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Synopsis

In A Man of Two Worlds: The Life of Sir Robert Hart, 1835-1911 , historian
Hanchao Lu presents a biography of Robert Hart, a British subject who served as
the Inspector General of China’s maritime customs for nearly half a century (1861
1908). Not only did Hart control part of China’s massive revenue generated from
import/export tariffs and commerce, but also he was responsible for establishing
China’s modern postal system, building a new pilotage system, and, in an important
way, reshaping Chinese foreign policy.

Written in Chinese for the China audience, Lu challenges both the Chinese
nationalist view of Hart as an agent of Western imperialism and the condescending
Euro—centric view of Hart as the forefather of China’s modernization. Lu asserts that
there is no doubt that Robert Hart, as the "L.G. in Peking," was a product of
China’s subordinate position in the age of imperialism. And it is also undeniable
that Hart placed British national interests first. He did not hesitate to side with his
mother country when it came to conflicts of interest between Britain and the Qing
empire. But as a longtime high-ranking Chinese official, Hart was also genuinely
dedicated to his post. In his own words, "The Service which I direct is called the
Customs Service, but its scope is wide and its aim is to do good work for China in
every possible direction." Hart administered the most successful government
organization in China, played a significant role in propelling China into the modern
world, and performed a delicate balance act for advancing Chinese interests without
undercutting Western interests. Twelve years after his entering the Chinese service,
Hart claimed that "I shall never leave China contentedly unless I see mines at work,
railways in operation and telegraphs spreading." He stayed in China for another
thirty—five years without completely accomplishing his mission, yet by that time his
accomplishments and devotion had already made him the most powerful and
influential "hired foreigner” in modern China.

Through Hart, Lu prompts readers to revisit the meaning of imperialism and
nationalism, the complexity of modernity in the non —Western world, and the

contemporary implications of the Western presence in China.
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