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Preface

In July 2012 the editors of this volume, Professor Guo Yangsheng and Professor
He Wei, convened an international conference on “the narrative construct of Chinese
translation of Western modernity”. The place was the Wuhan Textile University,
where He was working as Dean of the Faculty of Foreign Languages and Guo as a
chair professor. They did me the honour of inviting me to give a key-note address.
The conference was a beautifully organized and significant event, and as a social
and cultural experience it was thoroughly enjoyable, with an atmosphere conducive
to learning and exchanging ideas. They have done me a further honour by inviting
me to write a preface for this splendid book, a follow-on result of the international
conference.

However, it was the academic side that seemed to me most important. The
translation of modernity is an important topic. There were many papers on various
aspects of translating from Chinese into other languages and vice versa. But
actually the idea of “translation” was very much more than simple rendering from
one language into another. It involved also major issues ranging from how ideas
from one culture are expressed in another, to how people understand and adapt
other cultures. It also involves larger issues such as inequality and unequal power
relations, because modernity came originally from the West, while its translation into
China was to a large extent part of a colonial process: in effect, the West imposed
modernity on China to suit its own ends rather than China’s.

So let me expand on this by saying what I think this conference was all about.
Precisely what does it mean to talk about the narrative construct of the Chinese

translation of modernity?



Actually, each of these five terms — narrative, construct, Chinese, translation
and modernity — is quite complicated. Is a “narrative” something that does nothing
more than tell a story and does it require to be counter-posed against “analysis”? So
did the conference aim to promote narrative as opposed to analysis or does calling
it “narrative” mean something else? When we talk of something being “Chinese”,
does that mean just the Han majority or does it mean the nation-state or territory that
the international community currently recognizes as China? “Translation” means not
only putting a text, film, stage-show, or poem, from one language into another, but
also finding ways of making what is sensible in one culture meaningful and useful
in another, not just words but also cultural and social phenomena, practices, ideas,
modes of production, forms of government and so on.

The most complex of these terms, and the one over which the most ink has been
spilt and the most words processed is modernity. It would be totally pretentious of
me to think I could add meaningfully to the literature on modernity in a brief preface
like this, so I do not propose to take this road. However, what modernity seems to
mean in the present context is that whole array of scientific, technological, social,
economic, political, cultural and intellectual phenomena that accompanied the period
of the Enlightenment and the Industrial Revolution in Europe.

Among the most important concomitants of this process we call modernity
was a confident and expansionary Europe that felt it had the right and even the duty
to conquer the world. The implication was imperialism, and that meant colonizing
countries that the West thought inferior to itself and forcing them to adopt its
practices, forms of government, religion, ideas, and educational practices and giving
up their own. Why? Because what the West did was superior and what everybody
else did was inferior.

So, inherent in “translating modernity” is inequality. Because “modernity”
originated in Europe, with America following very quickly, it is possible to coalesce
“modernization” and “westernization”. Of course, we know the two are far from
synonymous and that non-European countries and cultures can be very modern
indeed, think Japan and the cities of the currently rising China. But the association
of modernity and the West is long-standing and widespread. “Translating modernity”
tends to mean taking a superior Western phenomenon and adopting it in an inferior

place where it will be able to improve things.
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Inevitably, this assumption of superiority spawned a reaction. Chinese did not
necessarily regard themselves as inferior just because the technologically advanced
West was able to defeat them militarily in the nineteenth century that came to be
known as the “century of humiliation”. They fought back, and in the current world
we see a China that is rising to an extent that it has the potential to challenge Western
superiority. And, in my opinion, that is something the West is going to have to get
used to.

In fighting back, the Chinese asserted the validity of their own traditions and the
superiority of many of them. They were certainly not about to give up key features
of their own culture because of Western imperialism. But what is important here is
that in the process of fighting back China has adopted and adapted — translated —
many Western things. These included modes of scientific method and education,
literary and theatrical forms, governmental practices.

I do not see it as my role to answer in a short preface the many questions or
solve the multiple problems the International Conference raised. However, what
I hope to have done is to show the complexity of the issues the conference raised.
The implications of “the translation of modernity” in China, as I have understood it
above, are incomprehensibly vast. The various chapters of this book take up some of
the issues in all kinds of ways, through Western images of China, through literature,
through theory, through intercultural phenomena, through Westerners who lived in
China and interpreted it to the West, through theatre and through many other things.

The papers of the conference were rich in descriptive detail and in theoretical
contribution. Two of the papers concerned the career of the American writer Pearl
S. Buck (1892-1973). I personally find her especially interesting because of her
intercultural work and association with missionaries, who played so important a role
in Chinese cultural translation over one period in Chinese modern history. She was
so interested in the peasantry and yet so hostile to the Chinese Communist Party
(CCP) which had so extensively supported and relied on the peasantry; she loved
China and its people so much and yet by her opposition to the CCP she declared
herself so strongly on the wrong side of history during her lifetime. Other papers
took up translation theory as it has developed in contemporary times, with its
explorations of themes of modernism and post-modernism, national and personal

identity, and power relations.
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The theme of power relations bears on a topic in which I have long taken a
special personal interest, namely Western images of China. It has always struck
me strongly that when the West views China, power relations are highly relevant,
because how the West and China relate in terms of their relative power is a key factor
in determining how they see each other. Western images of China are based as much
on Western politics and on the psychology and experience of Western individuals as
on realities. In viewing China, of course Westerners see and interpret many realities
of China sensibly, but they also see their own imaginings and dreams.

Do subjects of the sort raised at the conference matter? And if they are
significant, why should that be so? For me, the vastness of the implications of “the
translation of modernity”, as illustrated in the previous paragraphs, suggest that the
subjects raised in this book are indeed important. They are about interpreting how
cultures understand and adapt to each other, explaining and overcoming inequality
and conflict. Put in very basic terms, these subjects represent how people and
peoples try to understand and get on with each other. And that is more than adequate
reason just by itself for asserting the importance of the “translation of modernity” as
an academic subject and as a core topic for an international conference.

So let’s end where we began, with the conference itself. I reckon conferences
can be evaluated according to four criteria: academic, organizational, social and
gastronomic. The first of the four means the intellectual core of the conference,
whether one learns and shares big ideas. “Organizational” means whether the
conference proceeds smoothly, before, during and after its occurrence. The third term
“social” means getting together with friends, old and new, and forming a community
of people interested in similar ideas, which they are able and willing to discuss and
debate fruitfully and without acrimony. Gastronomic means the food, drink and
hospitality available, whether one eats well in terms of quantity and quality, whether
the food helps the discussions.

On all four criteria, the International Conference on the Narrative Construct of
Chinese Translation of Modernity was an excellent gathering. Personally, I learned
a great deal, met several old friends and made many new ones, enjoyed the food,
drink and hospitality, and experienced no mishaps in terms of organization. I thank
Professor Guo, Dean He and all their team for inviting me to this conference, for

treating me so well before, during and after it, for allowing me to give an address to
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it, and for making the effort to edit this follow-on book. Most of all, 1 thank them for
the brilliance of the concept of the “Chinese translation of modernity” that formed

the core theme around which the conference revolved.

Colin Mackerras
Professor Emeritus, Griffith University
July 2013
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