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PREFACE

When Dr. Zeng Yan and Mr. Tu Nan asked me to write a short preface
for their new study of Governor Xu Jiyu and his role in modern Chinese history
1 was honored and delighted; and 1 immediately agreed because their long-
awaited work will finally reveal the full story of a heroic figure whose
contributions, until relatively recently, have been neglected or diminished.

Governor Xu had proved himself as a defender of Chinese soil during the
first war with Great Britain, but he also had learned a bitter lesson. The
assumption that China was in a superior position vis-d-vis the European force
that gathered along the coast was not valid. British organization and guns, in
fact, were better than China’s. The question was what to do. It was hard to
know, but one thing was certain for a pragmatic scholar of the statecraft
tradition: Chinese needed to understand essential facts about the maritime
nations and of the world at large.

Finding himself assigned to deal with two of the new treaty ports in
Fujian, Governor Xu learned all he could, including from foreign sources,
about the nature of European power and the new world that impinged on
China. When his monumental compilation was finished several years later, it
provided Chinese (and Japanese) readers with a new conceptual framework, a
rational and comprehensive view of the new world in which China now
somehow had to survive as an independent nation. Imbedded in his book was
the implication that China could learn from foreigners, possibly even adopting
foreign-style ideas and institutions. Yet for this essential step in preparing
China intellectually for the subsequent march she would be forced to take,
Governor Xu fell victim to a vicious reaction. He was compelled to return to

his home province of Shanxi in semi-disgrace for more than a decade before




additional shocks to China awakened scholars and officials to the veracity of
Governor Xu's vision. At the end of his long life he was rehabilitated and
rewarded with significant official posts in modern education and foreign policy.

This generally was the picture we in the United States had of Governor Xu
by the 1960s when, under the guidance of Professor John K. Fairbank, I
began to study his life in more detail. 1 was astonished to learn that, so far as
I could discover, no one in China or Japan had written a detailed book about his
life, career, and contributions. Yet, it had been apparent to all of us who
attempted to understand something of modern Chinese history that, given his
fundamental contributions to the early stages of intellectual and institutional
change, Governor Xu should have been recognized as one of its heroes, a
Founding Father, if you will. Even so. during many of the years I was
engaged in research on him in the United States, in China Governor Xu had
once again become a target for angry frustration, and (as I later learned) even
his grave was desecrated.

When my book was published in 1975 1 thought what a pity it was that
probably no one in China would take up the topic and develop it more fully and
accurately than had I, with my restricted sources and limited understanding of
Chinese intellectual history. In fact, I wondered if Governor Xu's
accomplishments would forever go unacknowledged in China.

How wrong I was! By 1978 an American colleague visiting China reported
seeing a copy of Governor Xu's Yinghuan zhilue prominently displayed in
Beijing’s Summer Palace, so 1 began to suspect that when the time was right
Chinese scholars would once again take interest. Still, while 1 was teaching in
Beijing in 1982, it seemed as though no one wished to risk mention of the
topic. So you can imagine my surprise and pleasure when Professor Fairbank
called me one day in 1990 to ask whether I had known that my book had been
translated into Chinese by Mr. Ren Fuxing. He had received two copies and
asked me to drop by to pick one up (he kept the other). It was news to me,
but I was thrilled and wondered if finally the time had come for China to give
Governor Xu proper recognition for his remarkable contributions.

Soon thereafter Mr. Ren invited me to participate in an extraordinary

gathering of historians to discuss and debate Governor Xu's role in modern
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Chinese history, and I felt confident that an important part of modern China’s
recent past was soon to become accepted general knowledge. On my return to
Massachusetts, Professor Fairbank beamed delight as I reported to him for
more than an hour on what I had had the privilege to observe. Spearheaded by
Mr. Ren, soon more materials relating to Governor Xu were produced, a
research facility on Xu Jiyu was established, more conferences were held, and
so forth. When President Clinton spoke at Beijing University in 1998 his
mention of Governor Xu's admiration for George Washington and the principles
of America’s Founding Fathers even brought Governor Xu into the
international spotlight. And perhaps more spectacularly, Governor Xu’s story
was brought to the Chinese public in film. But where was the book that
incorporated all of the materials into an interpretive analysis? Alas, we were
still waiting.

Now, at last, scholar co-authors Zeng Yan and Tu Nan offer Chinese
readers a comprehensive and interpretive assessment of Governor Xu—his
social, cultural and intellectual roots, his accomplishments and contributions,
his role in modern Chinese intellectual and institutional history. As in
Governor Xu's own work, Dr. Zeng has spent 8 years of her life on the work,
joined by husband-collaborator Mr. Tu Nan in expanding and deepening the
treatment after its first incarnation as a Ph. D. dissertation. Together they
sensitively explore a bonanza in modern Chinese thought, grappling with such
complex historical questions relating to change as the impact/response
phenomenon, the role of autochthonous developments, and so forth.

This is an achievement to be celebrated, and I can hardly wait to read their
work carefully, for there are lessons in Governor Xu'’s story to be learned by us
all, living as we do in a complex, interconnected world.

Both Governor Xu and Professor Fairbank would be entirely pleased.

Fred W. Drake
Professor Emeritus, University of Massachusetts-Amherst
August 8, 2012
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