth century have at times dramatically re-
directed these long-standing processes. But
past ruptures have also conditioned our his-
toriographical views, downplaying the conti-
nuities that this new scholarship is only now
starting to uncover.
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university presses have vetted and published
these works by innovative scholars, reflecting
a significant shift in the Euro-American schol-
arly world. The eras of Christian apology and
indiscriminate anti-missionary rhetoric seem
to be behind us. While we do not lack some
recent sophisticated critical accounts of the
“pedagogy of empire” that many missionar-
ies in China wholeheartedly endorsed and
spread during the era of high imperialism
in the nineteenth century,” the tide seems
to have turned towards a more positive as-
sessment of Christianity’s contribution to the
course of Chinese and global history. More
important, in my view, is the new, deeper

7. See, for example James Hevia, English Lessons: the Pedagogy of
Imperialism in Nineteenth-Century China, Durham, Duke University
Press, 2003; Lydia Liu, The Clash of Empires: The Invention of China
in Modern World Making, Cambridge, Mass., Harvard University
Press, 2004; Exic Reinders, Borrowed Gods and Foreign Bodies: Christian
Missionaries Imagine Chinese Religion, Berkeley, University of California
Press, 2004.
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