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Interaction as Hierarchy or Equality?
Patterns of Working Relationships between
German and Chinese Scholars, 1887-2004

Mechthild Leutner ( F#§ £ ,Free University of Berlin)

Introduction

This paper is about the complex working relationships between German
and/ or other Western scholars and their Chinese colleagues in a period that
spans more than a century. With very few exceptions,D these working
relationships have not been investigated in the field of sinology or in other
disciplines. I will also address the methodological importance of this
subject and its role in the production of knowledge about China as well as
in the conceptualization of China. If we generally accept that an “interplay
of foreign and native elements in shaping Chinese national culture, national
and cultural identity” ( Wang 2001:6) has been the case and is the case
all the more today, then on the micro-level of knowledge production it is
the structure of working relationships as power relationships that has largely
shaped the findings to date. This analysis proceeds from several
suppositions. Firstly, that the working relationships of scholars are a form

of cross-cultural relation, i. e. a specific form of relationship between

(@ The exceptions are brought up for discussion below. This topic was discussed in the past
P P
years only from the ethnological perspective and from the perspective of gender studies.
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outside researcher and native informant® in which the sinologists serve as
mediators in a transnational cultural transfer. Secondly, the working
relationships are organized according to the political, economic and cultural
relations of a given period at both the institutional and the individual level
and are correspondingly either hierarchical or equal. These are complex
relationships of knowledge and power. Methodologically, a generational
approach is useful, but on the other hand individual personalities, i. e.
specific biographical components that often run counter to the mainstream,
have an effect. Thirdly, the conceptualizations of China are running
parallel to these working relationships. They tend more toward a
Eurocentric or universalistic approach or toward a cultural relativist
approach depending on both the period in question and the subjects
involved. This plays a role both in the great narratives as well as the
individual fopoi and stereotypes of the knowledge produced both through
and in the course of these working relationships.

In general, these working relationships show a complex pattern of power

relations that have undergone the following developments :

a) In the colonial period, hierarchical relations of subordination were
prevalent. These relations were part of a Eurocentric approach that
was shaped by the paradigm of civilizing as a specific form of the
modernization approach. The civilization narrative also implied that
the natives were to be put to work as well as to be “educated” and
“instructed” in the working relationships, which meant de facto the
exploitation of their insider knowledge according to the institutional
and individual goals defined by others. One example of this is the

work of Chinese instructors at the Seminar for Oriental Languages

(D The classic ethnographic binary of inside ( China) and outside ( West/ Germany ) , the
centre ( West) and the margin ( China), the universal ( West) and the particular
( China) can be transferred generally speaking also for the “text science” Sinology,
although the German Sinologists presented themselves as experts and therefore as

“inside. ”



Interaction as Hierarchy or Equality? Patterns of Working Relationships
between German and Chinese Scholars, 18872004 3

(SOS) at Berlin University.

b) In the postcolonial phase, a gradual transition from hierarchical
relations to a relation of presumed equality can be observed. In this
phase, the Germans contributed theoretical and analytic
competencies and the Chinese were responsible for knowledge of the
language and insider knowledge. This new cultural relativist
approach was accompanied by a conceptualization of China and the
Chinese as having different cultural and — in terms of the working
relationships — specific native knowledge. These differences were
accepted as a necessary complementary form of knowledge within the
overall process of knowledge production. The idea of hierarchy of
knowledge that has been observed recently had not yet been
developed during this time. Exemplary for this transitional period are
the different working relationships and academic networks set up by
Richard Wilhelm in the period from 1900-1930.

¢) In the most recent phase of globalization, a neoliberal mainstream
position can be distinguished from an emancipatory minorities
position. The emancipatory approach, which issues from a cultural
relativist approach, is characterized by a deliberate acceptance of
equality as a fruitful integration of different academic competencies,
both analytic and empirical. The mainstream approach, on the other
hand, is now again characterized by hierarchical structures in which
the West and its scholars are those who impart theory and their
Chinese colleagues deliver the empirical facts as native insiders.
Here the relationship between empiricism and theory is clearly
hierarchical. In this mainstream approach, which is influenced by
theories of modernization, China is again conceptualized as
politically, legally and academically “lagging behind. ” This means
that according to the explicit and implicit approaches of these
mainstream representatives, China is regarded as needing
“development aid” not only on the whole but specifically in relation

to academic theory.
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Beyond the national and institutional conditions bearing on the working
relationships, other important factors in these cross-cultural relations are
the individual world views and academic self-understanding of the scholars.
These factors can anticipate the patterns of working relationships that will
later develop, or delay changes in them. The structure of the working
relationships also undergoes change during the period in question. During
the beginning of this period the working relationships were mostly between
individual scholars, but during the course of the 20th century this
individual basis of knowledge production gradually shifted to become a
collective process dominated by intensive networking via institutionalized

collective research projects and conferences.

1. Subordination of Chinese Teachers in
Hierarchical Working Relationships of the
Colonial Period: The Case of the Seminar
of Oriental Languages (SOS) in Berlin

In 1887 the SOS was founded at the Berlin University. It was the first
institution for applied study in Germany that took as its object a
contemporary foreign country. The SOS fulfilled all the tasks of a “colonial
institute,”® which meant that beyond educating future diplomats in the
language and culture of the Orient, it was responsible above all for
educating civil servants for colonial service and, around 1900, for training
officers of the “Expedition Corps to Defeat the Boxer Movement. ” Until
1945 the SOS was the most important state-related educational institution in

Germany dealing with modern China. The publication Mitteilungen des

@ The majority of the students trained there worked there after in the colonial service. See
Sachau on the occasion of the 25th anniversary in 1912, in: GSTPK, 1. HA, Rep. 208 A,
Nr. 181, BI. 208. More than 100 officers were trained alone in Chinese and Japanese. See
the statement of the Director of the War Academy, v. Manteuffel, in; ibid. , Bl.222.
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Seminars fiir Orientalische Sprachen also made it one of the most important
publishers in this field. Into the 1920s it was also the center-point of the
most influential network of German sinologists and German diplomats
working in China, and thus it served as the hub of knowledge production on
China in general. With its directorial administration and its focus on
contemporary affairs, the organization and the range of issues covered by
the SOS made it a counter-model to the reigning university model, which
was based on ordinaries and a collegiate administration as well as a
philological orientation toward texts and classical antiquity — also for
Oriental studies. But the SOS was not understood as a counter-model on an
equal level; its status was considered inferior. With its independent
professors engaging in instruction and research, universities were seen to
embody prestigious theoretical scholarship, while the SOS was considered
less prestigious because it imparted practical knowledge. Further, the
structure of the SOS was considered inferior, having a director overseeing
poorly paid German lecturers, who only had a nominal status as professors,
and even more poorly paid native speakers. These factors — the unequal
political relations between Germany and China and the perception that
practical instruction of the Chinese language was inferior to the classical,
text-oriented, academic sinology, as well as the corresponding disregard for
the SOS and its instructors — ran parallel to the hierarchical structures
between the German professors and the Chinese instructors within the SOS
itself.

The concept of instruction at the SOS was based on imparting basic
knowledge of the language, i. e. what was considered theoretical language
instruction, by German lecturers and practical exercises led by native
speakers. This necessitated the hiring of Chinese instructors at German
educational institutions, which was a first. Up until the end of the German
Empire, this was organized via government agreements and the candidates
were selected by German diplomatic representatives in China. Starting in
1903, Chinese students studying in Berlin were hired by the SOS on a

temporary basis to lead practical exercises and to serve as assistants. By the



