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Abstract 

This thesis has two related objectives. First, it proposes a general critique of the way 
in which liberal theorists have understood the democratisation process—particularly 
in their search for its nascent forms in the late Qing Dynasty and early Republican 
China. In this sense, it is a work of political philosophy and aims to counter poorly 
formulated criticisms of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). This is not to condone 
everything the CCP does, but rather to highlight the frequent misperceptions of key 
concepts employed by their international interlocutors—especially freedom, 
democracy and government. The core of the argument rests on Dankwart Rustow’s 
three stage “matrix” which suggests that those factors that bring a democracy into 
being are not necessarily the same as those that sustain it. The argument, here, is 
that certain types of government have a role to play in the democratisation process. 
This problematises the generally-accepted view that the role of government (any 
government) is to remove itself from this process altogether. This is evidenced by 
the long standing liberal “truth” of the necessity of the public/private divide. 
 
 
Second, the thesis outlines a history of the first indigenous Chinese public park—
Zhongyuan Gongyuan (Central Park). In this sense, the thesis is also a work of 
history. The park, itself, is significant because, unlike the west, there has not been a 
history of formalised public spaces in Chinese history—like the agora, forum or 
piazzas.  The establishment of the park, therefore, highlights a considerable, albeit 
geographically localised, watershed in the objectives of Chinese government. 
Previous governments kept their gaze towards heaven; early Republican 
governments reversed the direction, and looked towards the people. The newly 
established municipal authorities clearly saw the health, morality and conduct of the 
masses as the raison d’être of the park; the aim was new citizens who would 
contribute to the political modernity and capitalism that would make China strong. To 
build a new China required a dramatic rethinking of what the citizen would look like, 
and the earlier intellectual reconfigurations—especially those of Liang Qichao’s xin 
min—found their material expression, at least partially, in the ways in which the 
patrons consumed these new public spaces like Zhongyuan Gongyuan.  The story of 
the park, then, provides a case study that demonstrates that government, at least in 
Republican China, did play a role in the creation of some of the basic elements of 
democracy—for example, civil society, modern citizenship and the public sphere. 
Moreover this process concerned more than ideas; it also concerned spaces.  
 
It is the political function of space that reconciles the two objectives outlined above. 
In discussions of the democratisation process there has been little discussion of 
space because it has generally been thought of as empty and apolitical. I counter 
this conception of space as apolitical with a detailed discussion of the ways in which 
the Beijing Municipal government energises the spaces of Zhongyuan Gongyuan 
with specific political agendas aimed at producing modern Chinese citizens. In the 
end, though, greater political forces overshadow this transforming potential and little, 
in the end, was achieved. However, I argue that the conditions for the emergence of 
the modern Chinese citizen were established in the years 1914-1937 in the parks of 
Republican Beijing. 
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Stressing the contribution spaces can make in political transformation has an added 
benefit: it allows us to avoid the over-determination of either agency or structure in 
questions of historical causality. The park, then, was a condition for the emergence 
of political modernity which allows a role—to varying degrees—for both agency and 
structure. The thesis then also raises an issue in historiography: what is the relative 
significance of ideas and contexts in history? While the ultimate answer is beyond 
the scope of this thesis, I argue that those that focus only on the realm of ideas do 
so at their own risk. 
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Introduction 

City air makes men free 
—Max Weber 

 

(I)  

It has become commonplace to evaluate modern forms of social organisation 

against the yardstick of freedom. The best types of organisation are those that 

allow the greatest and widest scope for the individual. Those that restrict 

freedom are to be seen as poor forms. The great success of liberal democracy, 

it is argued, is premised on the provision of the greatest possible amount of 

freedom for the individual; and this freedom is to be palpable. The collapse of 

communism is ample evidence of the failure of those forms that demand the 

submission of the ontologically creative individual to the committee or the 

collective. 

 

Recent critiques of East Asian forms of social organisation have gone further in 

that they have linked economic success and the actual strength of the state with 

this freedom. Francis Fukuyama’s The End of History, while now more or less 

discredited, still points to a general acceptance by Western scholars that the 

normative ends of social development primarily encapsulate a liberal and 

pluralistic public.1 The successful future of a state, it is argued, is premised on a 

particular sort of individual, and the fulfilment of that individual’s potential. In his 

first official speech during his 1998 trip to China, President Bill Clinton 

castigated the Chinese government for the lack of freedom allowed its citizens 

by tying the great successes of the United States to the freedom of the 

individual. He proclaims that “respect for the worth, the dignity, the potential, 

and the freedom of every citizen is a vital source of America’s strength and 

success”.2 

                                            

 
1
 Francis Fukuyama, The End of History and the Last Man, Avon Books, New York, 1992. 

2
 Official transcript, June 25, 1998. 
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Not only is freedom a source of American success, it will soon benefit the rest of 

the world’s nations. “Freedom is on the march”, President George W. Bush 

asserted in a January 28, 2005 speech,3 “and the world will be better for it. 

Specifically for the Muslim nation of Afghanistan,” the same President 

suggested that “[o]ver time, freedom will find a way”.4 

 

The problem here, I believe, is that while many can relate viscerally to the 

concept of freedom, its nature remains under-theorised and often, as I will 

argue later, misunderstood.5 The important questions here, though, are: what 

sort of “freedom” and what sort of “individual/citizen” are Presidents Clinton and 

Bush referring to, and how do these individuals become part of a society, part of 

a “free public”? Ultimately, the most important question for a modernising state 

is: What is the proper mode of constituting society itself? Should the basic 

social unit be private individuals, family and clan groups, or a shared public 

sphere, and how should these institutions be established? (Essentially, what 

should the citizen look like?) Richard Madsen would have us believe: 

a democratic public sphere does not descend from the realm of a 
benevolent state, it arises from below, from a voluntarily organised 
citizenry. The development of an active civil society is a necessary, if 
not sufficient, condition for the development of a public sphere.

6
 

What I am interested in here is the phrase “voluntarily organised citizenry”. It is 

clear that Madsen assumes an inherent (and possibly unconscious) ability to 

form cohesive and “civil” societies. However, do large groups of people—those 

large enough to be called societies—naturally organise themselves into orderly 

“civil” groups? Or, to shift the terrain of the question to make it more relevant to 

this thesis: How is a traditional society, one based on certain lacks of freedom, 

                                            

 
3
 George W. Bush Fox News, Wednesday, Speech September 22, , 2004, accessed November 

11, 2005, at www.foxnews.com/story/ 0,2933,82976,00.html, 
4
 Kathleen T. Rhem American Forces Information Service, News Articles, Bush: "Freedom on 

the March" Throughout the World, 2005, accessed February 16, 2006, at 
http://www.defenselink.mil/news/Jan2005/n01282005_2005012808.html 

5
 In support of my argument that such issues are in need of further debate see Nancy Frazer 

“Rethinking the Public Sphere: A contribution to the critique of actually existing democracy”, 
in B. Robbins (ed.) The Phantom Public Sphere, University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis, 
1993. pp. 1–32. 

6
 Richard. Madsen, “The Public Sphere, Civil Society and Moral Community: A research agenda 

for contemporary Chinese studies”, Modern China, 2, 19, 1993, p. 187. 
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to transform itself into a modern free society? For Madsen, democracy and 

freedom are clearly linked through the concept “civil society”; for other writers, it 

might be the “public sphere” or citizenship. Freedom, “civil society”, the “public 

sphere” and even citizenship are clearly seen here in opposition to the state. 

 

These sorts of relationship were much discussed around issues concerning the 

collapse of communism and the transformation to capitalist democracies in 

Eastern Europe which happened around the same time as the Tiananmen 

demonstrations in Beijing in 1989. Charles Taylor summarises the feelings of 

many when he writes: 

In societies suffering under Leninist tyranny, it [civil society] articulated 
the hopes of those fighting to open spaces for freedom. Originally, 
when the chances of doing away with these power structures 
altogether seemed remote, the notion of “Civil Society” expressed a 
program of building independent forms of social life from below, free 
from state tutelage.

7
 

But what is freedom? Freedom, it seems to me, as such a “vital source 

of…strength and success” and now such a powerful analytical tool for the 

measurement of a nation’s performance,8 should be given considerably more 

space for debate in the literature. While central to the emergence of much of 

western society, its nature is mostly taken as a given. Few have taken on the 

troubling and complex nature of the concept. Friedrich Hayek hints at this 

complexity when he remarks: 

Man has not developed in freedom…Freedom is an artefact of 
civilisation…Freedom was made possible by the gradual evolution of 
the discipline of civilisation which is at the same time the discipline of 
freedom.

9
 

This is troubling and complex because it seems to stress a link between 

discipline and freedom, a link few other liberal theorists would openly canvass. 

 

                                            

 
7
 Charles Taylor, “Modes of Civil Society”, Public Culture, 1, 3, 1990, p. 95. 

8
 Take for example the spectacle of Gabriel Almond and Sidney Verba’s ranking of national 

cultures against an idealised set of value standards and institutions appropriate for 
democracy. See their The Civic Culture: Political attitudes and democracy in five nations, an 
analytic study, Little Brown, Boston, 1965. 

9
 Friedrich A. Hayek, Law, Legislation and Liberty: A new statement of the liberal principles of 

justice and political economy, Routledge and Kegan Paul, London, 1979, pp. 152–3, my 
emphasis. 
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This view receives support from no lesser an authority than Isaiah Berlin, who 

criticises liberal approaches to freedom that do not delineate between 

“negative” and “positive” liberty. “Negative” liberty for Berlin was where groups 

and individuals were left to do as they wished without any state intervention at 

all. “Positive freedom” relates more closely to the concept suggested by Hayek 

above, where civilisation “make[s] people free” through justice, rationality or 

public health, in institutions like schools, hospitals, and law courts. People need 

to know what their freedoms are and exactly how to exercise them. We could go 

on, but it will suffice to say here that freedom’s foundations should be more 

often contested than they have been by most liberal theorists, and that we will 

return to these big-picture issues throughout the thesis, and particularly in the 

conclusion. 

 

My aims here are more humble, and in the first instance—given the above 

introduction—seemingly tangential. The entire nature of freedom and its various 

worldly incarnations would be far too complex, far too heterogeneous and 

unwieldy, to handle in any real depth here. Rather, this thesis focuses on the 

issue of democratic transition and the ethical formation of modern citizens in 

early Republican China. It particularly looks at how newly emerging public 

spaces contributed to the ethical transformation of the disaggregated and 

“uncivil” Chinese subjects into modern citizens, forming part of the emergence 

of a “public sphere” or a “civil society”. It does this by rejecting the general 

responses to the persistently asked question: Is there evidence of an emerging 

“public sphere” and/or “civil society” in China? Dealing with these more fine- 

grained issues will allow us a better foundation for the larger project of an 

understanding of the political and philosophical nature of freedom in China. 

They are, as Habermas assures us, important questions for the origins of 

democracy.10 

                                            

 
10

 Jürgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An inquiry into a 
category of bourgeois society, MIT Press, Cambridge, Mass., 2000 (henceforth Structural 
Transformation). 
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(II) 

Broadly, there have been two historical loci for the debates about the “public 

sphere” and or “civil society” in China: the late Qing and early Republican 

periods; and during, and immediately after, the Tiananmen demonstrations and 

their violent suppression in 1989. We will limit ourselves here to the former only. 

The most prominent works in this category include those by William T. Rowe, 

Mary Backus Rankin and David Strand.11 These seminal texts are well 

researched and empirically rich studies; they are also very controversial for a 

number of reasons. 

 

Primarily, they are controversial because they emphatically diverge from Max 

Weber’s generally accepted notion that the Chinese city was a central 

impediment to the establishment of political modernity. For Weber, the historical 

role of the autonomous European city played a pivotal role in the development 

of philosophical thought about freedom, individuality and civility. This was 

unique to the West: “only in the Occident is found the concept of the citizen 

(civis Romanus, citoyen, bourgeois) because only in the Occident again are 

there cities in the specific sense.”12 

 

The Chinese city, Weber argues, lacked the necessary set of autonomous 

urban associations associated with European cities. These autonomous urban 

associations have, in the main, been reconceptualised in contemporary 

literature as the “public sphere” and “civil society”. 

 

                                            

 
11

 William T. Rowe, Hankow: Commerce and society in a Chinese city 1796–1889, Stanford 
University Press, Stanford, 1984; William T. Rowe, Hankow: Conflict and community in a 
Chinese City 1796–1895, Stanford University Press, Stanford, 1989; William T. Rowe, "The 
Public Sphere in Modern China", Modern China, 3, 16, 1990; David Strand, Rickshaw 
Beijing: City, people and politics in the 1920s, University of California Press, Berkeley, 1989; 
David Strand “Mediation, Representation and Repression: Local elites in 1920s Beijing”, in  
J. Esherick and M.B. Rankin (eds) Chinese Local Elites and Patterns of Dominance, 
University of California Press, Berkeley, 1990; Mary Backus Rankin, “Public Opinion and 
Political Power: Qingyi in late nineteenth century China”, Journal of Asian Studies, 3, 41, 
1982; Mary Backus Rankin (ed.) Chinese Local Elites and Patterns of Dominance, Berkeley, 
University of California Press 1990a; Mary Backus Rankin, “The Origins of a Chinese Public 
Sphere: Local elites and community affairs in the late imperial period”, Etudes Chinoises, 2, 
9, 1990b. 

12
 Max Weber, The City, The Free Press, New York, 1966, p. 233. 
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Rowe and Strand, in their detailed analyses of Hankou and Beijing respectively 

(which I discuss in detail in Chapter 1), countered Weber with evidence of 

considerable autonomy for a wide variety of organisations.13 Both authors felt 

the evidence was so convincing that they could argue for a nascent 

Habermasian-style “public sphere” and/or “civil society”. 

 

They are also controversial in a post-colonial sense. Rowe understands this 

himself when, in a later paper, he writes: 

Examining the Chinese past using categories of analysis generated 
from the Western experience runs the undeniable risk of accepting an 
orientalist logic….But, if on the other hand, we exempt China from 
demands to be more “like us” politically, on grounds of historical 
cultural differences, we are justly suspected of orientalism: other, less 
“civilised” societies cannot be expected to live up to the standards we 

set ourselves.
14

 

While I am not sure whether another form of orientalism is implicit in the second 

approach he sets out,15 it does highlight the difficulty (and indeed complexity) 

involved in any export of values across time and space. Can we simply 

transpose Western socio-political concepts across cultures? Habermas himself 

cautions against the use of his “public sphere” torn from its own historico-

political context: 

We conceive of the bourgeois public sphere as a category that is 
typical of an epoch. It cannot be abstracted from the unique 
developmental history of that “civil society” originating in the European 
High Middle Ages; nor can it be transferred, idealtypically generalised, 
to any number of historical situations that represent formally similar 
constellations. Just as we try to show, for instance, that one can 
properly speak of public opinion in a precise sense only with regard to 
seventeenth-century Great Britain and eighteenth-century France, we 
treat public sphere in general as a historical category.

16
 

His warning though has not been well heeded, and the debate about the “public 

sphere”, and its conceptual cousin, “civil society”, continues to fill much space in 

the literature about contemporary China. 

                                            

 
13

 For Rowe see the introduction of his Hankow: Commerce and society pp. 1–16. For Strand 
see his introductory chapter “A Twentieth Century City” in Rickshaw Beijing p. 1–16. 

14
 Rowe, W., “The Problem of ‘Civil Society’ in Late Imperial China”,  Modern China, 19, 2, April 

1993, p. 154. 
15

 We could ask the questions: Are they indeed less civilised? Who is to judge? 
16

 Habermas, Structural Transformation, pp. xvii–xviii. 
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The controversy over the native origins of a Chinese “public sphere” and/or “civil 

society” gained much momentum in the late 1980s and early 1990s against the 

background of the fall of communism in Eastern Europe and the dramatic 

demonstrations and their violent suppression in Tiananmen Square in 1989. 

Writing about the events in Tiananmen Square in 1989 before the crackdown, 

Lawrence Sullivan noted that a “fundamental transformation of popular 

consciousness took place among the urban population”17 amongst the workers, 

students and residents during the demonstrations. Moreover, in contrast to the 

Mao era of distrust and mutual suspicion, “1989 witnessed the formation of a 

genuine civil society in urban China”.18 And in a moment of rhetorical hyperbole, 

he remarks that in: 

one fell swoop, Chinese urban society, particularly in Beijing, was 
transformed from a “sheet of loose sand” (yipan sansha) into a 
cohesive civil society capable of maintaining social order and even 
assuming the every day functions of government without “central” 
control.

19
 

Of course the outcome of an approach that identifies a nascent “public sphere” 

and “civil society” in Republican China is that we can then measure off the 

crimes of the Communists in their suppression of the population through too 

much government.20 

 

These issues became a major debate in the pages of the influential journal 

Modern China which dedicated the whole of its April 1993 issue to the question 

of whether or not there existed in China a nascent “public sphere” or “civil 

society” (henceforth the “Modern China debate”). Frederick Wakeman is the 

primary antagonist here, and he forcibly rejects the possibility of any such 

historical presences for the “public sphere” and/or “civil society” in Qing and 

Republican China. His argument has a number of facets, but here we need to 

                                            

 
17

 Lawrence Sullivan “The Emergence of Civil Society in China, Spring 1989”, in T. Saich (ed.) 
The Chinese People’s Movement, M.E. Sharpe, Armonk, N.Y., 1990. p. 126. 

18
 Ibid., p. 127. 

19
 Ibid., p. 127. 

20
 My aim is not to necessarily condone all the Communist Party did, but rather to suggest that if 

governmental action was required for the creation of a “public sphere”, we cannot simply 
read governmental intervention as necessarily a bad thing per se, but rather focus on the 
types of governmental intervention. 
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note just one: there was simply no such autonomy. Wakeman sifts through the 

evidence provided by Rowe and shows that the relationship between the 

various levels of government were considerably more complex than suggested 

and finds no such independence. Rather than enter the debate as to the 

empirical evidence for autonomy, the crucial point is that while Rowe and 

Wakeman are on opposing sides of the questions, their assumptions 

concerning the nature of the “public sphere and civil society” are identical: we 

can measure their legitimacy in terms of their distance from the state. 

 

The debate concerning the “public sphere” in China is a significant one. If, how, 

why, and when China democratises are important questions. The debate also 

highlights the core problem for comparative politics—can assumptions 

concerning the appropriate form of polity and the ways in which this form comes 

into being travel across time and space. We can note this in the Modern China 

debate where both protagonists and antagonists share the same liberal 

assumption: one indirectly borne out of Weber’s work on the city and liberal 

theory—the legitimacy of these activities found in the “public sphere” and “civil 

society” depends on their autonomy from the state. But is this really so? This 

question is a central one for the thesis. 

(III) 

I argue that the approaches presented above concerning the question of the 

emergence of the public sphere in China have been based on a number of 

misleading and incomplete assumptions in liberal theory. It is misleading 

because there is a strong tendency in this literature to base this need for 

“autonomy from the state” on a very narrow definition of what the state is, and 

on the normative and inadequate assumption of a public/private distinction. A 

quick survey of the literature, which we undertake in Chapter 1, will reveal a 

messy, often contradictory, and in the end, frustratingly inconsistent set of 

approaches to this distinction in discussions concerning both the “public sphere” 

and “civil society”. While contradictory, an almost universal outcome of these 

approaches is that the legitimacy of a “public sphere” or a “civil society” is to be 

measured by its distance from the state. As well, inherent in much of this 
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literature is the teleological assumption that modernity is, at least in part, 

characterised by the increased freedoms for the population and hence 

increased spaces of “publicity” and “civility”. Rather perversely, it is evident that 

liberal approaches have dominated the study of a non-liberal polity. 

 

However, and this is central to the thesis, I argue in Chapter 2 that approaches 

founded on the public/private distinction are blind to the productive and 

important role of certain types of governmental practices in the construction of 

spaces that contribute to the “public sphere” and “civil society”. Moreover, these 

approaches are incomplete because the liberal-economic and/or republican 

models of the “public sphere” and “civil society”—and these are the most 

prominent approaches and also implicit in the Modern China debate—fail to 

capture the important undercurrents of “sociability” and “civility”, undercurrents, I 

argue, that not only make important contributions to these social institutions, but 

also are an important aspect of modern citizenship. I argue here that the 

practices of “civility” and “publicity”—or what we can call modern citizenship are 

definitely founded on a broader social context, aspects of which would be 

invisible to most of the analytical frameworks based on the public/private 

distinction.21 Here I reject the concept of citizenship (based on a transcendental 

and universal notion of the subject) to be found in Kant and Rousseau and 

instead look for the ethical formation (at least in part) of new citizens in other 

spaces. If we are to look for a nascent “public sphere” and/or “civil society” why 

should we restrict our attention to the political sphere alone where reason can 

reign supreme? Rowe is intuitively aware that we should canvass the question 

more widely. He states that: 

European historians have increasingly taken note of the essential 
contribution of the rise of a cultural ideal of “civility” to the formation of 
any purported civil society. Civility had many manifestations. In one, it 
referred to the growing cultural preference (at least, a perceived 
preference) for reasoned and conciliatory rather than violent and 
forcible resolutions of social conflict…. In yet another, as represented 
by Erasmus’s enormously influential De civilitate morum puerilium 
libellus (1530), civility meant habits of speech, grooming, and 
deportment that must be cultivated in the child, but that were prized 
precisely because they were held to reveal the innate virtue and 

                                            

 
21

 Feminism, of course, was very aware of the artificial nature of the distinction and much of the 
feminist literature suggests that the distinction was at best arbitrary and at worst unusable. 
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intelligence of the human species. Civility thus might incorporate a 
respect for social rank, but more basically implied the recognition of 
the common humanity of the participants in civilised society. What the 
ideal of civility above all provided was a common code of manners 
and social forms appropriate for specifically public behaviour, and that 
enabled—indeed placed extreme value upon—”honest” expressions 
of personal opinion in collective discussion.

22
 

For me the key phrase—”for reasoned and conciliatory rather than violent and 

forcible resolutions of social conflict” (what I will call “sociability”)—opens up the 

question of how this transformation is to be achieved. Rowe unfortunately does 

not develop these ideas to any significant degree, and this concern for 

sociability is, at best, fleeting. In fact here, he seems quite unaware of the 

contradiction in his own argument, stressing the role of that very private 

institution the family in cultivating the “innate virtue and intelligence” necessary 

for sociability on the one hand, but only looking for the origins of the “public 

sphere” in the realms of republican virtue and commerce on the other. We 

should briefly, though, consider why. Possibly, the focus was primarily a rebuttal 

of Weber (as we have already suggested), and these issues were little more 

than distractions. Furthermore, a research project focusing on the micro-

practices that support “publicity” and “civility” may well be far too complex or too 

difficult to complete with any sense of satisfaction. My own suspicion, though, is 

that Rowe has had difficulty reconciling this astute observation about the 

relationship between the family, and hence other aspects of social organisation, 

and “civility” with his own liberal conceptions of the “public” and “private” 

spheres and the normative assumption of the veracity of the public/private 

distinction. 

 

The crucial point I want to make here is that the “grand narrative” of the 

public/private distinction—as Noberto Bobbio has called it—continues to 

influence, in a hegemonic way, much of the discussion. However, if Rowe’s 

views on the role of the family are correct, surely we must again look further for 

the origins of a “public sphere” than the market and the political. In rejecting the 

public/private distinction we can canvas a wider terrain of sites that might 
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provide the necessary ingredients for the “reasoned and conciliatory rather than 

violent and forcible resolutions of social conflict”. 

 

Moreover, these liberal criticisms of polities in transition to democracy often 

confuse what Dankwart Rustow has called the functional and genetic conditions 

for democracy. Here functional conditions are those that sustain or enhance the 

viability of the ongoing democracy, while the genetic factors are those that 

cause a democracy to come into being in the first place.23 For Rustow the 

crucial issue is that these functional conditions are not necessarily the same as 

the genetic conditions.24 Rustow suggests that the evidence that a simple 

equation of genetic and functional factors is weak. It, for example, does not hold 

for other forms of political regimes. Military dictatorships for example typically 

come into being through “secret plotting and armed revolt” but sustain 

themselves through “massive publicity” and “alliances with civilian supporters”. 

Communist regimes have resulted, in the main through violent revolutions but 

have been consolidated by the “growth of mass parties and their 

bureaucracies”.25 

 

For Rustow, the transition to democracy is a complex process that includes a 

number of distinct stages, “each task with its own logic and each with its natural 

protagonists— 

a network of administrators or a group of national literati for the task of 
unification, a mass movement of the lower class, possibly led by 
upper class dissidents, for the task of preparatory struggle, a small 
circle of political leaders skilled at negotiation and compromise for the 
formulation of democratic rules, and a variety of organisation men and 
their organisations for the task of habituation. 
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If we accept this model where there is clearly a role for a variety of actors, 

including government, in the transition to democracy, criticisms from national 

leaders like Bill Clinton and George W. Bush that we noted earlier are ill-

advised. Moreover, attempts to discover a nascent civil society of independent 

associations are also misplaced because they look to identify conditions that 

are more the product of democracy than they are the preconditions of its 

emergence. Approaches that use the public/private distinction are misplaced 

and quite possibly dangerous. One good example is the ongoing chaos in Iraq, 

where the preparatory struggle for democracy, including the recent democratic 

elections has come before proper unity has been achieved, causing great 

suffering and ongoing chaos. 

 

In response to the above issues, this thesis identifies an alternative approach. 

Michel Foucault’s innovative framework for the study of power—which he calls 

governmentality—provides a way in which we can conceive of the transition to 

democracy that accommodates the seemingly contradictory elements we have 

discussed above: it rejects the public/private distinction altogether; and it is 

inclusive of the fluid and heterogeneous practices that we might call “sociability” 

and “publicity” in all its spaces.26 

 

Foucault noted a distinct change in governmental practices in the early modern 

period. A characteristic (and troubling) feature of this change was the 

development of the practice of government in Western liberalising societies was 

the tendency towards a form of political sovereignty which would be a 

government of all and each and whose concerns were at once the “totalisation 

and individualisation of the entire population”. Foucault introduces the term 

“biopower” or “biopolitics” to designate the forms of power exercised over 

persons specifically in so far as they are thought of as living beings: a politics 

concerned with subjects as members of a population, in which issues of 
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individual sexual and reproductive conduct, for example, interconnect with 

issues of national policy and power. In our particular case we are interested in 

the question of how such human attributes such as trust, self-realisation, 

etiquette and social participation (which we might aggregate together into the 

term sociability) interact with the changing political economy of twentieth 

century China. Modern biopolitics for Foucault generates a new kind of counter-

politics. As governmental politics have increasingly addressed themselves to 

“life”, in the individual details about the activities of individuals, individuals have 

begun to formulate the priorities and needs of that same life as the basis for 

political counter-demands. In this way, Foucault argues that modern liberal 

government has been intimately involved in the formation of that modern 

subjectivity we call the citizen. 

 

In response to criticism from the Marxist left, Foucault argues that the modern 

state in effect had no essence. Rather than the state introducing new practices, 

the opposite was true—the state itself was a function of the changing nature of 

governmental practices. The true genius of liberal government, then, was to 

create an arts of government that meant the citizens governed themselves 

within a context of relations that could always be opened by others to various 

forms of political calculation—public behaviour in a public park for example (see 

Chapter 6). Power in this sense was in the main to be seen as action on others 

(and one’s own) actions and in this sense “it presupposes rather than annuls 

their capacity as agents; it acts upon, and through, an open set of practical and 

ethical possibilities”.27 

 

We suggest, building on Foucault’s approach, that the liberal democratic citizen 

is not altogether a creation of government, but rather comes into existence as 

soon as he/she is recognised by government. I do not fully reject the category of 

the individual, but rather suggest that the total package of the citizenry is a 

negotiation between the individual (and their various forms of resistance), and 

the practices of (certain techniques of) government. The major innovation for 
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the liberal art of government is that the state’s raison d’être is the population, 

where individuals “conduct their own conduct”, as well as helping others to 

“conduct their own conduct”. In this sense, even at the level of subjectivity, 

government is involved, and therefore the public/private distinction makes little 

sense. It is now quite easy to see the role played by space here—individual 

practices are opened up to political and social calculation through their visibility 

in space. 

(IV) 

As we have already shown, there has been considerable debate about the 

existence of a “public sphere” and/or “civil society” as an important part of the 

process of modernisation in early twentieth century China. The literature, 

though, has focussed primarily on two broad areas. Many high quality 

approaches have focussed on the role of the media (film, newspapers and 

journals) in the formation of a modern “public sphere”.28 Others, like the Modern 

China debate, have focussed almost entirely of the role of independent or 

quasi-independent commercial, political or intellectual organisations that 

struggled to influence “public” policy and move China into the modern period. 

Both of these approaches have posited the key pillar of Western liberal thought: 

the notion of a transcendental moral individual as distinct from governmental 

practices. Their reliance on the public/private distinction and its concomitant 

assumption of human subjectivity notwithstanding, these approaches continue 

to have some considerable currency. 

 

It is interesting to note, however, that there has been little discussion of the role 

of space in this transformation process—an issue that has become an important 

consideration for scholars of modernisation in recent years. Chapter 3 is a 

partial attempt to fill this lack by outlining a number of approaches which have 

reinserted the issue of space in our understanding of modernity. Here, though, I 
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want to briefly highlight the significance of the spatial turn underscored in some 

of the literature mentioned in that chapter. Alain Touraine in his influential The 

Critique of Modernity takes up a spatial metaphor to understand the 

transformation of the forms of social organisation ushered in by modernity. He 

suggests that the objective of the transformation “of the people” into a rationally 

organised body could be imagined as an “order or an architecture based upon 

computation”, and that this order lay at the heart of the modernisation project.29 

The creation of a “public” represents one possible way of rationally organising 

the people, and this project had a spatial component. Anthony Giddens 

understands modernity as a spatial discontinuity (in terms of institutional change 

viz traditional forms of social organisation).30 Frederick Jameson has asked 

“why should landscape be any less dramatic than the event?”31 Foucault, in a 

now well known (to the extent of over-use) passage, identifies the importance of 

spatial analysis when he describes our epoch as “above all the epoch of 

spaces”.32 And most importantly of all, Henri Lefebvre suggested to interviewers 

in 1989 that courses in history and sociology that left aside urban or spatial 

questions were ludicrous.33 This consideration of space or social space within 

the discussions of modernisation has been generally missing from the literature 

concerning twentieth century China. 

 

This is surprising because there has been a strong discursive presence of the 

idea of “public space” in the western liberal tradition, especially in terms of its 

intimate relationship with democracy. We can trace the concept right back to the 

Greek times of the agora (in its original form both a marketplace and public 

forum). According to Kitto, the physical form of the (Greek) polis, described 

some 2,000 years before the period under scrutiny here, stressed public space 

as central to the governance of the state.34 Quite clearly the public spaces of 

the agora served to remind the Athenian citizen of his responsibilities as a 
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citizen.35 In contrast to private houses, which were low and turned away from 

the street, public temples, theatres, stadiums, and the agora had a real 

symbolic presence in the city. In the larger poleis, like Athens, these public 

spaces were central, spacious and often beautifully constructed of marble—

signifying some importance in the urban scheme of things. Even the smaller 

public spaces received a great deal of attention from the community and many 

resources were devoted to them. In a sense, at least for Kitto, the polis was a 

humanistic space intimately related to government and democracy. 

 

Spaces though are not always liberating or humanising. Roman architecture 

and its “public” spaces, just as clearly, sought to remind the citizen, as well as 

Rome’s enslaved peoples, of the might and power of that imperial city. Baron 

Haussman’s boulevards of nineteenth century Paris and Albert Speer’s rally 

grounds in Nazi Germany36 were explicitly designed to remind, and even 

energise, the residents (and visitors) to the glory of the state. Public parks can 

be the haven of delinquents and miscreants and paedophiles. We might also 

highlight here the radical reorganisation of the pagan public spaces of 

Constantinople by the then new Christian regime in the years following the 

conversion of its emperor to Christianity.37 Here the new Christian state saw the 

danger of its new values being undermined by those spaces, which they 

considered pagan. Richard Sennett makes the point that this fear of morally 

dangerous spaces initiated an inward turn for Christian society which now 

focussed more on the family and the contemplation of the individual’s soul.38 

 

There has been a tendency within the disciplines of the built environment to 

over-stress the “civilising” effects of architecture and spaces. This quote from 

the London Cultural Planning group CHORA gives some idea of that spatial 

determinism: 
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Public Spaces…are instruments of change for a society. They are 
singular, they create an identity, and they must be able to stimulate 
the evolution of all kinds of parts of society. The singularness of public 
spaces remains a key attractor for a variety of people, events, 
collective expressions, programmes, but what comes out changes, 
adapts to new trends, forces and desires and it multiplies in its 
adaptations over time. The use of public spaces proliferates 
increasingly in the ways in which they are used and the ways that they 
give form to a society and its dynamic mechanisms.

39
 

While a major component of this thesis is an exploration of ideas in space and 

space in ideas, we always need to be aware of the limits of such an approach. 

Richard Sennett emphatically reminds us of this when, as part of a Harvard 

urban design team contemplating the city of Jerusalem, retells one poignant 

conversation he had in that troubled city that clearly tempers the CHORA 

approach. 

You want to build a place at Damascus Gate for “democracy”, Mr 
Nusseibeh [the doyen of an important Palestinian family who was now 
head of the East Jerusalem Electric Light Company] said, “but you 
cannot show me—even supposing democracy is possible between 
victors and the people they have captured—what a democratic space 
looks like. Will better buildings incline the Israeli people to treat us as 
equals, better buildings curb the violent rage of our own young ones? 
Even if we forget our impossible present circumstances, what effect 
can the mere shape of a wall, the curve of a street, light and plants, 
have in weakening the grip of power or shaping the desire for 

justice?
40Physical spaces of course cannot guarantee that 

diverse individuals will live in some form of dignified and peaceful coexistence. 

The warning is a humbling one for the social and political efficacy of “space” in 

this thesis. 

 

This warning notwithstanding, my aim here is to establish a tripartite relationship 

between the masses, spaces and governmental practices, so as to as to 

provide an alternative image of the “public”. My methodology is not so much to 

search for causal relationships between them, but rather identify the conditions 

of emergence for a Chinese public. Without doubt one of the problems of the 

debates concerning the “public sphere” and “civil society” in China is the 

mechanistic search for the origins of democracy, reflecting not only an 
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orientalist approach but also poor historical method. If I could borrow a 

paragraph from Roger Chartier to stress the point: 

The operation [of identifying origins] is not as self-evident as it may 
seem. On the one hand, it supposes a sorting-out process that 
retains, out of the innumerable realities that make up the history of the 
epoch, only the matrix of the future event. On the other hand, it 
demands a retrospective reconstruction that gives unity to thoughts 
and actions supposed to be “origins” but foreign to one another, 
heterogeneous by their nature and discontinuous in their realization.

41
 

A major concern for the thesis is, therefore, not so much the possible origins 

and hence their primary causes, but rather the possibility of the appropriate 

conditions for the emergence of “public spheres” in twentieth century China. 

While not discounting causality in any general way, the argument here follows 

Chartier’s line of thinking to avoid any possible over-determinism by the 

public/private distinction or government instrumentality. Our aim is to implement 

both the individual and government in the formation of modern liberal political 

forms as per Rustow’s schema. 

 

Throughout Chinese history, there has never been a strong discursive presence 

for the notion of a “public” or “public space”.42 Without too much exaggeration, it 

would be fair to say that in 1911 there was no such thing as a truly “public 

space”43 in China. All space that was not private or familial was imperial. Indeed 

it seems the Chinese had to create the term gong yuan public park44 sometime 

in the early twentieth century to describe the spaces once owned by the 

imperial government, but now owned by the people. The singular term gong had 

a number of traditional meanings which only distantly reflect its modern 

meanings. In fact, its original meaning related semantically to the cosmological 

principle of order, the moral principle of order among human beings, and the 
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principle in which the emperor rules by consent of heaven. In this sense it refers 

to the imperial system of land ownership, where all “public” land is owned by the 

emperor.45 Consequently, a number of dictionaries of classical Chinese give the 

term the meaning “feudal”. The term does not find the discursive gravity with 

which it will be used here until Liang Qichao’s use of it in the late 1890s.46 

 

It is significant then that, by the year 1949, there emerged in Beijing, at least in 

nominal terms, the greatest public space in the world. Tiananmen Square, 

that—sometimes more/sometimes less—symbol of Chinese liberation, stands 

as a dramatic sign of a major change in the social organisation of Chinese 

society during the period. Where, in Imperial China, power was to be hidden 

behind walls and gates, power now rolled out of the Forbidden City to be made 

visible throughout the square. Mao’s vision was for a radical shift in the seat of 

power, and the forbidden recesses of the imperial palace were replaced with the 

“democratic” expanses of the people’s square. Mao, though, was antagonistic 

towards the liberal version of “democracy” and strove to eliminate nearly all 

private “bourgeois” spaces. The post-Mao years have seen a greater expansion 

in the construction of “public” and “private” spaces. Most of these, however, 

have been created in the economic arena.47 Most modern Chinese cities now 

have considerably more parks, pedestrian malls and sporting fields. 

 

A key issue for this thesis, then, is that there have been dramatic changes in the 

construction and management of space throughout the twentieth century in 

China. The construction of a modern society, as Michael Tsin suggests, is 

“more than a discursive activity”. Physical spaces are shaped in line with larger 
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political forces whether they be nationalism, modernity or various universal 

religions.48 Using Marxist terms, Henri Lefebvre clearly links forms of polity with 

the production of space. He suggests that “every society—and hence every 

mode of production with all its subvariants…produce a space, its own space.49 

Can there be a dialogical relationship between spaces and “political forces”? 

 

Kim Dovey argues there can be. He states that “[f]orce, coercion, domination, 

manipulation, seduction and authority are forms of everyday practice which are 

inevitably mediated by built form”.50 These mediations are inherently complex 

and multidimensional, but he does suggest a set of dimensions along which the 

dialects of power are played out as an initial understanding of those mediations. 

These include: 

 Orientation/disorienation 

 Publicity/privacy 

 Segregation/access 

 Nature/history 

 Stability/change 

 Authentic/fake 

 Identity/difference 

 Dominant/docile 

 

One gets a strong feeling for many of these dimensions when we note, for 

example, Rozman’s eloquent description of the imperial city of Beijing in Qing 

times: 

Thus was contrived the grand design, moat enclosing moat, wall 
behind wall, and compartment opening within compartment, a 
hierarchy reflecting every graduation of power and influence, a 
symbolism finally embracing the heavens themselves.

51
 

                                            

 
48

 Michael Tsin, Nation, Governance, and Modernity in China: Canton 1900–1927, Stanford 
University Press, Stanford, 1999, p. 51. 

49
 Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space, Blackwell, Oxford, 1991, p. 31. Lefebvre, though, is 

no simple economic determinist here, and the possible crudities of the 1859 Preface 
regarding base and superstructure are not replicated in his work. 

50
 Kim Dovey, Framing Places: Mediating power in built form, Routledge, London, 2001, p. 15. 

51
 Gilbert Rozman, Urban Networks in Ch’ing China and Tokugawa Japan, Princeton University 

Press, Princeton, 1973, p. 292. 



 

 

 

21 

And Oswald Siren hints at the physical representations of power in traditional 

Chinese cities when he writes: 

Walls, walls, and yet again walls form the skeleton or framework of 
every Chinese city. They surround it, they divide it into lots and 
compounds, they mark more than any other structures the common 
basic features of these Chinese communities. …The walls are, 
indeed, the most essential, the most impressive, and the most 
permanent parts of a Chinese city….

52
 

The concept space has taken on a metaphorical meaning in much of the 

contemporary literature and we should be very careful in the ways the concept 

is deployed. I need, therefore, to provide some preliminary definition of the 

concept. I want to perceive space not so much as empty—as is the case in 

Cartesian thought— remaining cognizant of the role representation and 

conception play in creating the “lived experience”. Henri Lefebvre argues 

strongly in The Production of Space that the production of “real space” occurs 

between two intellectual traditions: materialist and idealist. This “lived space” is 

neither totally a conceptual structure (idealist) nor an always, already present 

emptiness awaiting objects (materialist). Instead, space itself is something that 

is materially produced, but at the same time not separate from this process of 

production. 

 

While Lefebvre’s arguments are fertile and very complex, the one main point we 

want to take from his work is that spaces are never neutral, and here in the 

Introduction I merely want to make the link between the production of space and 

the “sociability”, “publicity” and “civility” of those who pass through those 

spaces. Any great transformation in political structure means a concomitant 

transformation in conceptions and perceptions of space. This tripartite 

conception of space—conceived, perceived and lived—is beautifully captured in 

the following passage by the architect Peter Rowe: 

The most remarkable aspect of Siena during this period (13th and 
14th centuries)…was the overall continuity of the republic, ultimately 
formed by the give-and-take relationship among constituents of civil 
society, and, perhaps most important, by the relationship between civil 
society and the state. More germane still, the Piazza del Campo...as 
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the primary setting for Sienese social, political, and cultural life, 
reflected and continues to reflect these relationships, as well as some 
of the changing alliances. In the authorship of its overall layout, spatial 
definition, decoration, and use, the Campo was a mixed enterprise. 
Yet it expressively captured the life, times and civil circumstances of 
Siena, as well as reminding Sienese…of who they were and what was 
expected of them. In this last respect the Campo was more than 
public, more than a matter of access or the right of expression and 
display. It produced an aura, recalled fine moments from the past, and 
provided palpable guidance about what form of public behaviour was 
not only acceptable but preferred. In short, it was civic.

53
 

Richard Sennett, writing of a much later time, also stresses the relationship 

between spaces and behaviour: 

The square stimulated citizens to step outside their concerns and take 
note of the presence and needs of other people of the city. The 
architecture of the theatre helped citizens to focus their attention and 
concentrate when engaged in decision-making…. The theatrical 
space thus functioned to get beneath the surface of momentary 
impressions. And such a disciplinary space of eye, voice, and body 
had one great virtue: Through concentration of attention on a speaker 
and identification of others in the audience who might call out 
challenges or comments, the ancient political theatre sought to hold 
citizens to their words.

54
 

Both of these quotes suggest there is more to the “morphology of moral actions” 

than most post-Enlightenment thought has attended to. We can sense the 

legacy of Immanuel Kant here in this failure. Kant’s liberal humanism saw 

morality as primarily a rational matter that called for the operation of an a priori 

“faculty of critical reason” that had little to do with the specific context these 

behaviours were to emerge in. In fact, in Kant’s eyes, habits and demeanours 

formed in the material-world more or less hampered this universally valid faculty 

of reason.55 When one acted morally, it was over and above those humanly 

inclinations and habits like desire and want. For a modernising state then, a 

public morality is to be borne out of the elevation of modern reason, or a set of 

modern ideas based on that reason, to dominance within the society, and in 

Kant’s formulation these were somehow universal to humanity. Once the people 

knew how to be modern, for example, they became modern. It is easy then to 

see how these presuppositions would downplay such mundane and context-
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specific aspects of human existence as daily conduct, social demeanour and 

etiquette at the expense of reason. 

 

I want to suggest an alternative approach—one that rejects the notion that 

morality is wholly based on a transcendental reason. An approach that, rather 

than displacing the role of reason—because I see a central role for ideas—

incorporates the many social, political and economic contexts that are 

associated with the more mundane aspects of personality. The central question 

therefore is: How has a specific ideascape—one I might call an interaction 

between Chinese physical spaces and Chinese (and Western) ideas—

contributed to the production of a “public sphere” and/or “civil society”? I do not 

claim any primary status for these relationships, but rather make the point that 

they have been almost completely ignored in discussions about the public in 

China. Like Marcel Hénaff and Tracey Strong I want to conceive of public space 

as that space where “human beings encounter each other with the intention of 

determining how their lives should be lived”56—or in Foucauldian terms where 

people learn to “conduct their own conduct”. Moreover if these approaches are 

correct do they influence our understanding of democratic transition and 

suggesting, in a broad and general way, criticisms like those made by Clinton 

and Bush may not be that useful, unless certain spatio-epistemological 

arrangements contributing to a strong sense of “sociability” are already in 

existence in China. After all, in the now well-known words of John Fitzgerald, 

China remains “a state looking for a nation”. 

(IV) 

These preceding arguments are given materiality through our discussions in 

Chapters 4, 5 and 6, of the radical and revolutionary discontinuity in modes of 

the management of space between imperial and republican regimes. To 

highlight the extent of the watershed I coin the term shi (political purchase) to be 

indicative of the imperial strategies and min (people) for the Republican. Shi is a 
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difficult term to translate, but for the sake of this introduction we can suggest it 

has a spatial element that worked to remind the masses of the “proper” 

distribution of power across the space of the state, and particularly its capital 

city Beijing. This functioned most visibly in the spatial layout of the city where 

walls and gates enclosed spaces which provided clear indication of a hierarchy 

of power. The walls and gates also served to break down connectivity and to 

make common spaces ambiguous—in the sense that individual rights were not 

well codified—and hence dangerous. 

 

Chapter 5, on the other hand, focuses on the intellectual milieu which made the 

watershed possible. I use the arguments of one of the period’s great reformers, 

Liang Qichao, to draw out the key issue for the transformation process. Liang 

was an influential thinker whose abortive attempts at reform and subsequent 

exile in Japan—coming in touch, there, with a considerable amount of western 

literature—radicalised this once imperial examination candidate. One of Liang’s 

more radical positions was that for China to modernise and stand with pride 

among the world’s nations, the attributes of the Chinese population needed to 

be transformed. He, in his popular serial Xin Min Shuo, called for a set of 

attributes that flew in the face of traditional Chinese attitudes to subjectivity. 

Whereas the emphasis had been on harmony, passivity and frugality, the 

emphasis was now to be on activity, competition and courage. Liang, though, 

spoke little of how this was to be achieved. 

 

Chapter 6 turns its attention to one small instance of how these attributes were 

to be achieved. Zhongyang  gongyuan (Central Park) was one of the first public 

spaces in China and indeed the first public park established by the Chinese 

themselves. The Park Directorate that established Zhongyang  gongyuan was 

not centre stage to the struggles to modernise China and cannot compare in 

terms of influence to the May Fourth Movement,57 for example. But there are 
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benefits to be gained from scholarly inquiry into this single-issue movement. 

Firstly the stated aims of the movement are simple and straightforward and 

include only a narrow spread of activities and foci. This then allows a very 

economical working through of the (limited) Directorate’s archives to identify the 

discursive formations that have determined its objectives, and then links to 

larger political dimensions can be made. Unlike the May Fourth Movement 

which aimed to provide a thorough reform of Chinese society, the Parks 

Movement focussed on more practical local issues. However, the single focus 

and local nature of the organisation gives us a less cluttered case study to 

unravel the assumptions underpinning such concepts as “society”, the “public”, 

the “people” and the “nation” during these chaotic times. The Parks Movement 

can be clearly linked to the much larger project of modernisation and 

democratisation born in the declining years of the Qing dynasty. The 

development of public parks in this early period became linked to the self-

esteem of the emerging republic, expressing its commitment to the intellectual 

development and moral improvement of the common people as it had been in 

the west.58 Municipal governments in China were keen to be seen as modern. 

Clearly here the objective of government and others with the power to mobilise 

reform were to modernise the population through creating healthy, moral and 

civil Chinese bodies. 

 

But the real importance for us here is that this radical and revolutionary 

transformation of the ways in which spaces were to be reconstructed also 

revealed, albeit not as clearly as it might have been to those that formulated the 

plans, that the objective of government was no longer to hold on to divinely 

initiated control of the country. The objective now was min (the people 

themselves). 

 

Quite clearly the park was used by municipal elites to forge a new type of 

citizen: one with a variety of attributes that were at the same time western and 
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Chinese, and modern and traditional. The case study reveals a whole range of 

activities that were directly aimed at changing the “public” comportments of the 

patrons who visited the park. Moreover, the Park provided an array of 

experiences that juxtaposed many of these elements that would have forced 

patrons to evaluate their own actions in the sight of other patrons. I want here to 

read this space, and its uses, against the grain of the public/private distinction. 

While models based on this distinction do have some value, our reading of this 

space through the grid of governmentality identifies a quite different outcome for 

one of my central questions: In the Chinese twentieth century, what was 

necessary for the development of a broadly based “civil society” or “public 

sphere” was more government (albeit of specific types of liberal governmental 

practice e.g. public parks), not less, as would be suggested by much of the 

literature on “civil society”, the “public sphere” and democracy. 

 

This is an important modern break for the elites of the country and some of the 

first steps towards the creation of a Chinese “society”. However, while these 

initiatives should be heralded for their radical break with tradition, it is also clear 

that the Beijing Municipal Gazette was aimed at a very narrow elite audience 

who felt a moral responsibility to reform society, and not at the common people 

themselves. In the end, a number of factors brought the movement to an end, 

not least of which were the ephemeral and unpredictable nature of warlord 

governance and Japanese invasion. However, it is worth noting that some of 

the public spaces initiated by the movement still exist today. Ironically, 

Zhongyang gongyuan (Central Park), now called Zhongshan gongyuan after 

Sun Yatsen, is a haven for Beijingers wanting to leave the hypermodernity of 

pre-Olympic Beijing. It is now a park for the aged, for Taiqiquan, for Peking 

Opera and traditional music away from the congested modern lanes of 

Changan Dajie and the tourists of Tiananmen. 

 

In summary my aim is not to suggest that China should or should not become a 

democracy. Rather the target has been the assumptions that underline the 

numerous criticisms of China that wield such clumsy weapons as “freedom” and 

“democracy”. Acknowledgement that elites and governments can play a role in 

the transition to democracy reduces these criticisms to mere grandstanding. I 
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have suggested here that certain localised spatial strategies, instigated by 

government(s) have been important in developing the human attribute of 

sociability, a key attribute which needs to be in place before the inherent conflict 

of democracy can be rendered non-violent. This alternative reading, then, would 

lead to quite different outcomes for question of a nascent “public sphere” in 

Republican China. It may also lead to a less disparaging reading of the early 

Mao attempts to mobilise a Chinese “public”. But this will have to wait for 

another day for I need now to turn in more detail to the ways in which the field 

has constructed the debate concerning the public sphere and civil society in 

early twentieth century China. 
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Chapter 1: Defining the “debate” 

“If we attend to the course of conversation in mixed companies 
consisting not merely of scholars and subtle reasoners but also of 
business people and women, we notice that besides storytelling and 
jesting they have another entertainment, arguing.” 

—Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason. 

 

This chapter establishes the foundations of the debates about the “public sphere” and “civil 
society” in China. Given the enormous literature on the topic, it does not aim to be 
comprehensive in its coverage. Rather, it surveys the major trends in the literature and, in 
particular, focuses on the 1993 Modern China debate outlined in the Introduction and those 
texts that are precursors to it. 
 
We should understand that many of the approaches to the debates concerning the “public 
sphere” and “civil society” find their foundation in the works of two European social theorists, 
Max Weber and Jϋrgen Habermas, and I start the chapter with a brief introduction to the 
relevant contributions of both thinkers. 
 

 

William T. Rowe’s seminal works on Hankou were primarily a response to Max 

Weber’s rich arguments about the oriental city in The City1 and The Religion of 

China: Confucianism and Taoism.2 Very briefly, Weber’s line of argument in 

these influential texts is that the cause of China’s “backwardness” was its 

inability to build modern urban institutions and guarantee greater freedom for 

the city’s inhabitants. In fact, Weber suggests, in China “true” cities never came 

into being, because the necessary prerequisite of an “autonomous urban 

community” was always missing. This was so for two reasons. First, the central 

political apparatus of the Chinese state consistently weighed too heavily upon 

local elites for any real space of “urban autonomy” to develop. Second, an 

“urban community” could not develop because of the social, political and 

religious connections the Chinese had to locality, clan and family. Chinese 

cities, in Weber’s image, were merely the seats of officialdom, and the Chinese 

masses owed their loyalty to the rural village. The urban residents were little 

more than opportunistic sojourners. These connections to the village were both 

informal (in terms of one’s sentimental attachment to an idealised natural 
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ancestral home) and formal (in terms of legal requirements such as the baojia 

registration systems).3 Consequently denizens, not citizens, inhabited Chinese 

cities. 

 

Scholars with considerably more “China experience” than Weber have run 

strongly with this approach. Marion Levy, Albert Feuerwerker, Etienne Balazs, 

Wolfram Eberhard and Rhoads Murphy all draw on Weber to establish the 

canon of work concerning the failure of political modernisation and capitalism in 

China.4 Eberhard, for example, blames the Chinese city for the country’s failure 

to industrialise: 

During several centuries, it seemed that an industrial era was pending 
in China—in the Sung period, when the necessary conditions for 
capitalism and industry were developed, and some necessary steps 
already taken towards industrialization. What prevented the Chinese 
from going further? Judging from the relation between industry and 
the city in Europe, it may be postulated the difference was in the very 
structure of the city.

5
 

According to Balazs, Chinese cities “were never to play the same role of social 

catalyst as their European counterparts”.6 This was the case, Balazs 

suggests—echoing Hegel’s famous statement about oriental despotism—

because of the oppressive domination of urban life. The Chinese city was 

established primarily as an arm of despotic, bureaucratic and centralised 

government, where commercial functions were little more than wholly 

dependent on administrative patrons. Here we see evidence of the importance 

of capitalism to the question of modernity’s origins. The market mechanism and 
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radical individuality, it is argued, are the necessary ingredients of western 

modernity. 

 

These views of the lack of the transforming potential of the Chinese city have 

been tempered somewhat by the considered works of William Rowe,7 David 

Strand,8 G. William Skinner and Mark Elvin.9 However, these responses, in 

refuting Weber, have established the grounds for a more significant debate—a 

debate that can be linked directly to the very questions of Chinese democracy 

that introduce this thesis. While the city, with good reason, is still understood to 

be the most significant site for transformation, the primary concern has now 

shifted to this question: was there evidence of a nascent “public sphere” or “civil 

society” in late imperial and in early Republican China? This shifted the focus 

from the city and all its physical manifestations to the associations and their 

struggle for autonomy, rendering the city a mere backdrop.10 

 

The wide variety of approaches to this question notwithstanding, the arguments 

generally—like those of Marx and Weber—identify the economy and/or the 

market, and the autonomous associations derived from them, as the important 

engine room for modernist transformation, for the development of capitalism 

and, at least in part, for the freedom of urban citizens. Moreover, the prominent 

category of person in these approaches (also highlighted by the later work of 

Habermas) is the bourgeoisie. While I do not want to reject these arguments out 

of hand, I feel their focus has directed the debate away from any discussions of 

two important issues: the role of the state and governmental practices; and the 

actual physical aspects of the city itself. Remember, it was “city air” that made 

men free. Men learnt to be citizens in the city. Now, it was just capitalism that 

was liberating! We will come back to these issues later in the thesis, but first 
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need to detail the debates over the emergence of a “civil society” and “public 

sphere” in China itself. 

 

While much of the early work in this debate over the Chinese “public sphere” 

can be characterised as responses to Max Weber, it was Jϋrgen Habermas’s 

The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere that provided much of its 

ongoing theoretical momentum. Importantly, it is here we can also identify the 

inadequacies of the above theoretical approaches. In this influential text, 

Habermas seeks to contribute to the question of the origins of democratic 

practices in Western Europe, mainly England, France and Germany. Driven by 

his disappointment over the lack of any real emancipatory success by the 

proletariat, he looks instead to the transformative potential of the bourgeois 

public sphere, which emerges in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. This 

bourgeois public sphere may be conceived as: 

above all…the sphere of private people come together in public; they 
soon claimed the public sphere regulated from above against the 
public authorities themselves, to engage them in debate over general 
rules governing relations in the basically privatised but publicly 
relevant sphere of commodity exchange and social labour. The 
medium of this political confrontation was peculiar and without 
historical precedent: people’s public use of their reason.

11
 

In this way, debate about political topics, once only the terrain of aristocrat 

discussion, became ubiquitous among the educated elites and bourgeoisie. 

Moreover, these debates were not without some institutional gravity. For this to 

occur, decision-making now had to be based on rational argument, rather than 

determined primarily by status as it had been. Previously—say as late as the 

seventeenth century—publicness had been much more a derivative of status, 

and the masses could never really be defined as a public because this was the 

zenith of representation, not for the people but before the people—L’état, c’est 

moi. Habermas, then, characterises the late eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries as a time when those (non-aristocrats) released from the daily 

drudgery of subsistence could pursue education and reading to elevate reason 

beyond mere status. 
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Habermas’s investigative focus is the specific socio-political conditions that led 

to the privileging of reason over status by the bourgeoisie, in the determination 

of decisions that concern the common good. This was an important question, 

Habermas assures us, for democratic theory. He argues that two related social 

changes contributed to the institutionalisation of the publicity as it moved out 

from court society.12 First, the family was reconstituted as an intimate sphere 

that provided the “evaluative affirmation of ordinary life and of economic activity 

and the participation of its patriarchal head in the public sphere”.13 Second, the 

public sphere was first founded in the world of letters and presaged an easy 

move to discussions of politics—hence the emphasis in Habermas’s work on 

the emerging bourgeois class. 

 

While we can trace many of his ideas concerning the “public sphere” back to the 

agora, Habermas does reverse one key element. Greek thought clearly 

demarcated between public and private affairs. Significantly, though, freedom 

was to be found in public, rather than in the private realm of the oikos, where 

the Greek head of the household confronted only day-to-day necessity. The 

public realm of autonomous citizens rested on the private autonomy of each as 

master of a household (most of whose members were excluded from the public 

sphere). Habermas, on the other hand, characterises the bourgeois public 

sphere as the public of private persons who join in the debate of issues bearing 

on state authority. Unlike in the Greek conception, individuals are here 

understood to be formed primarily in the private realm, especially the family. 

Moreover, the private realm is understood as one of freedom that has to be 

defended against the domination of the state. In the Greek sense, freedom was 

gained through the service of republican virtues carried out in support of the 

state. One was free to serve; those who didn’t were slaves or women. A similar 

point is made by Phillip Aries in his discussion of the modern family’s 

emergence from the decaying ancien regime. For Aries, the modern family was 
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a refuge from the self-interested individualism and impersonality of civil 

society.14 Peter Brown also makes a similar point about the modern family. 

However, Brown sees religion as the primary causative agent for the new 

intimacy of the family, rather than changes in the market.15 

 

In fact, as Calhoun suggests, the reconceived family reconceptualised 

“humanity itself”.16 This new family emphasised the autonomy of its head resting 

on the idea of private property. Yet the family at the same time was perceived 

as distinct from the market. This, according to Habermas, contributed to the 

false consciousness of the bourgeoisie. While the family was believed to be 

external to the market: 

in truth it was profoundly caught up in the requirements of the market. 
The ambivalence of the family as an agent of society yet 
simultaneously as the emancipation from society manifested itself in 
the situation of family members: on the one hand, they were held 
together by patriarchal authority; on the other, they were bound to one 
another by human closeness. As privatised individual, the bourgeois 
was two things in one: owner of goods and persons and one human 
among others, i.e., bourgeois and homme.

17
 

The family was idealised as a perfectly human realm of “intimate relationships 

between human beings who, under the aegis of the family, were nothing more 

than humans”.18 This intimacy promised a liberation from the constraints of 

necessity, because it was a realm of pure interiority, following its own laws and 

not any external purpose. In Craig Calhoun’s words, the family “thus provided a 

crucial basis for the immanent critique of the bourgeois public sphere itself, for it 

taught that there was something essential to humanness that economic or other 

status could not take away”.19 

 

This elite then came to (falsely in Habermas’s mind) think of itself as 

constituting a public (of private persons), reformulating their positions as “public” 
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ones, now in contraposition with public authority and hence free, not only the 

object of state action, but also the opponent of state authority: 

Because, on the one hand, the society now confronting the state 
clearly separated a private domain from public authority and because, 
on the other hand, it turned the reproduction of life into something 
transcending the confines of private domestic authority and becoming 
a subject of public interest, that zone of continuous administrative 
contact became “critical” also in the sense that it provoked the critical 
judgement of a public making use of its reason.

20
 

The bourgeois public sphere became institutionalised as a practice of rational-

critical discourse concerning political matters. Civil society, then, is basic to 

Habermas’s account of the public sphere. He perceives it as “the genuine 

domain of private autonomy [that] stood opposed to the state”.21 While the 

market was an important aspect, this civil society was at once much more. It 

included institutions of sociability (in the form of being able to debate in a 

gentlemanly manner with the appropriate and rational set of discourses). It was 

then only loosely related to the economy. 

 

There is an important point that we can take from this. Habermas stresses the 

importance of the institutionalisation of these spaces. In Europe, the public 

sphere became a “proper space”. This is meaningful for us in two ways. This 

sphere is now a space of autonomy from the state, as well as from the family, 

and so distinction is important. This aspect has been taken up with enthusiasm 

by the authors we will discuss below. Second, a point not so well taken up by 

the same authors is the issue of institutionalisation itself. There is little evidence 

in the arguments that we have covered to say that institutionalisation has been 

considered with any seriousness. There has been little discussion, for example, 

of the differences between, on the one hand, a “public sphere” and a “civil 

society”, and on the other hand, uncivil movements or indeed revolutions aimed 

at the mere overthrow of the state and with very little to do with democratisation. 

We will look at this issue in more depth in the next chapter. 
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While the focus of the Structural Transformation is the rise and subsequent fall 

of a bourgeois “public sphere” in Europe during the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries, authors such as Rowe and Rankin explicitly see its continuing 

normative importance as an analytical tool for the study of the Chinese 

Republican polity, and Madsen, Sullivan and Chamberlain for its relevancy in 

the post-Mao period. We are not particularly interested here in “normative 

importance”. Rather, our aim is to facilitate a better understanding of the basic 

concepts themselves. The next chapter moves on to grapple with these 

important concepts, something we feel the existing literature has not seriously 

confronted. 

 

William Rowe, in particular, uses a Habermassian approach to put forward a 

strong response to Weber. He suggests that there were autonomous 

organisations wielding considerable power in the central city of Hankou in the 

late Qing and early republican periods.22 Rowe saw a “public sphere” coming 

into existence as the Qing dynasty declined and local associations moved to fill 

that void. In his first, book Hankow: Commerce and Society in a Chinese City, 

Rowe especially emphasises the administrative autonomy and municipal 

identity of the city’s guilds and other voluntary organisations: 

Despite its many officials, Hankow was able to escape the heavy-
handed bureaucratic domination posited by Weber. Guilds and other 
voluntary organisations (such as benevolent halls) became 
progressively more powerful, but they did not necessarily do so at the 
expense of the rest of the urban population. Rather such groups 
increasingly sought to identify their interests with those of a broader 
urban community and to devise methods of broad, extrabureaucratic 
coordination to achieve communal goals.

23
 

The guilds contributed to a municipal identity that was indeed quite radical in 

nature. Rowe suggests that the “tradition of discrete urban administration 

seems to have bequeathed to the city a sense of itself as a separate political 

identity, and thus to have fostered the development of an incipient ‘urban 
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autonomy’”.24 Rowe claims these guilds and other voluntary organisations 

eventually gave the city something more than an independent “locational 

identity”: 

In 19
th
 century Hankow, it seems, there was an unusually wide gap 

between de jure and de facto systems of political authority. Thus a 
substantial degree of de facto autonomy had emerged, with real 
power balanced between officials and the leaders of local society; 
over the course of the century the balance shifted very much toward 
the latter.

25
 

This statement is particularly important because it gives the local elites of 

Hankou26 an autonomous political identity that was instrumental in the 

transformation of the nation, not only the local. This autonomy, therefore, can 

not be discarded as merely an oversight by central authorities, but must be 

seen as an important event in itself. Rowe goes on to say: 

However, I will argue that the social and economic structures 
characteristic of Ch’ing Hankow, and the gradual change that those 
structures underwent in the course of the 19

th
 century, led directly into 

the industrial revolution of the 1890s and the political revolution of 
1911. …More generally the study is designed to portray a locality that 
reflected the highest stage of the indigenous development of Chinese 
urbanism before wholesale imitation of western models arguably 
deflected this process into a new era of pan-cultural urban history.

27
 

Within Chinese cities, therefore, there existed some considerable indigenous 

modernising potential. The interesting point for the thesis is that, for Rowe, this 

clearly involved the presence of a sphere of “civil activity” autonomous of the 

government and an urban identity that surpassed native place and kin, and 

there was just enough legal development to prove Weber was clearly wrong. 

This may well be true, of course, but is it proof enough for the presence of a 

“public sphere” and/or a civil society capable of transforming the Chinese 

polity?28 
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Rowe’s works on Hankou initiated a considerable (and still growing) field 

concerning the “public sphere” and “civil society” in Republican China. David 

Strand’s excellent Rickshaw Beijing further highlights the growing independence 

of city politics in that city in the 1920s.29 He notes, with considerable detail, the 

growing importance of public spaces such as teahouses, public parks and 

restaurants for an increasing number of associations that shared a “public 

responsibility”. City residents, Strand suggests,“[e]xperienced politics as a path 

that began within their immediate world of shop, school, or neighbourhood and 

spiralled up through guilds, unions, associations, federations, and chambers”.30 

 

Quite clearly, Strand agrees here with Charles Taylor, who in the introduction to 

this thesis is quoted as saying “‘civil society’ expressed a program of building 

independent forms of social life from below, free from state tutelage”.31 Strand, 

though, does not push the concepts of “civil society” and the “public sphere” to 

the forefront of the discussions in his work on Beijing, and both remain implicit. 

His intentions, though, are given away by his tendentious descriptions of 

popular social movements and their relationship with officialdom: 

During the twenties Beijing was the site of social movements, such as 
feminism, mass nationalism, and unionism, which gave new political 
meaning to public spaces like outside Tianan Gate. In the 1920s 
Tiananmen “square” was not yet a square in the formal architectural 
sense. The local press referred to the spot as the “empty space 
outside Tianan Gate”. Filling the space periodically with townspeople 
(shimen) and citizens (gongmin) projected an evocative, albeit 
fleeting, image of municipal and national solidarity. Since many other 
“public” settings, like temples, guildhalls, teahouses, and parks, were 
either restricted to private or corporate memberships, charged fees, or 
required purchases of food or drink, spaces opened up to all the 
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pressure of social movements were critical to the generation of a truly 
“mass” politics.

32
 

We can, I believe, equate the phases “new political meaning” and a “truly mass 

politics” to something akin to a “civil society” and/or “public sphere”. Strand, 

however, while fully cognisant of the lack of a clear demarcation between the 

merchants and officialdom, still seems to be able to conceive of a “public 

sphere” or a “civil society” only in terms of a public/private distinction. It is this 

distance, albeit an accidental one, that legitimates the “public sphere”. In China, 

he writes: 

the dependence of gentry and merchant opinion on official power 
(guan) was loosened during the late Qing and then broken under the 
Republic. Urban elites never gathered the strength and the will to 
support a fully autonomous public sphere. But the trembling of the 
state in the 1920s, the weak legitimacy of private interests (si), and 
the positive moral and political evaluation of gong as a zone of 
discussion and concern encouraged newspaper editors, new and old 
civic leaders, and ordinary citizen to improvise tactics and strategies 
for expressing political views in public. Thus constituted, city politics 
took on a life and a logic of its own as opportunities to engage in 
political discussion and action expanded.

33
 

While Strand realises that the image of a European public sphere as a “radical 

polarisation of state and society” meant very little in the Chinese context, he 

does find a number of self-regulating professional associations (fatuan), such as 

chambers of commerce, legal guilds and financial organisations, that forged 

between them the limited or “soft public sphere” outlined above. The manoeuvre 

here, I argue, is to bend the public/private distinction to fit the reality of twentieth 

century China, rather than rejecting these approaches and calling for a better 

analytical tool. 

 

Mary Backus Rankin argues along similar lines, albeit for a different region of 

China. Focusing on Zhejiang, Backus-Rankin identifies, at the beginning of the 

twentieth century, a change in government structure, where oppositional 

political movements arose “with remarkable rapidity”.34 Her approach, though, is 
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to forsake an emphasis on state-building and social mobilisation, and focus on 

the rise in political opposition within the late imperial system.35 She locates her 

emphasis as one: 

on the societal side of the state-societal nexus [arising] from an 
observation that, although both the Qing and the major republican 
governments initiated changes that contributed in the long run to 
transforming the Chinese polity, they did not succeed in doing so 
themselves. The most dramatic changes in politics and state structure 
came through a societal mobilisation that governments could not 
control, co-opt, or suppress.

36
 

To be fair, much of Rankin’s book is given over to an informed discussion of the 

significance of the nexus between governments and social movements. Still—

and this is the important point—not only aware of the intimate relationship 

between elites and officials, but in fact highlighting it, Rankin reads into any gap 

between them her own liberal notions of the “public sphere” and “civil society”: 

The new policies in Zhejiang were an outgrowth of social initiatives as 
much as the creation of official policy, and their institutions can better 
be called public than quasibureaucratic. Local public spheres 
continued to develop during the Republic, when public functional 
associations interacted with private societies, clubs, political parties, 
and some bureaucratic bureaus…When effective national government 
disappeared, members of local elites often ran the public sphere of 
their own home areas as they wished. In the gradually widening cores, 
however, members of the elite were not isolated from national events, 
and nowhere were they immune from military or governmental 
intrusion. Public spheres became political barometers. During the 
Republic answers to the question whether the late Qing elite social 
mobilisation could continue and mature into a successful bourgeois-
style revolution or whether the legacy of Qing bureaucratic power 
could be remodeled into an effective instrument of state control were 
found in these arenas.

37
 

Again, even though here the distinction is especially fine, we can sense the 

hegemony of the public/private distinction. The institutions, for Rankin, were 

better labelled “public” than quasi-bureaucratic, yet “nowhere were they immune 

from military or governmental intrusion”. It is left to the reader to image the 

exact definition of “public” here, at least in terms of its distance from quasi-

bureaucratic. What is clear is the semantic desperation to create enough 

distance between state and organisation, while at the same time including the 
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state in calculations. This is further evidence, I argue, for the general inability of 

writers to conceive of the problem in any terms other than through the grid of a 

public/private distinction. For Rankin, it was the rise (post-Taiping) of an activist 

managerial class that forged this distinctive “public sphere”: 

As I use the term here, “public” retains a considerable communal 
element but refers more specifically to the institutionalised, 
extrabureaucratic management of matters considered important by 
both the community and the state. Public management by elites thus 
contrasted with the official administration (guan), and with private (si) 
activities of individuals, families, religions, businesses, and 
organisations that were not identified with the whole community.

38
 

Rowe, Strand and Rankin rely heavily on the transforming role played by elites 

gathered together in what Habermas called the “public sphere”. For Habermas, 

as for Marx, the emergence of civil society and its attendant public sphere was 

intimately linked to the emergence of the bourgeoisie in early capitalism. To 

Habermas, the “public sphere” was a space of social interaction where public 

issues could be debated by the elites, not so much on the grounds of status, but 

on the grounds of logic and rational argument. He fills out the concept very well 

when he defines it as: 

first of all a domain of our social life in which such a thing as public 
opinion can be formed. Access to the public sphere is open in 
principle to all citizens…Citizens act as a public when they deal with 
matters of general interest without being subject to coercion; thus with 
the guarantee that they may assemble and unite freely, and express 
and publicise their opinions freely.

39
 

The work of Rowe, Strand and Rankin is, as I have already said, quite brilliant, 

empirically rich and often challenging. They have put forward energetic 

accounts of a growing “public responsibility” taken on by organisations at the 

turn of the twentieth century in China. In doing so, they have at least forced us 

to reconsider Weber’s arguments about the Chinese city. However, again, does 

it mean there was a “civil society” or “public sphere” capable enough, if it had 

been given the opportunity, to establish democracy in China at the time? 
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I ask this question because we can find numerous accounts throughout Chinese 

history of the relative autonomy of local elites and community organisations. As 

dynasties ebbed and flowed, levels of intervention reduced and increased 

respectively. Moreover, the taking over of public responsibilities by local 

communities was a reasonably common occurrence. Pierre-Etienne Will 

provides just one example in his discussion of the later Ming and early Qing 

management of hydraulic resources in Hubei—surely not an unimportant issue. 

 

"It must be made clear”, he remarks, that 

the hydraulic policies evolved at the end of the seventeenth and in the 
course of the eighteenth century did not install a “state only” system of 
some kind, that is to say, entirely run by the bureaucracy and financed 
by the treasury (and thus working on an exclusively fiscal basis). Such 
a system would have been impracticable in any case within the 
framework of the traditional Chinese bureaucracy and tax system, 
which the Qing had no reasons to change. What surfaced on the 
contrary was an infinite variety of ways of sharing or cooperating 
between administration and local communities (or individual 
landlords), for both administration and financing—or in other words, a 
set of compromises which were endlessly adjusted and put under 
review. The basic fact, concerning the central Hubei basin, is that, 
although faced with a natural environment where hydraulic problems 
dominated everything and required large scale operations for water 
control, the state sought out of principle not to be involved beyond 
defining the rules, tasking the decisions and overseeing their 
application. This well fitted an ideal of minimal intervention…

40
 

The quote is pertinent for two reasons. It is, of course, the very same part of 

China where Rowe’s study was located. It, however, is in an earlier period—a 

period well known for its despotism. Second, in at least one crucially important 

area of social management, the passage highlights that it was common for local 

elites and other non-officials to be intimately involved with governmental activity. 

It is my understanding that central governments often showed little interest in 

intervention beyond the provincial level. Further, one does not have to look at 

too much Chinese dynastic history to see that the level of autonomy held by the 

elites and other organisations waxed and waned in rhythm with the central 

government’s ability to manage the empire. I, though, would hardly look for 

“public spheres” and/or “civil societies” in these contexts. In fact, it would be 

                                            

 
40

 Pierre-Etienne Will, “State Intervention in the Administration of a Hydraulic Infrastructure”, in 
S.R. Schram (ed.) The Scope of State Power in China, St Martin's Press, London, 1986,   

     p. 317 (emphasis added). 



 

 

 

 
43 

ludicrous to do so. The point is, autonomy is simply not enough and we need to 

look further than this simple mechanistic understanding of the conditions for the 

emergence of the “public sphere” and/or “civil society”. Leo Ou-fan Lee and 

Andrew Nathan, while discussing the issue of democratic transition for China, 

inadvertently stress this exact point: 

On the political front, if China’s democratic tradition is largely one of 
movements and false starts rather than institutions, the prospects for 
a direct turn to democracy in the cities is problematic. However, if 
China’s societal tradition is rooted in informal networks and social 
microforms, society itself is far more resilient and capable of 
regeneration in forms ranging from democracy saloons and think 
tanks to gangster organisations, independent labour unions, and 
poetry clubs.

41
 

These issues became a debate in the April 1993 edition of the journal Modern 

China. This volume was given over to six papers that considered the question of 

the emergence of a “public sphere” and/or “civil society” in late imperial, 

Republican and post-1978 China. The articles in the volume are based on a 

symposium held in May 1992 at UCLA,42 and were authored by some of the 

best known sinologists in the United States.43 

 

In the first article of the volume, Frederick Wakeman forcibly responds to the 

idea that there is enough evidence to suggest an emerging “public sphere” in 

late Qing and early Republican China. Wakeman emphatically states that these 

approaches were mistaken, and aims his major criticisms at William Rowe. 

While he agrees that there was an increase in the number of voluntary 

organisations under Qing rule, he notes two problems with Rowe’s approach. 

First, Wakeman suggests, Rowe has rather mechanically applied Habermas’s 
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model of the “public sphere”. Wakeman, not unlike Habermas,44 argues that the 

“emergence of civil society and its attendant public sphere was inextricably 

linked to the rise of the bourgeoisie. That linkage alone fixes both ideal types in 

a particular historical setting.”45 There was no real evidence of an historical 

presence in China of such a category as the bourgeoisie. Second, he argues 

that those who support the idea of a “nascent civil society” were guilty of a one-

sided emphasis, one that overly emphasised the autonomy of the organisations 

at the expense of state control and intervention. 

 

Quite clearly at the heart of Wakeman’s argument, in respect to both points 

above, is the proposition that Rowe, Rankin and Strand incorrectly measure the 

distance between the state and the voluntary associations, and that the 

distance is not sufficient to call into being a “public sphere” or “civil society”. He 

argues, derisively borrowing Rowe’s own words, that Hankou was “a highly 

policed and administered city—a major entrepot completely under the thumb of 

the government”.46 How could we, Wakeman asks us, possibly interpret this as 

any form of autonomy? Neither did it conform, as Wakeman suggests, to the 

“familiar western conception of preindustrial, commercial capitalist society”?47 

 

Rowe was also wrong, according to Wakeman, to stress autonomy in the 

marketplace. Wakeman provides a lot of evidence to convince the reader that 

the commercial guilds were far from autonomous and/or civil. According to 

Rowe the salt market’s profits “underwrote the cultural life of the town”.48 

Wakeman argues that this source of income was not generated by autonomous 

organisations, but was, in fact, the product of a state monopoly “conducted by 

state agents”.49 Furthermore, the leading merchants “were virtually accorded 

the status of government officials” called yi-shang yi-guan (merchants and 

officials at the same time),50not an uncommon event throughout Chinese 
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history. He goes on to itemise considerable evidence to suggest numerous 

ways in which the state intervened in commercial activity. 

 

Nor, in Wakeman’s view, were the guilds that “civil” or imbued with any 

heightened sense of Gemeinschaft. He describes some of the guild activities 

like this: 

Anhui guildsmen and Hunan guildsmen litigated over the use of the 
latter’s pier in 1888, and when the local magistrate found in favour of 
the Anhui, a Hunanese mob smashed his sedan chair to bits. Huizhou 
guildsmen tried to keep local peddlers away from their guildhall, while 
the Shanxi-Shaanxi Guildhall leaders burned a fire lane through 
squatter’s huts at their back gate. Fights between individuals 
frequently escalated into brawls between groups of compatriots. 
Cantonese fought the notoriously unruly Hubei natives at the annual 
Dragon Boat races, which had to be banned.

51
 

For Wakeman, the Chinese cultural, economic and political contexts revealed 

little evidence of the “radical polarisation of state and society out of public and 

private realms” that constituted European notions of the “public sphere” and/or 

“civil society”. There was, therefore, little evidence to support the existence of a 

“public sphere” and/or “civil society” in Hankou. 

 

Strand also receives some attention from Wakeman about the presumed 

autonomy of the merchants. Again Wakeman asks how independent these 

“figments of civil society” were.52 As was his polemical strategy against Rowe, 

Wakeman resorts to the use of Strand’s own words to answer the question. 

Beijing merchants, too, were inclined toward a combination with, even 
subservience to, official power.

53
 

 
Through the mid-teens the Beijing Chamber of Commerce maintained 
a passive, dependent relationship with political authority.

54
 

 
What chambers and other fatuan could not do was dictate terms to old 
or new powerholders.

55
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If we can digress for a moment, in his conclusion Wakeman makes a similar 

argument to the one we used above concerning the relative strengths of local 

elites viz the ebb and flow of Chinese central governments. He notes with some 

suspicion the efforts to apply Habermas’s concepts to China, and asks why if 

“there had been an expanding public realm since 1900”, this didn’t lead to “the 

habituated assertion of civic power against the state”.56 Clearly, for Wakeman, 

autonomy was not enough to assure the appropriate conditions for a “public 

sphere” or “civil society” to emerge. 

 

Rowe and Rankin respond in the next two papers of the issue. We don’t need to 

rehearse their papers in great detail here. Both qualify their earlier approaches 

without really rejecting them altogether. Rowe rightly feels discomfort with the 

term “civil society”. The concept is “too value laden and too under-defined to be 

of effective use”.57 Instead he, rather, finds some use in the Habermasian 

concept “public sphere”. Somewhat chastened by Wakeman’s arguments 

concerning his one-sided emphasis on autonomy, he retreats into semantics. 

“Organisational autonomy”, he answers: 

is not an all or nothing issue; as analysts of the current Chinese 
political scene have discovered, it is best considered as a 
continuum…If they operated in a sphere of activity deemed 
inconsequential, they might escape its notice, or the state might suffer 
their existence by neglect…In any case, I would continue to argue that 
their role in fostering a participatory mentality was itself a development 
of increasing sociological significance from the late Ming onward… 
 
The basic point to be made is, I think, that the late imperial state in 
general had neither the capacity nor the will to command directly the 
processes of Chinese society on a routine basis…Instead, it relied for 
the mundane tasks of governance on a variety of extrabureaucratic 
associations. As a result, these associations were significantly 
empowered, and their narrower interests advanced. The balance 
between autonomy and state control was thus never clearly defined, 
but was a process of negotiation.

58
 

Rowe, after losing the debate about the radical autonomy for these 

organisations, retreats to a position of “public sphere” as a quasi-autonomous 

and accidental one: coming into being only as the state moves into decline. 
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This, as we have already discussed, hardly makes a special case here for the 

existence of autonomous associations that would have enough wherewithal to 

found a democracy. The important question here is whether Rowe, Strand and 

Rankin sufficiently differentiate social movements from the “public sphere” and 

“civil society”. We will take this up later in the thesis. 

 

Two further papers in the issue concern the post-Mao period.59 Richard 

Madsen, it seems to me, uncritically accepts the moral-philosophical 

dimensions of a simplistic liberal approach to the question. He proposes that the 

“public sphere and civil society be defined in such a way as to focus on the 

moral and cultural dimensions of contemporary social transformation”.60 What 

he means exactly by “moral and cultural dimensions” is not altogether clear. 

However, his approach is often normative, and while his aim is to help set the 

research agenda for China scholars, it is of little benefit here except to highlight 

the mechanistic and reductive pole of current debates about the issue. The key 

issue is that implicit in his work is the assumption of an autonomous and 

spontaneous “public sphere” and “civil society”. It is worth quoting Madsen 

again to highlight this assumption: 

a democratic public sphere does not descend from the realm of a 
benevolent state, it arises from below, from a voluntarily organised 
citizenry. The development of an active civil society is a necessary, if 
not sufficient, condition for the development of a public sphere.

61
 

Heath Chamberlain’s article is more useful in that it identifies three general 

approaches to discussions about the “public sphere” and/or “civil society”. First, 

he suggests, there are those who treat civil society as a revolutionary moment, 

“a sudden forging of a united front among disparate social elements, taking 

shape essentially ‘at the barricades’”.62 He includes Lawrence Sullivan63 and 

Martin Whyte64 in this approach. Second, there are those who see civil society 

as a recently “counter-elite” structure, consisting of mainly urban-based 
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intellectuals and students, “yet firmly established and potentially expandable”.65 

This approach, for Chamberlain, is more convincing and includes the work of 

Merle Goldman,66 Andrew Nathan,67 Michel Bonnin and Yves Chevrier.68 These 

authors tend to describe a quietly evolving civil society “in a seedbed tended 

primarily by urban intellectuals. Moreover, the intellectuals’ vision of civil society 

is not so much a counterstructure as an alternative structure.”69 Finally, there 

are those who conceive civil society as an evolving historical element, evident in 

nascent forms in earlier years, but now resurfacing after the tyranny of 

interventionist communist governments. This approach is inherent in the work of 

Rowe, Rankin and Strand that we have already discussed. 

 

Chamberlain argues that all the above approaches are flawed because they 

define civil society as “counterstructure”.70 The underlying premise, he argues, 

was that the “existence and viability” of civil society depended on its distance 

from the state and this distance was simply incompatible with most 

understandings of the socio-political context of the Chinese. In doing this, he 

does provide a more careful understanding of the concept, realising the 

difficulties of separating the local elites from the state. In the end, however, he 

calls for a return to an earlier definition of the concept of civil society which sees 

civil society as intermediate between state and society, formed out of the 

interaction between the two—a similar image to Habermas’s spatial conception 

of the public sphere. 

 

Philip Huang, in the concluding article of the issue, also tries to walk a similar 

middle ground by suggesting we investigate what he calls the “third Realm”. For 

Huang, the third realm is a “value neutral” category conceptually distinct from 
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state and society, yet taking something from both. He believes “it would be 

better to take up Habermas’s suggestion of a space intermediate between state 

and society, but without the value laden teleology of his bourgeois public 

sphere”.71 Huang uses the analogy of the influence of both parents on the child, 

where the child is seen as conceptually different from both parents, yet taking 

something from each. While we can be drawn into debates about which parent 

is more influential, we should realise the truly important issue is the “growth and 

changes within the child itself”.72 

 

There is something unsatisfactory about this style of approach—if the image 

does not fit, bend it a little. What does it actually mean to create a new space in 

between the state and society—and yet at the same time be part of both state 

and the family? Furthermore, why stop at one extra “sphere”? We might create 

another two or three spheres based, for example, on the criteria of levels of 

education or types of vocation. Surely these two criteria would place citizens in 

quite different relationships with each other and the state. Left-wing writers like 

Oskar Negt and Alexander Kluge, for example, would call for yet another 

sphere—a “proletarian public sphere”.73 The possibility of so many “spheres” 

contributing to a public sphere in my mind militates against the unity that 

presupposes a “public sphere”. Moreover, all this manoeuvre does is simply 

create a tripartite, rather than a bipartite, distinction in an effort to save what we 

can of the already weary public/private distinction as an analytical tool. While 

the evidence suggests that we cannot make a simple distinction, most liberal 

approaches privilege the creative spontaneity of the individual, and so some—

any—distance is necessary. This is exactly the paradox that Habermas falls into 

with his notion of a “public sphere” constituted “above all…as the sphere of 

private people come together as a public”.74 Surely the crucial issue is what ties 

the individuals together. Again, in all these approaches, whether bipartite or 

tripartite, it is still really distance from the state that matters. This is clearly 
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reflected in the attempts to define the “public sphere” and/or the “civil society” in 

terms of its conceptual difference from the state. In the end, though, this 

manoeuvre of the inclusion of more “spheres” ultimately weakens the analytical 

potency of the public/private—rendering it, in my mind, unusable. Neither does 

it tell us much about how the state and private realms interact. The approach, 

though, continues to have great influence on some recent literature. Ellen 

Meiskins Wood remarked in 1997 that: 

civil society represents a separate sphere of human relations and 
activity, differentiated from the state but neither public or private, and 
perhaps at once, embodying…more specifically a network of 
distinctively economic relations, the sphere of the market place, the 
arena of production, distribution and exchange… The full conceptual 
differentiation of “civil society” required the emergence of an 
autonomous economy.

75
 

While I am critical of Wood and others who take this approach, at least they do 

not present the simplistic oppositional account often found in the literature. 

Yang Guobin, for example, suggests that civil society has: 

four basic elements: (1) autonomous individuals and (2) civic 
associations in relation to the state, (3) engaged in more or less 
organised activities in a (4) public sphere “outside the immediate 
control of the state but not entirely contained within the private sphere 
of the family”. The four elements are interrelated. Individual and 
organisational autonomy are the basic conditions of [the] public 
sphere; social organisations function to protect or extend the interests 
of the individual citizens, often in the form of organised protest or 
social movements, [the] public sphere functions with “a critical public 
willing and able to hold government accountable for its actions”. A 
vigorous civil society is often taken as foundational to democratic 
politics.

76
 

There is little metacognitive honesty here, and accounts such as this offer little 

more than certain western normative conceptions which have little applicability 

even in the west. 

 

So, to summarise these debates—recent qualifications notwithstanding—the 

field clearly still sees the central tenant of “civil society” and/or “public sphere” 

as its (clear or otherwise) demarcation from the state. China did or did not (or 
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will or will not) develop a civil society on these grounds, and usually on these 

grounds alone. Both sides of the debate assume this: one arguing that the 

groups were autonomous and therefore that there was a civil society; the other 

claiming insufficient distance and therefore that there was not. Clearly, for most 

of the field, the origins or non-origins of an emerging civil society in China are 

premised primarily in terms of the level of independence from the state and 

different ideas of how much independence there must be before we can label it 

a “civil society” or “public sphere”. My argument in the next chapter suggests 

that, even in liberal societies, this distance is perceived rather than real. The 

“public sphere” is considerably more complex than liberal theorists suggest. My 

point here, though, is that, following Rustow’s arguments presented in the 

Introduction, both sides of the debate conflate genetic and functional attributes. 

Second, and this is intimately related to the first point, “civil society” and/or 

“public sphere” are to be identified primarily within the economic and political 

realms. We can suggest that there are two important points that characterise 

the existing approach: 

1. The “public sphere” and “civil society” are more or less defined as 

being independent from the state and the legitimacy of any institution 

is to be measured by the distance from the state. There is, and should 

be, a public/private distinction. 

2. When we look for a “public sphere” and/or “civil society”, we are only 

to look to the realms of the “political” (including the media) and/or the 

“economic” because these were the spaces that engineered 

capitalism, modernisation and, in fact, the “freedom” of citizens. 

 

I have drawn out in this chapter the limits of the debates concerning the 

emergence of a nascent “public sphere” in China. The next chapter builds on 

this context to provide an alternative reading of the “public”. 
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Chapter 2: Problematising the “public” 

“Only that which has no history is definable…” 
—Friedrich Nietzche, On the Genealogy of Morals, Essay 2, xiii. 

 

The public/private distinction has been, since classical antiquity, one of the key organising 
principles for western political and social thought. I argued that it was clearly a key assumption 
in the debates outlined in the previous chapter. There is now an ever-increasing literature 
concerning the appropriate demarcation between “public” and “private”. Exactly what are “public 
goods” and “public institutions”, and what is the role of the state in such “private issues” as 
health, family management, reproduction, morality and more specific issues such as the private 
choices regarding sexuality, marriage and abortion? Yet one always feels a little anxious when 
using the conceptual vocabulary of “public” and “private”. What exactly are these two concepts? 
What are their origins? What are the underlying assumptions that ground the two concepts? 
Where might each concept begin and finish, if we were asked to circumscribe the spaces they 
occupied? Might our answers to these questions infer appropriate limits for government in terms 
of private and public interests? 
 
This chapter outlines the major ways in which the literature has attempted to answer these 
questions in the west. In the end, though, these approaches are found unsatisfactory, and an 
alternative approach is presented—one that critically engages with and qualifies these 
theoretical frameworks by proposing an approach to the conception of “the public” that avoids 
the “grand dichotomy”. In the following chapters, this approach will be used as a benchmark for 
a discussion of the “public sphere” and “civil society” in twentieth century China. 

 

 

A major aspect of this chapter is to suggest that the widespread use of the 

concepts of “public” and “private” as organising principles has usually not been 

informed by a careful consideration of their meaning, nor a clear understanding 

of the implications of the concepts themselves. Much is left implicit, and the 

concepts often slip between the varieties of meaning that can be attached to 

them, often in the same texts. Many debates, especially in the west, take as the 

demarcation point between the two concepts of the “public” and “private” the 

limits of the political conceived in minimalist terms. In these approaches, the 

political is mistakenly reduced to the activities of the administrative state and 

other areas associated with narrow definitions of politics. 
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While there are indeed advantages1 to this approach, it fails, for example, to 

include the scope and importance of other more everyday aspects of social 

interaction that contribute to “civility”. Surely significant political sites lie beyond 

the liberal “public sphere” and, as we argue later in the chapter, we need a 

concept of modern citizenship that is founded on much more than mere political 

activity—contemporary representative democracy demands it. For Erving 

Goffman, nearly all activity in front of other people is “behaviour in public 

places”.2 The difficult nature of the concept is further highlighted by the work of 

Clifford Geertz concerning what many would suggest is the most private of 

activities: human thought. Geertz suggests that human thought is in fact 

intersubjective (that is both a public and social activity) because its foundation is 

a socially or collectively constructed and negotiated medium built upon 

language and other cultural symbols.3 How, then, might we devise a useful 

definition of “public” that can incorporate the fluid, amorphous and peripatetic 

nature of the range of social and political activities that the concept 

circumscribes in contemporary society? As Jeff Weintraub suggests, “[the 

public/private distinction] is not unitary, but protean”.4 

 

Before we move to the major approaches to the question of the public/private 

distinction, we need to first tease out a number of basic questions concerning 

the concept “public” and provide a little historical context that might cut through 

some of its complexity to further ground our approach. First, to understand what 

either public or private means within a particular framework, we need to know 

what it is that the terms are being contrasted with (implicitly or explicitly). 

Second, we need to know the criteria on which that contrast is based. These will 

be highlighted later in this chapter. It will suffice to say here that, at the deepest 

                                            

 
1
 The advantages of such an approach may be that they can become an effective rallying point 

for opposition to oppressive governments. While they may have currency in a number of 
practical areas like this, our aim here is to problematise their theoretical nature. 

2
 See, for example, his two best known books: Erving Goffman, Behavior in Public Places: 

Notes on the social organization of gatherings, Free Press, New York, 1963; and Erving 
Goffman, Relations in Public: Microstudies of the public order, Basic Books, New York, 1971. 

3
 For example, see “The Image of the Concept of Culture on the Concept of Man”, in Clifford 

Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures, Basic Books, New York, 1973, p. 45. 
4
 Jeff Weintraub “The Theory and Politics of the Public/Private Distinction”, in J. Weintraub and 

K. Kumar (eds) Public and Private in Thought and Practice: Perspectives on a grand 
dichotomy, University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1997, p. 2. 
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and most general level, two (at least) fundamental and analytically quite distinct 

kinds of imagery lie behind the different approaches to the question of the 

public/private distinction. These are: 

1. the distinction between what is hidden or withdrawn against what is 

open, revealed, or accessible. Quite clearly, what is public in this 

image is what can be seen, and conversely, what is private is that 

which cannot be seen; 

2. the distinction between what is individual, or relates only to an 

individual, versus what is collective, or affects the interests of a 

collectivity of individuals. This individual/collective distinction can, by 

extension, take the form of a distinction between part and whole (of 

some social collective).5 Here the significant issues revolve around the 

question of the possible tensions between individual interests and 

those of the collective. 

 

We can more generally describe these two underlying criteria as “visibility” and 

“collectivity”. Both clearly imply publicity. Public policy, for example, aims to 

provide for the public good—that is, good for the undifferentiated collective over 

special interests. On the other hand, to be seen in public—for example in a 

public park or as a public figure (e.g. on the red carpet entering an event) or 

indeed at a political rally—clearly rests on the criterion of visibility often with little 

to do with collectivity. While the two concepts can often overlap and be found in 

various permutations, the difference at the level of analysis is clearly evident. 

The debate concerning the “public sphere” in Republican China outlined in 

Chapter 1, for example, stresses collectivity rather than visibility. Resistances 

against the Qing may well have been collectives, but they were certainly 

invisible to authorities. I want to suggest that an appropriate democratic “public 

sphere” contains both visibility and collectivity, a major point being that certain 

types of visibility—the formation of attributes of sociability in public spaces—

contribute to the collective. This is particularly important when we come to look 

                                            

 
5
 Weintraub underlines these two points in “The Theory and Politics of the Public/Private 

Distinction”, p. 4. 
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at the traditional Chinese version of the “public sphere” and its relationship with 

the legalist conception of shi (political purchase) later in the thesis. 

 

There are, as well, two historical precedents—not unrelated to the above—

which fracture the concept of “public” further. Much of the conceptual 

vocabulary of western political thought (including “private” and “public”) is 

derived from two interconnecting but distinctive legacies—those of the ancient 

republicanism of the Greek polis and the political structure (and its concomitant 

forms of citizenship) of the Roman Empire. Consequently, two further 

contrasting images of the “public” can be identified: (1) The self-governing polis 

or republic from which we inherit a notion of politics as citizenship, in which 

individuals in their capacity as “rational” citizens participate in an ongoing 

process of conscious self-determination; and (2) The Roman Empire, from 

which we get the notion of sovereignty and citizenship as status. Here a 

centralised, unified and omnipotent apparatus of rule stands above the society 

and governs it through the enactment and administration of laws. The “public” 

power of the sovereign rules over, and in principle on behalf of, a society of 

“private” and (generally) politically passive individuals who are bearers of rights 

or a particular status granted to them and guaranteed by the sovereign. 

 

Many of the current ambiguities concerning our thinking about politics stem from 

the fact that all these images are simultaneously influential in contemporary 

western thought.6 While these historical legacies suggest, I believe, a number of 

important tensions for the modern concept of the “public”, they also imply a 

significant spatial implication for the concept as well—a problem of which 

Rousseau was aware, but, one he failed to adequately reconcile with his 

concept of the citizen as one of republican virtue. Simply, these two models 

related to two very different types of spaces: the polis—limited and 

homogeneous; and an empire—unlimited and heterogeneous. In traditional 

China, we should note, there was no such underlying complexity. Chinese 

social order clearly favoured the Roman model, the Chinese empire being 
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 Weintraub also makes this point in “The Theory and Politics of the Public/Private Distinction”, 
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similarly unlimited and heterogeneous. Governance in imperial China, premised 

upon a similar notion of sovereignty, was a centralised, unified and omnipotent 

apparatus of rule which stood above the society and governed it through the 

enactment and administration of laws. Franklin Houn describes the dynastic 

system of governments as “despotic monarchs” or “paternal autocrats”, based 

on the theory of the “legally unlimited power of the ruler”.7 

(I) 

Following Weintraub, I suggest that there are four broad images of the “public 

sphere” to be found in the literature.8 We can begin with the liberal/economist 

image because it is the most persistent contemporary problematic regarding the 

public/private distinction and, at the same time, also the easiest to reject as a 

framework for our study here. 

 

This model is dominant in much “public policy” debate in western developed 

states. The distinction made here lies primarily between the state administration 

and the market, or more generally is the difference between government and 

non-government. Underpinning this approach are the assumptions of neo-

classical economics and utilitarian liberalism. Within this framework, society is 

understood as consisting of a number of efficient and rational individuals (those 

making decisions rationally to maximise their security) pursuing their self-

interest. Any relationship these individuals would have with the state or with 

each other is totally voluntary. This model gives us such terms as the “public” 

and “private” sector, where the former is the state and the latter the market. 

 

The tension between public and private in this image, therefore, is the 

difference between individuals and non-governmental organisations on the one 

hand, and the state on the other. Now, as we know, the disputes between these 

sides can often be emotional and sharply drawn. This, however, does not 

conceal the fact that both are operating within a common framework, drawn 
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 Franklin Houn, Central Government of China 1912–1928, Greenwood Press, Westport, 1912, 

p. 3. 
8
 Weintraub “Theory and Politics",  pp. 1–42. 
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from the same premises—utilitarian liberalism. They are simply reiterating the 

schizophrenic nature of this discourse concerning the conception of “public”.9 

 

This nature may well be the result of two quite different answers to the question 

of social order found in liberalism itself. John Locke (1632—1704)10 and Adam 

Smith (c.1723–1790),11 for example, approached the question by stressing the 

central importance of a market that was essentially the “harmonisation of selfish 

interests”.12 The role of the state was to set free the spontaneous and creative 

forces of self-interested individuals so as to gain not only efficiencies but also, I 

argue, a collective truth arrived at through the competition of ideas generated by 

those same creative and self-interested individuals. There is, here, an 

underlying assumption of individuals (relieved of state intervention) as 

spontaneous and rational, and—paradoxically—unifying through competition. 

Individuals will also have certain knowledges and competencies gained from 

experience, and accept the inherent conflict associated with the potential 

differences that competition will generate. 

 

Hobbes (1588–1679)13 and Bentham (1748–1832)14 were much more 

technocratic in their response to the question. The state was to play the role of 

a Leviathan—that is, an organisation capable of implicit and/or explicit coercive 

activity to socially engineer outcomes. Here the assumption about the individual 

is somewhat different. Individuals are much less creative and/or spontaneous 

and much more malleable. There are tendencies in the collective of self-

interested individuals that may be negative for the social order. Hence 

techniques of supervision in policing and education are necessary to 

consolidate the collective interests. This tension between the image of the 

                                            

 
9
 Ibid., pp. 8–9. 

10
 John Locke in Philip Abrams (ed.) Two Tracts on Government,  Cambridge University Press, 

London, 1967. 
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 Adam Smith in A. Skinner (ed.) An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of 
Nations, Penguin, London, 1999. 
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 Adam Smith, Library of Economics and Liberty, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the 

Wealth of Nations, 1904, accessed on 26.06.2006, at 
http://www.econlib.org/library/Smith/smWN13.html. 
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 Thomas Hobbes in A.P. Martinich (ed.) Leviathan, Broadview Press, Petersborough, 2002. 

14
 Jeremy Bentham in J.H. Burns and H.L.A. Hart (eds) A comment on the Commentaries and a 

Fragment on Government, Athlone Press, London, 1977. 
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market as invisible hand and the state as visible hand are the two poles of the 

utilitarian approach to the key question of social order. Consequently, there will 

always be a problem in conceptualising exactly what an appropriate boundary is 

between the agenda and non-agenda of government. This question, of course, 

has been an enduring puzzle for liberalism and is at the heart of much of the 

contemporary debates surrounding abortion and sexuality—the current debate 

about same-sex marriage in the United States, for example. 

 

If this palpable tension was not enough, we can further critique the liberal 

approach to the distinction between “public” and “private” in a number of other 

ways. First, there is the somewhat paradoxical formulation of a governmental 

(public) sphere acting for the common good (i.e. for a collection of self-

interested individuals) and at the same time glorifying in the protection of the 

individual. Here it is somewhat recklessly assumed that self-interest will always 

be in synchronicity with the collective. While I don’t suggest Adam Smith would 

have agreed that all self-interest served the collective, his writing may well be 

the source of this sort of thinking. He famously suggested that it was not from 

the “benevolence” of “the butcher, the baker and the brewer that we expect our 

dinner, but from ‘their regard for their self interest’”.15 In the same text, he 

discusses this “naïve” harmonisation in a more detailed way: 

As every individual, therefore, endeavours as much as he can both to 
employ his capital in the support of domestic industry, and so to direct 
that industry that its produce may be of the greatest value; every 
individual necessarily labours to render the annual value of society as 
great as he can. He generally, indeed, neither intends to promote the 
public interest, nor knows how much he is promoting it. By preferring 
the support of domestic to that of foreign industry, he intends only his 
own security; and by directing that industry in such a manner as its 
produce may be of the greatest value, he intends only his own gain, 
and he is in this, as in many other cases, led by an invisible hand to 
promote an end which was no part of his intention. Nor is it always the 
worse for the society that it was no part of it. By pursuing his own 
interest he frequently promotes that of society more effectually than 
when he really intends to promote it. I have never known much good 
done by those who affected to trade for the public good. It is an 
affectation, indeed, not very common among merchants, and very few 
words need be employed in dissuading them from it.

16
 

                                            

 
15

 Smith, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations. 
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Yet Smith understood well the need for attributes that contributed to the 

collectivisation of individuals beyond mere individual self-interest. In an earlier 

text he writes emotively that: 

self-preservation and the propagation of the species are the great 
ends which Nature seems to have proposed in the formation of all 
animals. Mankind are endowed with a desire of those ends, and an 
aversion to the contrary; with a love of life, and a dread of dissolution; 
with a desire of the continuance and perpetuity of the species, and 
with an aversion to the thoughts of its entire extinction. But though we 
are in this manner endowed with a very strong desire of those ends, it 
has not been entrusted to the slow and uncertain determinations of 
our reason, to find out the proper means of bringing them about. 
Nature has directed us to the greater part of these by original and 
immediate instincts. Hunger, thirst, the passion which unites the two 
sexes, the love of pleasure, and the dread of pain, prompt us to apply 
those means for their own sakes, and without any consideration of 
their tendency to those beneficent ends which the great Director of 
nature intended to produce by them.

17
 

We are, then, selfish yet naïvely contributing to the collective in our self-interest 

and at the same time drawn by our biological needs to participate in the 

collective. While Joseph Schumpeter was acutely aware of this contradiction, it 

is not clear that Smith was. It is, however exactly the same paradox Habermas 

encounters with his version of the public sphere of which we have already 

spoken. How is it that the interests of each spontaneous individual—whose 

identity in liberal theory is founded to a large extent on competitive difference—

are to be harmonised with the collective? This, then, again raises the issue of 

the demarcation between those individuals and the state seeking the 

harmonisation of interests. 

 

Furthermore, without too much exaggeration, I suggest that the logical end to all 

the liberal ways of thinking about the appropriate role of the state is one that 

provides the population with a level of protection from itself. Whether we 

privilege the market as invisible hand or the state as visible hand—the question 

is just a matter of degree—states should self-limit their actions. Now, this again 

seems quite an unrealistic way of thinking about government—the notion of 

government by the rejection of government—and this greatly undermines the 
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public/private distinction as an effective concept which founds this image of the 

“public sphere” precisely because of its reliance on the public/private distinction. 

 

Finally, those that posit this image of the distinction between “public” and 

“private” have really failed to capture the flavour and spirit of the “political 

economy” of the early liberal thinkers—the exact foundation of the premises of 

this approach. Reading this political economy in its foundational texts back 

through the grid of modern economic science has eliminated much of this 

“flavour and spirit”. A careful reading of Adam Smith, particularly his An Inquiry 

into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations, reveals an emphasis on 

the unity of economic, moral, social and governmental concerns.18 Just to 

provide a very brief example, Smith writes in his Theory of Moral Sentiments the 

framework for most of his later and better known texts: 

How selfish soever man may be supposed, there are evidently some 
principles in his nature, which interest him in the fortunes of others, 
and render their happiness necessary to him, though he derives 
nothing from it, except the pleasure of seeing it. Of this kind is pity or 
compassion, the emotion we feel for the misery of others, when we 
either see it, or are made to conceive it in a very lively manner. That 
we often derive sorrow from the sorrows of others, is a matter of fact 
too obvious to require any instances to prove it; for this sentiment, like 
all the other original passions of human nature, is by no means 
confined to the virtuous or the humane, though they perhaps may feel 
it with the most exquisite sensibility. The greatest ruffian, the most 
hardened violator of the laws of society, is not altogether without it.

19
 

(II) 

While Smith was considerably more inclusive than a number of contemporary 

images, he is blind to yet another dimension of the public/private distinction. 

Feminist approaches have further fractured these debates concerning the public 

sphere/civil society simply by registering another distinction hidden from this 

view: the distinction of gender. Carol Pateman suggests the public/private 

                                            

 
18

 Smith, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations; see also Smith, The 
Theory of Moral Sentiments, 1969. 
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 Adam Smith, The Theory of Moral Sentiments (6th edition), A. Millar, London, 1790, accessed 
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distinction “is central to almost two centuries of feminist writing and political 

struggle; it is, ultimately, what the feminist movement is about”.20 

 

While few would go as far as Carole Pateman does in highlighting the centrality 

of the distinction, it clearly points to the importance of the public/private 

distinction in feminist scholarship. Generally the tendency in feminist 

scholarship has been to argue that the distinction between private and public 

has really been one between the domestic and intimate realm of the household, 

and the public realm of work and politics, so much so that the formulation 

domestic/public is used interchangeably with private/public.21 Hence, for 

feminist scholars, the private or domestic realm—that given to women—has 

been conceived of as a residual or trivial category. Consequently, for many 

feminists the distinction itself is gendered because of the inequality in 

significance placed on each realm by society. In recent years this has been 

reflected, it is argued, in the relative financial importance given to labour in the 

“public” realm compared with that in the private realm. The “public sphere” was 

a sphere of male activity and generally practical citizenship limited to that 

gender. 

 

Early feminist scholars have argued insightfully that the dichotomy was a 

constructed one, and hence—reflecting  patriarchy—the key to the 

understanding of the oppression of women in contemporary society. The 

significance for this thesis, though, is that feminist scholarship was amongst the 

first to point to the way in which this constructed opposition masked particular 

power relationships. The “public” sphere, as suggested by the liberal/economic 

image, was little more than the victory of patriarchy over the question of the 

ownership of “normal” relations. Consequently, this approach is particularly 

useful in undermining the coherency of the liberal/economic model of the “public 

sphere”, based as it is on the distinction between the government and the (in 

the main) male-dominated sphere of the market. This narrative of the male 
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 Carole Pateman “Feminist Critiques of the Public/Private Dichotomy”, in C. Pateman (ed.) 
The Disorder of Women: Democracy, feminism and political theory, Stanford University 
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public opposed to government inadequately describes the sphere of contest—it 

should also include the contest between gender. This fragmentation of the 

dominant assumptions concerning the nature of the “public sphere” is an 

important one. However, our focus is elsewhere. 

(III) 

The major focus of this chapter is the tension between the remaining two 

images—those of “republican virtue” and “sociability”. Jeff Weintraub captures 

the essential differences between the two images in the following 

juxtaposition:22 

The better constituted the state, the more public affairs outweigh 
private ones in the minds of citizens. …In a well-conducted city, 
everyone rushes to the assemblies. Under a bad government, no one 
cares to take even a step to attend them: no one takes an interest in 
what is done there, since it is predictable that the general will won’t 
prevail, and so finally domestic concerns absorb everything.

23
 

 
The tolerance, the room for great differences among neighbours—
differences that often go far deeper than differences in color—which 
are possible and normal in intensely urban life, but which are so 
foreign to suburbs and pseudosuburbs, are possible and normal only 
when streets of great cities have built-in equipment allowing strangers 
to dwell in peace together on civilised but essentially dignified and 
reserved terms. Lowly, unpurposeful and random as they may appear, 
sidewalk contacts are the small change from which a city’s wealth of 
public life may grow.

24
 

While the first of these quotes clearly draws attention to the “public” as proper 

active participation as citizenship—thereby stressing the “political”—the second 

highlights the importance of “sociability” gained from the negotiation of random 

difference—indeed, a considerably more mundane set of issues. I will take 

these issues up a little later in the chapter, but suggest that the tension between 

these two images is instructive, particularly in terms of the types of citizens each 

would invoke. 
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The public realm outlined by the former image is conceived primarily as a 

community based on active political participation by citizens. The ideal type of 

this participation is, of course, the res publica of classical Athens, echoed in the 

above quote from Rousseau; equally important for this public realm is that this 

citizenry is conceived as one of solidarity and equality. Historically, this image of 

the public sphere has been associated with the rise of the city-state in Greece, 

and particularly with its political centre, the agora. Here free citizens in full sight 

of others exercised reason over issues of domestic and foreign policy in a 

democratic polity. Full rights of citizenship here meant the right to be seen and 

heard (visibility)25 and to partake (collectively) in the act of governing. There 

was always a wide range of issues brought before the agora, and decisions 

required the agreement of the majority based on the rationality of the arguments 

put forward. 

 

This was not, though, a democracy we would recognise. The citizens of these 

early city-states depended extensively upon slave labour for production and 

domestic services. Many also exploited large agrarian estates outside the city, 

again staffed by slave labour. The result of this particular mode (and relations) 

of production was that the citizen was not only liberated from the demands of 

daily labour, but also from the corrupting influence (in an ethical sense) of 

commerce and trade. These were elites resting on the backs of large 

populations of slave and plebeian workers who provided them with the leisure 

time to pursue republican politics and the necessary scholarly preparations that 

role demanded.26 

 

It seems that these notions of citizenship and sovereignty went into decline in 

Europe during the Middle Ages. The feudal system, based as it was on royal 

patronage and with little distinction between “public” and “private”, militated 

against them. However, one could argue that an important aspect of 

(pre)modernity has been the rediscovery of these notions. Weintraub suggests 
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this rediscovery has led to three great historical transformations for the early 

modern period: 

1. the development of “civil society”; 

2. the recovery of the notion of sovereignty to complement the atomistic, 

liberal individual; and 

3. the recovery of the notion of citizenship.27 

 

This “civic revival”, now more strongly linked to humanism in early modern 

Europe, has been identified by the historian J.G.A. Pocock, who writes: 

Civic humanism denotes a style of thought…in which it is contended 
that the development of the individual towards self-fulfilment is 
possible only when the individual acts as a citizen, that is as a 
conscious and autonomous participant in an autonomous decision-
taking political community, the polis or republic.

28
 

Clearly this form of citizenship is reminiscent of Aristotelian republican virtue 

discussed in the quote that begins this section. 

 

In this sense, “public” means “political”, but in quite a different way than the 

meaning of political in the liberal/economic image. In the liberal/economic 

image, the political is associated with governmental administration, which is 

centred on the precise site of law-making and law-enforcing. Here, in contrast, 

the political refers to something broader—an arena of discussion, deliberation, 

collective decision-making and critique carried out by individuals who have little 

or nothing to do with the direct formulation of laws. Here the individuals are not 

so much self-interested, but have actively come together to make decisions 

about what is best for the collective. The major point here is that debate is 

measured not by status, nor by referral to some metaphysical criteria—but by 

rationality, born out of science and reason laid bare before the collected 

citizenry. 
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Jürgen Habermas and Hannah Arendt wrote extensively on the concept of the 

“public sphere“. Habermas based his accounts on bourgeois debates in coffee 

houses and the like in eighteenth and early nineteenth century England. In his 

view, the idea of the public sphere involved the notion that private entities would 

draw together as a public entity and engage in rational deliberation, ultimately 

making decisions that would influence the state. The public sphere was not so 

much a concept, but rather, an historical formation. This formation, the “public 

sphere”, clearly involved a “space” separated from the family and (again) the 

world of commerce and the state. For Habermas, critique based on reason was 

an essential component of his public sphere. The “public sphere” is “an arena of 

discussion, deliberation, collective decision-making and critique”. This raises an 

important issue for our discussion of the term “public sphere”. Habermas’s 

project rests on the crucial point that, freed of state intervention, reasonable 

debate would emerge to found a sphere of republican virtue that could temper 

state action. There is a flavour of the Enlightenment Project here—a universalist 

notion of reason as an inherent aspect of humanity. This project, then, would be 

considerably undermined by those who would link reason with power. In 

Habermas’s hands, though, the virility of reason was not undermined by its lack 

of universality, but rather something more mundane. 

 

According to Habermas, a variety of factors resulted in the decay of the public 

sphere. Most importantly, structural forces—particularly the growth of 

commercial communications—resulted in a situation in which media became 

more of a commodity—something to be consumed—rather than a tool for 

reason in public discourse.29 In other words, large commercial and governmental 

organisations colonised the public sphere and citizens became passive as 

primarily consumers of goods, services, political administration and spectacle—or, 

in other words, they became citizens of status only. This analysis assumes and 

builds on the Frankfurt School model of the transition from market capitalism and 

liberal democracy in the nineteenth century to the stage of state and monopoly 

capitalism evident in European fascism and the welfare state liberalism of the New 
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Deal in the United States in the 1930s. For the Frankfurt School, this constituted a 

new stage of history, marked by fusion between the economic and political 

spheres, a manipulative cultural industry, and an overly administered society, 

characterised by a decline of democracy, individuality and freedom.30 Habermas, 

like the ancient Greeks, perceived commerce, now in its rampant capitalist 

form—an , indeed, the aggrandisement of the administrative state, as the fatal 

infliction leading to the downfall of his “bourgeois public sphere”.31 

 

Much of the criticism of Habermas’s work focuses on his emphasis on the 

universality of reason and his attempt to sustain the Enlightenment Project.32 

Some argue that the proliferation of mass-media communications, rather than 

undermining the public sphere, merely changes its nature. I have some 

sympathy with this approach, and develop these ideas a little later in this 

chapter. Hence Habermas's notion of the public sphere can be seen as a little 

antiquated or romantic, again lamenting the loss of some past golden age. 

Others have argued, in a more historical vein, that a public sphere as a place of 

purely rational independent debate never existed. There is a sense that 

Habermas merely provided his bourgeois public sphere as a Weberian-like ideal 

type, but the fact remains that his work has been influential and figures greatly 

in the Modern China debate that concerns us here. 

 

Much of the intellectual tension between Habermas and Michel Foucault 

centred on the latter’s insistence that power was invariably linked to discourse. 

Foucault uses the term “discourse ethics” to suggest that all knowledges set up 

their own objects of study, their own rationales, as well as their own tests of 

veracity. Rather than a global reason, which Habermas implies (and which is 

also implicit in the debates concerning the public sphere in China), Foucault 

defiantly practises genealogy and critique without universal values, and from 

within a discourse circumscribed by local knowledge and self. For Habermas, if 
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critique is merely a product of discourse, the efficacy of his “public sphere” is 

severely undermined. My tendency here is to reject any notion of a universal 

“reason” inherent among the diversity of humanity. The question, though, is an 

ontological one and, while it greatly problematises Habermas’s approach, the 

debate is well rehearsed elsewhere and we move on. 

 

While this image of the public sphere as one of republican virtue shows some 

considerable development over the liberal/economic image, it has two further 

important conceptual limitations. First, the sort of citizenship premised on this 

model of the public sphere may entirely miss the point concerning exactly what 

contemporary citizenship means for the modern (capitalist) nation state. While 

my aim is not necessarily to condone capitalism, to assume that is has got in 

the way of the natural evolution of “public society” remains too romantic, far too 

utopian in my view. Second, and this is related to the first point, notwithstanding 

their differences, the authors who patronise this image limit their analysis to a 

particular type of “public” in their public/private distinction, failing to 

acknowledge the contribution made by the whole of social life outside this realm 

of “republican virtue”—at best an ideal type in any case. They seem disinclined 

to engage with the other elements of “publicity” found in the modern citizen—

“sociability”. There is a discursive and possibly elitist undertone to this 

distinction, where some parts of social life are more “public” than others. 

Indeed, for Habermas, this realm of sociability or materiality is not only contrary 

to the public sphere, but was at least partially responsible for its failure in the 

contemporary period.33 Like Kant before him, as we will see later, Habermas 

sees citizenship as something essentially human; something removed from the 

material world. 

 

We will consider these issues later in this chapter after examining the fourth 

image of the “public sphere”—a sphere of sociability. 
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(IV) 

If we to return to the quote by Jacobs highlighted at the beginning of the 

previous section, we can immediately get a sense of the differences between 

the image of the “public sphere” as one of “republican virtue” and as one of 

sociability. This later image clearly pushes the scope of the public beyond what 

would be commonly called the “political”. We see in the Jacobs quote a public 

that Roger Scruton might describe as “a sphere of broad and largely unplanned 

encounters”.34 Within this commonwealth of strangers and near-strangers, 

individuals leading heterogeneous lives are forced to negotiate their differences 

as they move through their everyday lives. This “public sphere” is one of 

spontaneity, vitality and diversity, with ongoing dialogues between 

heterogenous individuals that maintain a civilised, and yet partially disconnected 

coexistence. It is these attributes which, according to Jane Jacobs and others 

like Richard Sennett, invigorate the “public sphere”.35 More than others, this 

image of the public sphere is spatial. Its domain is the footpaths, streets, public 

parks, plazas, bars, cafés and especially the neighbourhood. William Foote 

Whyte’s Street Corner Society36 and Herbert Gan’s The Urban Villagers,37 

although dealing with ethnic quarters of modern cities, clearly show how a 

sense of neighbourhood is physically as well as culturally based. 

 

Phillip Ariès is another author whose work formulates the “public sphere” as one 

of sociability, although in a slightly different way to that of Jacobs and Sennett. 

For Ariès, public life is that which one might experience in a Mediterranean 

town. As in the ancien regime, life—particularly family life—is lived in public and 

the intense privatisation of the family has not yet occurred. In Centuries of 

Childhood, Ariès is at his most interesting describing this public life of the old 
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regime. Here life was lived in the streets, alleys, piazzas, cafes and bordellos. 

For Ariès the great transformation between “public” and “private” life comes 

through the emergence of the modern family. To him modern civil society 

represents not the “private realm” but the new “public realm”: the “private realm” 

is the realm of personal life, especially domesticity. It is not individualism that 

has triumphed, but rather the family and, as it has increased in importance, 

sociability has retreated.38 Ariès is right to place such weight on sociability; 

however, I question the supposed retreat of publicity. In his case, the individual 

and their family were exposed to very localised structures—the village or the 

neighbourhood. While legacies of such publicity still exist in contemporary 

society, such exposures in the contemporary city and nation state, given the 

demands of capitalism, are not only socially but also physically impossible. The 

city moves too fast. 

 

Weintraub suggests that one of the slippery features of any discussion about 

public spaces in cities is that “the city is both an object of theoretical analysis 

and, simultaneously, the metaphorical sources of many of the key concepts of 

western social and political thought”.39 It is both social fact and evocative 

symbol. Eloquently, he turns this difficulty to our advantage. He suggests that a 

certain, but different image of the city lies behind both Arendt’s and Habermas’s 

conception of “the public” as well as the conception drawn by Ariès. For these 

writers, the city is polis—that is, a self-governing political community which acts 

together for collective outcomes. But, as Weintraub goes on to say, the Greeks 

themselves were aware of other forms of city. 

 

Babylon of the same period provides an alternative image of the city. This city 

was not in any way a political community, and its population was not free in the 

same sense as in Athens. Its heterogeneous multitudes were not called upon to 

be republican-styled citizens or to deliberate and contribute to policy 

formulation. The Babylonian masses remained in apolitical coexistence—

indeed, in “apolitical sociability”. Weintraub uses the neologism of “cosmopolis” 
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to describe this type of city. While the people were not “free”, Weintraub 

assures us that the city had charms. These included incredible diversity, 

openness, a vibrant “street life”, and the tolerable (though not often happy) 

coexistence of groups that mingled without joining.40 These, though, were not 

the charms of republican citizenship; they were the charms of sociability. We 

can use the differences between these two images of the city to highlight an 

important issue. I want to argue that, because the demands of a capitalist 

economy and society require increasingly greater levels of specialisation and 

professionalisation, the contemporary nation state cannot be based upon on a 

romantic conception of the “public sphere” as one of republican virtue, but must 

rely on considerable levels of “apolitical sociability”. This simple approach may 

help to bring some conceptual clarity to the question of a “public sphere” that 

can no longer be based on committed disinterestedness by citizens. 

 

While our eventual aim remains an investigation of the Chinese Republican 

context, recent debates in the western intellectual context concerning how 

citizens have historically acquired their citizenly attributes are instructive and 

serve our purpose well. Our aim is to reject the general assumption of a 

romantic conception of citizenship, particularly that suggested by our image of 

the public space as one of republican virtue, for a more practical and 

meaningful vocabulary that will help us to understand the modernisation 

process in China, and particularly the role of public spaces in that process. We 

want to give citizenship a history. Our question, then, concerns how citizens 

have historically acquired the attributes of civic-minded individuals. If we are to 

be so presumptuous as to measure the trajectory of early nineteenth century 

Chinese polities using western conceptual vocabularies, we first need to be able 

to define them. 

(V) 

Our emphasis on “sociability” finds strong support in David Burchell’s critique of 

what he calls the “Romantic” recreation of “ancient virtue” as the core 
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component of contemporary citizenship. He argues that much of the recent 

radical literature on citizenship “adopts a tragic air”, focussing on “romantic 

themes of lost community (Gemeinschaft), replaced by a modern civil society 

based on “atomised, privatised individuals (Gesellschaft)”.41 These alienated 

and atomised individuals seek reconnection to that “lost community” through the 

reunification of “reason and emotion” so as to regain the complete human 

personality. The lament is for a public sphere of “active” Athenian-like 

republican virtue (so well captured in the quote from Rousseau we have already 

used). 

 

Consequently, it is rather commonplace these days to find in the literature the 

suggestion that this active form has been replaced by a passive one—one 

watered down by the specialisation and professionalisation demanded by the 

capitalist market. Moreover, there needs to be a civic revival to recapture this 

lost sense of citizenship. Where once there was a practice of citizenship, there 

is now merely citizenship as status. Much of the concern about this loss 

develops out of an Aristotelian conception of the citizen. In this conception, the 

rise of citizenship is associated with the development of the city-state in ancient 

Athens. Here citizens were active republicans rationally (and hence 

disinterestedly) involved in the debates over domestic policy and the 

management of external threats.42 Citizens as essentially active participants in 

the public affairs of the society and Aristotle’s model lay at the foundation of the 

“vigorous” civic revival in early modern Europe, which set the benchmark for the 

ideal type. The story, stemming from the classical world through to the French 

Revolution, saw the active form being replaced gradually by this passive and 

private model of citizenship. Modernity, surely, is incriminated here. The 

specialisation and professionalisation required by modern capitalism, as well as 

the sheer size of the nation state, do not allow us the leisure of disinterested 

commitment. 
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David Burchell notes that much of the literature repeats a “political manoeuvre” 

first established by Rousseau when he recreated this neoclassical approach of 

Aristotle in the eighteenth century. Rousseau, though, appreciated that city 

states had been absorbed into greater political entities and newly emerging 

market capitalism was “traducing the authentic spirit of citizenship”. Rousseau, 

as we have already suggested, realised that such a classical model could only 

feasibly function in small, homogenous republics like Sparta, Athens or his 

hometown of Geneva, and larger political entities like the nation served to dilute 

that model.43 As we have said, there were spatial components of this watering 

down. Here, though, we want to focus on the threats Habermas identified for his 

own ideal of the bourgeois public sphere. As in ancient Athens, virtue and 

commerce were irreconcilable in eighteenth century humanist thought. In the 

Social Contract, Rousseau insists that only a polity ruled by amateur citizenry 

can be truly virtuous: 

As soon as the public service ceases to be the main concern of the 
citizens, and they find it easier to serve the state with their purses than 
their persons, ruin draws near. If they are called upon to march to war, 
they pay for troops to take their place while they remain at home. If 
they are summoned to the Council Table, they nominate deputies in 
their stead, and, similarly, remain at home. As a result of laziness and 
money they end by having an army enslave their country and 
representatives to sell it. 
 
When they are preoccupied with commerce and the arts, and with the 
search for gain; when they become flabby and comfort loving, then it 
is that men substitute payment for personal service… Once give 
money instead of service and you will be in chains. The word finance 
belongs to the language of slaves. In the true city it is unknown. In a 
genuinely free country, the citizens do all with their strong right arms, 
nothing with their money. So far from paying in order to be exempted 
from their duties, they will pay for the privilege of performing them.

44
 

Ancient virtue, then, was gained through disinterest achieved by those insulated 

from the necessity of routinely labour-filled days and/or commerce and trade. 
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These—usually landed—gentlemen had the leisure and the education to 

engage in the virtue of active citizenship.45 

 

Pocock’s argument is that the neoclassical theory of citizenship was based on a 

conception of human personality which required for its realisability certain 

distinct material attributes on the parts of individuals comprising the citizen 

body, and which also required certain well-defined social relations in society as 

a whole. Among other things it required that the machinery of government be 

sufficiently primitive in character to be accessible to active participation from the 

citizenry in general, and that warfare be sufficiently sporadic and unorganised to 

be left in the hands of an amateur citizen militia. Above all, it required the 

economic and political independence provided by the widespread diffusion of 

landed property.46 

 

So we might, then, understand the “republican” model of a public as one less to 

do with “publicmindedness” than with the possession of definite powers and 

capacities derived inter alia from the ownership of property and the relative 

transparency of public life. This “ideal type” recreated in much of the literature, 

robbed of this feature of “public-mindedness”, makes the laments sound hollow 

and unconvincing. A plausible picture of modern citizenship surely requires an 

account of how the specific capacities and attributes possessed by 

contemporary citizens are formed and acquired through their participation in 

social life. 

 

Burchell argues that the “most illuminating distinction between the classical and 

liberal models of citizenship may not be the distinction between ‘activity’ and 

‘passivity’ in the image of the ideal citizen, but rather the picture of citizenry 

capacities and attributes imagined and fostered in each case”. In the former, the 

citizen is self-created, as it were, prior to government, in the formation of the 

polity itself; in the latter the citizen is “quintessentially a creation of techniques of 
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social discipline, and derives his or her citizenly capacities as a product of the 

activity of government”.47 

 

Burchell sums it up nicely when he writes: 

in principle at least, while “antique virtues” required the possession of 
the material prerequisites for classical civic life—land, property, 
leisure, and a stake in political life—the acquisition of manners was a 
practical, piecemeal process of enlarging one’s capacities across the 
burgeoning departments of social life.

48
 

It is no surprise, then, to discover in the “Romantic” reaction a tendency to 

stigmatise “manners” in the narrow sense—and that this was exactly the 

reaction which tended to glorify the concept of the reunified personality drawn 

from the classical civic tradition, but progressively drained of its practical social 

content. Likewise, the German Romantic culture—seen as the means of 

reuniting the sundered human inner self to “mere” civilisation, seen as an 

outward display of material attributes—can be perceived as yet another 

rehearsal of the Romantic rejection of “manners” in favour of an abstract and 

disembodied recuperation of virtue.49 

 

For Immanuel Kant, the social attributes of self-observation and circumspection 

in personal relations were intrinsically superficial. There was, then, no need for 

serious study of such things as propriety, for example. They were simply God-

given—already existing, just often somewhat obscured. Norbert Elias, though, 

would disagree. For Elias, the triumph of the absolute monarchs of Europe over 

the warrior nobles of the medieval period had much to do with the nobles’ 

“courtisation”. The warrior nobles were firmly, although not violently, integrated 

into the ritual and etiquette of court society, primarily as a strategy for managing 

anti-state violence or other possible centrifugal activities. For Elias, this 

“courtisation” contributed to the historical emergence of modern civility in 

Western Europe. His The Civilizing Process is a fascinating account of the 
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emergence of these social virtues and their emigration out of the royal courts to 

be disseminated across the wider society. These are the social virtues, I argue, 

that might contribute to the propriety necessary for a “public sphere” or “civil 

society” to operate effectively. Here, we can clearly see the links between the 

displacement of conflict to a less violent arena that I have already argued is an 

important aspect of being civil and public. 

 

Following Elias and Foucault, I suggest that these modern forms of propriety 

might include: 

1. the shaping of feelings of shame, delicacy, and embarrassment, as 

well as the evolution of bodily attributes, especially those regarding 

spitting, urinating, defecating, nose-blowing, farting and eating; 

2. the cultivation of an art of both detached self and other observation, 

description and circumspection in dealings with others; 

3. the transformation in relations between men and women, especially 

courtesy.50 

 

These attributes come together to describe a style of self-representation which 

is quite different from those of the ancien regime. It is also significant that they 

have been constructed in spaces of visibility where specific practices have 

acted upon the body to foster civility. 

 

If we are not going to treat “personality” and “individuality” as “empirical 

referents”, we must ask how these capacities have been constructed. It is quite 

apparent from our discussion above that the answer is “power”. Modern forms 

of power can no longer be thought of as merely restraint or repression. Forms of 

power work through the subjection and maintenance of forms of subjectivity 

which are appropriate for a given type of social practice. Foucault uses the 

couplet pouvoir-savoir (power-knowledge) to suggest a state of affairs where 
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“[t]here is no power relation without the correlative constitution of a field of 

knowledge”.51 

 

This approach is in sharp contradiction to traditional approaches. It has been 

common to assume that the ethical content of progressive politics is a mixture 

of romantic ideals and Enlightenment-humanism. This is clearly evident in the 

work of Francis Fukuyama. He assumes a sort of unworldly realm of principles 

and values which seem to transcend everyday life. For him, the ethical core of 

liberal democracy—participatory democracy, equality, social transparency, 

social harmony, and so on—denotes an ideal or perfect state of affairs, to be 

aimed at. Fukuyama is even more Hegelian in this sense than we first thought. 

 

I want to be a little less romantic here. I want to stress, as Hirst and Woolley 

argue, that “motivating people to behave in altruistic…and conscientious 

ways…is not a matter of ideals or morals, but of a daily mechanism of conduct, 

keyed into practices and institutions”.52 It is these practices and institutions to 

which we need to look for the development of the human attributes necessary 

for the transformation of the Chinese “public sphere”. The sort of transformation 

alluded to here is from a society where connections are based around family, 

clan and village to a social community—one defined in the deep sense of the 

word, similar to that captured by Tönnies in his characterisation of the difference 

between Gesellschaft and Gemeinschaft.53 

 

Gemeinschaf was used by Tönnies to refer to an association in which 

individuals are oriented to the large association as much as, if not more than, to 

their own self-interest. Individuals in Gemeinschaft are stimulated by common 

values and symbols concerning the appropriate behaviour and responsibility of 

members of the association, to each other and to the association at large. 
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These are associations marked by “unity of will”. Tönnies saw the family as the 

most perfect expression of Gemeinschaft; however, he expected that 

Gemeinschaft could be based on shared place and shared belief as well as 

kinship, and he included globally dispersed religious communities as possible 

examples of Gemeinschaft (often translated as “community”). Gesellschaft, on 

the other hand, describes associations in which, for the individual, the larger 

association never takes on more importance than individual self interest, and 

lacks the same level of shared mores. Gesellschaft is maintained through 

individuals acting in their own self-interest. A modern corporation is a good 

example of Gesellschaft: the workers, managers and owners may have very 

little in terms of shared views or beliefs; they may not care deeply for the 

product they are making; however it is in the self-interest of all of them to come 

to work to make money, and thus the business continues. This sense of 

Gesellschaft is often translated as society or civil society. Since, for Tönnies, 

Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft are normal types, he considers them a matter of 

“pure sociology”, whereas in applied sociology, on doing empirical research, he 

expects to find nothing else than a mix of them. Nevertheless, following 

Tönnies, without normal types one might not be able to analyse this mix.54 

 

While not using these exact terms, Liang Qichao and, later, Lin Yutang clearly 

articulate the need for this transformation to build a modern China. Simply put, 

Lin argues that the problems faced by late Qing and Republican China were of 

native origins. They were not simply the outcome of China’s unequal relations 

with the imperial west. The key culprit, for Lin, was the family system itself. He 

writes: 

The Chinese are a nation of individualists. They are family-minded, 
not social minded, and the family mind is only a form of magnified 
selfishness… If you ask why there is not coordination [in social 
affairs], the answer is, there’s no social mind.

55
 

His idealism notwithstanding, it is important to note that Lin’s concerns were 

very similar to our own. He was interested in how the Chinese could develop a 
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set of “social attributes” that could take them beyond the narrow concern with 

family—the sorts of social attributes that might connect the individual to the 

nation of strangers outside the family. 

 

We can let Thomas Hobbes here have all but the last word on the subject. He 

rejected Aristotelian-styled citizenship by insisting that “man is made fit for 

society not by nature, but by education”—an idea Kant rejected.56 It is almost 

the last word because, while it rallies against the romantic notion of citizenship, 

and rightly implies the role of attributes, it is also somehow an unsatisfying 

equation—what is it exactly that provides this education? At its most 

fundamental level, all governments are initiated by the people themselves, and 

we would be on dangerous ground to reintroduce a distinction that privileges the 

government as something essentially supra to the population. While I agree with 

the general point made by Hobbes that civility may not be a “natural” state, this 

does not in some way exclude the possibility that the potential for civility exists 

and this civility comes into being as it is recognised by education, government 

or other institutions. I do not want to exclude the ability of the individual to be 

self-reflexive. 

(VI) 

While romantic notions abound in discussions of the “public sphere”, similar 

tendencies also dominate the literature on civil society. Moreover, the definitions 

used in the discussions are just as slippery as those in the debates about the 

“public sphere”. While inherently a European concept, we need to consider very 

briefly the debates about civil society because it has had considerable currency 

in debates about China, and considerable overlap with the “public sphere” 

debates—indeed, most writers use the terms interchangeably.57 The 1993 

debate in Modern China is a good example. Much of the recent debate about 

civil society has been influenced by the fall of communism in Eastern Europe 

around 1989. The debate found some purchase in ongoing debates about civil 
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society in China, not least because of the anti-government demonstrations and 

subsequent deaths in Tiananmen which happened around the same time. 

 

Unfortunately, there is no one clear concept of “civil society” within the 

European tradition. Civil society has more often than not been conceived as 

part of the modernisation telos, and arguments often deployed in ahistorical and 

decontextualised ways. Francis Fukyama, for example, writes: 

Nonetheless, a significant connection between development and 
democracy has been borne out over the past 50 years. Few of the 
original formulators of modernization theory are still around to defend 
it and willing to do so. But they gave up too easily. If we define 
democracy and capitalism sufficiently broadly, and are not dogmatic 
about the means by which either one can be achieved, then the 
experience of the Asian nations can be seen as proof of the 
underlying hypothesis. 

And he sees: 

no reason why Singapore should not be able to follow this path. If 
economic modernization does lead to demands for greater 
recognition, it will be the next generation of Singaporeans who will be 
voicing the strongest demands for greater political participation and 
individual freedom—not because these are Western values, but 
because they meet the needs of a middle-class, well-educated 
populace.

58
 

For early theorists, civil society was not to be counterposed to the state (which 

is implicit in Fukyama’s paragraphs). For Aristotle, one of the first to use the 

term, koinonia politike implied a public political community under a legal 

framework that was contrasted against the polis and the oikos. Hudson 

suggests that it would be anachronistic to think of it as the state, but only 

because there was no clear distinction here between state, society and 

commerce.59 Cicero conceived of societas civilis as a civilised political 

community that was contrasted against nature—much in the way Hobbes did in 

later centuries. There was little sense of an oppositional role for such an 

institution, or indeed individual rights. Indeed, Hobbes may well have equated 
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his concept of civil society with the state itself.60 This association of civil society 

with civilisation is still clear when we look at a number of utilitarian liberal 

thinkers.61 Locke wrote of “political and civil” society as a product of the social 

contract, and associated civil society with formal equality derived from natural 

law. 

 

The important break came with the Scottish enlightenment. Adam Smith 

associated “civil society” with the organisation of material civilisation (civil and 

economic society). Adam Ferguson saw civil society as a type of “political order 

that protects and polishes its mechanical and commercial arts, as well as its 

cultural achievements and sense of public spirit, by means of regular 

government, the rule of law and strong military defence”.62 It was after these 

discussions that civil society was widely associated with a type of association 

which emerged with capitalism. “These associations were conceived as based 

on an autonomous sphere of economic activity, private property (at least 

relatively independently of the state) and regulation by markets in which 

individuals relate to each other as free social agents.”63 

 

It was Kant who reinterpreted this to really push forward the notion of individual 

human rights and posited a universal (cosmopolitan) civil society based on the 

rule of law. Fichte was equally radical, and posited a sharp distinction between 

society and the state. Indeed, as Hudson suggests, between 1750 and 1850 

civil society ceased to be associated with the state. Now it was a space of free 

action which needed to be protected from despotism. These were the sorts of 

ideas that were to be the foundation of American democracy and can be found, 

inter alia, in the work of Tom Paine. 

 

It was Marx and Hegel who provided the most sophisticated treatment of civil 

society. Hegel extended the radical approaches of the Scottish enlightenment 

by including economic society within civil society as the Scots had done, but he 
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also included legal frameworks, public authority, corporations, bureaucracy, 

state assemblies and public opinion.64 For Hegel, it was a realm of particularity, 

difference and diversity in which people recognised each other and granted 

each other respect. This was an aspect of his intersubjective spirit—Geist. This 

realm, though, was also a realm of conflict. It was the civility of the realm which 

made it cohere. Here, I argue, that implicit in Hegel’s conception of civil society 

is sociability. His Geist is not just the activity of an elite bourgeoisie debating 

appropriate virtue, but rather the “spirit” of the age inclusive of much wider 

social relations and interactions.65 

 

Marx, of course, was very different. Civil society was an aspect of the 

superstructure that reflected the dominant relations of production for that stage 

of history. True to his materialist conception of human activity, Marx reduced 

civil society to the economic and excluded many of the categories that Hegel 

had included, including the estates.66 Civil society was an instrument of the 

bourgeois class and needed to be unmasked. It was temporary and needed to 

be changed by revolution. Antonio Gramsci developed Marx’s concept of civil 

society by including many of the elements of the superstructure, like churches, 

schools, trade unions and media—but not the economy. Hence civil society was 

a sphere of ethico-political contestation among rival groups for the 

consciousness of the working masses. Again the boundaries of civil society are 

diffuse and protean. 

 

Hudson suggests that, in the recent European literature, the situation has not 

significantly improved. The literature, he argues, yields “syncretic and 

contradictory typologies”. He goes on to suggest that civil society might be 

identified with: 

 a philosophical concept; 

 a political slogan; 

 a set of institutions; 
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 a sector—whether the private sector, the third sector or the non-

governmental sector; 

 a space of action in which social groups can exist and move; and 

 a realm of civil solidarity, cooperation and trust.67 

 

Hudson’s work is useful for two reasons. It clearly points to the lack of rigour in 

the use of the concept in many areas. It is clear that, just like “the public”, there 

is no consensus about what “civil society” is or what its origins may be. Just as 

importantly, however, he does spend some time considering the implications of 

his critique for the study of civil society in Asia. I will summarise these below to 

stress the severe limitations of the concept. He argues that, in methodological 

terms, it is essential that we distinguish between: 

 forms of governance other than the state; 

 non-state forms of organisation; 

 associations, organisations and institutions which are intermediate 

between the state and family; 

 voluntary associations; 

 non-governmental associations; 

 economic pressure groups seeking to protect special interests; 

 professional organisations of various types; 

 practices of civic freedom; and 

 social movements—for example those seeking to advance the 

interests of women, gays or pacifists.68 

 

Hudson does assume, as does Woolfe with the public/private distinction, that 

the concept is useful, but warns that extreme levels of care should be taken 

when used in the Asian context. More specifically he recommends that: 

 any concept of civil society applied to Asian countries should be 

carefully defined to distinguish between analytical, normative and 

programmatic elements; 
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 western teleological notions and historicist concepts of irreversible 

progress…should be dispensed with; 

 a critical scholarly discussion should not assume that civil society is 

democratic per se or desirable per se or will promote economic 

prosperity per se; 

 it may be a mistake to import obsolete Western notions of public and 

private, state and society, sovereignty and autonomy into the analysis 

of contemporary Asian political and economic life; 

 there is no reason, a priori, to exclude kinship, racial or religious 

organisations from civil society since formal universality is a 

counterfactual requirement in many contexts; and 

 attempts to associate civil society structurally with “modernity” or 

modernisation or capitalism or “bourgeois society” may be 

unwarranted in some or all respects. 

 

One gets a good idea of the messy nature of discussions on civil society and 

the public sphere from the above. Many of the approaches talk past each other, 

based as they are on very different assumptions as to the nature of the key 

terms. The question remains, though: if Hudson’s recommendations are 

necessary for any rigorous discussion, do they themselves render analysis in 

the empirical world just too complex? Underlining Hudson’s critique is a belief 

that, with appropriate rigour, the analytic of civil society can be used 

successfully. One just needs to take a lot of care. Alan Wolfe goes even further 

when asking about the applicability of the public/private distinction. He writes: 

“despite this inadequacy [the slippery nature of the distinction] some forms of 

the public/private distinction are nonetheless necessary both to understand and 

improve society”. But are they useful in the sense of an analytic for 

understanding the democratisation process itself?69 While Hudson’s approach is 

useful in that it is a sophisticated understanding of the problematic issues of the 

concept “civil society”, the absence of any discussion of the possible differences 
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between the “generic” and “functional aspects” of democracy forces me to 

assume he believes them to be the same. 

 

Wolfe’s statement above is possibly less helpful in that it is suggestive of a 

rather normative position. His need to retain the public/private distinction, no 

matter how slippery, suggests at least one thing: a conception of citizenship 

based upon the romantic idea of a transcendental and rational moral subject: a 

conception we have already discounted. 

(VIII) 

This chapter has briefly summarised the most common images of the public 

sphere. I have suggested that the most dominant image, that of the 

liberal/economic model, was inadequate because of its reliance on a 

public/private distinction. I suggested that there was a strong link between this 

inadequacy and the inherent tensions in liberal thought. Another inadequacy, of 

course, was the issue of gender. Clearly the “public sphere” is a contested one, 

and feminists, by pointing to the hidden issue of gender, further underline its 

weakness of the public/private distinction. Another central point made here is 

that the “republican virtue” model relies on an ahistorical notion of citizenship as 

ideal type, bequeathed to us from Republican Athens. Simply put, citizenship 

has a history, and while we were at pains not to condone all elements of 

modern capitalism, citizenship as this ideal type is clearly not practical for all—

or even most—of our citizens in contemporary capitalist society. 

 

What, then, can we make of all this? This thesis now proceeds by rejecting the 

public/private distinction and the centrality of reason as aspects of the public 

sphere. A number of issues then flow from this rejection. First, the “public 

sphere” and “civil society” may well be inherent in liberal societies only, and 

may not necessarily be the precursors of those societies. “Civil society” and the 

“public sphere” may well be mirrors of liberal government, not their source. To 

isolate the origins—or, we should say, their conditions of emergence—we need 

to look more to the emergence of sociability in the way that we have described 

it. One possibly major outcome of the discussion in this chapter is that, if we 
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were to look for the emergence of a “public sphere” or “civil society”, we would 

be mistaken to focus only on non-state activity; rather, we should look for the 

changes just as much in the practices of government itself. 

 

In the next chapter, we turn to the issue of space and the ways in which 

individuals gain and seek to gain certain attributes through both individual and 

governmental practices. Most importantly, I suggest a theoretical framework—

Michel Foucault’s conception of governmentality—that allows us to do this as 

well as capturing the vitality of social attributes without the reliance on the 

public/private distinction. Foucault argues for a certain continuity between the 

government of oneself, the household and the state or community,70 rendering 

redundant the use of the public/private distinction as a theoretical analytic. 
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Chapter 3: Spaces and practices 

In the last chapter I problematised the notion of a distinction between private and public. In this 
chapter, I present an alternative approach, I argue, adequately provides an image of power 
relations in modern societies which does not require that distinction; in fact, it militates strongly 
against any need for it. Foucault’s notion of governmentality, which we adapt here, posits a 
continuum between government and the individual that is often constructed through particular 
lines of vision, by what he calls disciplinary institutions. Power, he contends, is played out 
across space. Consequently, I need to attend in more detail to the spaces across which these 
power relations play out, and the implications of our alternative approach to the understanding 
of “the public sphere” and “civil society”. My direct aim is a better understanding of “public 
space”—a space where subjects become a public. 
 
Until recent times, space has been a “suspect concept” in political theory. This has been the 
case, as Margaret Kohn argues, because of the domination in theoretical circles of the linguistic 
turn, especially the “critique of pure presence by Derrida, Foucault’s discourse analysis and 
Habermas’s focus on communicative action”.

1
 These approaches, Kohn maintains, have led to 

an emphasis on “language over place”. I want here to tentatively suggest a greater role for 
space and place in our analysis of the public realm. One reason for my interest in the concept is 
that Foucault’s image of power in western liberal societies clearly involves a spatial dimension. 
Power relations are conceived as an architecture concerning the impact of particular gazes 
across particular spaces. A democratic society must first of all be able to see itself. I must begin, 
however, by acknowledging the difficulty of the concept “space”. 
 
Like the public/private distinction, there have been a wide variety of approaches to the study of 
space. The tendency, though, in recent literature has been for the concept to take on a 
metaphorical meaning that infers an “ensemble of social connections, political institutions, and 
judicial practices”.

2
 Indeed, for Henri Lefebvre, spaces were sometimes created by the 

contradictions inherent in these artefacts. He gives the example of the medieval town, born as it 
was out of feudalism but eventually creating the foundations for modernity and capitalism.

3
 We 

can hardly forget “city air makes men free”. The once literal meaning of space, as a sort of 
Cartesian container for action, has now been surpassed. While I want to use “space” in this 
existential way, I recognise that in making the concept so complex it may, as an analytical tool, 
become, like the “public sphere” and “civil society”, almost redundant. The conceptual limits of 
our understanding of space notwithstanding, I move on tentatively, stressing the explorative 
nature of our path. 
 

 

In this chapter, I want to link spaces and practices through the idea of everyday 

experience. This should not be a surprising move, because within the tradition 

of western thought, the very idea of democracy is intimately related to “public 

spaces”. The commonly prevailing idea is that democracy is experienced in 

public. Many writers, rightly or wrongly, trace the origins of democracy to the 
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spaces of the agora in Republican Athens.4 In this sense, a “public space” is 

where spirited, sometimes conflictual debate aims at arriving at reasoned 

outcomes that concern the definition of institutions, the promulgation of laws 

and their fair enforcement. Here, truth would be arrived at through the 

competition of ideas based on rational approaches, not merely the status of the 

speaker because all speakers were, at least in theory, equal. In short, it was a 

space where competition and conflict were displaced from a violent context to a 

peaceful one for the common good. This idea of democracy as a form of non-

violent conflict has become so banal that it is now overlooked in the modern 

west. While political modernity is now more often equated to citizenship and 

freedom, nineteenth century theorists—particularly Max Weber—understood 

that political modernity depended almost entirely on the centralised state 

monopolising all legitimate violence.5 This was also true of the traditional 

Athenian state. 

 

In the classical Greek sense, this meant that public spaces were open to all 

“citizens”,6 well known and acknowledged by all, and therefore non-threatening. 

What difference existed, was to be respected through negotiation and 

engagement. Here, public space is “civic” space for the common good, and 

stands in opposition to the private spaces of special interests. But is this the 

only form of “public space”? What, really, is a public space—especially in larger, 

more contemporary societies? Are the footpaths of large cities truly public? Are 

these footpaths, and their like, potentially politically important sites for 

resistance? After all, while not “civic” in the deeper sense, they are often the 

spaces of the everyday chatter of citizenship. Do these types of spaces 

contribute to the civic nature of a society? Are the large box shopping centres or 

pedestrian malls—designed as they are for consumption—true public spaces? 

Are we to look for the activities we might call “public” only in “public spaces”? 
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This becomes particularly significant when we consider that a number of 

discourses, particularly those influenced by liberalism, conceptualise the 

“public” as forms of resistance against the state. Furthermore, what are the 

implications of our problematisation of the public/private distinction in the 

previous chapter for our definition of a public space? If there is no public/private 

distinction, how might we differentiate a public park from someone’s bedroom? 

(I) 

We therefore need to turn to the question of the definition of “public space”. 

Again, there is very little work that displays a deep concern for the theoretical 

underpinnings of this concept, and when definitions are explicit, they vary 

considerably. This is not surprising because, in reality, there is a myriad of 

spaces in which one can be “public”. Very roughly, though, the sorts of 

assumptions that have determined the four general approaches to public/private 

distinction also determine the definitions of “public space”. The “neutral” spaces 

of (and invisibility of government in) the market, for example, constitute the 

public spaces of the liberal-economic images. Feminism convincingly argued 

that the “public” was, in fact, a gendered space constructed by patriarchy in 

opposition to the intimate “feminine spaces” of domesticity, its great contribution 

being the realisation that spaces were not neutral, but embodied power. Public 

spaces in many societies are or have been male spaces—contemporary 

Islamist, as well as early Christian, “public spaces” for example. The sorts of 

spaces implicit in the quotes by Rousseau and Jacobs cited in Chapter 2 

provide two quite different images of what we may describe as “public spaces”. 

 

The Republican “public” space of the former is a space of deliberation and 

debate. This is where citizens come, to mingle and discuss issues of political 

importance. This is the “public space” of rational debate envisaged by 

Habermas. It follows, therefore, that these spaces required specific physical 

requirements to support these types of “public” activities. For example, these 

spaces may have had to be more formal, more grand, and so were more likely 

to be institutionalised spaces with specific physical forms. The reverse is also 

true, in that their physical nature contributed to the facilitation of “deliberation 
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and debate”. Seating and standing arrangements facilitated discussion, and 

their location, adjacent to the market, clearly contributed to the openness or 

“public” nature of the interactions therein. These are spaces of formal yet 

transitive theatricality. 

 

The “public space” alluded to by Jane Jacobs is quite different. This “public 

space” is a space of heterogeneous coexistence, not of individual solidarity or 

conscious collective action. It is a space of informal and transitive theatricality 

that incorporates the complex and fleeting intermingling of practical responses 

to the everyday. It is a space of accidental proximity and contingency—not so 

much a space of discourse aimed at achieving rational consensus to common 

concerns. These “public spaces” may be here one instant, and gone the next. 

This is a space where individuals negotiate difference, rather than come 

together for the commonweal (the Babylonian, rather then Athenian model); 

interlocutors appear and disappear, intermittently grappling—however 

clumsily—with total strangers. These spaces, then, are more often the streets, 

shopping districts, laneways, bars and brothels where the teeming life of the city 

is forced to coexist. It is significant that the most used images of the “public 

sphere”, those of the “liberal/economic and republican virtue” conceptions of 

“public space”—based as they are upon the public/private distinction—are blind 

to these spaces. How we define the “public sphere”, then, clearly determines 

what we might define as “public spaces”. There is an overwhelming tendency in 

the literature to equate the public with the political, but then conveniently limit 

the meaning of political. We therefore need to take some care in the way we 

define “public space”. 

(II) 

Marcel Hénaff and Tracy B. Strong provide a very useful starting point for the 

theorisation of “public space” by asking the question: “What is the nature and 

status of the space in which human beings encounter others with the intention 
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of determining how their lives in common shall be lived?”7 This question is not 

necessarily founded on the assumption of a public/private distinction, nor does it 

necessarily pre-empt which spaces we might call public. It is therefore not 

vulnerable to criticisms of political judgements about exactly what defines 

“public spaces” because it describes the sorts of activities that may make a 

space “public” rather than being prescriptive of the spaces themselves. Spaces 

in this way can become public when they embody “public activities”, if only 

momentarily. 

 

Hénaff and Strong approach the question through the identification of four types 

of space. Space may be “private”, “sacred”, “common” or “public”.8 The 

difference between these “ideal types” pertains to the sorts of criteria that 

someone has to meet so they might enter that space. Private space, for 

example, is where a given individual or group of individuals is recognised as 

having the right to establish the criteria necessary for entry. This, of course, 

implies ownership. To say that a space is under the control of an individual is to 

say that the individual has been recognised as having the right to establish 

criteria by which access is allowed or denied. 

 

To describe a space as private in this sense is not a straightforward proposition 

because of the tensions in the conceptions of private ownership inherent in 

liberal-economist reasoning. John Locke argued that the criteria determining 

access to property were much the same as for other possessions. The 

individual had the right to their own life, and therefore it followed that they had 

the right to what that life shaped. In a well-known example, this private 

ownership extended to the plums one picked off someone else’s tree.9 Hobbes 

would disagree with this approach. For Hobbes, the limits of privacy were 

provided by the limits of the physical body itself. Private property was to be 
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granted as a right from the state.10 This tension notwithstanding, the two 

approaches share the common assumption that private spaces are something 

in the possession of an individual or group that cannot be entered or gained 

without permission. 

 

Sacred space is relatively straightforward. In classical Greece, as in traditional 

China, sacred space embodied divinity. These spaces were not just set aside 

for religious activity, but actually touched by the presence of the specific deity or 

deities.11 And it was this divinity—or at least those that spoke for this divinity—

who set the criteria for entry. Clearly these spaces were not controlled by 

humans. Good examples of these types of spaces were the cathedrals and 

churches of Medieval Europe where sanctuary could be found from the state 

itself. Here, even the absolutist monarchy, which could dominate all other 

spaces, could not control these (with some famous exceptions, of course). 

 

At the other extreme is common space. These are spaces which admit to no (or 

at least very lax) criteria. They are open to all in exactly the same way because 

they are neither owned nor controlled. Good examples would be the oceans,12 

and uninhabited pastures and forests. These are common because anybody 

can extract from them what they want. The concept of terra nullius, which 

allowed Captain Cook to take the east coast of Australia as an English 

possession in 1770 in complete disregard for the Indigenous people, was in a 

sense based on the incorrect perception that the land was common space, 

primarily because the Indigenous people did not cultivate it. These spaces 

usually exist at the edges of civilisation, and people usually sojourn there for 

reasons other than social interaction; indeed, most do so to avoid that 

interaction. 
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There are spaces that, for Hénaff and Strong, relate to more than one category. 

Roads, streets, and footpaths, for example, may have features of private, public 

and common inherent in their nature. (Other writers go as far as to describe 

these spaces as non-spaces.)13 So, for Hénaff and Strong, there are really no 

rigid categories, but a circular continuum between four poles, between the four 

ideal types. They summarise their understanding of the range of spaces, and 

their relationship to those making the decisions about the criteria for those 

spaces, in Figure 3.1: 

 

 

 HUMAN CRITERIA 

Public Private 

OPEN OWNED 

Common Sacred 

 DIVINE14  

 

 

    Figure 3.1: Categories of Space suggested by Hénaff and Strong. 

 

Hénaff and Strong suggest that there are four key criteria which separate public 

space from other types already described. Like common space, it is to be open. 

Visibility was always an important ingredient of early Greek public spaces. Early 

Greek city planners understood the need for openness. Hippodamus (fifth-

century BCE), for example, refashioned the streets of Piraeus by replacing the 

haphazard narrow laneways with broad, open streets radiating from an open 

central agora.15 He clearly understood that the structure of space was intimately 

related to the ways in which humans interacted. The key human sense involved 

in this interaction was, of course, sight. 
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This then leads to the second key criterion for space to be public, a criterion that 

differentiates it from common space and sacred space, and is important for our 

discussion here. It is constructed; it is an artefact constructed by humans to 

shape forms of interaction. The key idea is that public spaces are created in 

such a way that the “public”—in its collective sense—owns that space, without 

anybody in particular owning it. The problem then concerns the appropriate 

criteria and who establishes them. While “public spaces” are constructed in 

such a way that the space is owned collectively, this does not necessarily 

presuppose that it is government which constructs these spaces; rather, it is 

human actions that construct them. 

 

Consequently, the third criterion is that public space is always contested, simply 

because it is a human construct. If public space is to influence the nature of the 

interaction, then there will be ideologies competing within that space for 

dominance. For Hénaff and Strong, forms of resistance will always contend with 

the dominant political apparatus for control of “public spaces”. Public spaces, 

therefore, are about contests—usually between the state and forms of 

resistances against the state—and consequently they embody power. 

 

All of these build to form the final criterion, theatricality. Public spaces are 

places to see and to be seen, to hear and to be heard, not merely for the elite 

as it had been in the ancien regime, but now for everyone. Here again, the 

human faculty of sight is dominant. St Augustine suggested that three faculties 

defined much of what it meant to be human. Hénaff and Strong, paraphrasing 

St Augustine, suggest, that “in memory, we make and retain the past; in the will 

we construct and bring about the future; and in vision we establish the 

present”.16 The present for St Augustine was therefore established by sight or 

visibility, and always contained an “other” or “others”—a public. In seeing 

someone, we construct a space that is “ours”. The realm, therefore, constituted 

by the interaction of humans with each other is thus, according to Hénaff and 
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Strong, necessarily a space that has been constructed by the arresting of time 

and is a space of transitive theatricality.17 

 

When we think in terms of theatricality, we usually imagine an intransitive non-

reciprocal relationship, as would happen in the modern theatre. This sort of 

relationship between those “acting” and those watching is the sort that inheres 

in all that pertains to the ritual of the political realm, the symbol and the 

ceremony. This is typical of the sort of speech one would hear from the 

Emperor of China, for example—speaking that does not admit a response. 

Similarly, it would seem quite strange for audiences to interject into the dialogue 

of a modern play—for example, it would be quite “uncivil” for someone to yell 

out “he’s not coming” during a production of Waiting for Godot. There is also 

another way in which we can conceive of theatricality: as a transitive action. 

And it is this sort of theatricality that stresses the role of sociability, as we have 

constructed it in the previous chapter. 

 

It is also the theatricality of “civil society”. Dankwart Rustow argues that, for 

democracy to emerge, there must be a strong sense of community already 

existing, one that is preferably “taken for granted…[and] is above mere opinion 

and mere agreement”.18 I suggest that the sorts of attributes that ground this 

foundation for democracy are not only ideas, but also certain practices that we 

can link to the sorts of modern technologies of power flowing through particular 

spaces. While this is only implicit in Rustow’s work, I suggest that these 

attributes are those which are to be used in everyday life. Democracy, the 

“public sphere” and “civil society” consequently require very subtle and 

sometimes invisible social traits—those “above mere opinion and mere 

agreement”. 

 

We can find these exact attributes in Athenian democracy. It was in the Pynx 

that the Athenians debated and arrived at decisions for the public good of the 

city. This space was a bowl shaped open-air theatre that was cut out of the hill 
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near the central square in Athens. While it resembled other Greek theatres, in 

the seventh and sixth BCE it was put to a different use.19 During this time, it was 

used to bring order to Athenian politics. Speakers stood in the open, circular 

space once used as a stage for dancing and plays called the Bema. Here the 

speaker could clearly be seen by everyone in the theatre. Behind the speaker, 

the land dropped away to provide a grand background so his “words seemed to 

hover in the air between the mass of five to six thousand bodies gathered 

together”.20 The audience for these political speeches sat around the 

amphitheatre in assigned spaces. The citizens watched each other’s reactions 

as intently as they did those of the orator. 

 

People sat or stood in this relationship for as long as the sunlight lasted. This 

theatrical space functioned as a detection mechanism, its focus and duration 

meant to “get beneath the surface of momentary impressions”.21 This was a 

“space of the eye, the voice and the body” and, according to Richard Sennett, 

had one great virtue: “Through concentration of attention on a speaker and 

identification of others in the audience who might call out challenges or 

comments, the ancient political theatre sought to hold citizens responsible for 

their words”—as well, I might add, as their actions.22 The often chaotic activity in 

the Pynx was organised by two rules: the exposure of the speaker and the 

audience to one another and the fixity of where the speaker stood and where 

the audience sat.23 Through visibility and architecture, the individual citizen was 

attached to their own behaviour which could be then be opened up to political 

calculation by the entire citizenry. Furthermore, public space is where the 

individual can be both urged to perform in appropriate ways and at the same 

time attached to that behaviour so as to be evaluated according to specific 

codes of behaviour by the broader citizenry. 
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So, in summary, for Hénaff and Strong there are a number of qualities space 

must have in order for it to be truly “public”? A public space is a human 

construct that accentuates visibility. People must be able to see others, and be 

seen themselves. “Public spaces” also have both a physical and social 

dimension which contribute to this visibility. Public space is a contested space, 

and ideologies compete to set the agenda and control entry to that space. The 

social dimension, as both Hénaff and Strong and Sennett argue, is best 

captured by the term “theatricality”, which suggests the importance of visibility, 

interaction and self-representation.24 This last attribute is very interesting. What 

does it mean to self-represent? Or at least how does one establish the 

confidence to increase the range of one’s self-representation past the family 

and clan to the entire society? We will come to this point later in the chapter. 

 

Openness is therefore a key physical component for this transitive theatricality. 

Open spaces like the ancient Athenian agora and the renaissance piazzas are 

“public” in a way that back alleys are not. A private space, on the other hand, is 

characterised by the way in which individuals or groups can exclude others. 

Thus private space is a matter not only of individual ownership but also of the 

regulation and control of access. On the other hand, while public spaces are 

also about ownership, this is held by no one in particular and access is open to 

all. 

 

Hénaff and Strong’s work demonstrates considerable sophistication in contrast 

to the majority of writings concerning “public spaces”. While they do provide 

some useful criteria which help us visualise “public spaces”, whether they 

ultimately avoid the grand dichotomy of the public/private distinction is a moot 

point. Their work, while clearly identifying the categories of public and private, 

acknowledges that the spaces can overlap. They do not suggest that their 

categories are stable, but conceive of them—as I have already said—as poles 

at opposite ends of a continuum. As we have already implied in the previous 

                                            

 
24

 Hennaff and Strong, Public Space and Democracy, p. 5. 



 

 

 

 
98 

chapter, there are important sites of sociability which undermine any rigid set of 

categories for concepts like these. 

 

If we are to take the concept “public” seriously, we must at least understand its 

relationship with all forms of resistance. Margaret Kohn makes the point that a 

variety of “sites can transgress the line between private and public in politically 

significant ways”.25 Public pedestrian malls—in the main meeting Hénaff and 

Strong’s criteria for a “public space”—are often off limits to those who threaten 

the respectability, “cleanliness, order, leisure and desire” of that space.26 As 

well, spaces like back rooms and alleyways (hutongs, for example), while not 

meeting the criteria of “openness”, are potentially important sites of political 

resistance, precisely because their limited visibility prevents surveillance and 

control.27 Many of the spaces used by Solidarity throughout 1980s were unable 

to be opened to forms of political calculation by the Polish government, yet that 

organisation is held up by liberal theorists as an exemplar of “civil society” and 

the “public sphere”. In the end, this is where Hènaff and Strong fail to take 

advantage of their own image of the “public sphere”—or at least the idea of the 

continuum inherent in their model. 

 

I argue—and this follows from the point just made—that implicit in the work of 

Hènaff and Strong is a conception of “public spaces” as spaces of “republican 

virtue”. This tendency is reflected in a number of passages in their otherwise 

excellent Introduction. The first is where they cite Vernant. They write: 

By carrying the mysteries into the market place, right into the agora, 
[the philosopher] made [his revelations] the subject of a public and 
argumentative debate, in which dialectical discussion finally assumed 
more importance than supernatural enlightenment.

28
 

Very Habermasian indeed! As well, the public spaces, more or less, equate to 

“political” spaces conceived of in narrow terms. They suggest: 
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This public and visible aspect of religious, political, juridical, and 
intellectual life finds its direct expression in the organisation of space 
in the city. The following are gathered at the centre of the city… the 
hestia koiné, “the common hearth”; the ecclesia, the place where 
people assemble; the agora, the public square; and temples. This 
centre is geographical, but it also has a symbolic meaning: it 
reproduces the social and political order the sphericity of the cosmos. 
The equality of the citizens, insomnia, is reflected in the equality and 
the symmetry of the points of the sphere or of the circle equidistant 
from the centre.

29
 

So, in the end, their discussion of the nature of “public” does not go far enough, 

and they let liberal and romantic notions of the concepts dominate to fill out the 

story. The, relationship between “collectivity” and visibility remains under-

theorised. The complexity of the question is only unravelled as far as it needs to 

be before liberal assumptions become self-prophesising. This problem of a 

limited image of “public space” notwithstanding, we can draw three important 

issues from these evocative and “noble” images of the “public sphere”. Clearly 

the first sentence assumes that a “public space” equates to a space of 

“republican virtue”. This seems to be a common understanding in the literature 

of what “public space” means—a space for citizens and debate. It is deemed 

public when it has a “political” function but, as I have argued earlier, one that 

might relegate such mundane activities as sociability to a non-political sphere. 

More importantly for our argument here, these spaces are “proper” spaces, 

spaces set aside for debate—institutionalised, I suggest, more or less for the 

management, or indeed even encouragement, of public resistance. 

 

Part of the liberal agenda has been the exchange of various (what we might call 

“negative” as defined by Berlin in my Introduction) freedoms for political 

freedom. The state would monopolise violence, but limited resistance (now 

envisaged as civil society) could be corralled into certain liberal “public 

spaces”—institutionalised (in the de Certeauian sense)30 rather than the 

ephemeral “public spaces” of non-liberal resistance. 
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We can also note something quite significant from Hènaff and Strong’s 

passage. Spaces can “reproduce” the “social and political order”. They are, or at 

least can be, a productive and/or reproductive agent. I will go on to discuss 

these issues in more depth a little later in the chapter. Here, though, I want to 

remind the reader of the further rejection of the Cartesian body-space divide 

that undergirths a number of the approaches concerning space in western 

political philosophy. 

 

We do not, here, want to demarcate in a theoretical way between “public” and 

other spaces, as most conceptions of “public spaces” have done. We argue 

that, in general, these approaches mobilise rigid categories based on the 

public/private distinction, a distinction we have already challenged in Chapter 2. 

We do, however, persevere with the above definition of “public space” for 

specific reasons. Hénaff and Strong’s definition of public space is one that 

reflects conceptions of spaces inherent in the art of liberal democratic 

government. Public spaces, in the terms defined above, are related to certain 

forms of government, certain types of governmental practice. Liberal democratic 

governments institutionalise (liberal democratic) “public spaces”. Other forms of 

government, Marxist for example, might map out different forms of “public 

spaces”—monumental, ones for example. Again, therefore, why shouldn’t we 

then look for a nascent “public sphere” or “civil society”, or the beginning of 

“democracy” and/or “freedom” in the ways in which urban (and/or other) spaces 

are constructed—or indeed the ways in which spaces set the stage for the 

“transitive theatricality” we have already spoken about? 

(III) 

How can we understand the importance of this transitive theatricality and the 

role of government, spaces and citizens in its emergence? We could, in broad-

brush terms, understand it simply as “a reversal in the political axis of 

individualisation”. For Foucault, modern society is a “society of surveillance”, in 
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contrast to the “society of spectacle” in the ancien regime.31 In this substitution 

of surveillance for spectacle, now a few look at the many, where previously the 

reverse had been true. Jeffrey Minson sums up this particular view of pre-

modern personages (hence highlighting their differences with the modern 

individual) nicely when he writes that “in traditional societies…[pre-modern 

personages] were only a tiny proportion of the population—the rare, the rich, the 

scandalous, the traitor: a few emblazoned images, a few spectacular rituals and 

punishments”.32 

 

We are forced to talk in general terms of this “reversal in the political axis of 

individualisation” because of Minson’s own brilliant insight into the manoeuvre. 

His main point is that the category of the individual involved in the spectacle 

(“the rare, the rich, the scandalous, the traitor”) could not just be generalised to 

the entire modern population, and so a simple opposition would be misleading 

for our notions of modern individuality. He asks whether “rarity and fame” (or 

infamy) can be made general and everyday. Would notable personages 

consent to the sorts of activities modern individuals confront in their everyday 

lives? He suggests that the “whole repertoire of [modern] individuality is 

different: the individual as we know it today is not a set of human needs, 

attributes, capacities and qualities hitherto recognised only in the privileged 

few”.33 It is here that crucial questions can be asked: how can we make sense 

of this opposition, and how then can we understand the shift to mass 

individualism? 

 

Minson makes sense of this opposition in the following way: 

An objection [to the opposition] would pose itself this way: the 
simplicity in the reversal of the line of sight conceals the impossible 
neutrality of the term ‘”individualisation”, which is precisely not 
historically reversible. The contrast between memorable and 
calculable is only made possible by the substitution of the body as the 
common term: the body as marked symbolically for affirmation or 
denial vs. the body as minutely measured, detailed and augmented. 
Why should one assume that these two bodies have anything in 
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common at all apart from their being power’s natural target in what 

ever form?
34

 

So, for Minson, the body is the chief target of power. This nicely enmeshes with 

my concept of sociability as an attribute of the modern citizen. My argument will 

stress the body as the site of ethical formation for the modern citizen as an 

object of power across certain types of spaces. 

 

We must ask here, if we are not going to treat “personality” and “individuality” as 

“empirical referents”, how these capacities have been constructed. It is quite 

apparent from our discussion above, that the answer is power. Modern forms of 

power can no longer be thought of as merely forms of restraint or repression. 

Forms of power work through the subjection and maintenance of forms of 

subjectivity which are appropriate for a given type of social practice. Foucault, of 

course, was interested in the human sciences, technologies and associated 

agencies of investigation, regimentation and advice-giving. These are 

instrumental in that they seek to control and maintain stable personalities, but 

also equally in that they also—as we saw in the previous chapter—seek to form 

personalities. For example, I argue the modern category of the human being 

entails a capacity to make orderly choices, negotiate difference and eschew 

violence, as well as resist certain sorts of regulations. Foucault uses the couplet 

pouvoir-savoir (power-knowledge) to suggest a state of affairs where “[t]here is 

no power relation without the correlative constitution of a field of knowledge”.35 

 

As I have already argued this approach is in sharp contradiction to the 

traditional approaches of Enlightenment-humanism. Rather than a I want to 

stress the “practices, spaces and institutions” of daily mechanism whose targets 

are bodies moving through particular spaces.36 It is, among others, these 

spaces where we are to look to for the development of the human attributes that 

might reflect the transformation of the Chinese “public sphere” from one based 

on the clan and family to one based on sociability.  
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While not using these exact terms Lin Yutang, among many others,37 clearly 

articulates the need for this transformation to build a modern China.  

(IV) 

We need to cast back here to the discussions of individuality in the previous 

chapter, and build upon those ideas to establish how this transformation to 

“civility” may be procured in space. A number of writers have linked modernity in 

various ways to the transformation of space. Heidegger proclaimed, in the mid 

twentieth century, the advent of distancelessness.38 Distancelessness, in this 

sense, refers to the situation where distance no longer proves to be a 

management problem, especially in terms of time taken for communication 

between places that were previously insurmountable distances apart. David 

Harvey, in his The Condition of Postmodernity, describes “processes that so 

revolutionise the objective qualities of space and time, sometimes we are forced 

to alter, sometimes in quite radical ways, how we represent the world to 

ourselves”.39 Anthony Giddens has argued that a “unique capacity to manage 

space and time” is inherent to modernity.40 He places major focus on 

discussions of space at a distance, by arguing that modern urban centres now 

held the technology—e.g. rail and telegram—to affect events that were distant 

in space to produce and reproduce their own uniquely complex social order. 

Friedland and Boden provide a good example of this when they describe how 

the “freedom loving” American cowboys were transformed into wage labourers 

when the west was carved up into individually owned ranches managed from 

the eastern seaboard via railway and telegraph lines.41 It is not so much that 

space was diminished, as has often been assumed by the term 
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“distancelessness”, but rather more that spatial practices themselves changed. 

This change in social practices, I suggest, is an important component of 

modernity. Again we stress the significant and fundamental change in the 

management and experience of urban space in China between 1911 and 1949 

that we discussed in the Introduction. 

 

While I do not want to equate modernity simply to the existence of 

institutionalised “public spaces”,42 that their existence was an important aspect 

of the “modern” city. By the mid-nineteenth century, the movement to create 

public parks within western cities had gained considerable momentum. Initially, 

in Western Europe, municipal governments were primarily concerned with 

issues of sanitation, particularly the problem of cholera.43 The parks of London, 

for example, were described as “of greatest consequence to the health of its 

inhabitants” because they fostered “the free circulation of air”.44 The importance 

of parks to the modern city was not lost on American visitors. One such traveller 

from Boston noted that the “parks of London are the lungs of the city” and, while 

the parks “contribute to the beauty of the city, they are no less necessary to its 

salubrity”.45 

(V) 

We want now to forge a stronger link between government, space and the 

practices of the population to support our propositions. Here we especially 

highlight two French social theorists: Henri Lefebvre and Michel Foucault—at 

first glance, strange bedfellows indeed.46 

 

We then move on to a discussion of sociological importance of the spaces in 

which everyday life exists. We have already briefly discussed the social 

practices by which abstract space (like democracy and/or nation, for example) 
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becomes a series of specific spaces, which are sites of particular types of 

action. In this thesis we are particularly interested in public parks, and these will 

be discussed in detail in the chapters that follow. Then we discuss the cultural 

practices through which spaces are imbued with shared social meanings that 

enable members of a society to know what actions are appropriate in this or that 

space and to understand the actions of others (propriety). Finally, we focus on 

the relationship between specific spaces as nodal points within the flow of 

power through social space. 

 

Henri Lefebvre’s reconceptualisation of space as lived or existential space, 

rather than an inert container of action, provides a way in which ideas, spaces 

and practices—what we have called an ideascape—can be unified in a 

meaningful way through the body—the body, that is, as the focus of power. 

Lefebvre’s propositions about space are, at their foundation, a response to the 

well-known contradiction in Descartes’ proposition Cogito ergo sum, and 

particularly his distinction between res cogitans and res extensa. He strongly 

challenged Descartes’ idea that space could be rendered into simplistic 

geometric mechanics by the reduction of space to a geometry of straight lines 

which could be measured, and therefore controlled. Lefebvre notes that 

Descartes’ propositions regarding space were not only paradoxical, but also 

contradictory. At the heart of the contradiction was Descartes’ distinction 

between res cogitans and rex extensia. This is his classic distinction between 

mind and body. On the one hand, Lefebvre argues, Descartes reduces simple 

space to a thought, an activity of the mind—a thought of quantity and separated 

from sensible quantity. Here the experience of space is totally removed and 

replaced with scientific abstraction. On the other hand, space is a reality outside 

of thought, being material and not cogito. 

 

This position is, as Stuart Elden suggests, untenable.47 If space is an extended 

thing, outside thought, then how can thought comprehend it? How can we 

understand space? For Lefebvre, the mind is not separated from the bodily 
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experience of space. Kant, of course, was very Cartesian in this manner in the 

way he reduced such mundane activities as manners to the margins of his 

concerns. Consequently, for Lefebvre, it is the experience of space that is 

important, contributing to his long interest in the practices of everyday life. 

Space, in Lefebvre’s hands, becomes aesthetic. 

 

Lefebvre levels a devastating critique of Cartesian conceptions through the 

identification of their political absolutism visited upon a “rationally, 

bureaucraticised, technologically, and capitalistically-defined spatiality”.48 He 

refuses to confront Descartes’ foundational problem—that is, to materialise a 

space to engage with closure. For him, the production of space must always 

remain an endlessly open possibility. It remains an ongoing site of contestation 

in the conceptual vocabulary of Hénaff and Strong. Space in Descartes’ hands 

was an empty container which could be measured in three dimensions, axes 

and/or planes, reducing it to a mere manifestation of quantity. As neat as 

Descartes’ formulation is and as open-ended as Lefebvre’s is, I proceed with 

the latter. 

 

Echoing Heidegger, Lefebvre argued that space—like time—had been 

understood in narrow, calculative, mathematical ways, which were divorced 

from the experience of space, much the same way the clock measured time. 

Lefebvre was very interested in all spaces, but particularly in the urban. He asks 

the poignant question: what is urban? The answer is that the urban is not a 

certain population, a geographical size or a collection of buildings, nor is it a 

node, a trans-shipment point or a centre of production. It is all these together, 

and thus any definitions must search for the essential quality of all these 

aspects. The urban is a social centrality where many elements and aspects of 

capitalism intersect in space, despite often being merely part of the place for a 

short time—as is the case with goods and people in transit. “City-ness” is the 

simultaneous gathering and dispersing of goods, information and people. It 
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goes without saying that some cities achieve this more than others—and hence 

our own perceptions of their greater or lesser importance as cities per se. 

 

The important point is that Lefebvre wants to unite both idealist and materialist 

approaches to the questions of social existence. In doing so, he slips away from 

the inadequate contradiction between the obsession with experience in 

phenomenology and its total rejection in structuralism. This more rounded 

approach incorporates the significance of the everyday “signs and codes” of a 

structural approach, but importantly also biography. There is in this way an 

avoidance of the Cartesian contradiction. This was an enduring aspect of 

Lefebvre’s work from his early work on dialectical materialism to his now often 

cited Production of Space where these ideas are brought together in their most 

concrete form.49 

 

Lefebvre sought to reconceptualise space by developing a radical 

phenomenology of space as a humanistic basis from which to launch a critique 

of the ways in which capitalist space favoured specific classes. Here Lefebvre 

clearly shows his Marxist credentials. He wanted more of an analysis of space 

than the mere consideration of things in space. Rather, he wanted to formulate 

a coherent theory of the development of certain kinds of spatiality in different 

historical periods. At the most personal, this meant extending ourselves—

mentally and physically—out into space “much like a spider extends it limbs in 

the form of its web”.50 Arrangements of objects, work teams, landscapes and 

architecture are the concrete instances of this spatialisation. Equally, ideas 

about locales and regions, media images of cities and perceptions of “good 

neighbourhoods are other aspects of this space. These are produced by each 

society as it makes its mark on Earth”.51 

 

Lefebvre wanted to do two things in The Production of Space. First he wanted 

to place space on the same level of significance for social theory as time. In 
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doing so, he wanted to reject the vacuity of Descartes’ reduction of space to 

three dimensions. For Lefebvre, space was to be an aesthetic experience 

reducible to x,y, and z coordinates only in abstraction. Second, he wanted to 

use this new analytical tool of space to understand contemporary society. The 

study of society was to be accomplished through the analysis of one aspect of 

its production, and through the study of how space was experienced or lived. 

Space in Lefebvre’s hands was not merely an inert empty container: it was 

political. He writes that there “is a politics of space, because space is political”.52 

Social space incorporates and allocates places to two sets of relationships: 

those of reproduction and those of production. In advanced societies, he 

argues, a third set of relationships is also necessary: those that ensure the 

reproduction of the society as a whole. 

 

Henri Lefebvre, and later Edward Soja and David Harvey, articulate a spatial 

agenda that attempts to transcend a simple bipartite view of space as physical 

form and mental construct. Both Lefebvre and Soja advocate a three-level 

analysis of space that adds a dimension which Lefebvre labels “lived space”53 

and Soja calls “Thirdspace”:54 

The fields we are concerned with are, first the physical—nature, the 
cosmos; secondly, the mental, including logical and formal 
abstractions; and, thirdly, the social. In other words we are concerned 
with the logico-epistemological space, the space of social practice, the 
space occupied by sensory phenomena including products of 
imagination such as projects and projections, symbols and utopias. 

We might call these spaces the materiality of spatial forms, conceptions about 

space, and space as “lived realities as practiced”, as Soja calls it. The latter 

draws on—clearly in the work of Soja—a critical spatiality that is a combination 

of the first and the second spaces. This tripartite view of space, then, is not 

merely three separate categories, but rather a synthesis of all three. There is no 

physical space without the lived experiences of that space. 
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Let us here provide a very simple example. While you are reading this thesis, 

consider the room that you are reading it in. This physical space has 

dimensions, furniture, windows and assorted extras. Soja’s firstspace space is 

conceived through one’s five senses. Secondspace might take the form of a 

photograph of the room or an architectural drawing or mental picture. It is a 

representation of that space. Thirdspace—a synthesis of the two—addresses 

how one might experience that space. The room might produce a number of 

responses: excitement, chaos and confusion, oppression, sensuality, fond 

memories, a sense of security or the desire to fall asleep or the need to behave 

appropriately. The point here is that space is never neutral. The thirdspace 

raises the central issue of spatial practices or how people participate or act in 

that space. For example, what practices are possible and/or acceptable in that 

space? How, then, are perceptions of space informed by structures of power? 

How can spaces be used to marshal forms of resistance? This understanding of 

space as thirdspace or lived space clearly involves an arena where agent and 

structure interact, and will be the key assumption that underlines our arguments 

in the chapters that follow. 

 

For Foucault, modernity’s truth was discipline, but importantly discipline for the 

whole population. Modernity was about new and technically improved 

mechanisms of social control, particularly new ways of controlling bodies. 

Modernity for Foucault was also about the creation of new spaces like schools, 

prisons, asylums, clinics, factories and hospitals. These were new discursive 

spaces in which modern subjects were formed. Following Lefebvre, this is not to 

say that they were constructed in a mechanical way by these discursive spaces, 

but rather it was where they were constructed by the negotiation between 

governmental and social practices and the potential citizens themselves—the 

third spaces of modernity.55 In these spaces, subjects were to a large extent 

fixed in limited and observable boundaries—that is, they were rendered visible 

to forms of political and economic calculation before the state, before others 
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and importantly before themselves. It is these abstract and physical spaces that 

make possible the normalisation and reconstitution of the subject, the particular 

type of subject we might call modern. The modern subject would of course be 

healthy and educated for economic reasons and civil and educated for 

sociopolitical reasons. As Freidland and Boden suggest, “subject and subjection 

proceed in concert”.56 

(VII) 

We need now to draw all these elements together in one over-arching 

framework. In this section I want to draw out a number of the tensions (and the 

assumptions that ground them) from the discussions on the “public sphere” and 

“civil society” and propose, using a qualified version of Michel Foucault’s notion 

of governmentality, an alternative approach—one that better interprets the 

heterogeneous and fluid nature of the empirical “public” as well as one we can 

use as a benchmark for our discussions of the Chinese “public sphere”. These 

problems are: 

1. How do we demarcate between the private from public, and 

consequently, what is the appropriate agenda and non-agenda of 

government? 

2. How do we relieve the tension between publicity as collective versus 

publicity as visibility? 

3. How do we understand the public realm as resistance to the state?  

4. How can we explain the transformation of citizenship from an active 

one based on republican virtue to one of status? 

 

We might also add here a further consideration of the question of power, and 

especially its relationship through space. 

 

Between 1970 and 1984, Foucault delivered a series of annual lectures at the 

Collège de France in Paris. Many of these lectures concerned his unique 

approach to government rationality—or, to use his own neologism, 
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“governmentality”. Foucault outlined a genealogy of the nature of government 

through a number of historical and philosophical contexts: the idea of 

government in Greek philosophy and in antiquity, and early Christianity as 

“pastoral power”; the idea of reason of state and the police state57 of early 

modern Europe and the beginning of liberalism in the eighteenth century as a 

conception of the art of government; and post-war forms of neo-liberalism in the 

United States considered as a rethinking of the rationality of government.58 The 

first two are of special interest here. 

 

Contemporary liberal governments, Foucault argues, are the result of a 

dramatic change in the way governing (i.e. power relations) was constituted. To 

gain some idea of this transformation, we need to start with a discussion of 

Machiavelli. The important question, I suggest, is what it means to govern. One 

of the most famous—and still one of the most interesting and influential—ways 

of conceiving the governing process is the set of proposals put forward by 

Machiavelli in The Prince. It is interesting not so much because of what it says, 

but because of what it does not say about government, about the limitations in 

the ways it conceives good government and about the practice of government. 

It clearly outlines a governmental structure with the prince at the centre that 

aims at “a doctrine whose focus is merely to ‘hold out’, to retain one’s 

sovereignty, however acquired”. States had to be ruthless (indeed 

Machiavellian) to hold on to their ruling position. So the leader who acts 

according to the demands of morality is putting the very survival of the state at 

risk because his opponent will in all likelihood take advantage of his “goodness” 

and use that for his benefit. Hence, as Machiavelli said: “it is necessary for a 
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prince who wishes to maintain his position to learn how not to be good, and to 

use this knowledge or not to use it according to necessity”.59 

 

Subjects of that power, therefore, could only be perceived as threats to the 

stability of the state, and relations between the state and its subjects were those 

of domination. Beyond the palace walls were the undifferentiated masses, and 

“individuality” was associated only with the aristocracy and the infamous. 

Indeed, few in the Middle Ages had individual names, and people were merely 

categorised by their occupation or their relationship to some occupation—e.g. 

the miller’s son. 

 

The interesting point here—and one that Foucault is at pains to highlight—is 

that this reason of state (just holding on) can scarcely provide assurance of 

“holding out” indefinitely. This rationale was doomed to fail eventually. 

Foucault’s response is that, since Machiavelli, there has been a fundamental 

change in not only the proper objectives and rationales of government, but also 

its strategies. A more appropriate and sustainable governmental rationale would 

be to implement policies to govern—not merely to hold out—with the focus of 

state activity, on and for the population itself. The genius of liberal government, 

then, is that rather than being the reflection in the superstructure of bourgeois 

interests—as Marxism, for example, would suggest—it is (at least) mostly a 

“technique of” or “art of government” that proposes individuals should conduct 

their own conduct. 

 

Foucault argues that Marxist influenced state theory deduced the modern 

activities of the state from “essential properties and propensities of the state”—

in particular, its supposed propensity to grow and to colonise everything outside 

of itself. For Foucault the state has no essence. The nature of the institution of 

the state is, Foucault argues, a function of changes in practices of government, 

rather than the converse. So, if we truly need to understand the state, we 

should conceive it in much broader terms than most liberal theorists would 
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suggest. There is, for Foucault, continuity between the micro politics of the sort 

he discusses in Discipline and Punish and the macro politics of power he 

discusses in the last chapter of the History of Sexuality.60 In the latter, practices 

in the hands of modern government concern themselves with subjects as 

members of a population, in which issues of individual sexuality and 

reproductive conduct interconnect with issues of national policy, morality and 

power.61 

 

To the extent that it avoids domination, the modern liberal government must aim 

to affect the population’s capacity to affect their conduct—that is, it must 

operate through their ability to regulate their own behaviour. Therefore effective 

government aims to secure the conditions where others can govern themselves. 

Importantly, government involves a detailed knowledge of its intended object 

and the making visible of much social and economic action. 

 

One of the major foci of Foucault’s work is revealed in the title of a lecture he 

presented at the Collège de France: “Omnes et singulatim” (All and each). 

Foucault noted that a prominent characteristic of the development of modern 

government in Western societies was a form of political sovereignty that would 

be a “government of all and of each, and whose concerns would be at once to 

‘totalise’ and to ‘individualise’”.62 How might a government be capable of doing 

such apparently contradictory things at the same time? 

 

Modern states, according to Foucault, had integrated the ancient Judaeo-

Christian technique of pastoral power into their new political agenda. This form 

of power at the same time cared for each member of the flock as well as the 

flock itself. Since the emergence of the modern state, after the Peace of 

Westphalia, the breakdown of feudal institutions and formation of territorial 

administrative states, the individual’s conduct could no longer be regarded as 

effectively regulated by networks of personal dependence and reciprocal 
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obligations. The modern state now needed new strategies or techniques of 

social control. These techniques were to be based on a code of ethics that was 

fundamentally different from that of Machiavelli.63 Foucault outlines the following 

features of this form of power: 

1. It is a form of power whose ultimate aim is to assure individual 

salvation in the next world. 

2. Pastoral power is not merely a form of power that commands; it must 

also be prepared to sacrifice itself for the life and salvation of the flock. 

Therefore, it is different from royal power, which demands sacrifice 

from its subjects to save the throne. 

3. It is a form of power which does not look after just the whole 

community, but each individual in particular, during their entire life. 

4. Finally, this form of power cannot be exercised without knowing the 

insides of people’s minds, without exploring their souls, without making 

them reveal their innermost secrets. It implies a knowledge of the 

conscience and an ability to direct it.64 

 

Foucault saw, in the eighteenth century, the development in a number of 

western European states of a new “distribution, a new organisation of this kind 

of individualising power”. It was, though, different from its religious cousin in a 

number of ways: 

1. It no longer aimed for the salvation of its subjects in the after-world, 

but rather to ensure it in this world. Hence its focus was centred 

around issues such as health, well-being (including standards of 

living), security, protection from accidents, and so on. Worldly aims 

took the place of spiritual ones. 

2. Concurrently, the officials of power increased. Sometimes this form of 

power was exercised by the state, or by a public institution such as the 
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police.65Sometimes the power was exercised by private institutions or 

movements, including welfare societies and philanthropists. The family 

was also mobilised to take on pastoral functions. 

3. Finally, the multiplication of the objectives and agents of pastoral 

power focused on the development of knowledge about man around 

two roles: one globalising and quantitative, concerning the population; 

the other analytical, concerning the individual. 

 

The important point is that these strategies of pastoralism which had been 

linked traditionally with religion spread out through the social body during the 

times when Cameralism was popular in Western Europe. Its aim was at the 

same time “individualisation” as well as totalisation. The object of government 

was now “a public”. 

 

Foucault sees modern government as the development of the “regulation of 

conduct through the more or less rational application of the appropriate 

technical means”.66 In this sense, he talks of the governmentalisation of the 

state —that is that the activities of the state have increasingly taken the form of 

government that is attending to the conduct of its subjects as distinct from 

“relying on ad hoc intervention, law-enforcement and straightforward 

domination”. Here we are reminded of the policy formulations proposed by 

Machiavelli in The Prince. The sorts of interventions, the sorts of power 

Foucault is describing, are radically different. 

 

In Discipline and Punish, Foucault suggests a new kind of political analysis 

called the “microphysics of power”. We can use the example of Jeremy 

Bentham’s panopticon to explain this concept. One way in which coercive force 

is accepted by the subject of power relations is through ideology. Ideology 
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belongs firmly in the ranks of “juridio-discursive” forms of power, since what it 

masks is subordination. Ideology assumes that “political subjects are endowed 

with an unconditional, but temporarily occluded capacity to see that they are 

being exploited or otherwise unfairly treated and that did they but know it, they 

would neither be willing to nor able to put up with their subordination”.67 Consent 

is secured by ideology, as a general rule, insofar as it legitimises a given type of 

domination in the minds of those who are subjected to it. Like all forms of 

juridio-discursive forms of power, ideology was conceived in negative terms, 

taking something away from the subject. This can be understood as a loss of 

freedom, where the individual, if they could but only realise the role of this 

ideology as false consciousness, would achieve more freedom. 

 

The image of the panopticon has in many ways been overdone in contemporary 

accounts of power. This notwithstanding, I should provide a little introduction to 

Foucault’s use of the metaphor for our discussion of power here. The key point 

is that it was a reforming ideology suggested by Jeremy Bentham, one of the 

fathers of contemporary liberalism. Its importance for us here is that its 

architecture was intimately involved in forms of power, an architecture of power 

to a large extent constructed through visibility. Every cell in the circular structure 

has two windows. The function of the rear window is to provide a backlighting 

effect that makes a silhouette of each prisoner (schoolchild, worker or patient). 

From a central observation tower, warders could have one-way surveillance of 

the prisoners. While the prisoners were always visible, they were never sure 

when they were being watched. We see here a mixture of light, architecture, 

gazes and bodies that makes physical restraint unnecessary. A political 

geometry and architecture make one-way surveillance possible. “It is a mental 

power that proceeds, at minimal expense, through the subjectory effects of a 

perpetual visibility.” The economy of this, of course, is an administrator’s dream, 

and the model prisoner need neither be restrained by force nor ideologically 

persuaded to cooperate. The problem for the prisoners is that they never know 

when or whether they are under observation. So on the one hand, the prisoners’ 
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own minds and knowledges form a crucial component of their subjection to this 

power of surveillance without any element of make-believe. The new self-

conducting prisoner comes into being somewhere between surveillance and 

their own will, between an architecture created through visibility and the self-

conscious and self-reflexive activity of the subject. 

 

Foucault’s point here is that these techniques, which he calls “disciplinary” or 

what Dreyfus and Rabinow call an “optics of power”, are not bound to the 

panopticon or indeed any institution, but rather are now utilised by the wider 

society.68 The dark dungeon of pre-modernity has been replaced with the bright 

modern prison, but Foucault cautions that “visibility is a trap”. It is through this 

visibility, Foucault writes, that modern society exercises its controlling systems 

of power and knowledge. Increasing visibility leads to power located on an 

increasingly individualised level, shown by the possibility for institutions to track 

individuals throughout their lives. Foucault suggests that a “carceral continuum” 

runs through modern society, from the maximum-security prison, through 

secure accommodation, probation, social workers, police and teachers, to our 

everyday working and domestic lives. All are connected by the (witting or 

unwitting) supervision (surveillance, application of norms of acceptable 

behaviour) of some humans by others. It is easy to suggest here that these 

techniques are the perfect techniques for the perfect police state. But Foucault 

strongly argues they are really the “abstract formula of a real technology…of 

individuals”.69 Flexible in their application, these techniques can be applied to a 

variety of aspects of the social, from tachographs on heavy vehicles and income 

tax numbers, to monitoring treatment and punishment of sex offenders, to the 

supervision of improprieties in family life. Furthermore, individuals can be 

caught (or at least internalise the fact that they might be caught) in the public 

gaze of friends, family and concerned citizens—for example, teenagers in the 

mall run the chance of being castigated for littering by passers-by. 
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Foucault rejects domination as the only or even dominant form of non-coercive 

power operating in our society. He calls this new technology of government a 

“political technology of the body”. This subjection of individuals ”is not only 

obtained by the instruments of violence or ideology; it can be direct, physical, 

pitting force against force, bearing on material elements, and yet without 

involving violence”.70 

 

Nicholas Rose further suggests that: 

[A]mongst the mode of operation of power, the shaping of wills, 
desires, aspirations and interests, aspirations and interests, the 
formation of subjectivities and collectivities is more typical than 
domination of one will by another.

71
 

The key point here is that this new technology is not Cartesian in nature. There 

is no body-mind distinction assumed in this metaphor. 

 

In his later years, Foucault seemed to find fault with certain aspects of his 

notions of “disciplinary power” in Discipline and Punish. He accepted that the 

emphasis on the omnipotence of disciplinary power neglected the very 

important issue of resistance. His response to this problem is crucial to the 

thesis. In the 1982 essay “Subject and Power”, he puts forward a simple yet 

eloquent formulation. If power is, as is generally accepted, action on others’ 

actions, we can argue that power presupposes rather than annuls the capacity 

of agents to act. To put it another way, as Colin Gordon writes: “it acts upon, 

and through, an open set of practical and ethical possibilities”.72 Therefore 

power in western liberal society, although omnipresent in human relations, was 

never a fixed and/or closed regime but rather an endless and open strategic 

game. Contrary to the impressions one may have made about power from 

Discipline and Punish, now power is only power when it acts on individuals who 

are free to act in one way or another. At the very heart of the power relationship: 

                                            

 
70

 Ibid., p. 26. 
71

 Nicholas Rose, Towards a Critical Sociology of Freedom: An inaugural lecture, Goldsmith’s 
College, University of London, New Cross, 1992, p. 12. 

72
 Gordon, “Governmental Rationality”, p. 5. 



 

 

 

 
119 

Are the recalcitrance of will and the intransigence of freedom. Rather 
than speaking of an essential freedom, it would be better to speak of 
an “agonism”—of a relationship which is at the same time reciprocal 
incitation and struggle; less a face-to-face confrontation which 
paralyses both sides than a permanent provocation.

73
 

 

The fundamental problem of liberal government is to build the appropriate 

restraints into a system of government that nevertheless remains sufficiently 

powerful to secure the liberty of the subjects. 

 

In the main, the literature concerning power regards it as having a negative 

impact on those subjected to it—that is always taking something away from the 

person it impinges upon, for example liberty. For the most part, power is seen 

as a simple or mechanical capacity. In this way, political power in particular was 

seen through the rubric of sovereignty and legitimacy. The legitimacy of the 

imposition of power (understood as a capacity), therefore, was based on the 

real or implied consent of persons subject to that sovereignty. Power in modern 

contemporary society therefore should be or is a function of consent. All other 

types of power were seen as illegitimate. 

 

Foucault, as we have seen, understands power in quite a different way. “We 

need”, he tells us, “to cut off the King’s head: in political theory that has still to 

be done”:74 

When one defines the exercise of power as a mode of action upon the 
actions of others, when one characterises these actions by the 
government of men by other men—in the broadest sense of the 
term—one includes an important element: freedom. Power is 
exercised only over free subjects, and only insofar as they are free. By 
this we mean individual or collective subjects who are faced with a 
field of possibilities in which several ways of behaving, several 
reactions and diverse comportments may be realised. Where the 
determining factors saturate the whole there is no relationship of 
power; slavery is not a power relationship when man is in chains. (In 
this case it is a physical relationship of constraint.) Consequently there 
is no face to face confrontation of power and freedom which is 
mutually exclusive (freedom disappears everywhere power is 
exercised), but a much more complicated interplay. In this game 
freedom may well appear as the condition for the exercise of power 
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(at the same time its precondition), since freedom must exist for power 
to be exerted, and also its permanent support, since without the 
possibility of recalcitrance, power would be equivalent to a physical 
determination.

75
 

Foucault does not claim that human subjects are nothing but the products of 

power. Rather he insists that the exercise of power presupposes a degree of 

freedom inherent in the subjects of that power: “This freedom means first that, 

just as power itself is an inescapable feature76 of human interaction, so too are 

resistance and evasion.” 

 

Of course, as one would expect, Foucault’s discussions provide a very different 

perspective on the character of liberty than liberal theorists would have—that is, 

as a governmental imperative. For Foucault, what is distinctive about liberal 

government is its belief that the long-term objectives of government are best 

pursued through the free decisions of individuals (not the recognition that 

governmental power must work through free people). Therefore freedom is not 

a threat to the work of government, but should be supported by good 

government. So, in Foucault’s terms, the liberal rationality of government 

regards the liberty of its subjects as an indispensable element of government 

itself—a dramatic departure from the pastoral rationality that characterises the 

theory of police. Police regulation involves making people do what is good for 

them; liberal rationality requires that they be allowed to choose what is good for 

themselves. He succinctly summarises the relationship between power and 

freedom when he suggests power: 

exists only when it is put into action, even if of course, it is integrated 
into a disparate field of possibilities brought to bear upon permanent 
structures. This also means that power is not a function of consent. In 
itself it is not a renunciation of freedom, a transference of rights, the 
power of each and all delegated to a few… the relationship of power 
can be the result of a prior or permanent consent, but it is not by 
nature the manifestation of a consensus… 
 
In effect, what defines a relationship of power is that it is a mode of 
action which does not act directly and immediately on others. Instead 
it acts upon their actions: an action upon action, on existing actions or 
on those which may arise in the present or future. A relationship of 
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violence acts upon a body or upon things; it forces, it bends, it breaks 
on the wheel, it destroys. Or it closes the door on all possibilities. Its 
opposite is passivity, and if it comes up against any resistance it has 
no other option but to try to minimise it. On the other hand a power 
relationship can only be articulated on the basis of two elements 
which are indispensable if it is really to be a power relationship; “the 
other” (the one over whom power is exercised) be thoroughly 
recognised and maintained to the very end as a person who acts; and 
that, faced with a relationship of power a whole field of responses, 
reactions, results, and possible inventions may open up.

77
 

Liberalism also aims to ensure that people’s public and private behaviour will be 

conducted according to appropriate standards of civility, reason and orderliness. 

It attempts to indirectly regulate through such means as the provision of the 

education of individuals so they can have the capacity to analyse and thereby to 

regulate their own behaviour. This often incorporates such spatial aspects as 

the design of public buildings, public spaces and so on, to ensure that the 

behaviour of individuals is regulated by the normative gaze of their fellow 

citizens. 

 

Importantly, this reconciles beautifully with Rustow’s argument that functional 

and generic factors may well be very different. We can understand, from the 

above discussion, that “liberty” is not so much a generic factor that resists 

government until it can overthrow all other forms of government and install 

democracy into its teleologically appropriate place, but rather a functional 

aspect of modern liberal government. 

 

Quite clearly, the outcome of understanding modern power relations in liberal 

democracy in this way is to suggest that resistance is in fact related, at least in 

some ways, to governmental activity. The relationship between governmental 

power, as described by Foucault, and resistance’s failure to submit therefore 

cannot be separated, and the liberal concept of the public/private distinction can 

be done away with. 
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(VII) 

To consolidate my argument about the formation of a public a little further, I 

want to engage briefly with two of Foucault’s significant interlocutors—Louis 

Althusser and Michael de Certeau. We can start the discussion by imagining the 

exact nature of the relationship between production and consumption in the 

concepts “a reading public” and, a “drinking public”. These concepts suggest a 

relationship between the existence of books and alcohol and an audience that 

reads those books and drinks alcohol. These audiences, of course, do not 

necessarily read the books or drink the alcohol in the way intended by the 

author, the publishers, retailers or brewers. They can be creative consumers. 

But we can also ask whether they would exist without the book or the alcohol. 

 

Louis Althussar called this event of the subject coming into being with its mirror 

object “appellation”.78 He held that society makes the individual in its own 

image. In liberal theory, the human individual, as I have already stated, is 

generally regarded as a subject universally endowed with the property of being 

a self-conscious agent. For Althusser, however, a person’s capacity for 

perceiving themself in this way is not innate. Rather, it is acquired within the 

structure of established social practices, which impose on individuals the role of 

a subject. Social practices both determine the characteristics of the individual 

and give them an idea of the range of properties they can have, and of the limits 

of each social practice. Althusser argues that many of our roles and activities 

are given to us by social practice--for example, the production of steelworkers is 

a part of economic practice, while the production of lawyers is part of politico-

legal practice.79 In Althusser’s view, our values, choices and desires are 

inculcated in us by ideological practice, the realm of activity which at least 

partially constitutes individuals as subjects through the process of interpellation. 

Ideological practice consists of a variety of institutions called Ideological State 

Apparatuses (ISAs), which include the family, the media, religious organisations 
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and the education system, as well as the received ideas they propagate. There 

is, however, no one ISA which produces in us the belief that we are self-

conscious agents. Instead, we learn this belief in the course of learning what it 

is to be a daughter, a schoolchild, black, a steelworker, a councillor, a citizen 

and so forth. 

 

Despite its many institutional forms, the function and structure of ideology are 

unchanging and present throughout history; in fact, Althusser suggests that 

ideology has no history. All ideologies constitute a subject, even though he or 

she may differ according to each particular ideology. He uses the example of 

individuals walking in a street: upon hearing a police whistle, or any other form 

of hailing, the individuals turn round and in this simple movement of their body 

they transform into a guilty subject. Althusser discusses the process by which 

people being hailed recognise themselves as subjects of the hail, and know to 

respond. Even though there was nothing suspicious about their walking in the 

street, they recognise that it is indeed themselves who are being hailed. This 

recognition is a mis-recognition (méconnaissance) in that it is working 

retroactively: a material individual is always-already an ideological subject. For 

Althusser, the transformation of an individual into a subject has always-already 

happened. Here Althusser acknowledges Spinoza’s theory of immanence80—

that  is to say, our idea of who we are is delivered by ideology. 
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 Baruch Spinoza suggested, in this theory, that there are no external transcendent causes to 
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But Althusser provides an important twist for our study of ISAs. For Althusser, 

“ideology has a material existence”: 

Ideas have disappeared as such (insofar as they are endowed with an 
ideal or spiritual existence), to the precise extent that it has emerged 
that their existence is inscribed in the actions of practices governed by 
rituals defined in the last instance by an ideological apparatus. It 
therefore appears that the subject acts insofar as he is acted on by 
the following system (set out in the order of its real determination): 
ideology existing in a material ideological apparatus, describing 
material practices governed by a material ritual, which practices exist 
in the material actions of a subject acting in all consciousness 
according to his belief.

81
 

If I can have the luxury of letting Althusser summarise his own argument, he 

writes: 

Let us decipher into theoretical language this wonderful necessity for 
the duplication of the Subject into subjects and of the Subject itself 
into a subject-Subject. 
 
We observe that the structure of all ideology, interpellating individuals 
as subjects in the name of a Unique and Absolute Subject is 
speculary, i.e. a mirror-structure, and doubly speculary: this mirror 
duplication is constitutive of ideology and ensures its functioning. 
Which means that all ideology is centred, that the Absolute Subject 
occupies the unique place of the Centre, and interpellates around it 
the infinity of individuals into subjects in a double mirror-connexion 
such that it subjects the subjects to the Subject, while giving them in 
the Subject in which each subject can contemplate its own image 
(present and future) the guarantee that this really concerns them and 
Him, and that since everything takes place in the Family (the Holy 
Family: the Family is in essence Holy), “God will recognize his own in 
it”, i.e. those who have recognized God, and have recognized 
themselves in Him, will be saved. 
 
Let me summarize what we have discovered about ideology in 
general. The duplicate mirror-structure of ideology ensures 
simultaneously: The dogma of the Trinity is precisely the theory of the 
duplication of the Subject (the Father) into a subject (the Son) and of 
their mirror-connexion (the Holy Spirit). 
1. the interpellation of “individuals” as subjects; 
2. their subjection to the Subject; 
3. the mutual recognition of subjects and Subject, the subject’s 

recognition of each other, and finally the subject’s recognition of 
himself, 

4. the absolute guarantee that everything really is so, and that on 
condition that the subjects recognize what they are and behave 
accordingly, everything will be all right: Amen—”So be it”.

82
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Here one can also get a sense of Foucault’s disciplinary institutions and 

Bourdieu’s concept of habitus.83 This structuralist approach, though, is far too 

extreme for my liking, as it was for Foucault in his later studies of the history of 

sexuality. It was also a problem for Althusser, who attempts to soften this over-

determination by structure in his approach by qualifying his structural approach 

through his reliance on structure in the “last instance”, letting a little humanism 

creep in. 

 

I am, though, unsure of when the “last instance” occurs, so I will soften this 

structural approach through referral to a very different approach—the 

space/time metaphor suggested by Michel de Certeau in his The Practice of 

Everyday Life.84 Very briefly, de Certeau argues that we can conceive of cultural 

production in two ways. First, the dominant culture or political elite can impose a 

cultural artefact—for example, a specific religion. This artefact becomes 
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 Bourdieu shared Weber’s view that society, contrary to traditional Marxism, cannot be 
analysed simply in terms of economic classes and ideologies. Much of his work concerns the 
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autonomous or interrelated (e.g. consider the separation of power between judiciary and 
legislature) and more complex societies have more fields. Bourdieu’s influential concept of 
habitus was developed to resolve the paradox of the human sciences: objectifying the 
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Moreover, by perceiving her parents’ symbolic violence as legitimate, she is complicit in her 
own subordination. See Pierre Bourdeiu, Distinction : a social critique of the judgement of 
taste, Routledge & Kegan Paul, London, 1984 and 

84 de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, p. 36. 

http://librarycatalogue.griffith.edu.au:8080/WebZ/GeacFETCH?sessionid=01-32884-1715665124:recno=10:resultset=1:format=F:next=html/geacnffull.html:bad=error/badfetch.html::entitytoprecno=10:entitycurrecno=10
http://librarycatalogue.griffith.edu.au:8080/WebZ/GeacFETCH?sessionid=01-32884-1715665124:recno=10:resultset=1:format=F:next=html/geacnffull.html:bad=error/badfetch.html::entitytoprecno=10:entitycurrecno=10


 

 

 

 
126 

institutionalised, and we can conceptualise this as a victory of space over 

time—that is, that the cultural institution occupies a state-sanctioned space 

overriding any temporal issues: it is just (nearly) always there. The dominated, 

on the other hand, not being able to occupy institutionalised spaces because of 

their relative weakness, are forced to rely upon fleeting moments, when the 

state-sanctioned gazes are distracted, for a victory. De Certeau describes this 

as the victory of time over space. He uses the example of the forced 

introduction of Roman Catholicism on the peoples of South and Central 

America by the Spanish in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. In his view 

consumption is really a form of production. This is quite uncontroversial. For 

example, a realm of production and distribution produces and circulates books 

so a “reading” public may take advantage of them in the ways never intended 

by the author or publishers. While this creative use of the text is not generalised 

as a resistance, we might understand it as one. 

 

The Spanish ruthlessly suppressed all local religions, and Catholicism became 

the dominant religion (i.e. it dominated space).The Spanish “produced the 

dominant religious culture with the Indians forced to consume it”. But it is here 

that de Certeau makes some interesting comments. He argues that this 

consumption of Catholicism by the Indians was devious. For instance, he writes: 

the ambiguity that subverted from within the Spanish colonisers’ 
success in imposing their own culture on the indigenous Indians is 
well known. Submissive, and even consenting to their subjection, the 
Indians nevertheless often made of the rituals, representations, and 
laws imposed on them something quite different from what their 
conquerors had in mind; they subverted them not by rejecting them or 
altering them, but by using them with respect to ends and references 
foreign to the system they had no choice but to accept. They were 
other within the very colonisation that outwardly assimilated them; 
their use of the dominant social order deflated its power, which they 
lacked the means to challenge; they escaped it without leaving it. The 
strength of their difference lay in procedures of “consumption”.

85
 

The Indians, therefore, were not reduced to mere passive consumers of this 

dominating cultural artefact. In acts of creative production, the Indians 

subverted the religion to “ends and references” that were meaningful for them—
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particularly, as one can imagine, when the oppressive gaze of the church and 

state authorities was absent. 

 

Furthermore, de Certeau describes these two distinct processes in intriguing 

ways. The imposition of political or cultural institutions on the subjected peoples 

he calls a “strategy”. Strategies, de Certeau argues, assume “a place that can 

be circumscribed as proper (propre) and thus serve as the basis for generating 

relations with the exterior distinct from it (competitors, adversaries, ‘clienteles’, 

‘targets’ or ‘object’ of research)”.86 The proper, then, is a victory of space over 

time. A “tactic”, on the other hand, is never proper. There is no place for a tactic, 

rather there is only time. Tactics are always on the look out for opportunity, and 

are deployed fleetingly; resistance is always on the run. Tactics for de Certeau 

are a victory of time over space. These subversive acts, then, were not located 

on a spatial arc, but rather—because of their fleeting nature—on a temporal 

one. 

 

For de Certeau, many everyday practices (he lists talking, reading, moving 

about, shopping, cooking, etc.) are tactical in nature87—tactical in the sense that 

the weak must manipulate the “heterogeneous and mobile data” confronting 

them in “making do”. He uses the example of a housewife making decisions in a 

supermarket regarding what to buy. In “propitious moments” of intellectual 

synthesis, she (sometimes almost unconsciously) collates information about 

what is already in the refrigerator, family likes and dislikes, appetites, visitors 

and their moods, what the family ate last week, as well as the confronting 

advertisements for the best daily buys that dominate her vision. Tactics, while 

not entirely proper, are still very important indeed. To give but one example, we 

could highlight the importance of reading, listening and talking to the larger 

issues of the “public sphere” and “civil society” under discussion here. 

 

It is quite clear, however, that de Certeau’s context is very different to 

Foucault’s, for example. Spanish rule over the Central and South Americans 
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was far from democratic. There are, however, two related issues that I can draw 

from these discussions. First, I want to extrapolate de Certeau’s approach to 

consider the question of subjectivity. I want, here, to talk about the category of 

the “individual”. This question, after all is at the heart of the thesis. Reading the 

general literature on China, one is struck by the repeated and quite eccentric 

notion that there is no individuality in China. Yet I have met some of the most 

astonishing individuals I have ever encountered in that country. The argument 

goes like this: the Chinese submit (or are forced to submit) themselves to the 

group and individuals are really nothing more than, to paraphrase Confucius, 

“the sum of their relationships”. 

 

I argue here, following de Certeau, that we can think of the Chinese “individual” 

in a completely different way than just deploying western notions of the 

individual. In this way as well, we can reject the criticisms of the lack of 

individuality in Chinese society, and simply look for Chinese “individuality” on a 

“temporal”, rather than a “spatial” arc, precipitated as it were in de Certeau’s 

“propitious moments”. A very good example of this is seen in Zhang Yuan’s 

controversial film Tiananmen Guangchang (Tiananmen Square),88 where an 

elderly Beijing character is throwing a frisbee with friends in the square and 

some freshly faced gongan (public security) recruits appear to jog around the 

square. To the amusement of the audience, his characteristically cynical 

description of the troops only stops when they are in earshot. The frisbee, 

hidden from view as the troops approach, was quickly retrieved from under a 

seat when the troops left the square. Individuality is just not institutionalised, but 

rather is here one moment, gone the next. In this case, the social attributes of 

individuality are a tactic rather than a strategy; strategies, it should be 

remembered, are usually the realm of government. 

 

While I have little time for the liberal notion of a completely (or near completely) 

ontologically creative individual, that is not to say that they are not perceived to 

exist. In fact, I want to argue that this category is, following our discussions of 
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governmentality, institutionalised as part of the “proper” of western liberal 

government. In this sense, individuality—more often than not thought to come 

before democracy—in actual fact, comes into being with democracy. This is not 

to say that “individual” is a completely constructed category; rather, it is a 

product of heterogeneous factors, some of which are attached to the actual 

individuals themselves, some of them not. 

 

This metaphor of tactics and strategies, I argue, is a useful one, because a 

fundamental flaw in traditional Chinese government—and indeed nearly all pre-

liberal governments—was to focus on legalist approaches to the management 

of the Chinese population, rather than institutionalising a space for responsible 

individuals who could conduct their own conduct. As we outlined in Chapter 1, 

the general literature concerning the “public sphere” and “civil society” has failed 

to differentiate between movements and institutionalised civic arenas—what we 

might call the difference between resistances on temporal or spatial arcs, 

respectively. Lee and Nathan, while discussing a very different context, are well 

aware of the importance of this question: 

On the political front, if China’s democratic tradition is largely one of 
movements and false starts rather than institutions, the prospects for 
a direct turn to democracy in the cities are problematic. However, if 
China’s societal tradition is rooted in informal networks and social 
microforms, society itself is far more resilient and capable of 
regeneration in forms ranging from democracy saloons and think 
tanks to gangster organisations, independent labour unions, and 
poetry clubs.

89
 

This passage is instructive for two reasons. First, the last sentence in the above 

statement is particularly revealing. While I am not sure it should be juxtaposed 

with the first, it does provide evidence that the spontaneity of the masses does 

not necessarily lead to civil society. Second, it implies that some sort of 

formality (e.g. institutions) is needed for democracy. The crucial point that I am 

suggesting here is that modern liberal government seeks to develop a sense of 

subjectivity—one of the modern citizen—on a spatial arc; that is, it attempts to 

institutionalise the citizen in what de Certeau would call a spatial way. No longer 
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do we look for the democratic tradition in “fits and starts” (on a temporal arc) but 

in the victory of space over time—that is, as a spatial construction. 

 

As well, using this approach allows us to reintroduce agency into the appellation 

process, at the same time as acknowledging structure. Our main aim has been 

to avoid the over-determination of previous attempts to understand the 

formation of subjects, and in our case citizens. Here I am concerned about the 

origins of things we may call the “public”. Origins are themselves difficult to 

ascertain. If we are to follow Foucault here, however, the origins of the public 

may well be the state itself. He does suggest that if we conceive of power in this 

way, “civil society” is therefore: 

Not to be taken, primarily or fundamentally, as an aboriginal nature 
which repels and contests the will of government: it is (like police, or 
sexuality) a “réalité de transaction”, a vector of agonistic contention 
over the governmental relation, of “the common interplay of relations 
of power and everything which never ceases to escape their grasp”.

90
 

(VI) 

Our aim, then, has been following Chartier to identify conditions of emergence. 

By definition, if we are going to engage in the debate about a “nascent public 

sphere”, we need to talk about this issue of its origins.91 Quite clearly, most 

writers on the topic take it as a given that under the proper conditions—read this 

as the removal of government and/or the state—a “public sphere” or “civil 

society” will spontaneously appear. Its origins are immanent in what it is to be 

human. On the contrary, I want to suggest—rather tentatively—that it is in fact 

the state that provides (at least some of) the conditions for a “public sphere” or 

“civil society” to emerge. The “public sphere” immediately identifies itself when 

the conditions for its emergence are provided, and it is exactly modern 

governments that have provided these conditions for subjects that are free to 

emerge. Resistance in this way is a “réalité de transaction”. Our image of the 

public sphere, then, is one of a transaction between the government and the 
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population carried out in the spaces of cities. Further, following de Certeau, the 

establishment of institutional spaces—spaces that reflect a victory of space over 

time—are essential aspects of the formation of a liberal civil society. 

 

There are a number of specific issues to take from this section before the 

Chinese case study is introduced in the next three chapters. First, this chapter, 

in conjunction with the previous one has recognised a number of different 

images of “public space”. One can be public in many spaces. However “public 

space” in the liberal sense is an institutionalised space constructed as part of 

the modern political project: designated spaces for publicity. The sorts of 

“publicity” inherent in these spaces reflect, in de Certeau’s formulation, a victory 

of space over time. These formalised spaces reflect the governmental practices 

of liberal democratic government. They provide spaces where, in Foucault’s 

words, modern subjects “conduct their own conduct” in line with the accepted 

norms of civility—where they can be seen and can see others, where they can 

act and interact with the performance of others. These are spaces of transitive 

theatricality. For specific reasons, political modernity has strategically managed 

space, constructing it, naming it, manipulating it and filling it. 

 

Much of the chapter articulates a concern with the question of the 

transformation of social relations in space. Space is important, it is argued, 

because of the rejection of Descartes’ proposition of a separation of mind and 

body—a proposition that is clearly untenable. The resultant reunification of mind 

and body allows us to pursue the ways in which certain architectures of power 

can operate in formal (and also in non-formal) arenas to contribute either 

directly or indirectly to the formation of citizens. 

 

Further, the chapter makes important connections between forms of 

governmental practice and social change, and the management of space. While 

there are numerous examples to be noted, here I have merely mentioned the 

role of the early public parks movement and the ways in which governments 

used the parks to civilise and energise the working population for both moral 

and commercial reasons. Further, I argued that an aspect (among many) of 

political modernity has been an increased preoccupation with the management 



 

 

 

 
132 

of space. Modern governments have tended to institutionalise space within 

these changes—that is, space has increasingly been the focus of government, 

not so much in the sense of “territory and borders” (although these are still 

important), but in the sense of establishing specific spaces for specific activities. 

Hence, one of the strategies of modern government has been to create spaces 

of the “public”. 

 

Keeping in mind that at the heart of this project is a belief that certain western 

criticisms of China lack a real understanding of the core concepts they deploy in 

their own critiques, the next chapter introduces our case study: Zhongyang 

gongyuan (Central Park), established in 1915. The early Republican period 

between 1912 and 1927 was a watershed period rich in competing ideologies 

that demarcates traditional political systems from those which attempted to 

modernise the country. The first section in this chapter outlines traditional 

approaches to the management of space. It specifically introduces the legalist 

concept shi, a concept crucial to the before of the watershed. The following 

chapter shifts focus to consider aspects of political philosophy concerning the 

public that begin to emerge in the late nineteenth century with scholars like 

Liang Qichao, who provided the intellectual foundation for the transition period. 

The chapter begins by highlighting the cultural values described by Liang 

Qichao that would contribute to the propriety necessary for a “public sphere” or 

“civil society”. Ironically, these approaches—because of their liberal 

underpinnings—did not recognise the importance of space, and it was left to 

government, albeit in an ad hoc way, to provide the conditions for the 

emergence of a “public”. The final chapter of the thesis provides a detailed 

history and analysis of the first indigenous Chinese public park—Central Park. 

 

An important theme that underlines these three chapters is the respective roles 

ideas, culture and practices are thought to play in political change. My aim is to 

stress both ideas and practices of government as essential aspects of that 

political change, just more important in different stages of Rustow’s transition 

model. I want to move the debate away from a preoccupation with values a little 

and find some place for the more mundane aspect of the everyday. As 

Barrington Moore Jr has stated: To explain behaviour in terms of “cultural 
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values is to engage in circular reasoning… To take values as the starting point 

of social explanation makes it difficult to understand the obvious fact that values 

change in response to circumstances”.92 
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Chapter 4: Shi 

If some timber a foot in length is set up on top of a high mountain, it 
will look down upon a valley eight thousand feet deep. This is not 
because the timber is tall…

1
 

 
Law is what shapes the people.

2
 

 

A central proposition put forward in this thesis is that a dramatic, albeit extremely geographically 
limited, transformation in the management of urban space occurred as Republican China 
emerged out of Imperial China. This chapter characterises this shift as a one from shi (political 
propensity) to min (the people). First it briefly maps out the Chinese spatial strategies inherent 
in the imperial approaches since the early Ming—the “before” of this watershed. It argues that 
the core concept for an analysis of the raison d’être of these strategies is the legalist notion of 
shi which we have translated here as “political propensity”, “political purchase” or “political 
efficacy” and wu wei—the concept underlying the idea that the best government is one that 
“does not need to govern”. Moreover, it was the force of shi that limited the possibilities for the 
actions of the Chinese subjects in the Chinese capital, rendering them passive and fragmented 
subjects. The chapter then provides a possible theoretical image of what the late imperial 
Chinese public might have looked like. 
 

 

(I) 

The Chinese have always recognised the need for an understanding of space, 

because they have never perceived space as empty as we have in the post-

Cartesian west. Rather, they have perceived it as the product of both 

supernatural and materialist forces. References to the practice of divination 

(feng shui or Chinese geomancy) in the determination of a propitious site for a 

city are frequently found in passages concerning city-building—even in very 

early Chinese records.3 Feng shui, though, was more about getting the best 

advantage of the natural lay of the land and the forces (qi) that flowed over it, 

rather than directly managing it. The aim, reflecting Chinese cosmology, was to 
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create harmony with the natural forces, rather than to manage them for their 

utilitarian value. 

 

Chinese imperial planners, though, were acutely aware of the significance of 

spatial strategies for the more utilitarian issues of the security of the empire. 

Zhu Jianfei underscores this awareness in two insightful ways. First, he shows 

how the selection by the Ming of the site for Beijing—a site well placed to 

defend the northern approaches to the heartland of Chinese civilisation—

reversed a long-term trend in the trajectory of Chinese capitals from the 

northwest to the southeast.4 This was an important geo-political strategy 

formulated for the security of the empire. Importantly, it also reflected, in the late 

fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries, a great Chinese resurgence after 

centuries of weakness under foreign control. While the siting of Beijing clearly 

revealed the new state’s anxieties about the threats from Manchuria and lands 

to its west, it also revealed a confident “northward projection of its political 

centre” to directly confront its enemies. 

 

Second, and concomitant with this macro approach to the security of the state, 

was an equally despotic set of strategies concerning the micro management of 

the domestic population. Immediately following the Yuan Dynasty, the Ming 

focused strongly on self-recovery and self-strengthening, and out of these 

concerns came a despotic state—possibly the most centralised state the world 

had ever seen.5 Political centralism and cultural chauvinism were to be key 

factors of the nature of the Ming reign, and a great influence on those dynasties 
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that followed.6 Roger Ames describes this legalist styled political philosophy as 

“government of the ruler, by the ruler, and for the ruler”.7 But it was not the role 

of the emperor, in theory, to manage the population; this was the case because 

of the theory of wu-wei, meaning government through non-action. In the 

Confucian ideal, the ruler did not directly deal with matters of government, but 

managed through providing an exemplary image of virtue and through the 

“charismatic influence of his ‘virtue’ (de)”.8 His subjects were then, 

consequently, led “into a manner of conduct in which they [sought] moral 

achievement”.9 In the Analects, Confucius says: A ruler who governs by virtue 

can be compared to the pole star which merely lodges in its place while other 

stars pay homage. 10 Wu-wei, though, found application in more than just the 

moral context. In the hands of the legalist administration, the term found a more 

succinct and practical socio-political manifestation. One legalist interpretation of 

wu-wei can be found in Han Fei Zi: 

Shen Tzu said: “Where the perspicacity of the ruler is apparent, 
people will take precautions against it. Where his lack of it is apparent, 
people will mislead him. Where his intelligence is apparent, people will 
hide things from him. Where his desires are apparent, people will 
dangle bait in front of him. Where his lack of them is apparent, people 
will manage him.” Therefore it is said: “I have no basis on which to 
know them. Only in doing nothing can I keep an eye on them.”

11
 

Legalists therefore conceived of the best administration as one that relied on 

self-regulating systems. Ames argues that the first of these systems was fa, a 

set of codified, objective and universal laws. From the emperor’s perspective, 

Ames goes on to say, “the elimination of the human element and reduction of 

litigation to a machinelike process guarantees order… Once established and set 
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in motion, [these] laws arrest social irregularity and function automatically to 

ensure swift and severe punishment for anybody bold enough to challenge the 

system.”12 Clearly the ability of the emperor to display wu-wei rested on the 

machine of the state established through these self-regulating systems.13 

 

We can sum up this notion of wu-wei, and at the same time make the link to the 

concept shi, through the following quote from Roger Ames in his discussion of 

the Chinese art of leadership, where the ruler: 

having structured the empire’s administration on the basis of these 
[self-regulating] systems, controls the state rather than administers it. 
That is, the ruler whose authority is guaranteed by the very operation 
of these systems simply reclines in confidence, overseeing the routine 
and efficient operation of the government machinery. His shih [shi]—
the political advantage due him by virtue of his position—coupled with 
strict adherence to the shu—the prescribed techniques of rulership—
are sufficient to ensure control.

14
 

In this conception of the state, the bureaucrats were functional components of 

these self-regulating systems. The emperor, however, was not. He was, rather, 

the “human embodiment” of the governmental machine—but one also hidden 

from view. Any intervention by the emperor introduced an “arbitrary element into 

this otherwise automatically functioning system”.15 Much of this system had a 

spatial nature. The baojia system, rejuvenated during the early Ming, for 

example, had a spatial component in that it fixed individuals and families to 

specific locations, at the same time as delegating the policing of that space as a 

mutual responsibility of the group itself. 

 

It is quite clear that the conception, planning and construction of the new state 

capital strongly reflected Ming ideology, especially its emphasis on self-recovery 

and self-strengthening. In this way, the city was planned in line with the political 
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and strategic interests of the state.16 These interests directly concerned the 

management of the new capital’s urban population as a model for the whole 

empire. Here the Ming imposed strategies designed to discipline and constrain 

the population. The city became a constitutive part of a larger political and 

strategic map of the state, and the genesis of Beijing contained a strong artificial 

intention, imposed by the totalitarian designation of the state. Significantly for 

this thesis, this basic system of imperial governance—developed in early Ming, 

and evident in the plan of Beijing in 1420 (with some additions in 1553)—was 

basically maintained until 1911.17 

 

Beijing has a long history,18 but it was not until 1421, under the initiative of 

Emperor Yongle (Zhu Di, r. 1403–24), that it became the permanent capital of 

China.19 Scholars in Chinese planning history have pointed out that this grand 

construction was an attempt, for the last time in history, to formulate a city plan 

on the classical cosmology and symbolic layout first put down in the Zhou Li:20 

The capital city shall be a square with each side nine li long and 
containing three gates. In the city, there shall be nine north-south and 
nine east-west streets. The north-south streets shall accommodate 
nine chariot-ways. Together they form a chessboard street pattern. On 
the left (east) of the city there shall be a temple of ancestors and on 
the right (west) an Alter of Land and Grain. In the front (south) there 
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shall stand the emperor’s audience halls and government ministries, 
in the rear (north) markets shall be located.

21
 

There is, of course, considerable debate as to how assiduously these plans 

were followed in practice throughout the history of the Chinese state (especially 

about the degree to which cities fitted the ideal type in terms of measurements 

and orientation given the practical questions concerning the lay of the land). 

Zhu, however, suggests that this misses the point. Rather, there needed to be a 

new way of reading the Zhou Li, and for Zhu this meant in terms of: “an abstract 

and relational pattern of disposition and configuration, not a precise, metrical, 

numerical and positional geometry; and intentions in an ideological and 

historical context”.22 In this way, he insists, we can sidetrack the arguments of 

the practical relevance of the Zhou Li and focus on how the city itself was 

integrated into state ideology. 

 

To show how this was the case, I argue that there were two important features 

of traditional schema that functioned to implement this “relational pattern of 

disposition and configuration”, and that we might identify both these with the 

legalist term shi. These predominant characteristics were the centrality and size 

of sites of power and the plan’s symmetry. What functions to achieve both this 

horizontal and vertical separation of the government and its public is the city’s 

well-known walls and gates. Primarily, I argue, all these features contributed to 

the machinery of the Ming state by rendering the urban population passive and 

fragmented—in other words, the walls provided for a specific “propensity of 

things” or “state disposition”. We will discuss the role of these famous walls and 

gates first, and then move on to a discussion of the politico-philosophical 

concept of shi. 

 

Cheng means city as well as city wall. The etymology of the word implies that 

walls were a central element in the formation of a city—and may even define a 

city. Indeed, in Beijing, one of the challenging and problematic phenomena was 
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the lack of spatial continuity; there were no open and collective spaces where 

people could congregate in a place that emphasised fluidity and connectivity. 

Spaces were prioritised, dissected and fragmented by walls. In fact, traditional 

Beijing was really a city of four “cities” :23 (1) the palace city; (2) the imperial city; 

(3) the capital city and; (4) the outer (or Chinese during the Qing dynasty) city—

all with walls isolating each from one another and gates controlling connectivity 

between them.24 Each city was placed in a specific hierarchy of functions with 

the others and connectivity was controlled by gates. To quote Siren again: 

[w]alls, walls, and yet again walls form the skeleton or framework of 
every Chinese city. They surround it, they divide it into lots and 
compounds, they mark more than any other structures the common 
basic features of these Chinese communities …The walls are, indeed, 
the most essential, the most impressive, and the most permanent 
parts of a Chinese city….

25
 

 

These walls fragmented the spaces of the city into a complex arrangement of 

detached spaces. Ownership of any open space was a sign of prestige, so open 

spaces were very rare. Entry to any space in the city was strictly controlled by 

the use of gates, and many “lots and compounds” were forbidden to the 

common people. 
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Illustration 4.1: Qingming scroll 
 
Note:  

1. workers at a well 5. two workers 9. woman and boy servant 
2. a street peddler 6. scholars with a child 10. Daoists in conversation 
3. a group of scholars 7. man with a child 11. figure on horseback 
4. a group of men 8. a scholar and a monk 12. group of scholars 

 
Source: Excerpts from “The Beijing Qingming Scroll and Its Significance for the Study of 
Chinese History”, by Valerie Hansen in Journal of Sung-Yuan Studies, 1996. The scroll dates 

from the twelfth century.
26

 

 

The Forbidden City did have numerous gardens and open spaces, including the 

yuhuayuan (imperial garden), the many gardens and hunting grounds of the 

San Hai complex (Bei Hai, Zhong Hai and Nan Hai) and large gardens at the 

Summer Palace. These were spaces of leisure, but spaces strictly limited to the 

imperial family and their guests. This was also true for the large expanses of 

land given over to the city’s numerous altars. Tian Tan (Altar of Heaven) was 

one of these most sacred of spaces, emblematic of the axiomatic power of the 

dynasty. These were again spaces surrounded by walls, but also open to 

heaven. Little space was left for the masses. There were periodic fairs that 
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provided a mix of cultural, social and entertainment activities on offer for Beijing 

residents. In the main, though, Beijing streets were the most pervasive form of 

social space for the residents. In particular, the those nodes at either 

intersecting points of streets or areas around public structures were important 

spatial forms for urban life. However, the only really institutionalised open 

spaces were limited to the inner family courtyards of the traditional middle-class 

Chinese houses, leaving only the streets—which were nearly always narrow 

and constricting—for most social interaction. 

 

Other important nodes included central public spaces in villages and in 

administrative cities, in which the public gathered to attend ceremonial 

recitations of Sacred Edicts (shengyu) on the first and the fifteenth of every 

month. Developed from the xianyue system of the Song and Ming as a moral 

agency to regulate the conduct of the population, this now became a public 

ritual in which officials or senior public figures led the recitation and also 

lectured on the edict. The edict was the maxims on moral conduct and ethics 

written by the Kangxi Emperor (r. 1662–1722) and amplified by his successor 

Emperor Yongzheng (r. 1723–35), which were based on the Confucian classics. 

In Beijing, this ritual took place at gongsuo (which translated as a “public 

place”). The space itself was neither memorable nor open. It was originally a 

disused factory courtyard, often referred to as liulichang, located in the outer 

city, to the south west of the central gate of and enclosed by surrounding 

buildings in an (it seems ordinary) urban block (see Illustration 4.2). 

 

The most important social spaces were, however, the key nodes in urban 

spaces around gates, street intersections, front spaces around temples and 

official buildings, near bridges and on the periphery of cities. These nodes acted 

as foci for social life, and assumed a role significantly different in degree, but 

similar, to those spaces in European cities. The key point for this chapter is that 

these nodes were informal, or at best, only partially institutionalised. They 

forged a sort of “public” that was localised around that node and, if anything, 

would have provoked competition with other “publics” around other nodes. 
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Illustration 4.2: Schematic view of Qing Dynasty Beijing 
 
Source: Adapted from Shi Mingzheng, Beijing Transforms: Urban infrastructure, public works, 
and social change in the Chinese capital, 1900–1928, Unpublished thesis, UMI Dissertation 
services, 1993, p. 175. 

 

My argument here is that the layout of the city, particularly the emphasis on 

walls and gates, reflects a particular way of understanding the population, and 

how power was distributed across that population. The walls and gates 

functioned to fracture any sense of a coherent and wider “public”. They worked 

to reduce any connectivity, any possible unity or coherence across the 

population. 

 

Furthermore, they provided a clear indication of the power relations to be found 

between the imperial family, their government and the people. The more walls 

and gates (as horizontal divisions of the city), the more fragmented and 

compartmentalised the urban space and population became, and consequently 



 

 

 

 
145 

“the more one disarms the masses and depresses its social, political status”.27 

This propensity to disarm the population, I argue, is an essential aspect of the 

legalist concept of shi. 

 

 
 

Illustration 4.3: Scaling of enclosures in Gugong (The Forbidden City) 
 
Source:  NancySteinhardt, Nancy Chinese Imperial City Planning, University of Hawaii Press, 
Honolulu. 1990, p. 176. 

 

Steinhardt’s model of the scaling of spaces in the Forbidden City (Illustration 

4.3) identifies a dispersion of space from centre to periphery, and this 

dispersion reveals a clear hierarchy in social and political terms. This dispersion 

is established through the size of enclosure—the smaller enclosures closer to 

the centre claim a higher social and political status and a scaling of superiority 

of the inner spaces. In this way, Beijing’s physical shape embodied the ideology 

of the state and functioned to create a sense of political height for those in 

power. Steinhardt suggests that: 

In China as elsewhere the ruler’s power and authority were 
unchallenged, but in China, in addition, an emperor’s reign was 
always compared to exemplary models of rulership of former 
emperors and even pre-imperial dynasts. The form of the capital city 
and its architecture were just two of the many means the emperor 
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used to display his legitimised position as both leader and guardian of 
tradition. The alteration of an accepted design was therefore 
considered a challenge to the imperial past. The city was such a 
powerful symbol of rule that a nonnative conqueror would always 
choose to implement a Chinese design instead of plans more 
reminiscent of his homeland.

28
 

 

In Figure 4.1, Zhu adapts these ideas to the entire city and builds a model that 

helps us to understand the particular relationships between space and power 

relations, and consequently the type of “ideal public” envisioned by the Ming 

and later states: 

 

 
 
Figure 4.1: Symbolic view of hierarchical relationship between spaces 
 
Source: Adapted from Zhu, Chinese Spatial Strategies, p. 171. 

 

The first diagram in figure 4.1 captures the formal layout of the city, walled cities 

within walled cities emphasising separation—a one-dimensional concentric 

layout representing a sacred imperial ideology. This is where heaven touches 

earth. The second diagram reveals a pyramid of authority and power, 

emphasising the power differential between the centre and its periphery—a 

“real space” representing a hierarchical disposition and revealing a politics of 

domination. These elements are again defined by the material existence of 

walls and gates where gates become threshold points in the management of 

information flows, as Steinhardt suggests was the case with the Forbidden City. 
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Zhu, represents this overall power relationship schematically as shown in Figure 

4.2. 

 

 
 

Figure 4.2: The disposition of power 
 
Source: Zhu, Chinese Spatial Strategies, p. 171. 

 

He calls this a centralised and hierarchical disposition, and argues that it has 

three important aspects. First, it is a vertical disposition where “horizontal depth 

correlates to vertical height”. The more separated the central court is from the 

subjects, the higher the position of the emperor at the apex. He writes that this 

“depth-height ratio bound spatial layout with political positioning, and offered a 

mechanism for the making of political height through an intensive exploration of 

space”.29 

 

Second, there was a massive imbalance in terms of visibility. There was an 

inward flow of information towards the centre and an outward flow of policy 

directives. The intelligence that the imperial family could call on meant that the 

emperor nearly always had a panoramic view of the state, but was almost never 

seen himself, quite clearly in line with the approach of wu-wei. 

 

Third, that this view was consequently always one-way, and there was almost 

no transparency in the information-gathering, decision-making and policy-

                                            

 
29

 Zhu, Chinese Spatial Strategies, p. 171. 



 

 

 

 
148 

formulation processes. Spaces and architecture, therefore, functioned to 

obscure the centre of power-creating relations that were intransitive—

communication in the form of edicts requiring no response apart from 

obsequiousness and uncertainty. The dispersion of space outlined here, moving 

from centre to periphery, clearly identified a hierarchy in social and political 

terms. 

 

In terms of spatial strategies, then, urbanity in Beijing was based more on a web 

of fractured lines and random nodes, in sharp contrast to European urbanity 

based on the core of the city square or agora. Zhu agrees: 

One could even speculate that, at the level of spatial layout, a 
generative path of Chinese urbanity was based on a web of lines and 
nodes, whereas that in Europe was based on the core of an agora. 
While the first had an origin in total planning and an emphasis on 
efficacy, the second had a tradition of local growth, local autonomy 
and competition, an emphasis on frontal display and formal, 
architectural spectacle.

30
 

Beijing was a special case because, for traditional China, it had a unique 

cosmological function. The mechanism of state consciously sought to pacify the 

urban population at the site where heaven met earth. The city’s spatial and 

physical design both represented and sustained that political order. The Zhou Li 

describes where one builds the royal capital as: 

where Heaven and Earth are in perfect accord, where the four 
seasons come together, where the winds and the rains gather, where 
the forces of yin and yang are harmonised…

31
 

The role of the capital, then, was to unite and mediate between the affairs of 

heaven and earth. The emperor was the “architect” who shaped the human 

world, and therefore defined the spatial order. It was therefore heaven’s 

intention that the emperorship was established to guarantee good behaviour. 

Dong Zhongshu (c. 179–104BCE) writes in Chunqiu Fanlu (Luxuriant Dew of 

the Spring and Autumn Annals): 
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Heaven has produced mankind with natures containing the “basic 
stuff” of goodness but unable to be good (in themselves). Therefore it 
has established kingship to make them good. This is heaven’s 
purpose.

32
 

The emperor’s role is further explained: 

The “basic stuff” in its raw state is called the nature (hsing), but unless 
this nature be changed through instruction, it will not assume finished 
form. Man’s desires are called the feelings (ch’ing) but unless they are 
regulated by (human) institutions, they will not be kept in proper 
check. Therefore, the king respectfully carries forward the purpose of 
heaven above, and conforms to its Decree. He busies himself below 
with his perspicuous instruction so as to transform the people, thus 
giving finished form to their natures. He rectifies his laws and 
regulations according to what is appropriate, and differentiates upper 
and lower (social classes) according to their proper sequence, in order 
to keep (men’s) desires in proper check. By practicing these three 
things he promotes the great fundamental basis [of society].

33
 

The emperor had many weapons with which he could achieve this “fundamental 

basis of society”. Apart from, but related to, the already mentioned spatial 

strategies there were also beneficence, rewards, punishments and executions. 

These approaches reflected a confluence between legalism and Confucianism. 

The differences between these two philosophical approaches are, of course, 

obvious. Legalism does not see human nature as essentially good, and 

proposes to exploit this for the rule of law and for a universal order of the 

empire. Confucianism, on the other hand, sees goodness in humanity and 

aspires to develop that inner quality through education and self-cultivation, with 

little concern for the law. The first sees the hierarchical disposition of the throne 

as the touch-stone of state stability, whereas the latter sees high moral 

standards enacted by the sage emperor as most important. Legalism was 

defined by realist and utilitarian approaches, while Confucianism was marked 

by idealistic and ethical approaches. 

 

One excellent example of the amalgam of these two contrasting political 

philosophies was the early Han text the “Art of Leadership”. This text was drawn 

from the much larger and influential Huai Nan Zi (a compendium of knowledge 

and philosophical speculation) which was presented to Wu Di during the first 
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century of the Former Han (206BCE–8CE).34 Particularly pertinent to our 

discussions here was how the authors of this very Confucian text incorporated 

the notion shi into the ways in which the state should be ruled. Although shi has 

long been associated with the rise of the Legalist school, Ames suggests that 

the concept as used in the “Art of Rulership”, and influential in the formation of 

the intellectual and political life of China for millennia, also had its Confucian 

variation. He asserts that the most obvious attempts to soften radical Legalist 

theory with Confucian humanism was: 

[t]he reinterpretation of the ideal ruler/minister relationship as being 
symbiotic, each position responsive to and dependent on the other, 
and, second, the acknowledgement of the effectiveness of as an 
instrument of transforming and elevating the people. This revised 
interpretation of shih stands in sharp contrast to its function in the 
Legalist system a tool of repression.

35
 

Rather than the paranoia of Han Fei Zi’s shi, the Confucian-influenced “Art of 

Leadership” emphasised harmony rather than control, cooperation rather than 

contention. But the Confucian softening of the brutal legalist edge of the 

philosophical concept meant little in terms of practical governance. Throughout 

history, the notion of order and efficacy—the idea of total order that can be 

managed from the top effectively—was common in Chinese government. The 

practical outcomes of this compromise are best captured by François Jullien, 

who writes: 

Of course this compromise could also be seen as a subterfuge: 
enforced submission was transformed into voluntary cooperation and 
tyranny was disguised by the fine trappings of consensus. But all this 
further confirms the strange affinity we may already have detected 
between rival tendencies: whether efficacy proceeds from the 
transforming influence of morality or from the relationship of force 
established by position, social and political reality is always conceived 
as a set-up to be manipulated. In itself the ideal of “order” shared by 
both sides [Confucianism and legalism] imposes the vision of a purely 
functional world.

36
 

Zhu can, then, suggest that when the Zhou Li and Dong Zhongshu’s Confucian 

philosophy are read together as one theoretical development (rather then 
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contradictory elements) one can characterise Han approaches to governance in 

a number of ways. At its most basic, it represented a holistic worldview of man 

and nature in their mutual interaction. In this sense, the theory of a “good” 

human society attains an organic, natural and cosmological basis. This basis is 

a universal moralism which sanctioned an ethical legitimacy for the emperorship 

and the hierarchical order the emperor established. An important aspect of this 

order is a sense of totality of everything, thereby establishing the legitimacy of 

an authoritarian approach. This approach highlights the centrality of the throne 

and the capital; the monarch not only resides at the centre but also embodies 

the centre. He is the conduit between heaven and Earth. This ideological 

centralism is then embodied in a spatial centralism and hierarchical order which 

are strongly reflected (and sustained) by the constructed form of the throne, the 

palace and the capital city.37 

 

The imperial court followed both Confucianism38 and Legalism—or rather an 

amalgam of the two—in order to maintain the imperial system. The system 

could use Confucianism to uphold the ideals of the good and the humane and 

the justified hierarchy of the imperial system. On the other hand, there was a 

need to operate the system and exercise imperial power and authority as 

advised in legalism. Wang Fuzhi recognised this tension between li and shi (as 

he conceptualised it), a tension between moral reason and political propensity. 

 

In contrast to the idealised Confucianist concept of a moral leader, this meant a 

radical “deindividualisation” of the leader. The stature of the leader mattered 

very little; rather, what was important was the structure he headed and authority 

he possessed. Moreover, the state constructed under the auspices of shi cared 

little for the moral status of the population. Han Fei Zi’s concept constructs an 

abstract map of power relations that can be understood in spatial terms for 

which the individual is merely an abstract point. Power emanates naturally from 
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the top of the mountain overlooking the 8,000 feet-deep valley below. It does 

not matter what qualities are attached to the ruler, the system will ensure the 

appropriate conduct of the people. Han Fei says: “the wise rule has no action, 

yet the empire’s work is accomplished”. Power flows naturally from the top 

down through the operation of the machine of state in an automatic and 

autonomous process.39 The city plan was one essential aspect of this 

machinery of state. 

 

It would, then, not be hard to imagine that over time there was a drift from li to 

shi, from Confucian moral theory to the operation of power in terms of political 

propensity. If we accept this argument that shi was a powerful organising 

principle for the Confucian elites, then imperial Beijing must be conceived of 

both as a symbol and as a functional space—as a representation of li and as a 

mechanism for the exercises of shi. Consequently, we can understand Beijing, 

in Ming times (and later), as both a form of wangdao (sage leadership) and as a 

space of badao (political domination).40 Considering the Confucian concept of 

wu-wei and self-regulating systems at play, how did this badao function? 

 

One advocated shi to maintain authority, and the concept has been an 

influential theme in Chinese political philosophy since early times. Originally it 

was a term employed by the Militarist school to describe the strategies of 

turning the terrain to one’s advantage during military operations.41 A critical 

point of Sunzi’s theoretical approach to the study of war in Sunzi Bingfa was 

shì. He writes: “[t]hose skilled in war rely on disposition [shi], not on people” (qiu 

zhi yu shi, bu ze yu ren).42 Elsewhere in the same text, the author provides a 

more complex usage of the term as “disposition” or “configuration”. D.C. Lau 

argues that shi takes on the meaning of xing (shape or deployment) in the 

following two examples from Sunzi Bingfa: 
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That a victorious general committing his men to battle can be likened 
to the surging of pent-up waters thundering through a gorge is a 
matter of his army’s advantageous deployment (xing). 
Hence the strategic advantage of the skilful commander can be 
likened to the avalanching of round boulders down a precipitous 
mountainside is a matter of his advantageous deployment (shi).

43
 

So Lau translates the shi and xing to mean very similar things. The congruence 

between the two concepts is clearly seen in the following passage taken from 

that text: 

Now the disposition of troops resembles water: the flow of water 
avoids high ground and hastens to low areas; the disposition of troops 
avoids the strong points and strikes at the weak. Water follows the 
ground in determining its flow; troops follow the enemy in determining 
their victory. Thus troops have no constant deployment (shih[shi]) and 
water has no constant disposition.

44
 

Han Fei’s concept of human nature, and therefore the appropriate forms of 

social control, rest on three concepts. These concepts are shi, fa (law) and shu 

(surveillance). These three tenets were the central pillars of Legalist 

governance, and none should be ignored. While shi, fa and shu were all to be 

crucial aspects of legalist governance, Roger Ames suggests for Han Fei it was 

the former that was of most importance. 45 An especially important aspect of shi 

was its latent nature: 

With the high position and authority of the ruler, just and open laws, 
and methods of close investigation upon officials and subjects, 
imperial rule can be sustained. Shi itself refers to a position that has 
superiority and a latent dynamic force or power.

46
 

François Jullien both translates and points to the significance of the concept in 

the following passages: 

A single Chinese word, shi, will serve as our guide as we reflect on 
this matter [How can we conceive of the dynamic in terms of the static, 
in terms of disposition?] even though it is a relatively common term 
generally given no philosophical significance. The word itself is a 
source of confusion, but it was out of that confusion that this book 
emerged. 
Dictionaries at times render the term as “position” or “circumstances”, 
and at other times as “power” or “potential”. Translators and 
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interpreters…tend to compensate for imprecision by drawing attention 
to its polysemy but attaching no significance to it as if it were simply 
yet another of the many imprecisions in Chinese thought… 
I have accordingly decided to make the most of the fact that we have 
in shi a word that can serve as a tool, even though it may not 
correspond to any global, defined concept with a ready-made 
framework and pre-established function.

47
 

Shì, as Jullien suggests, is a difficult word to translate. It can mean: authority, a 

tendency in a situation, a propensity in a disposition; a momentum and force in 

a configuration; and superiority or status or political height. It implies, at the 

same time, dynamism based on stasis. Possibly the best way to convey the 

meaning of shi is to provide some of Han Fei’s own analogies: 

A flying dragon rides on the clouds, and a floating snake travels on the 
mist; but when the clouds disperse and the mist lifts, the dragon and 
the snake are not different from a cricket or an ant, because they have 
lost the element on which they rode. If men of talent are subjected by 
worthless men, it is because their authority is weak and their position 
low, whereas if the worthless can be subjected by men of talent, it is 
owing to the authority of the latter and their position honored. Yao as 
an ordinary citizen would have been unable to govern three people, 
while Chieh as the son of heaven was able to bring the whole empire 
into disorder…From this I know that it is authority (shi) and position 
(wei) that should be relied upon, whereas talent and wisdom are not 
respected. Talent and wisdom are not sufficient to subdue the 
masses, but that authority (shi) and position are able to subject even 
men of talent.

48
 

In another analogy he suggests that if: 

some timber a foot in length is set up on top of a high mountain, it will 
look down upon a valley eight thousand feet deep. This is not because 
the timber is tall, but because of the loftiness of its position (wei). 
When Jie was son of heaven, he was able to keep the empire in 
subjection. This is not because he was talented, but because of the 
greatness of his power and position (shì). When Yao was an ordinary 
citizen, he was unable to govern three families. This is not because he 
was unworthy, but because of the lowliness of his status. When a 
weight of thirty thousand catties has a boat, it floats. When a trifling 
weight is without a boat, it sinks. This is not because the thirty 
thousand catties are light while the trifling weight is heavy, but 
because the one possesses controlling power (shi), while the other 
does not. Thus what is short can see over what is tall, because of its 
high position (wei), and one who is unworthy can rule the talented 
because of his superior position (shi).

49
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The concept of potential born of disposition, which lay at the heart of ancient 

Chinese strategic thought, ultimately passed into wider usage. Jullien makes 

the point that even Mao, in his protracted war against the Japanese, used this 

concept to explain his tactics.50 

 

So, in summary, shi effectively provided a schema to control the country. It 

provided a way to theorise the relationship between the emperor and the 

population through the simple idea of “political purchase”—of potential awaiting 

deployment. The concept provides the emperor with the ability to magnify his 

individual talents and regulate the conduct of his subjects through sharp 

“political differentials”. The Lü shi chun qiu (Spring and Autumn Annals) asserts 

that it is important for the ruler to retain this differential, and this could best be 

attained through the fragmentation of the country into small states: 

The territory of the empire being divided into three-hundred-square-
mile states was a way of making the administration supremely 
effective. It is not they could not make the states larger, but that their 
being small is better than being large and their being few in population 
is better than being numerous. That many vassals were enfeoffed was 
not for the benefit of those enfeoffed, but was rather a means of 
facilitating the ruler’s political purchase and preserving his 
authority…

51
 

Significantly though, as Ames incisively points out, this fragmentation is not only 

for the empire, and the ruler must remain “vigilant in his attention to the 

graduated scheme of social and political positions and their attendant rites and 

duties”. He goes on to quote an example from the Lü shi chun qiu that explains: 

As for the laws of the former kings, in investing an emperor they saw 
to it that the various nobles would not pretend to his position; in 
investing the various nobles they saw to it that the ministers would not 
pretend to their positions; in investing the legitimate sons they saw to 
it that the sons of concubines would not pretend to their positions. 
Pretending to the position of another gives rise to contention, and 
contention gives rise to disorder. Hence if the various nobles lose their 
positions, the world will be thrown into disorder; if the ministers are  
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without rank, the court will be thrown into disorder; if the wives and 
concubines are not differentiated, the household will be thrown into 
disorder; if the legitimate sons and the sons of concubines are without 
distinction, the clans will be thrown into disorder.

52
 

 

Finally, the concept shi propounded in the Han Fei Zi is best thought of as 

something more than pure political theory. Ames suggests that Han Fei puts 

forward the concept as something more than political theory. He suggests that 

it is a central principle in a practical system of political control represented as a 

superior alternative to the doctrines of its two greatest rivals, the Confucian and 

Mohist schools. Whereas shi is discussed and recommended in The Book of 

Lord Shang and the Kuan Tzu on its own merits, in the Han Fei Zi  it is 

repeatedly compared with the notion of rule by virtue. For example: (342:11): 

“Whereas the people will certainly submit to purchase [shi], few can be won 

over by rightness.”53 

Hence one of the distinguishing features of proper governance suggested by 

the Han Fei Zi, and in sharp contrast to the early Confucian approaches, is the 

centrality of the concept shi, “not as an isolated theory but as a superior 

alternative to the rival Confucian principle of rule by moral suasion”.54 

 

The Han dynasty (so important in laying down the strategies of governance 

followed by later dynasties) text Huai Nan Zi in contrast represents a synthesis 

of legalist and Confucian principles. Ames argues that: 

on the one hand, the importance and effectiveness of shi are readily 
acknowledged. On the other, it suggests that this basically Legalist 
tool of government control be employed to carry out the Confucian 
task of educating the people and refining their ethical awareness. In 
other words, the ultimate effectiveness of shih is regarded as 
conditional on the ruler’s accord with the Confucian code of moral 
conduct.

55
 

I argue, as Francois Jullien does, that shi is a core element in Chinese 

governance up to the Qing. He writes: 
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The reflection on the art of warfare that developed in China at the end 
of antiquity (between the fifth and third century B.C., in the period of 
the warring states) went far beyond its actual subject. Not only did the 
particular systemization characterising it constitute a remarkable 
innovation from the general point of view of the general history of 
civilizations, but the type of interpretation to which it gave rise 
projected its form of rationalization on reality as a whole.

56
 

Consequently, now armed with this underlying strategy of governance, we can 

reconceptualise the Zhou Li as a set of regulations that inter alia sought to 

consolidate the “political purchase” or “power differential” held by the emperor. 

The plan achieved this by creating a hierarchy of space that was fragmented by 

walls and gates. It worked hand in hand with other forces available to the 

emperor to remind people who the central decision-making elites were. 

Furthermore, the plan also obfuscated any attempts to render this centre visible. 

There were no large difficult to manage spaces, and in this configuration “public 

spaces” were effectively forced to be temporal, being created by the attributes 

of the subjects occupying them, but gone the minute they left. These were 

convened in the interstices between government actions and self-censorship. 

 

This sort of imagery would have been very appealing to those Ming leaders 

looking for political tools with which to rejuvenate/discipline the country. There is 

strong evidence to suggest that the notion of shi was the driving force behind 

many of the strategies of discipline, particularly the spatial strategies used and 

taken forward by preceeding dynasties and still functioning to fragment and 

pacify populations in the dying years of the Qing. While coercive and direct 

forces operated to discipline the urban population, political efficacy was 

manifested by the spatial strategies of the state, which played no small role. It is 

to a discussion of the effects of these strategies that we now move. Before we 

do, though, let us end this section with a quote that furnishes some flavour of 

the impact of shi. George Kates writes of his experiences in Beijing (1933–40) 

in the wonderfully titled The Years that Were Fat: 

In general…I dwelt not in the country, but as a townsman, within walls. 
Yet even this existence was different from urban life elsewhere. Of all 
the great cities of the world none can rival Peking for the regularity 
and harmony of its plan. As a design, it reflects clearly the social 
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scheme that called it into being. And although that scheme that called 
it into being has now slipped into the past, so powerful and enduring 
was its expression in terms of space and enclosure, of axis and 
perspective, that a curious illusion is produced: somewhere, it seems, 
even if now invisible, the system that created such a marvel must 
continue. All the citizens of Peking, Chinese or foreign, are conscious 
of the city’s majesty; the sheer breadth of setting enhances 
composure and lends dignity to everyday manners.

57
 

(II) 

Our acknowledgement of the dignity and composure of the city notwithstanding, 

we must now turn our attention to the nature of the public to which such 

strategies might relate. How did people encounter and interact with each other? 

What was the established spatial pattern for social encounters and interactions? 

Was there a civil life and a public domain in Beijing? How were they structured 

in social spatial terms? Taking Beijing as a whole, what was the relationship 

between the city as a domain of the state and the city as a terrain of the urban 

and civic society? In more general terms, what sort of “public” would be implied 

by such a city? 

 

While I have suggested elsewhere there were no public spaces in the liberal 

sense in traditional China, careful observation of the actual use of Chinese 

cities will reveal that there were centres for focused and specialised social 

interaction, and we might suggest that there was indeed a “public” of sorts 

(though not necessarily in the sense prized by liberal thought). 

 

Much has been written about the significance of guilds and guild-halls,58 

theatres and theatre-restaurants,59 teahouses and wine shops,60 and temples, 

with their associated fairs and festivals.61 Leo Ou-Fan Lee, echoing the work of 

Benedict Anderson and Jürgen Habermas, puts forward the important role of a 

new reading public that emerged with the commercial publishing houses of 
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Shanghai.62 These, of course, are and were of importance. However, as has 

been the practice throughout this thesis, I want to look further than these more 

formal sites for the techniques of democratic transition. There were the more 

random (and frequented) nodes of city life: those more peripatetic, tenuous and 

disconnected sites such as the spaces located next to shopfronts, on the 

streets, in front of gates and by bridges. These were transient spaces scattered 

along the large urban networks, always in close relations with streets. These 

centres formed critical foci in the economic, social and cultural life of the city—

similar to those captured in the Beijing Qingming Scroll mentioned earlier. 

 

In this way, we can suggest there was indeed a “public realm”. As Zhu argues, 

it: 

involved the three major foci [guilds and guild-halls, theatres and 
theatre-restaurants, and temples and temple fairs] as structural poles 
for social encounter and interaction, with overlapping relations among 
them, with the temple assuming the most important role, the primary 
centre for the civic and public realm of society. These three foci were 
then situated in an extensive pattern of commercial fronts, made up 
mostly of shop fronts. All of them, in turn, were embedded in the most 
extensive social space, the streets and the field of street networks, 
extending from the urban into the rural.

63
 

There did exist a “public realm”, but this was no liberal space, rather it was 

random, fragmented and uncertain. Nor was it institutionalised space. Here we 

can note again the dramatic differences between the development of Chinese 

and European cities. In the latter, it was common to have public (churches and 

city halls, for example) and private buildings clearly visible to the population 

framing a central plaza or agora-type space. The building material of choice 

was stone, and the emphasis on grandeur was conveyed by height. In Chinese 

cities, the buildings were usually not as tall, usually made of wood and though 

serving some public role, were nearly always hidden from view—the Temples of 

Heaven and Agriculture being good examples hidden by strong and high walls, 

only open to heaven. Yet another difference was that the Chinese cities 
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contained very little (institutionalised) public space in the western sense. There 

were no institutionalised spaces for congregation, leisure or recreation, and the 

population was forced to take advantage of the multifunctional and fragmented 

spaces as best it could, when it could, to form a sense of a “public”. 

 

But how might we characterise this Chinese public sphere? I propose here to 

characterise it as a “dangerous” space—dangerous because of its ambiguity 

and randomness. There were no spaces that did not remind the individual of his 

or her proper place within the imperial political differential. A useful way to 

understand the nature of this danger is to ask the question: why aren’t liberal 

public spheres dangerous?64 This is a very easy question for us to answer. Our 

liberal democratic public spaces are safe because we carry through them a set 

of rights and obligations in respect to all others, and therefore the space is 

predictable. The civility of the modern citizen—that is, as a knowledge of how to 

comport oneself in public—is (usually) an integral aspect of these obligations. 

Modern citizens comport themselves in a civil manner that acknowledges an 

inherent right to occupy that particular space. Law enforcement is necessary 

only infrequently and its presence is really about rendering “public” spaces safe. 

 

We are reminded here of Weber’s definition of the modern state as, in broad 

terms, the unit that holds a monopoly on legitimate violence.65 Violence, in 

general, has been monopolised by the modern state, and so we can move 

freely though the public sphere with almost complete confidence. The state and 

the public are one. The “public sphere” in the Chinese sense was an anxious 

one. There was little in the way of rights, and few obligations to the others 

moving through the public sphere. As we have mentioned earlier, one then 

relied on patronage (guanxi) or connections to remove the anxiety when 

transiting the sphere. We have argued previously that citizenship required a 

certain set of attributes “of sociability” that brought the population together. The 

patronage of family, clan and village networks made moving through the public 

sphere less dangerous, but it militated against a cohesive society, a modern 
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society built on the attribute of sociability. While a number of aspects of imperial 

governance forced the population to rely on such networks, shi was indeed an 

important factor. 

(III) 

We cannot hope to draw precisely the impact the forces of shi would have on 

the population, nor could we understand fully the reaction of Chinese individuals 

to that form of domination. This would be not only impossible, but also fraught 

with danger, given our previous discussions of causality and our concept of the 

“subject”. Rather, we will rely on a number of criticisms of Chinese society by 

Chinese scholars themselves that draw out a number of common factors about 

the population. Needless to say, we cannot canvass the wide range of criticisms 

concerning China’s traditions here. I will, though, make some brief comments 

on those put forward by Lin Yutang and Bo Yang, and especially Liang Qichao. 

I focus on these authors because there is a concern in all their works—albeit 

often only implicit—about what the Chinese “public sphere” might look like, 

particularly as an element of governance. Common among the writings of these 

authors is the need for a thorough reform of the Chinese people, even though 

the preferred outcomes of this reform differ considerably. Also prominent—and 

the thesis takes issue with this approach—is the notion that it was Chinese 

traditional culture which was the problem. 

 

Few believed in the need for reform of Chinese society with as much passion as 

Liang Qichao. He, like many others around him, saw the problem inherently as 

a question of culture. Chinese culture, he argued, fostered a people that lacked 

a collective ethos that was meaningful in modern times. Chinese society, he 

argued (albeit in negative terms and with reference to a western modernity) 

lacked: 

1. an awareness of the individual’s identity in relation to the nation; 

2. individual responsibility; 

3. a (collective) team spirit; 

4. an adventurous spirit; 

5. an understanding of what “progress” means; 
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6. freedom, self-control and self respect; and 

7. endurance.66 

 

The image of Chinese society, then, was one of passivity, of cowardice with 

little freedom, self-control or respect and saturated with fatalism which froze out 

any forms of proactivity. Liang Qichao promoted the concept of he qun or 

“public-mindedness”, which aimed to consolidate a sense of community that 

would lead further to the development of a strong nation—a nation that would 

stand tall in the international arena. Central to Liang’s persistent calls for reform 

was the need to revitalise this society through the transformation of qualities of 

the Chinese individual themselves. We discuss in great detail Liang’s 

approaches in the next chapter.  Here it will suffice to say that he perceived 

society to be inherently weak because of Chinese tradition, and that it was the 

cultural aspect of this tradition—particularly its values and social structure—

which was at the heart of the problem. 

 

This approach received strong support from Lin Yutang (1895–1976). Lin, 

although born in Fujian, was mainly educated in the west and there is no doubt 

he brought to his analysis of the Chinese problems a particular western-styled 

approach. However, he supplies a list not dissimilar to Liang’s, and stresses the 

lack of a “social mind” at the heart of the problems facing China’s social and 

political institutions. Simply put, the culture lacked an ethos of teamwork. The 

Chinese, rather perversely according to Lin, were a “nation of individualists”, but 

individualists in the sense that they “were family-minded, not social-minded, and 

the family mind is only a form of magnified selfishness”.67 “Public spirit”, “civic 

consciousness” and social service were absent in social affairs. Not only was 

samaritan virtue uncommon, it was actively discouraged. There was no social 

coordination, no social mind. Social concerns were seen as meddling in the 

affairs of others. Lin provides the example of a warlord general complaining that 

the returned students— particularly those from America—should return to their 
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books and “not meddle with public affairs. The people do their own business 

and eat their own rice, and you want to annihilate the people! The illiterate are 

not interfering with you, why must you interfere with them?” 68 

 

Individuals going out of their way for the public good were seen as ridiculous, 

and as simply courting publicity and it was felt they should be more loyal to the 

family. These were European concepts and were conspicuously absent from 

the Chinese tradition. The Chinese did not participate in sport, politics or 

religion, nor were there (in the western sense) churches and therefore no 

church communities. Political discussions were to be avoided at all costs; the 

people did not cast votes and they had no “clubhouse debates” on politics.69 

Stewart Burgess highlights this lack of interest in the “public sphere” when he 

writes of the travels of a French abbé in late imperial China who: 

[s]topped at a tea-house…[near the capital]. He questioned the 
landlord regarding the death of the Emperor, and his probable 
successor. The problem was a vital one, involving the possibility of a 
civil war. After several futile attempts to get a reply, he finally 
enquired; “Why do you not answer? This is a question of great 
importance.” “I am not in the least interested,” the landlord said. “We 
have officials to attend to all these matters. Moreover, they are very 
well paid to do so. Please have a care, for your tea is getting cold and 
your pipe has gone out.”

70
 

Implicit in these comments is the assumption that the Confucian family structure 

was the central plank of social organisation—just worry about your family and 

fate will take care of all else. The importance of the relationship between the 

state and the family is underscored in what Lin Yutang suggests is the closest 

equivalent to the western concept of “society” before 1949: the Chinese 

compound guojia (guo meaning state and jia family). In fact, it was outlooks like 

the landlord’s (above) that forced Lin to argue there was no Chinese society at 

all. The fact that the concept of society was so ill-defined (hence the need for 

the use of the neologism guojia) suggests that “society” itself did not really exist 

as an idea in Chinese thought.71 There was the state and there was the family. 
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This lack of a “social mind” was manifest in a number of inherent weaknesses in 

Chinese society, primarily corruption, nepotism and fatalism. Lin claimed every 

family was in essence a communist unit which functioned within the 

arbitrariness of Chinese society to “do what you can and take what you need”.72 

This highly developed sense of moral obligation and family honour opened the 

society to corruption and nepotism. Relationships were always privileged over 

merit, and charity always began at home. The family system was in essence a 

guarantee against unemployment, in that those with positions first and foremost 

patronised family members. 

 

Consequently, for Lin Yutang, and for many others during the May Fourth 

period, the problem was Chinese culture—especially Confucianism and its 

extreme focus on the family. For Lin, the family system was the root of Chinese 

society, from which all Chinese social characteristics were derived. Further, the 

village system was the family system raised to another level: 

Face, favour, privilege, gratitude, courtesy, official corruption, public 
institutions, the school, the guild, philanthropy, hospitality, justice and 
finally the whole government of China—all spring from the family and 
village system, all borrow from it their peculiar tenor and complexion, 
and all find in it enlightening explanations for their peculiar 
characteristics.

73
 

The significance of the family system was that it placed the young into a specific 

set of relations with their immediate environment which, in short, kept them in 

their place. Lin goes on to say that it: 

teaches our children the first lessons in social obligations between 
man and man, the necessity of mutual adjustment, self-control, 
courtesy, a sense of duty, which is very well defined, a sense of 
obligation and gratitude towards parents, and respect for elders. It 
very nearly takes the place of religion by giving man a sense of social 
survival and family continuity, thus satisfying man’s cravings for 
immortality, and through the ancestral worship it makes the sense of 
immortality very vivid…Like the radio it accustoms us to noisy 
weddings, noisy funerals, noisy suppers, and noisy sleep. And like the 
radio it benumbs our nerves and develops good temper.

74
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So, then, the millstone around the neck of China was its very own culture. Of 

course, “culture does matter”,75 but how are we to make sense of it as an 

analytical tool? The term itself has multiple meanings in different contexts. Often 

it is used to refer to the music, art and literary products of a society. In other, 

more anthropological contexts, it might refer to values, practices, symbols, 

institutions and human relationships. Furthermore, culture is inherently mutable. 

In some—indeed most cultures—it changes daily and contradicts itself. How 

might you essentialise the culture of 1960s England, for example? 

 

In general, I find the level of analysis provided by the term “culture” far too 

broad, far too amorphous, to be of any real practical use. A much more concise 

analytical tool may well be forms of governance. I am reminded here of a 

particular quote by the well-known US Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan (1927–

2003) who wrote that: “The central conservative truth is that it is culture, not 

politics, that determines the success of a society. The central liberal truth is that 

politics can change a culture and save it from itself”.76 

 

I have argued here that traditional forms of Chinese governance have 

contributed to the forms of public they governed. Political propensity (shi) was 

then an element of a set of governmental strategies that functioned to pacify 

and fragment the urban population. In fact we can argue that the vast bulk of 

the Chinese affected by these strategies were not citizens, but subjects. The 

exclusion of the majority of the community from political participation was also 

both a Confucian and a legalist ideal. If the term “citizen” as it is used in the 

west had any corresponding category in traditional China, it was those included 

under the Confucian personality ideal of the junzi or Confucian gentleman. This 

term, though, only really applied in practice to the elites of society—a minuscule 

percentage of the total population. 

 

                                            

 
75

 The phrase used here is borrowed from the title of Lawrence E. Harrison and Samuel P. 
Huntington (eds) Culture Matters: How values shape human progress, Basic Books, New 
York, 2000. 

76
 Attributed to Moynihan in 1988. See Harrison and Huntington, Culture Matters, p. xiv. 
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Hence, under the influence of strategies of governance based on shi, the 

population was rendered an abstract term, even amongst the population. 

Ironically, given the great influence on the force of moral ideas within 

Confucianism, individual behaviour meant little in Chinese governance unless it 

was threatening the state. The concern for the proper behaviour of the 

population was tempered greatly by the state’s image of it as an ever-present 

danger in need of vigilant manipulation and pacification. It is significant, though, 

that these strategies were implemented just as much through inaction as 

through action. And this is what makes the concept of shi such a defining one 

for the spatial strategies inherent in Chinese governance, at least until the Qing. 

 

The key point made in this chapter has been that we can (at least to a large 

extent) understand traditional Chinese spatial strategies through reference to 

the concept of shi. This notion of a political differential functioned in imperial 

Chinese society to fragment the population and to place the individual within an 

instantly recognisable hierarchy. We have already noted, as Hegel reminds us, 

that no “oriental” was free, but here want to stress the role strategies of spatial 

management in the city contributed to this lack. If we are to acknowledge the 

insights of some of China’s most recognised twentieth century scholars of 

society, this led to a population that was passive, anxious, and with little or no 

interest in forming bonds with the larger community beyond the family. It was no 

wonder, then, that at the end of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 

there was a race on to find new ways to constitute Chinese citizens. No one did 

more to achieve this than Liang Qichao. 

 

The next chapter discusses the citizenly attributes that Liang deemed were 

necessary for the transformation of China into a modern nation state. His 

thought, though leaning heavily on Chinese and Japanese translations of 

western liberal and social Darwinist thought, was exceptionally innovative within 

the Chinese context. Liang, I believe constituted the important first step in 

Rustow’s graduated process of democratisation. At the risk of pre-empting the 

outcomes suggested in the next chapter, two things stand out concerning 

Liang’s approach. First, it is instructive that he initially struggled with the liberal 

notion of individuality and subsequently found, for practical reasons, that it was 
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an ill-advised one for China, and then back to a Confucian position that 

underlined the role of a paternalistic state. This, I suggest, acknowledges the 

idea that freedom is not necessarily the first step in the democratisation 

process. Second, his approach, while innovative in Chinese thought, leant far 

too much on contemporary liberal (and Confucian for that matter) frameworks, 

and he assumed that the transformation could be achieved in the world of 

ideas. 
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Chapter 5: Dao and min 

…if you want peace, wealth and prosperity and respect for the nation, 
then you will need to undertake the path to become a new people.

1
 

 

The previous chapter outlined a number of the features of the traditional strategies for the 
management of space in China. It underlined the centrality of the concept of shi for both 
Confucian and legalist concepts of governance, and argued this had specific spatial implications 
for the Chinese “public”. This chapter turns to the intellectual environment that laid the ground 
for the “after” of the watershed. Prominent among the early reformists was the Chinese thinker 
Liang Qichao. Liang was a giant in reform-thinking during the years of the decline of the Qing 
and the early Republic. During his exile in Japan, after the aborted Hundred Days Reform, he 
became the most popular essayist in Chinese literary circles. He impacted upon even those 
considerably more radical than himself—for example, Mao Zedong. Liang’s work, of course, has 
been the subject of a number of scholarly works. Rather than rehearse much of that material 
here, this chapter focuses on the concept of xinmin (new people). In a qualified way, it argues 
that Liang’s approach had a Kantian and Rousseauian flavour about it: a liberal approach to the 
creation of a new citizenry that was based on an abstract, universal and transcendental image 
of the citizen, rather than a new citizen formed, at least in part, by more pragmatic (and 
everyday) ethical practices (and in our case developed in public spaces). Ironically, at least for a 
reform-minded activist like Liang Qichao, this was not dissimilar to the Confucian approach, 
which had often opposed such things as ti and yong, ben and mo, and particularly dao and qi.

2
 

 

 

The first modern Chinese thinker to suggest a broad-based citizenry that was to 

found a new modern China was Liang Qichao (1873-1927). There is little doubt 

that Liang was a significant Chinese intellectual who strove to modernise the 

Chinese polity.3 Many authors have underlined his pivotal role in transforming 

Chinese intellectual approaches to modernisation.4 Three of the more recent 

                                            

 

1 Liang Qichao, “Xinmin Shuo”, Yin bing shi quan ji. (Collected Works from the Ice-drinker’s 
Studio) zhonghua shuju, Shanghai, zaiban 1916 [1902], pp.1-78, , Shanghai, reprint edition, 
1916, [1902]) Liang was a prolific writer, and there are numerous versions of his work 
published both on the mainland and in Taiwan, after 1949. For convenience, all references to 
“Xin min shuo” that follow will refer to the e-text version which is presented on the net in full-
form characters, but is identical in all other ways except for a very minor number of typos. 
See http://sangle.web.wesleyan.edu/etext/late-qing/xmz.html accessed 12/7/2002. The only 
exception will be when talking about his work in a general historical sense. 

2 These can be translated as, respectively, essence-utility, origin-proliferation and way-
instrument. 

3 His overall impact on the new China, though, was somewhat limited because he failed to 
grasp the real need for a set of concrete policies to usher in modernisation. Liang’s 
approach, and I will also discuss this later in this section, remained abstract. Moreover, 
Liang’s efforts were always frustrated by military men who held real power and had little use 
for liberal reforms. 

4 Meribeth Cameron, in 1931, described him as a Chinese scholar of eminence and “one of the 
most voluminous and able Chinese writers on political topics”. See his  The Reform 
Movement in China, 1898–1912, Stanford University Press, California, 1931, pp. 24–5. 

http://sangle.web.wesleyan.edu/etext/late-qing/xmz.html


 

 

 

 
170 

books devoted to Liang Qichao, by Joseph Levenson,5 Phillip Huang6 and Hao 

Chang,7 as well as identifying him as a pivotal figure, also identify him as the 

father of Chinese nationalism and liberalism, and it is the latter concept that 

most interests us here. 

 

Liang’s ability to popularise new “liberal” and western ideas saw him gain both 

notoriety and fame throughout China. After his and Kang Youwei’s abortive 

reforms in 1898 (and his subsequent exile in Japan) until 1903, Liang was at the 

height of his popularity and influence.8 In 1903, his editorial Xin Min Shuo (On 

New People) reached nearly 10,000 readers throughout China, as well as 

Chinese students in Japan.9 Even Mao Zedong acknowledged a considerable 

debt to Liang. He even used the signature “Ziren”, meaning son of Ren (Liang 

often used the alias of Liang Rengong).10 

 

While Liang wrote prolifically on a wide range of topics, it was his concern for 

the vitality of the Chinese nation and state in response to the challenges 

precipitated by the west11 that was his lifelong project. He characterised this 

problem in a number of ways. Interestingly—although given his Confucian 

background, not surprisingly—he argued that the key problem facing the 

creation of a strong Chinese nation was the quality of its people. He argued—

                                                                                                                                

 

Reginald Johnstone describes him as one of “fastidious taste in terms of scholarship” and 
indeed the “most brilliant of modern Chinese men of letters”. See Reginald Johnstone, 
Confucianism and Modern China, Victor Gollancz, London, 1934, p.19. In lamenting the 
absence of a scientific approach to the study of politics by contemporary Chinese scholars, 
J.O.P. Bland suggests that Liang displayed a “scientific objective attitude of mind”. Indeed, 
for Bland, Liang was a “pioneer scholar reformer”. See J.O.P. Bland, China: The pity of it, 
William Heineman, London, 1932, p. 170. 

5 Joseph R. Levenson, Liang Ch'i-Ch'ao and the Mind of Modern China, Harper and Row, New 
York, 1959. 

6
 Philip C. Huang, Liang Ch'i-Ch'ao and Modern Chinese Liberalism, University of Washington 

Press, Seattle, 1972. 
7 Hao Chang, Liang Ch'i-Ch'ao and the Intellectual Transition in China 1890-1907, Harvard 

University Press, Cambridge, 1971. 
8 Liang did not return to China until the fall of the Qing dynasty. 
9 Huang, Liang Ch'i-Ch'ao and Modern Chinese Liberalism, p. 5. 
10 See “Letter to Shi Cuntong” in Stuart R. Schram (ed.) Mao’s Road to Power: Revolutionary 

Writings 1912–1949, M.E. Sharpe, Armonk, 1992. 
11 While Liang was impressed by much of what he saw and read about the west, there was 

also much he was ambivalent about. He did abhor the west’s lack of spirituality, for example. 
It was quite clear his nationalism originated as a means to strengthen China against the 
west. It is important to note that his nationalism never really included the anti-Manchu flavour 
of Sun Yatsen and other revolutionaries. 
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and this was to find resonance with the works of Sun Yatsen, and much later 

with writers like Lin Yutang12 and Bo Yang13—that, while the Chinese people 

had a well developed sense of “private morality”, there was in no real sense a 

culture of “public morality” or “public spirituality”. I have highlighted the word 

“culture” here for specific reasons. For many authors, as we have already 

discussed, the problem was, more or less, Chinese culture—or at least the 

moral force of its vital ideas. Liang himself argued that the Chinese cultural 

tradition encouraged a meek philosophy of life and had engendered the 

Chinese with a “spirit of resignation and submission”, hardly the characteristics 

needed for participation in public life—whether it is conceived as a life of 

“republican virtue” or one of modern “sociability”. Interestingly, Liang argued 

that it was philosophy and ideas which were the central reasons for the malaise 

of the Chinese people. For Liang, China needed a new culture—he even went 

as far as to call for an ethos of Chinese bushido as the foundation for a new 

nation.14 

 

During 1902-03, Liang Qichao laid down most of his concerns regarding the 

national characteristics of the Chinese people in his serialised manifesto Xin 

min shuo (On New People).15 This text was a synthesis of what, for Liang, were 

the necessary conceptual foundations for the new Chinese nation-state.16 It is 

also a rich discussion, inter alia of the appropriate personal attributes of those 

individuals who we might collectively describe as a “public”.17 In fact, as was 

argued earlier in this thesis, Liang saw an intimate relationship between 

nationalism and democracy. There was a need for a democratic collective 

whose unity would be the foundation of this nation. To achieve this, he called for 

                                            

 

12 Lin, My Country and My People. 
13 Bo Yang, The Ugly Chinaman and the Crisis of Chinese Culture, Translated by D. Cohn and 

J. Qing, Allen and Unwin, Sydney, 1991. 
14 Liang Qichao, “Zhongguo chi wu shi dao” (Chinese Bushido), Yin Bing shi –Quanji (Collected 

works and Essays from the Ice Drinker’s Studio) 7 zi, Shanghai 1916. 
15 Liang, “Xin min shuo”, 24 zi. 
16 Especially those he could garner from western literature as well as his own investigative 

experiences within that foreign sphere. 
17 I remind the reader here of the links I have suggested, following Rustow, between the 

creation of the nation-state and that necessary “interconnectedness that is unthought”, 
discussed in the previous chapter. 
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a new “public spiritedness” or “public virtue” (or, in his conceptual vocabulary, 

he qun) that would bring power through fraternity. 

 

Our aim here, in focusing on Xin min shuo, is to highlight what Liang regarded 

as the particular attributes necessary for this modern Chinese “public”. At the 

same time the discussion quite unequivocally establishes the significance of 

Liang’s views for our arguments concerning the function of sociability and 

particularly that gained in the newly emerged public spaces, like Zhongyang 

Gongyuan discussed in the last chapter. 

 

Though his ideas about the role of Chinese tradition/culture/ideas (concepts he 

often conflated) did shift over the many years he was politically active, he 

consistently argues that there were a number of weaknesses in the traditional 

Chinese population: 

1. a lack of a national ethos; 

2. a misunderstanding of the individual’s identity in relation to the nation; 

3. a lack of individual responsibility; 

4. a lack of (collective) team spirit; 

5. a lack of adventurous spirit; 

6. little or no understanding of what “progress” means; 

7. a lack of freedom, self-control and self-respect; 

8. a lack of endurance.18 

 

There are three important issues for us here. First we need to clarify two pivotal 

concepts: xin min and qün. We then need to point out the significance of those 

attributes listed above—which we will for simplicity, following Chang Hao, 

organise into five broad categories: “collectivity and participation”; “struggle and 

progress”; “activism and voluntarism”; “rights and liberties”; and “social utility 

and economic growth”.19 Finally, we need to deduce20 from Liang’s writing how 

                                            

 

18 Liang makes these points throughout his writing, but most succinctly throughout “Xin min 
shuo”. 

19 Chang, Liang Ch'i-Ch'ao. 
20 We use the word “deduce” here to emphasise the lack of clarity in Liang’s work concerning 

how exactly they were to be achieved. 
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these attributes were to be achieved and, if any at all, what spatial strategies 

they implied. 

(I) 

 

Xin min had been a concept at the core of “Confucian statesmanship” 

suggested in the Confucian classic Da Xue (Great Learning). It referred to the 

“education and renovation of the people”.21 It is unclear, however, exactly who 

was to achieve the renovation. There are a number of instances where the 

classic text calls on the ruling elites to undertake their “benevolent and paternal 

role”. The Da xue commands Kang to go “stir up the new people (cao xin 

min)”.22 There are other places in the text, though, where xin min stresses self-

cultivation—an innovation for each individual. This is strongly implied in the 

passage: “From the Emperor down to the people, all, must consider cultivation 

of the individual character as the root.”23 Liang uses the concept in the latter, 

more liberal sense of the term. In Xin min shuo he wrote: “By xin min, I do not 

mean to suggest a distinction between a new person and the one who makes 

him new. Instead I mean for each of our people to renovate himself”.24 Here the 

interpretation of the appropriate shape of the individual is quite clearly a liberal 

one; the actor primarily associated with the formation of the new citizen is itself. 

 

According to Chang, Liang’s concept of xin min must be understood in two 

senses. When xin is a verb, xin min means to renovate the people. When xin is 

used as an adjective, it should be translated as “new”. He argues further that, 

rather than presenting the phrase as new people, xin min requires more 

gravitas, more conceptual weight. Xin min, in this second sense, should be 

translated as “new citizen”. Chang is right here because Liang’s innovation, the 

concept qün (group/collective), sits at the core of this new morality of xin min. 

 

                                            

 

21 Chang, Liang Ch'i-Ch'ao, p. 151. 
22 Quoted in Huang, Liang Ch'i-Ch'ao and Modern Chinese Liberalism, p. 65. 
23 Ibid.,p. 67. 
24 Ibid.,p. 67. 
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Chang and most other commentators on Liang’s work have simply taken qun as 

the core. Their interest was primarily on qun as the fundamental concept 

supporting nationalism and, consequently, they focused on Liang Qichao the 

nationalist. While Liang was interested in building a nation and so qun, the unit 

of grouping was his central focus. I want to shift the emphasis here a little by 

focussing on the broader term he qun; my interest, in contrast, focuses more on 

how the group comes together, the sorts of attributes necessary to cohere as a 

group. It is the forming of the group (the nation) that gives us a great insight into 

the type of citizen and the nation he envisaged, and hints at the necessary 

processes for transition. 

 

Jünzi was the only concept, in the traditional Chinese lexicon, which might 

come close in equivalence to our western concept of “citizen”. While the 

Confucian ideal of a junzi was a personality ideal for the population, in practice 

it was only really applied to a very small number of the elite—the scholar class. 

Liang’s he qün was meant for the entire population and represented a 

fundamental change in the concept. The jünzi, of course, fulfilled their role 

through devoted bureaucratic service to the state. This is altogether different 

from Liang’s xin min, whose franchise was to be fulfilled through a broad-

ranging set of activities, not necessarily bureaucratic, and often in opposition to 

the state. Further, while the loyalty of the xin min was unequivocally due to the 

corporate entity of the state (of which it was a large part), it was unclear where 

the loyalties of the junzi lay. It was never clearly prescribed in the official 

Confucian canon whether the junzi’s ultimate loyalty was to the state or the 

family, nor was it ultimately clear, in terms of the loyalty to the state, whether 

this meant to the emperor himself, or to the Confucian moral ideals (the dao) of 

the state. In fact, we could broadly describe Xin Min Shuo as an attempt to 

radically develop this notion of junzi as gentlemanly virtue25 as a core value for 

the whole population. Against the onslaught of western values the traditional 

concept of junzi had lost considerable currency, and Liang sought a new set of 

                                            

 

25 Originally jünzi meant “son of a prince” referring to proper modes of behaviour of this class of 
person. In the Confucian literature, this took on the notion of the appropriate behaviour that 
could be attained through the study of the classics. 
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“personality ideals and societal values” to invigorate the Chinese population.26 

Clearly what Liang meant by xin min was “new citizen”, one who could make 

connection—albeit often an abstract one—with the whole Chinese population. 

 

So for Liang the core problem was the lack of a collective consciousness in the 

Chinese people. Liang’s innovation was the concept he qun, which Chang has 

called “civic virtue”,27 and others have labelled “collective thinking”, but which I 

will—making a strong connection with earlier chapters of the thesis—translate 

as “sociability”, the sorts of attributes one needs to form a collectivity of 

strangers. Liang’s goal, as we have said, was to derive a set of attributes that 

would engender a collective consciousness. Dictionary definitions usually give 

he as a verb meaning to combine or to mix, and qun meaning as a group or 

collectivity. He qun can be both a noun and a verb, and it has a range of 

dictionary meanings that include: to form a group, to socialise in a group, 

sociability, and cohesiveness.28 However, Liang mostly uses the word in the 

context of creating a set of attributes to achieve a collective consciousness. It 

was this set of attributes—that is, the ability to come together as a successful 

group—that represented the high point of evolution. He writes: the results of 

natural selection show that the reason why some survive and others don’t is 

sociability (ziran taotai zhi jieguo lui zhe bu bi bu bai, er rang youzhe yi dusheng 

yun er…er neng qun yu bu neng qun, shiwei qi zongyuan yuan).29  Hence I 

argue strongly that we should translate the tern he qun as “sociability”, and this 

is the way the term will be deployed here. 

 

Liang argued that qun30 was the central function of any modern moral system.31 

It was in a sense the essence of a modern morality to strengthen group 

                                            

 

26 Chang, Liang Ch'i-Ch'ao, p. 150. 
27 Ibid. p. 155. 
28 See “Xin min shuo”, http://sangle.web.wesleyan.edu/etext/late-qing/xmz.html accessed 

12/7/2002 
29 “Xin min shuo”, http://sangle.web.wesleyan.edu/etext/late-qing/xmz.html accessed 

12/7/2002. 
30 Human races, according to Liang (see Xin min shuo) could be divided into two groups. First 

there were the historical races, those that had formed cohesive groups (mainly nation states) 
and had developed the attributes that meant they could influence history. These were, in 
Liang’s eyes chiefly the European nation-states. The second category of races, the 

http://sangle.web.wesleyan.edu/etext/late-qing/xmz.html
http://sangle.web.wesleyan.edu/etext/late-qing/xmz.html


 

 

 

 
176 

cohesion and to promote group interest. He qun was the mechanism by which 

the new cohesiveness was to be achieved. This was the set of “civic virtues” 

developed by Liang as the essential attributes of his new personality ideal for 

the Chinese people. While what Liang called for was a “public spiritedness”, he 

qun also emphasised the physical ability, skills and/or attributes necessary for 

the formation of an effective collectivity. It was the first time in Chinese history 

that any such blueprint for a broad-based citizenry had been laid down. 

 

A functioning citizenry, according to Liang, was built upon two categories of 

morality. One was public (gong de) and the other private (si de). The former 

referred to those values which contributed to the cohesion of the group. Private 

morality, on the other hand, referred to those moral values which were 

associated with the moral perfection of the individual personality. While Liang 

acknowledged the importance of private morality—the aggregate of all the 

private personalities contributed to public morality—it was the public morality 

that was most indispensable for the cohesion of the group. He writes in Xin Min 

Shuo that “those that have a real public spirit do not mind sacrificing (xi sheng) 

a little bit of private benefit (si yi) for the public benefit (gong yi)”.32 

 

Liang understood that this sacrifice of individual interest for the public good was 

a central aspect of qün. This cohesion, reflected in the importance of the 

concept of qün, was the central function of any moral system.33 This 

collectivistic view, according to Chang, led to a moral relativism, a dramatic 

departure from the moral absolutism of the classical Confucian approach. 

Importantly, this relativism meant that Liang could hold an evolutionary view of 

                                                                                                                                

 

unhistorical, were those which were subjected by the former category and had history forced 
upon them. The historical races, Liang suggested, could be divided into two further groups: 
the world historical and the non-world historical. The Anglo-Saxon nations primarily made up 
the former group because they had the capacity to expand outside their own borders and 
have a global impact. 

31 Clearly Liang’s understanding of the modern nation was built on a Confucian emphasis on 
morality. While in some places he does discuss political institutions, for the most it is the 
moral force of ideas that is primary. We will take up this issue later in the chapter. 

32 Liang Qichao, “Xin min shuo”, http://sangle.web.wesleyan.edu/etext/late-qing/xmz.html 
accessed 12/7/2002. 

33 Chang, Liang Ch'i-Ch'ao, p. 151. 

http://sangle.web.wesleyan.edu/etext/late-qing/xmz.html
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morality.34 Moral values changed over time with the changing demands of this 

or that collective. Liang’s basic view of morality was “both collective and 

evolutionary: collectivistic insofar as what he called the basic function of 

morality was concerned, evolutionary insofar as what he called the substantive 

moral rules were concerned”.35 This then allowed Liang to suggest that, while 

the Chinese tradition was particularly useful in the realm of private morality, it 

had not developed an effective “public morality” and this situation had to 

change.36 Those nations that had developed this “public morality”, particularly 

the Anglo-Saxons, were those that were strong enough to actually make history, 

rather than merely being victims of it.37 

 

So, for Liang, China had an unbalanced moral development. He argued that this 

was best seen by equating the five Confucian relationships with western ethics. 

Western morals could be seen as three interrelated, yet distinct categories: 

family, society and state. Of the five Confucian relationships (ruler/subject, 

husband/wife, father/son, elder brother/younger brother, friend/friend), only the 

first and last were not associated with family ethics. Clearly three of these 

relationships (husband/wife, father/son, elder brother/younger brother) were 

associated with the family, with only ruler/subject dealing with state 

relationships and friend/friend dealing with social relationships. And, as we have 

discussed, the ruler/subject relationship was an intransitive relationship to a 

large extent determined by the strategic concept shi. 

 

In Liang’s view, the ruler/subject and friend/friend relationships were inadequate 

to found a modern Chinese social reality. One always needed to interact with a 

wider variety of people than those who could be classified as friends or family. 

Furthermore, it was quite clear, given the power of the western states, that the 

traditional ruler/subject relationship—and hence the values that supported it—

                                            

 

34 It is quite clear that Liang was very taken by social Darwinism and often conceived of things 
within an evolutionary framework. 

35 Chang, Liang Ch'i-Ch'ao, p. 152. 
36 Ibid. p. 157. 
37 Liang Qichao, “Xin min shuo”, http://sangle.web.wesleyan.edu/etext/late-qing/xmz.html 

accessed 12/7/2002. 

http://sangle.web.wesleyan.edu/etext/late-qing/xmz.html
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were now redundant. What China needed most was to develop an increased 

sense of “public morality”. This morality had two interrelated aspects. In Liang’s 

hands, the stronger sense of the concept referred to the group itself—the 

modern nation. The second, though implicit and little commented on in the 

literature, was in reality a call for a functioning public, not so much significant in 

and of itself but as the core of the nation. Few of Liang’s biographers have 

commentated on this as an important aspect of his goals, but a stable and 

sustainable “public” was always Liang’s basis for the foundation of a strong 

Chinese nation. And it was due to his interest in building a nation that he saw 

the need for enhanced collectivity—in fact that was to be its central foundation. 

Quite clearly, for Liang, democracy and nationalism were intimately entwined. 

 

By 1902, Liang saw qun as meaning nation-state rather than “the great 

harmony” that Kang Youwei had earlier proposed.38 This commitment to the 

nation-state was buttressed by his commitment to social Darwinism. The 

traditional Chinese world view had been dominated by a belief in a utopian 

universal humanity, tian xia (all under heaven), where the whole world could be 

one giant unified family. Liang’s social Darwinism quickly found fault with this 

traditional Chinese world-view. Races and/or states were in continual conflict 

with each other, driving each and every one of them to improve—to be the 

fittest in a true Darwinian sense. Competitive struggle between different states 

had been good for the Zhou Dynasty, as it had been for Europe through the late 

middle ages. But after the Zhou, China had pursued a different path. The fact 

that China had been a unified and classless society had, according to Liang, 

worked against it in the long run. 

 

For Liang, engaging in external competition required an elevated sense of 

internal cohesion which grew automatically out of internal competition. This 

resonates with our own definition of democracy as an inherently conflictual 

process where the potential for conflict from that tension is entirely or almost 

entirely displaced from the public arena. This leads Liang to a belief that China’s 

                                            

 

38 Lawrence G. Thompson, Ta T'ung Shu: The One-World Philosophy of K'ang Yu-Wei, Allen 
and Unwin, London, 1958. 
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conflicts with an expanding Europe were not to be condemned; they were 

essential aspects of human progress dictated by the natural law of the world. 

 

The factor contributing most to the success of the Anglo Saxons was 

nationalism. There was no other way to counter this expansive nationalism than 

the development of the Chinese nation, and Liang very early grasped the 

potential for methods of social organisation that could assemble such popular 

support and hence such national power. Chinese nationalism was therefore to 

be built on such populism. To gather the collective strength of the entire 

Chinese population required all members to see that they had a stake in the 

existence of such an entity and to be willing to actively participate in it. 

 

For Liang, this popular character of nationalism was to be achieved through the 

establishment of a citizenry, a guo min, in contrast to the traditional guo-jia 

(state-family). The citizenry were no longer subjects under a benevolent 

emperor, but were the locus of sovereignty. Popular sovereignty required 

political participation. In this sense, the idea of the nation-state involved the 

concept of citizenship. And nationalism became, in Liang’s eyes, inseparable 

from democratisation. The two important inadequacies in Chinese social forms 

were a palpable political passivity and a lack of any real civic sentiment or 

corporate feeling of unity essential for the formation of a national community. 

Sun Yatsen also lamented this lack of civic sentiment in his famous quote 

equating China to a “loose sheet of sand”. 

 

The second set of public attributes—or virtues, as Chang labelled them39—

necessary for the renovation of the people concerned the ideal of dong 

(dynamism). This was at the centre of Liang’s new personality ideal. Again, 

Liang’s acceptance of social Darwinism entailed an acceptance of struggle and 

competition as an essential, even desirable, aspect of the human experience. It 

is not that traditional man, in terms of attributes, was inferior to modern man; 

rather, it was the aggregate of modern society that was superior, and hence it 

                                            

 

39 See Chang, Liang Ch'i-Ch'ao, p. 168. 
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was the new forms of social and political interaction that were special.40 And it 

was these new forms that would allow competition to replace harmony as the 

source of this new dynamism at the same time as they prevented any 

destabilising internal conflict. These are exactly the attributes we have called 

“sociability”, and here Liang realises that modern citizenship needs this different 

set of attributes. 

 

Liang was acutely aware of this particular problem. While castigating the 

passiveness of the Chinese people, he argued that they needed to establish a 

strong group-mindedness. Therefore, competition always went arm and arm 

with qün. Liang argues that, for groups to be effective, they should recognise 

their common enemies from outside the group, not from within.41 This is exactly 

what Rustow called a collectiveness “taken for granted…[and] above mere 

opinion and mere agreement”42 that would facilitate the deflection of any 

violence towards targets outside the grouping (the new Chinese nation). The 

key issue, though, was striking a delicate balance between what he would call 

“Chinese bushido” and the need for cohesiveness, a situation where the 

Chinese could be at once the independent citizen and the national warrior. 

 

Liang argued that yet another set of virtues—activism and dynamism—was 

required to effectively counteract the chronic problems of fatalism (ming) in 

Chinese society. In my mind there is no doubt that, throughout Chinese history, 

many social, legal and political forces had contributed to this apathy. We have 

argued in the previous chapter that shi was an important aspect of these forces. 

Chang suggests that, although Daoism was the main source of this fatalism, 

Liang came to realise that the later “more vulgar” Confucianism could also be 

                                            

 

40 In this sense, death was an inevitable part of the struggle, and therefore, an integral part of 
progress because it facilitated change. Older, often more powerful generations died out and 
took with them the social attributes of earlier times, allowing the new attributes of the 
younger generations which were more relevant to contemporary times to take over. See 
ibid., pp. 172–4. 

41 Liang, “Xin min shou” http://sangle.web.wesleyan.edu/etext/late-qing/xmz.html accessed 
12/7/2002. 

42 Rustow, "Transitions to Democracy", p. 363. 

http://sangle.web.wesleyan.edu/etext/late-qing/xmz.html
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incriminated.43 Liang now came to advocate effort (li) to counter the tradition of 

fatalism and to renovate the people. 

 

Consider the following quote from Christopher Hibbert’s account of the Chinese 

attempts to retake Ningbo during the Opium War in March 1842, and we might 

understand Liang’s concerns about the passive nature of the Chinese 

population and its relationship to nationalism: 

The Chinese suffered great losses when they tried to get into the 
city… “The carnage was horrible”, agreed Alexander Murray. “The 
dead bodies, indeed, lay piled five or six deep for a considerable 
distance along the street”, blocking it to such a degree that “the guns 
were obliged to be left behind; but we moved on, through the suburbs, 
and about the end of them, fell in with the main body of the Chinese, 
in full retreat. We pursued them for about six miles, killing many. They 
never attempted to stand, halting only once to fire some gingalls, and 
then continuing their flight. It was fortunate for us they did not know 
how small our party was; for if they had turned upon us, we should 
have little chance… The most extraordinary part of the scene was the 
coolness with which the country people looked on, crowding the 
bridges and every spot from which they could see well, in amazing 
manner. We were obliged to call and make signals to get out of the 
line of fire, to prevent their being shot, and I can safely say not an 
unarmed person was touched …but the little interest they took in their 
countryman did not raise them in my estimation. They seemed rather 
to enjoy their defeat, regarding what was passing as an 
amusement….

44
 

What is clearly lacking in the Chinese characters portrayed here is the lack of 

connection—or, in other words, a national sentiment—that might incite courage 

and adventurism to defend their own kind. The local Chinese seemed to have 

enjoyed the spectacle of their own troops being decimated by the invading (and 

foreign) troops. This, I believe, underlines the link between nationalism and an 

“adventurous and courageous” quality Liang identified. Nationalism required a 

dynamic participation in the defence of the nation and the lack thereof in 

Chinese society was palpable. While there were attempts made by a few 

Chinese to actively retake the city, they received little support from the general 

                                            

 

43 On the other hand, Liang argued that the Buddhist notion of karma did not necessarily lead 
to fatalism; rather the law of karma meant that moral thinking and good deeds resulted in 
good character and so individuals did have control over their own destiny. By cultivating 
good character, one could raise themselves above the “fatalism” which saw individuals 
trapped within the circle of human suffering: see Liang, “Xin min shuo”, 
http://sangle.web.wesleyan.edu/etext/late-qing/xmz.html accessed 12/7/2002. 

44 Christopher Hibbert, The Dragon Awakes: China and the West, 1793–1911, Harper and 
Row, New York, 1970, pp. 168–71. 

http://sangle.web.wesleyan.edu/etext/late-qing/xmz.html
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population. Liang, though—despite these sorts of experiences—had great 

difficulty in explaining this concept of “adventurous spirit” in Chinese terms. This 

was because the closest Chinese equivalent he could find was Mencius’s hao 

ran chi qi (great morale). The western concept, however—as Chang suggests—

has more of a “Faustian-Prometheanism” feel than the moral orientation 

inherent in the Mencian view.45 In this way the western concept is a “raw, 

compelling, and powerful force” that was not necessarily moral. 

 

There had been in Confucian thought a great emphasis on perseverance, but 

Liang argued that this perseverance was quite different from that which existed 

in the west. The purpose of this Chinese type of sustained effort was, in Liang’s 

view, to realise specific moral ideals, rather than any sort of (self) mastery of the 

material world.46 On the other hand, in the world of social Darwinism, the effort 

was very much directed against the external world, measuring capabilities and 

attributes against other humans, other nations, other species and the natural 

world. 

 

It seems to me that what really counted in the Confucian world was energy 

contributed to a self-cultivation based on already established and somewhat 

unchanging principles. In the West, the reverse is of course true. Energy was 

contributed to identify what the principles were, and through that enlightenment, 

the proper path could be known. Through knowledge of the world, an 

individual’s fate could be changed and the path could be changed if the 

conditions altered. Activity and perseverance could therefore negate the 

passiveness originating in this Chinese fatalism. 

 

This also points, I argue, to quite a different approach to the development of 

knowledge about the world. There is a strong sense in most eastern 

epistemology that the way or dao is a given, and that enlightenment will be 

found through persevering along the designated path until enlightenment is 

achieved. This is true for Confucianism, as it is for most Buddhisms. Western 

                                            

 

45 Chang, Liang Ch'i-Ch'ao, p. 188. 
46 I later criticise Liang for this exact approach. 
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epistemology, at least in its post-Renaissance sense, has in general posited the 

reverse. First you find enlightenment (usually in the form of scientific 

knowledge), and this will lead you to the appropriate ethical/knowledge/moral 

path. Possibly without realising it then, Liang’s propositions about negating 

fatalism, was a radically new epistemology for Chinese society. 

 

Modern western societies, it was obvious to Liang, contained considerable 

levels of activism and voluntarism. His extensive trip to England, Germany, 

France, Belgium and the United States of America in 1918-19 provided ample 

evidence of the vitality of western societies. As Chang highlights, Liang became 

quite sure that an integral component of this effort was the “exuberant 

confidence” in the eventual mastery of the world by human effort. This “efficacy 

of perseverance” was evident when Liang wrote: 

Human effort has been constantly battling against the course of 
nature, engaged in a process of struggle. The course of nature has 
often been at odds with the expectations of human beings. So its 
resistance to human effort is great and intense. However, the 
admirable tendency of human beings to progress will never rest 
content with the status quo. So the whole life of a man is just like 
sailing against the currents in a river for several decades without 
being able to rest for one day. The whole nation and even the whole 
world are all daily plodding on in this way… In this world throughout 
history there has been a tremendous variety of cases of success or 
failure. However, the reason for these cases of success or failure can 
be summed up in the proposition that those who have perseverance 
succeed and those who do not fail.

47
 

An image of the Chinese people as mindless and lethargic and the men as 

feminine48 was a dominant one for Liang, one that possibly was accentuated by 

the disastrous failure of his and Kang’s reform movement in 1898. The 

attributes of perseverance and single-mindedness evident in the western 

characteristics of enterprise and adventure very much impressed Liang: 

Today the Aryan people have planted colonies everywhere on the 
earth and become the masters of the world. How do they achieve 

                                            

 

47 Quoted in Chang, Liang Ch'i-Ch'ao, pp. 183–4. 
48 This is a recurring theme in accounts of China by western writers during the Victorian era. 

Just to use one strident example, Ross writes: “[f]or ages Chinese manhood  
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this? The answer is that they have an adventurous and enterprising 
spirit.

49
 

For Liang, this “adventurous and enterprising spirit” was founded on four 

personal attributes: hope, zeal, wisdom and courage.50 Hope, of course, was a 

basic attribute which manifestly dealt with the future. Hope, though, is also an 

important attribute to hold for the present. One can see that one would move 

quite differently through public spaces with or without hope. Anxiety about the 

public sphere does not engender an adventurous spirit. The sorts of future one 

imagines must shape the sorts of trajectories one takes through the public 

sphere. Futurism was an integral part of an adventurous and enterprising spirit. 

As with the personal quality of hope, zeal can be read in opposition to the 

quality of fatalism. Zealous folk are those who are motivated to participate in 

and change circumstances around them, for ideology, economic gain or the 

glory of the nation. Such single-minded and burning zeal could motivate 

humans to change the world. Hope and zeal, though, meant little unless they 

were deployed in connection with wisdom. Wisdom, or what we might call 

reason, meant that people would not be enslaved by religion, ideology, custom 

or culture, emperors or even, as Chang adds, individual whims and desires—

especially those that are at the expense of the collective.51 

 

Finally, for Liang, adventurous spirit needed courage. Political participation 

needs courage and confidence in the sense of a willingness to put yourself 

forward. Liang recites a well-known English song to evoke the sorts of courage 

and perseverance necessary for this adventurous spirit: 

Never look behind, boys, 
When you’re are on your way; 
Time enough for that, boys, 
On some future day. 
 
Though the way is long, boys, 
Face it with a will; 
Never stop to look behind, 

                                            

 

49 From “Chang Po-wang-Pan Ting-yüan ho-chuan” (A Joint Biography of Chang Ch’ien and 
Pan Ch’ao, YPSHC-CC cited in Chang, Liang Ch'i-Ch'ao, p. 185. 

50 Liang, “Xin min shuo,” http://sangle.web.wesleyan.edu/etext/late-qing/xmz.html accessed 
12/7/2002. 

51 Chang, Liang Ch'i-Ch'ao, p. 186. 

http://sangle.web.wesleyan.edu/etext/late-qing/xmz.html
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When climbing up a hill. 
 
First be sure you’re right, boys, 
Then with courage strong, 
Strap your pack upon your back; 
And tramp, tramp along. 
 
When you’re are near the top, boys, 
Of the rugged way, 
Do not think your work is done, 
But climb, climb away. 
 
Success is at the top, boys, 
Waiting there until, 
Patient, plodding, plucky boys, 
Have mounted up the hill.

52
 

 

We can focus here briefly on the questions of liberty and freedom that overarch 

this thesis through a discussion of the third category of public virtues put 

forward by Liang: that of zi you (freedom or liberty). “Liberty,” according to 

Liang, “is a universal principle, a necessary condition of life, and is applicable 

everywhere.” There are four kinds of liberty: 

1. political (relationship between the people (ren min) and the 

government (zheng-fu); 

2. religious; 

3. national; 

4. economic. 

 

Governmental authority should be limited according to the following formula: the 

government should undertake only those actions that individuals alone could 

not accomplish, and the government would interfere with the actions of 

individuals only where they encroached upon the rights of others.53 Liang, 

though, in many other places seems to have little interest in individual liberty for 

its own sake. This is a point made by a number of Liang’s biographers.54 His 

chief interest in the atomistic individual was not an end in itself, but rather lay in 

his concern with its utility for national freedom. 

                                            

 

52 Liang Qichao, Yin Bing Shi quanji, Quan ji, p. 26b. 
53 Huang, Liang Ch'i-Ch'ao and Modern Chinese Liberalism, p. 72. 
54 Particularly Huang in his Liang Ch'i-Ch'ao and Modern Chinese Liberalism, Chapter 7. 
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Liang believed an individual had a “dual self”, the bodily self and the spiritual 

self. The real self, though, was not the body, but the spirit. Freedom was 

achieved when the spiritual self had dominance over the bodily self. In fact, the 

Chinese had been and were still spiritually enslaved by themselves. This self-

enslavement originated in a number of emotional and intellectual relationships 

the people had with: 

1. the ancient sages; 

2. fashions and influences; 

3. the environment; 

4. passions and desires.55 

 

Real freedom was gained when these bonds were relinquished. Self-mastery 

means self-conquest, and self-conquest means strength. “With self-conquest 

and strength, how free one is!”56 Confucian self-cultivation, of course, was first 

of all predicated on a set of metaphysical and psychological premises. Any 

concrete thing in the manifold world, according to the orthodox neo-Confucian 

worldview, was ultimately made up of a combination of li (principle) and qi 

(material).57 The li that subsisted in and governed individual humans was called 

xing (human nature). The material world stimulated passions and desires, 

corrupting the li, and moral degeneration occurred when xing became obscured 

by qi. Self-cultivation was then seen as an effort to recover nature (fu xing). 

Liang’s concept of self-mastery, while similar, differed in one important aspect. 

The emphasis was now not on the recovery of true self, but rather on the 

development (in an evolutionary sense) of a new creative self premised on the 

need for change. This was a strong theme in Liang’s writing, and although it 

was an appeal to an ideal, it dramatically broke with the Confucian tradition in 

that it was premised on the needs of a modern nation. In this way, death or 

                                            

 

55 Liang, “Xin min shuo,” http://sangle.web.wesleyan.edu/etext/late-qing/xmz.html accessed 
12/7/2002. 

56 Ibid. 
57 We talk about the relationship between li and qi in depth in the next chapter. 

http://sangle.web.wesleyan.edu/etext/late-qing/xmz.html
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destruction was a crucial aspect of modernity.58 Death displaced older 

generations and opened up the way for younger ones with creative new ideas to 

take their place as leaders of society—new ideas for new times—statements 

reminiscent of Marshall Berman’s understanding of modernity as “creative 

destruction”.59 

 

Liang’s belief that the material world could corrupt the li echoes a Confucian 

approach. His position that involvement in the material world would lead to the 

degeneration of xing had enormous consequences for social institutions like 

education. In this light, education’s role was best thought of as an effort to 

recover that true nature (fu xing). We need to highlight this issue here because 

we will take it up in more detail later in this chapter. Suffice to say here that he 

was little interested in the practical sciences and, when drafting the curriculum 

of the Jingshi Daxuetang (Imperial University), Liang Qichao did not include 

architecture as a subject.60 Yet his son, Liang Sichang, was to become one of 

the greatest architects of the twentieth century in China, even being very 

influential during the early years of the People’s Republic. 

 

 

There is some debate as to Liang’s liberal credentials. It is true he wavered in 

his liberal convictions later, especially after his 1918-19 trip to the United States. 

By 1919, he no longer believed that China was ready for democracy and felt the 

need for a transition period of benevolent dictatorship to lead the Chinese 

people to democracy. The question of his liberalness, as it pertains to this 

thesis, is not important. It will suffice here to say that he was very interested in 

liberal notions of the relationship of government to the people, and it is quite 

clear that he was influenced by a number of great liberal thinkers, especially 

                                            

 

58 Liang, “Xin min shuo”, p. 81. This is also one of the key points made by Marshall Berman, All 
that is Solid Melts into Air: The experience of modernity, Verso, London, 1983. 

59 Ibid., p. 8. 
60 Li Shiqiao adds in a footnote that an architectural curriculum based on the Japanese model 

was added when the imperial court attempted to revive the idea of a western-styled 
university in 1902. Liang only became aware of the significance of Architecture after his 
travels to European countries. See Li Shiqiao, "Reconstructing Chinese Building Tradition: 
The Yingzao fashi in the early twentieth century", Journal of Society of Architectural 
Historians, 4, 62, 2003, p. 487, footnote 11. 
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John Stuart Mill, Jeremy Bentham and Jean Rousseau. He did conceive of 

government in the classical liberal sense as a “night watchman” of the people. 

He wrote in a letter to Kang Youwei: 

Today we see the catastrophic culmination of the corruption and 
degeneration that have afflicted China in the past few thousand years. 
The prime source of this corruption and decay must be traced to the 
slavish character [of the Chinese people]. And this so-called liberty is 
what is needed to make the people conscious of their own character 
and thus to enable them to shake free from control by others. This 
illness [slavishness] cannot possibly be cured without taking the 
medicine of liberty.

61
 

Liang was also attracted to Rudolf von Jhering’s idea of “rights as struggle”. The 

“life of rights”, in Jhering’s view, was the inevitable struggle of human rights 

against the tyrants and evil—reminiscent of the Greek image of justice holding 

scales in the left hand and a sword in the right. But Liang was not so interested 

in rights as an end in themselves. The function of rights attached to the 

individual was to facilitate the constitution of the citizenry, thereby constituting a 

strong nation. So, as Chang states, rights in Liang’s hands always had a 

collective tenor about them. “The citizenry”, Liang contends: 

is an assemblage of individual citizens. The strong citizenry then 
make up a strong state; the weak citizenry make up a weak state; 
…the citizenry in possession of rights make up a state with national 
right.

62
 

Liang blames the lack of rights in China on the country’s culture. Important 

ethical qualities of the sage were always tolerance and meekness. They 

refrained from correcting wrongs and reciprocating hostilities. Insults were to be 

met with good will. In Liang’s eyes, there had been a long-standing cultivation of 

a meek philosophy that had produced a spirit of resignation and 

submissiveness. 

 

The main culprit in the construction of this meekness, in Liang’s view, was the 

Confucian ideal ren (benevolence). Liang argued that what really distinguished 

western civilisations from others in terms of dynamism was the key moral value 

of yi (righteousness), which Liang interpreted as an injunction to assert one’s 

                                            

 

61 Cited in Chang, Liang Ch'i-Ch'ao, pp. 183–4. 
62 Liang, “Xin min shuo”, p. 39, cited in Ibid. p. 94. 
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self-interest.63 Chinese society just did not have enough of this crucial virtue. Yi 

contributed to the world of action and competition. Ren, on the other hand, over-

emphasised the necessity for social harmony, thereby curtailing political and 

even social participation. It particularly engendered in the Chinese populace a 

passiveness through its official form ren cheng (benevolent paternalism). 

 

The last set of public virtues that Liang outlines in Xin min shuo is intimately 

related to capitalism—social utility and economic growth. At the heart of the 

traditional Chinese approach was a disdain for self-interest. It was seen as 

contradictory to the interests of the group; self-interest was egoistic and selfish. 

The individual was rather, in Confucian terms, the sum of one’s relationships 

rather than an ontologically creative individual. Liang, in contrast, argued that 

Confucianism was wrong to disapprove of self-interest—particularly the related 

notions of profit and utility. This rejection of these concepts was too idealistic 

and did not see the inherent and practical benefit of competition through self-

interest. Here Liang was heavily influenced by Bentham’s utilitarianism. Liang 

eventually found in Bentham the way in which he could incorporate self-interest 

into the concept of the modern Chinese nation. For Bentham, the measure of 

right was what brought the “greatest amount of happiness for the greatest 

number of people”, and this was to be achieved through the individual self- 

interest.64 Bentham’s utilitarianism meant that Liang could suggest “self-interest” 

at the same time as respecting the interests of the wider group. 

 

Utility in Bentham’s use of the term meant that: 

principle which approves or disapproves of every action whatsoever, 
according to the tendency which it appears to have to augment or 
diminish the happiness of the party whose interest is in question: or, 
what is the same thing in other words, to promote happiness or to 
oppose happiness. I say of every action whatsoever; and therefore not 
only of a private individual, but of every measure of government. 

                                            

 

63 Chang argues that Kang Youwei had quite the opposite view on ren and yi. Kang saw ren as 
contributing strongly to “moral solidarity” and that yi was a block to the solidarity. It is here we 
can strongly feel the influence of the utilitarian thinkers that Liang had read. For Liang self-
interest and self-assertion were integral to the creation of what we might call a “public”—not 
only in the sense of a public virtue, but also one of sociability. 

64 Jeremy Bentham, Fragment on Government, from Bentham Project website, Bentham texts 
online, accessed July 8, 2003 at http://www.ecn.bris.ac.uk/het/bentham/government.htm. 

http://www.ecn.bris.ac.uk/het/bentham/government.htm
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By utility is meant that property in any object, whereby it tends to 
produce benefit, advantage, pleasure, good, or happiness (all this in 
the present case comes to the same thing) to prevent the happening 
of mischief, pain, evil, or unhappiness to the party whose interest is 
considered…

65
 

Bentham writes elsewhere that: 

Nature has placed mankind under the governance of two sovereign 
masters, pain and pleasure. It is for them alone to point out what we 
ought to do, as well as to determine what we shall do. On the one 
hand the standard of right and wrong, on the other the chain of causes 
and effects, are fastened to their throne. They govern us in all we do, 
in all we say, in all we think: every effort we can make to throw off our 
subjection, will serve but to demonstrate and confirm it. 

From this we see that, for Bentham, pleasure and pain serve not only as 

explanations for action, but they also define the level of goodness in action. It 

was, in short, on the basis of pleasures and pains—which can exist only in 

individuals—that Bentham believed one could construct a calculus of value. 

 

Related to this fundamental hedonism is a view of the individual as exhibiting a 

natural, rational self-interest—a psychological egoism. In his "Remarks on 

Bentham's Philosophy" (1833), Mill cites Bentham's The Book of Fallacies,66 

stating that: "In every human breast…self-regarding interest is predominant 

over social interest; each person's own individual interest over the interests of 

all other persons taken together." Fundamental to the nature and activity of 

individuals, then, is their own well-being, and reason—as a natural capability of 

the person—is considered to be subservient to this end. 

 

Bentham believed that the nature of the human person could be described 

adequately without mention of social relationships. To begin with, the idea of 

“relations” is but a “fictitious entity”, though necessary for “convenience of 

discourse”. And, more specifically, he remarks that “the community is a fictitious 

body”, and it is but "the sum of the interests of the several members who 

compose it". Thus the extension of the term “individual” is, in the main, no 

                                            

 

65 Jeremy Bentham in J.H. Burns and H.L.A. Hart (eds) An Introduction to the Principles of 
Morals and Legislation, Athlone Press, London, 1970, p. 12. 

66 London Hunt, London 1824, pp. 392–3. 
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greater and no less than the biological entity. Bentham's view, then, is that the 

individual—the basic unit of the social sphere—is an “atom” and there is no 

‘self’ or “individual” greater than the human individual. A person's relations with 

others—even if important—are not essential and describe nothing that is, strictly 

speaking, necessary to the individual being who they are. 

 

Liang, though, was initially apprehensive about the synchronicity of individual 

and collective self-interest.67 According to Bentham, Liang argued: 

the best motives of human beings consist in self-interest; but he 
[Bentham] also often talked about the ideal of the great happiness of 
the greatest number of people. That is because he thinks that public 
profit and private profit often accord with each other, they are 
identical, not divergent. But the actual situation is often not what he 
expects. Public interest and private interest not only cannot coincide 
with each other, they also clash with each other in nine out of ten 
cases. If this is in fact so, then the principle that it is always human 
nature to seek happiness and utility cannot serve the criterion of 
morality. This is really a problem of life and death for the whole 
Benthamite doctrine.

68
 

Liang was right to question the synchronicity of public and private interest. For 

Bentham, it was possibly less of a problem because, in Great Britain, 

synchronicity had more or less been achieved through various mechanisms 

(nationalism, for example)—some of which, I would argue were due to the 

various activities of government. Quite clearly, this was not the case in China, 

and Liang was right to be sceptical. 

 

Chang, though, argues that Liang’s belief in the Benthamite doctrine was saved 

by Katō Hiroyuki’s spirited defence of utilitarianism.69 Hiroyuki argued that 

man’s “egoistic” nature could provide the basis for altruistic activities because 

men often found that cooperation with others would ultimately rebound to his 

own self-interest. Furthermore, humans had an intrinsic need to love other 

humans and love for others was basically, in Katō’s conception, an extension of 

                                            

 

67 This is an important point. Quite clearly, for Liang, there was little synchronicity between 
public and private interests. 

68 “Lo-li chu-i t’ai-tou Pien-hsin chih hsuë-shuo” (The Doctrine of Bentham, Master of 
Utilitarianism) cited in Chang, Liang Ch'i-Ch'ao, pp. 20–8. 

69 Ibid., p. 208. 



 

 

 

 
192 

self-love.70 His reservations about this weakness in the utilitarian approach 

notwithstanding, he still became a strong advocate of self-interest and clearly 

saw it as a key to western successes. He wrote: “In order to modernise the 

thinking of the old Chinese tradition, we must focus on the individual or the 

‘self’.”71 

 

If all of these ideas concerning the centrality of the individual, their rights and 

obligations and proper role of government are taken together, western 

citizenship encapsulates a duality, the public and the private self. A citizen is 

both committed to participation in and service to the community, but he/she is 

also entitled to an “inviolable sphere of privacy” established by the institution of 

civil freedom and rights. The western citizen is then held to be both a “public” 

person and a "private” person, to be both in and out of society. In an earlier 

chapter, we discussed the problems that this poses for our conceptions of a civil 

society/public sphere and freedom. Liang for the most part neglects the inherent 

tension to be found here, and simply lets his image of the public self of the new 

citizen all but obscure its private self. According to Chang, Liang has a tendency 

to equate the western ideal of individual freedom with the concept of self-

mastery or character discipline.72 Liang seemed to have little interest in 

individual liberty for its own sake. Rather, individual freedom was always a 

stepping stone to national freedom. He even, in a number of places, repudiates 

individual freedom in the interest of collective freedom.73 Freedom means 

freedom of the group, not individual freedom. In times of chaos, individual 

freedom prevails and no collective freedom develops. In the civilised age, the 

freedom of the group develops while individual freedom decreases.74 

Consequently, he came to the conclusion, more quickly than Sun Yatsen, that 

China in the 1920s was not ready for republican democracy, and called for the 

creation of a strong state to rein in individual freedom as a transition phase. 

                                            

 

70 Ibid., p. 211. 
71 Liang, “Xin min shuo”, http://sangle.web.wesleyan.edu/etext/late-qing/xmz.html accessed 

12/7/2002. 
72 Chang, Liang Ch'i-Ch'ao, p. 218. 
73 Liang, “Xin min shuo”, http://sangle.web.wesleyan.edu/etext/late-qing/xmz.html accessed 

12/7/2002. 
74 Chang, Liang Ch'i-Ch'ao, pp. 202. 

http://sangle.web.wesleyan.edu/etext/late-qing/xmz.html
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I should, here, briefly summarise the points concerning Liang’s work that are 

important for our arguments in this section. Most important was Liang’s concern 

for the poor quality of the Chinese people—their lack of the attributes of a 

modern citizen to populate a modern nation. The ideals of active participation, 

struggle, interests in the future, the adventurous and enterprising spirit, the 

centrality of national unity and a rational virtu were missing in traditional 

Confucian values of moderation and harmony. Liang advocated a new morality, 

a new republican virtue. According to Friedrich Meinicke, virtu might include 

moral qualities, but primarily it operates to “designate something dynamical, 

something put by nature into men, heroism and the strength to accomplish great 

political and military deeds, but particularly to be found and maintain flourishing 

states”.75 But virtue is not an unregulated force of nature; it is force “transformed 

into rational and purposive conduct, virtu ordinata”.76 

 

While Liang believed that the Lu-Wang form of neo-Confucianism77 offered a 

set of “precepts and prescriptions” concerning moral cultivation, he now rejected 

the metaphysical connotations implied. Now it was modern material and mind 

sciences that were necessary to stimulate the transformation and create 

“purposive” conduct in the population. Moreover, Liang strongly rejected the 

notion of sage-statesmanship based on the core value of ren (benevolence); 

replacing it with his xin min. This xin min was considerably Aristotelian, because 

the civic-minded person was first and foremost an active participant in public 

affairs. The, as ideal type, xin min was also Rousseauian in the sense that it 

had been abstracted from the practical requirements of modern (Chinese) 

                                            

 

75 Friedrich Meinecke, Machiavellism: The Doctrine of Raison d'Etat and its Place in Modern 
History, Yale University Press, New Haven, 1957, pp. 31. 

76 Ibid., 38. 
77 The Lu-Wang form of neo-Confucianism was the most well-known alternative to Chu Xi’s 

(1130-1200) neo-Confucianism. The Lu-Wang school was based on the approaches of 
Wang Yangming (1472–1529), whose focus was rather on the works of Zhu’s contemporary 
rival Lu Qiuyuan (1139–1193). This approach equated mind with li and so emphasised the 
minds intuitive grasp of the proper path. Zhu’s approach to self-cultivation emphasised much 
more the role of diligent study and positivist science. See a good discussion of competing 
schools of neo-Confucianism in Siu-chi Huang, Essentials of Neo-Confucianism: Eight major 
philosophers of the Song and Ming, Greenwood Press, Westport, 1999. 
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sociability and neglected the social, material and historical processes of the 

construction of civility. 

 

While Liang was a prolific writer, he unfortunately wrote little on the 

implementation of his ideas. While it is difficult to complete a comprehensive 

survey of his work—he was prolific—there is no mention of any strategies that 

reflected these social, material and historical processes. On the one hand, this 

is not surprising. Neither Confucian nor liberal frameworks placed any 

significance in their respective discourses on these issues. Both tended to posit 

a transcendental notion of the citizen, albeit in different ways. On the other 

hand, it would be surprising if Liang understood traditional Chinese governance 

as predominately a legalist institution—which, as I have argued elsewhere, 

utilised the concept of shi. A detailed discussion of this particular lack should be 

pursued elsewhere. It will suffice here to say that, for Liang, ideas and spirit 

were the driving forces of historical change. In the second half of his 

“Impressions” essay, he restates his belief in the centrality of humanity and of 

the human spirit. More important than questions about the kinds of institutions 

or technologies of governance were those concerning the kind of man that the 

new China required. With Bentham and Spencer he believed that individual 

competition and “enlightened” pursuit of self-interest contributed to the progress 

of the modern world, but devoted little discussion to the spaces in which this 

competition and enlightenment would occur. 

 

Liang does not anywhere make it explicit, but qün, I argue, must involve a set of 

reflexive attributes that weigh up the future outcomes of any decisions based on 

self-interest against those based on public interest—a set of decisions (and the 

attributes attached to those decisions) which we have called sociability. 

Sociability is implicit in the notion of self-mastery. To be free, one must master 

the material side of one’s existence—those passions, desires, and whims that 

obfuscate the spiritual desire to join the group. Self-mastery, in its modernist 

sense, must juxtapose and evaluate day-to-day questions about what is good 

for me and what is good for the nation. This sociability then stresses a strong 

sense of solidarity with national compatriots and for forming civic associations 

with them to serve the greater good. There had been in China an over-
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emphasis on the Confucian ideal of self-cultivation which had led to a pervasive 

selfishness. As individuals, the Chinese were the equal of any Europeans or 

Americans, but their failure was their lack of the ability to organise themselves 

into a nation and their lack of the spirit of the rule of law.78 

 

Liang’s trip to the United States in 1903 did much to realign his thinking about 

democracy and its relevance to China. He saw, at first hand for the first time, 

democracy in operation, and identified a number of problems for a simple 

migration of the concept across the Pacific. He thought the frequency of the 

elections, particularly at the municipal level, was wasteful and unnecessary. 

Furthermore, the elections, rather than serving to elect the best candidates, 

were little more than contests rewarding populism. He wrote after his return: “In 

autocratic states, one has to flatter only one person; in democratic states, one 

has to flatter the multitudes.”79 One particularly worrying concern was that in the 

United States people of quality seemed to shun political life80 and pursue other 

roles in the society. 

 

This strongly reflected a Confucian approach that stressed the intellectual and 

moral superiority of the scholar/official. He writes quite scathingly of the US 

system: 

Who are these foot soldiers? None other than what I refer to as 
mediocre and common persons of lower-middle standing. People of 
this sort, whether in their careers or their studies, are unable to 
establish themselves, and consequently can only make their career in 
politics. They expend themselves on the affairs of their party because 
that is the source of their livelihood, and so they are, in actuality, the 
parasites of the political world.

81
 

This, he thought, left the political field open to mediocrity. In San Francisco, 

home to the largest Chinese community in the United States, Liang also saw 

the very same national characteristics, particularly the “village mentality”. Years 

                                            

 

78 Liang, “Xin min shuo”, http://sangle.web.wesleyan.edu/etext/late-qing/xmz.html accessed 
12/7/2002. 

79 Liang Qichao, "Selections from a Diary of Travels through the New World", Renditions, 
53/54, 1903, p. 210. 

80 Ibid., p. 211. 
81 Ibid., p. 210. 

http://sangle.web.wesleyan.edu/etext/late-qing/xmz.html


 

 

 

 
196 

of living in a democracy had done very little to dissuade the American Chinese 

of the exact same attributes he was trying to eliminate in their mother country. 

 

It was because of this that, on his return to China, he began to lean intellectually 

towards a more “statist” approach, as well as an emphasis on obligations to the 

state over the rights of the individual. He now saw the issue of individual rights 

and freedoms as considerably more problematic as the first stage of political 

transformation for China. After his exile in Japan, we note the central 

importance of freedom of thought in Liang’s conceptual framework. His writing 

was often a call to youth to develop their utmost individual capabilities, and only 

under conditions of freedom of thought could individuals develop their potential. 

According to Liang, the Guomindang failed because they were not really 

representative—they had no popular basis of support. Liang therefore did 

advocate the development of local self-government and professional 

organisations based on popular participation as concrete steps towards 

developing the organisational ability of the Chinese people. 

 

He found in a number of German-speaking theorists—like Johann Bluntschli 

and Gustav Bornhak—a more relevant political model for China.82 Bluntschli in 

fact argued against republicanism, claiming it culturally specific requiring 

“special soil” to foster its growth. Bornhak conceptualised the function of the 

state as paternalistic arbitrator, one that could rise above society to resolve 

group conflicts Moreover, Bornhak consolidated Liang’s anxiety concerning 

rapid change by his illustrations of the “destructive consequences” of achieving 

a republic through revolution. The fact that Bornhak saw the need for at least 

some cultural and institutional continuity to prevent these “consequences” 

appealed to the reform- rather then revolutionary-minded Liang.83 Liang was 

aware that China did not possess at the moment the “special soil” for 

democracy to fully germinate. He was right to suggest that this was because the 

Chinese needed to develop a whole range of attributes that we might attach to 

the modern citizen—those described by Rustow as “quietly taken for granted 

                                            

 

82 Chang, Liang Ch'i-Ch'ao, pp. 248–9. 
83 Ibid., pp. 248–52. 
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that is above mere opinion and mere agreement”.84 He was, however, wrong to 

think that this change would simply be precipitated through the moral force of 

ideas alone. 

 

The publishing offices of the New Citizen unfortunately burnt down in March 

1907. After this date, Liang’s intellectual influence declined. Chinese 

nationalism in the very early twentieth century split into two camps. Many turned 

their attention to social and economic questions, but Liang and many like him 

persisted in focusing on the spirit and attitudes of men. This was probably due 

to the persistence in Liang’s mind of a Confucian predilection to view morality 

and attitudes of men as more important than anything else. It may also have 

been due to the influence of Immanuel Kant. Liang had been the first scholar to 

introduce Kant to China, but his understanding of Kant’s complex thinking may 

have been superficial. Wang Guowei (1877-1927) accuses him of being a 

“neophyte in the field, and of plagiarising and taking Kant’s work out of context 

to serve his political purposes. 85 Quite clearly, though, Liang—like Kant—had  

little time for mundane manners and the influence of the material world. 

 

In the 1920s, while Liang persisted in focusing on the spirit and moral attitudes 

of men, many intellectuals and politicians were turning their attention to social 

and economic questions. Sun Yat-sen and Mao Zedong, for example, turned 

their attention to the organisational issues called for in the establishment of a 

disciplined vanguard party, mass organisations and a party-army as important 

mechanisms for national salvation. Liang, in the same period, retreated into a 

Confucian reliance on education. Once the “new citizenry” had gradually come 

to realise its role in the new China, then they would, somehow, generate the 

necessary power to translate these liberal-Confucian ideals into reality. The new 

citizen rested on the assumption that any program of change must begin with 

the modernisation of the attitudes and values of the people. Liang called for a 

(relatively) free, nationalistic and active citizen who would possess a variety of 

                                            

 

84 Rustow, "Transitions to Democracy", p. 363. 
85 K'o-wu Huang "Liang Qichao and Immanuel Kant", in J.A. Fogel (ed.) The Role of Japan in 

Liang Qichao’s Introduction of Modern Western Civilization to China, Institute of East Asian 
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moral and attitudinal attributes that he deemed necessary for modern citizens. 

Such a citizenry, as he understood it, would ensure not only the realisation of a 

liberal-democratic government, but also a strong, new China. 

 

For Liang, then, the spaces of change were in people’s minds. The 

transformation was to be established through changes in attitudes, particularly 

moral attitudes. To some extent this is true, of course. In thinking about this 

problem, I am reminded of Benedict Anderson’s powerful statements 

concerning the precursors for nationalism (as modernism). In an exemplar par 

excellence of modernist writing in itself, Anderson stresses the role of ideas. He 

argues: 

[t]he very possibility of imagining the nation only arose historically 
when, and where, three fundamental cultural conceptions, all of great 
antiquity, lost their axiomatic grip on men’s minds. The first of these 
was the idea that a particular script-language offered privileged 
access to ontological truth, precisely because it was an inseparable 
part of that truth… Second was the belief that society was naturally 
organised around and under high centres—monarchs who were 
persons apart from other human beings and who ruled by some form 
of cosmological (divine) dispensation…. Third was a conception of 
temporality in which cosmology and history were indistinguishable, the 
origins of the world and of men essentially identical…

86
 

So ideas are important. Nevertheless, an over-emphasis on them in the study of 

any transformation leads one to fall into the Cartesian trap of seeing them as 

simple oppositions to the material world. To believe that all that is necessary is 

ideas—and this is a tendency in some liberal and Confucian thought—misses 

the importance of the actual disciplining of bodily attributes; and this must occur 

in spaces, as we have already argued. 

 

I want to conclude the section on Liang Qichao by drawing out a concept that I 

argue is central to the transformation envisaged by Liang, yet receives little 

attention from his biographers. This is the concept of self-mastery, or what 

                                            

 

86 In Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the origin and spread of 
nationalism, Verso, London, 1991, p. 40. Anderson’s argument though revolves around the 
impact of print capitalism which, of course, concerns other factors in addition to ideas. 
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Giddens would call self-reflexivity.87 Confucian self-cultivation was, of course, 

first of all predicated on a set of metaphysical and psychological premises. Any 

concrete thing in the manifold world, according to the orthodox Neo-Confucian 

worldview, was ultimately made up of a combination of li (principle) and qi 

(material). The li that subsisted in and governed individual humans was called 

xing (human nature). The material world stimulated passions and desires 

corrupting the li. Moral degeneration occurs when xing becomes obscured by qi. 

Self-cultivation was then seen as an effort to recover nature (fu xing). Liang, of 

course, had moved away from this neo-Confucian approach, but merely to 

replace its metaphysical notions with that of modern science. Science now 

replaced philosophical speculation, but ideas remained paramount. In Liang’s 

eyes, qi remained marginal. 

 

Liang’s concept of self-mastery, while similar to neo-Confucian approaches, 

differed in one important aspect. The emphasis was now not on the recovery of 

true self, but on development (in an evolutionary sense) of a new creative self 

premised on the need for change to adapt to a changing world. No more the 

continual reference to “a golden age”, or to what sages had said. New citizens 

were to confront new problems with a new epistemology, one ontologically 

seated in the creative individual. There was, of course, was one significant 

qualification. This was that the self-mastery was to benefit the nation and its 

people. 

 

Ironically, it was Mao Zedong who, more than anybody else, became heir to 

Liang’s ideas concerning China’s need for a renovated people functioning as a 

“citizenry”. He, though, was to rely not on Liang’s “middle-of-the-road” liberal 

approaches, but rather on an emphasis on the energising spirit of revolution and 

a disciplined mass party.88 In this melting pot of ideas, Chinese thinkers became 

radicalised as each moderate approach failed to gain any real purchase on 

modernity for China. Liang Qichao contributed to the growing radicalism himself 

                                            

 

87 Giddens, The Consequences of Modernity, The Consequences of Modernity. Polity Press, 
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when he sent a telegram to China on May 1, 1919, exhorting the students to 

reject the 21 demands. He, though, was unhappy with the eventual dismissal by 

the May 4 Fourth generation of students of Chinese tradition. The total 

abandonment of Chinese tradition, rather than a synthesis of Chinese and 

western approaches was now the order of the day. The force for a new culture, 

rather than a renewal of the old, found sympathy with a set of more radical 

patrons which included Chen Duxiu and Li Dazhao. The students now looked to 

the Marxist idea that cultural ideologies were founded on fundamentally different 

modes of material production. And this new culture became increasingly 

associated with the masses. While a discussion of Mao’s contributions will have 

to wait for a forthcoming project, we need first to give Liang’s ideas a material 

existence through a discussion of the activities of the public parks movement 

that emerged in Beijing in the early years of the Republic. 

 

Our intention here has been to develop a profile of Liang’s attempts to create a 

new citizen. The argument is that Liang’s focus remained almost entirely in the 

category of the Dao in a western sense of the term. As we have already 

mentioned, the west in terms of the attaining enlightenment has, since 

Descartes and Kant, stressed knowledge before the identification of the way. 

There was a way to modernity, and it could be found in the lofty ideas of 

liberalism and particularly utilitarianism. The Chinese, in contrast, have always 

laid down a set of universal principles of ethical behaviour that will provide the 

way to enlightenment. In the west, knowledge leads you to ethical behaviour; in 

China ethical behaviour leads to knowledge. 

 

There was every reason to believe that Liang was restricted to the realm of 

ideas. He was exiled in Japan for much of his really productive life and on his 

return forced to accommodate the wishes of more powerful men. That, 

however, does not stop us looking at those who contributed through much more 

mundane, yet positive ways as well. The following chapter focuses on the 

establishment of China’s first indigenously established public park and the work 

of Zhu Qiqian. Its aim is to show how public spaces contributed, at least in part, 

to the formation of the new citizens Liang had hoped for. 
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As the final words of the chapter, I can best highlight Liang’s lack of interest in 

the material world—and especially public space—with a quote from his “Diary of 

Travels through the New World”, written in 1903. Creating public spaces, he 

suggests, was a wasted exercise. There was little to be gained from such an 

extravagance. He writes: 

New York’s Central Park runs from 71
st
 Street to 123

rd
 Street

89
 and its 

area is equivalent to that of Shanghai’s International Settlement. 
Every holiday, the Park is crowded with people and carriages. Located 
right in the middle of the city, if the park were rezoned as commercial 
property, the proceeds would amount to three or four times the annual 
income of the Chinese government. Looking at this through Chinese 
eyes, it would undoubtedly be said that this is money thrown away on 
useless land, and that it was a shame.

90
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                            

 

89 Central Park actually runs from 59th Street to 110th Street. 
90 Liang, "Selections from a Diary", p. 7. 
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CHAPTER 6: QI AND MIN 

Enthusiasm for the public good 
Changing an altar into a park.

1
 

 

A central proposition put forward in this thesis is that a dramatic, albeit extremely limited, 
transformation in the management of urban space occurred as Republican China emerged out 
of Imperial China. A key outcome was that this transformation established, very briefly, some of 
the preconditions for an indigenous “public sphere” and/or “civil society” in the liberal sense. 
There is little evidence to suggest that a concrete and sustainable “public sphere” was created 
at a local or national level. There is evidence, however, that these new public spaces were 
associated with a growing “civility”. 
 
This chapter focuses on the establishment of Zhongyuan Gongyuan by the Beiyang Municipal 
government, as an example of “republican spatial strategies”—the “after” of the watershed. My 
major object, of course, is to directly implicate local government, governmental elites and their 
initiatives in the creation of an indigenous “public sphere”—an alternative approach to those 
outlined in Chapter One, one which understands “civility” and “publicity” as human attributes, at 
least partially constructed in spaces at the interface of government and the individual, rather 
than as a set of a priori attributes. These, we argue, are the true building blocks of a democracy, 
a democracy perceived as a competitive and conflictual technology, where potential violence is 
displaced by the myriad of attributes that we here call sociability. 
 
The last chapter focused on Liang Qichao’s call to transform the Chinese spirit. This chapter 
focuses on the work of Zhu Qiqian as a representative of government to transform the Chinese 
body. Zhu presents a more ambivalent character in Republican political history than Liang. 
While he is celebrated (particularly by the CCP)

2
 as the instigator of the first Chinese public 

park, he was also greatly discredited through his deep involvement in Yuan Shikai’s 
monarchical madness of 1916. However, his importance here is his central role in the 
establishment of Central Park as a cosmopolitan space designed, in part, to forge new citizens. 
His was a practical response to ideas of modern republican government. Ironically, while Liang 
must surely be elevated above Zhu in terms of his centrality to the modernisation process in 
China, we must also acknowledge Zhu’s much less spectacular, much more mundane, under-
theorised, bureaucratic practices as an attempt, albeit an ad hoc one, to create a Chinese 
Republican public sphere. 

 

 

The movement to create public parks was uniquely western and modern, 

beginning in Europe in the 1830s and spreading to the United States later that 

century.3 The need for public parks arose as republican regimes became 

concerned with the acute problems associated with industrialisation in the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. For the first time governments at all levels 

(city, state and national) saw their own raison d’être as the population itself, 
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 Li Dazhao wrote these words inside a copy of the Three Principles of the People at the 

memorial service held for Sun Yatsen in Central Park in March 1925. Ibid., p. 164. 
2
 See Zhongshan gongyuan zhi (Annals of Zhongshan Park), Zhongshan lin ye chu ban she, 

Beijing, 2001. 
3
 Sidney Gamble, Peking: A social survey, George H. Doran, New York, 1921, p. 236. 
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initiating the era of great public works. Similarly, the American movement 

“emerged in response to the overcrowding and poor conditions of their industrial 

cities and acknowledged the importance of open and recreational spaces in 

promoting public health”.4 By the middle of the nineteenth century, the public 

parks movement had gained much momentum with its ideas based on this 

ideology of the importance of open spaces for the health and vitality of the 

urban population. After the great cholera epidemics of 1832 and 1849 in Great 

Britain, the USA and elsewhere, philanthropists came to the consensus that 

poor social conditions, especially congested living conditions, greatly 

contributed to the epidemic and injured the health of the nation itself—the 

quality of the people now reflected the quality of the nation. Edwin Chadwick’s 

Report on the Sanitary Condition of The Labouring Population of Great Britain 

(1842) was one of the pioneering texts that ushered in this new concern for 

public health. While there had been, during these years, considerable debate 

concerning the specific cause of these epidemics, there was widespread 

support among physicians and reformers that the city should take on aspects of 

the countryside (in the form of parks) to purify the “city” living environment. The 

function of public parks was to be the “lungs of the city” or, as one medical 

expert advocated in a slightly more arcane manner, the function of trees and 

parks was to “absorb deleterious gases and receive or prevent the reflected 

heat from brick houses, which is so oppressive to those who cannot otherwise 

escape their influence”.5 The American Medical Association’s Committee on 

Public Hygiene argued that: 

public squares, tastefully ornamented and planted with trees, 
cannot be too strongly urged upon public attention, as one of 
the most powerful correctives to the vitiated air within the 
inhabitants of a populous place.6 

 

                                            

 
4
 Cited in Schuyler, The New Urban Landscape, p. 61. Note that the miasma theory of disease 

continued long after Chadwick. 
5
 Ibid. p., 61. 

6
American Medical Association, “The First Annual Report of the Committee on Public Hygiene”, 

Transactions, 2, 1849: 431, 438, quoted in Schuyler, The New Urban Landscape, p. 61. 
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While initially concerned with public health issues, reformers soon turned their 

attention to the role parks may play for the spiritual health of the common 

working man. The importance of parks to the modern city was not lost on 

American visitors. One such traveller from Boston noted that the “parks of 

London are the lungs of the city” and, while the parks “contribute to the beauty 

of the city; they are no less necessary to its salubrity”.7 American travellers to 

Europe were greatly impressed with the parks they visited. Andrew J. Downing, 

a well known social reformer, considered the parks one of the “great 

achievements” of European cities. He noted in an 1848 paper entitled “A talk 

about Public Parks and Gardens” that these parks “raised the people in social 

civilisation and social culture to a far higher level” than had been achieved in the 

United States.8 Later, in discussions about class and public recreation, he 

proposed “we owe it to ourselves and our republican professions to set about 

establishing a larger and more fraternal spirit”.9 Parks, according to Downing, 

were the “pleasant drawing rooms” of European cities where the people gain 

“health, good spirits, social enjoyment, and a frank and cordial bearing towards 

their neighbours”.10 Indeed, for Downing, parks inculcated a “social freedom, 

and easy and agreeable intercourse of all classes”.11 There was “true 

democracy” in European parks, he concluded, and this was “worth imitating in 

our more professedly democratic country”.12 Further, parks could benefit the 

democratic social order. In failing to establish recreational spaces for the 

American working families, society had established barriers of class and taste. 

He wrote: “[We] owe it to ourselves and our republican professions to set about 

establishing a larger and more fraternal spirit in our social life.”13 In a similar 

manner, Stephen Duncan Walker, a Baltimore preacher, acclaimed the park as 

a “commonwealth, a kind of democracy, where the poor, the rich, the mechanic, 

the merchant, and the man of letters, mingle on a footing of perfect equality”.14 

                                            

 
7
 Schuyler, The New Urban Landscape, p. 65. 

8
 Ibid.,  p. 69. 

9
 Ibid.,  p. 67. 
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 Ibid., p.62.my italics. 
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 Ibid., p.61. 
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 Ibid., p.69. 
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 Ibid. p. 65. 
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 Ibid, p. 60. 
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Further, not only were the parks important in a social sense, they also 

functioned as agents of moral improvement. Walker understood the park as a 

place where: 

the rough corners of character become smoothed by the 
attractions of genteel intercourse, by the communications that 
such places afford; multiple influences insensibly steal over the 
heart of the most pure and desirable character, and while the 
sight is gratified by an exhibition of what is beautiful in nature 
and heart, the taste improves, the mind becomes buoyant, the 
manners chastened by viewing what is pleasing, refined, 
cultivated and appreciable in the more active graces of life.15 

While we do not want to equate modernity simply to the existence of 

institutionalised “public spaces”,16 we note that their existence was an important 

aspect of the “modern” city. By the mid-nineteenth century, the movement to 

create public parks within western cities had gained some considerable 

momentum. Initially, in western Europe, municipal governments were primarily 

concerned with issues of sanitation, particularly the problem of cholera.17 The 

parks of London, for example, were described as “of greatest consequence to 

the health of its inhabitants” because they fostered “the free circulation of air”.18 

 

One further instructive example comes from the urban reformer Frederick Law 

Olmstead. He, likewise, argued that parks were necessary for two major 

reasons: civility and health. For Olmstead, the park was a potent symbol of 

democracy. In a letter to Parke Godwin, he wrote that the park was “a 

democratic development of the highest significance and on the success of 

which…much of the progress of art and aesthetic culture in this country is 

dependent”.19 Further, the parks were spaces allowing leisurely walks that 

brought the urban dweller, faced with the immorality of the city, in contact with 

the civilising touch of nature. The park also functioned as the lungs of the city, 

cleaning and revitalising the stamina of the working population. This had a 
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positive effect on both the minds and the bodies of the working masses. While 

the city was a democratising agent, one needed the wholesomeness of the rural 

environment to remain physically and morally strong. It is quite clear, therefore, 

that the latter was linked to the productivity of the urban masses as well, and 

hence to capitalism and political modernity. 

 

The parks movement also concerned itself with the body. Healthy bodies were 

demanded by industrialisation as important forces of economic production. Here 

national vitality was linked to concerns about the individual body. There were a 

number of physical education campaigns aimed primarily (although not 

entirely)20 at the body in Victorian England, for example. Ironically, the very best 

bodies were now not to work in economic production, but rather compete for 

national prestige on the sporting field. In most cases, though, these bodies 

came from the leisured classes, for only those relieved of the daily drudgery of 

work had the time to hone their sporting skills to such a level to be competitive 

on the international scene. In this way, sport at the beginning of the twentieth 

century displayed a class bias. It was not until capitalism stopped competing for 

bodies and incorporated sport, now commodified, into its purview that this class 

bias was lost. Team sports, in particular, became synonymous with the rise of 

the modern industrial city and were now incorporated into the nation’s global 

self-identity and prestige. Sport also functioned at the domestic level to stress 

stamina, discipline, organisation and teamwork—and hence sociability. It also 

worked to identify differences through competition. In early twentieth century 

New York, for example, sport worked to highlight difference between ethnic 

groups.21 But it should be noted that this competition was to take place in a 

space of interaction where violence (generally) had been displaced by the 

careful formulation of regulations and an emphasis on certain forms of 

conduct—for example, sportsmanship.22 In this sense, sport also falls into our 

definition of sociability discussed in Chapter 2. Sports and physical activities 
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became an aspect of national importance both for global prestige and domestic 

stability, and very quickly sporting fields, swimming pools and athletics tracks 

added to the array of open spaces in the western city. 

 

While there had been a history of activities that aimed at cultivating the body 

(and indeed the mind)23 in China, team sports were quite uncommon. This, of 

course, was evidence to the Victorian mind of the femininity of the Chinese 

male. Edward Ross blamed the weakness of the Chinese for opium on this 

indifference to physical activity and lack of “proper entertainment”: 

What people are so poorly provided with food as the indigent 
Chinese, or so destitute of amusement as all Chinese rich or 
poor? There are no outdoor games in China, or indeed any 
games except in a gambling sense. Absolute dullness and 
dreariness seem to prevail everywhere. As these two demons 
drive the Caucasian to drink so they drive the Chinese to 
opium. As an individual may by habitual toil and attention to 
business become incapable of amusement, so a race of almost 
incredible antiquity, which has toiled for millenniums, may 
likewise reach a point in its development where the faculty of 
being amused has atrophied and disappeared, so that all that 
remains is the desire to spend leisure in placidity.24 

The model for manliness was often the effete and bookish scholar, who 

demeaned physical activity for intellectual and spiritual pursuits. It was exactly 

this type of citizen that Liang’s xinmin was to replace. 

(I) 

The plan of the imperial capital and its inherent spaces essentially provided for 

the benefit of the emperor and his family only. The appearance and lay out of 

the city was not in the least designed for the convenience of the masses. But 

once the Qing fell, there was a need to instil a new “modern” functionality into 

the lay out of the capital. There was a sense that the unsound social practices 

(at least in comparison with the vitality of the west) were in need of 

reformulation, but there was little idea of how to go about it. 
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There was enough knowledge of western cities, however, to realise that the 

development of public parks in European cities was somehow linked to the self-

esteem of those republics. It seems that the parks expressed a commitment to 

the intellectual development and moral improvement of the common people as 

a public, especially one contributing to national strength.25 Municipal 

governments in China, and Beijing in particular, were also keen to be seen as 

parts of a modern republic, and the establishment of a system of public parks 

became one of the earliest significant projects for the first Beijing Municipal 

Council in 1914.26 Shi Mingzheng describes this council as a group of the “most 

progressive force[s] of reform and the most vociferous voice[s] for western style 

modernisation in early twentieth century Beijing”.27 Being progressive, they were 

keen to imitate western cities. The editorial section of the Shizheng Tonggao 

(Beijing Municipal Gazette), the official mouthpiece for the Municipal Council, 

stated that: 

According to one investigation, there are 11,000 acres of parks 
in Paris, while London has 18 parks, 39 sports grounds with a 
total of 3,800 acres. In Berlin, the area of parks is 70 acres, but 
with some special play-grounds for children. Why have they 
allocated land for building parks in the metropolitan city, while 
land is so expensive? It is believed that parks are very 
important to the health of citizens because they are a source of 
enjoyment. Playing is a much better education for enhancing 
the children’s natural ability… In our country, there are no public 
parks, nor spacious places to take a rest. That is why people go 
to restaurants and tea rooms and drink, rather than playing or 
engaging in sport.28 

The quote certainly reflects a concern with the lack of public spaces and their 

impact on the vitality of the Chinese and a change in perspective evidenced by 

Liang’s passage which ended the previous chapter. It was true that there had 

been some, although very limited, attempts to provide public spaces for the 

masses during the last days of the Qing dynasty. The first serious written 

mention by the government of the need for public parks in China, for example, 
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can be found in the memoirs of the Guangxu Emperor, dated 13 October 1906. 

Dai Hongce, the Minister for Investigations of Political Projects, and a certain 

Duan Fang state: 

In order to pacify the public in each county it would be a good 
idea to introduce libraries, zoos and public parks. We would like 
the Emperor to gradually introduce these institutions into 
China.29 

The first concrete effort, though, was the Imperial Zoo—a somewhat accidental 

outcome of the Empress Dowager Cixi’s “New Policies” reforms. A delegation 

had been sent abroad to study western methods and on its return presented 

Cixi with a variety of exotic animals, including elephants, lions, tigers, zebras 

and leopards. In 1906, she repossessed an unused garden (just outside 

Xizhimen) owned by Sanbeizi, a Manchu prince.30 The animals were settled in 

the garden, now renamed Wanshengyuan (literally a space of ten thousand 

animals), and made available for viewing by the public in 1908.31 This, though, 

was the sum of the dying dynasty’s attempts at the reform in terms of spatial 

management. While the Qing saw the need for reform, it seems they tackled the 

issue with little interest or little ability, or both. They did, however, after the 

Russo-Japanese war in 1905, modernise the education system and 

acknowledge the need for a constitutional system.32 In the end, however, the 

Qing failed to capitalise on these initiatives quickly enough before more serious 

events overtook the government and any chance of a transition to a more liberal 

style of governance by the dynasty was lost.33 
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It was left to the Republican government to carry forth the transformation in a 

more concrete way. Ironically enough,34 it was the recalcitrant Yüan Shikai 

whose edict established the first Chinese public park. The idea originated with 

Yuan’s Minister for the Interior, Zhu Qiqian (1872–1964) (Zhu was later head of 

the municipal government and the park itself), who suggested the shijitan35 

(Altar for Earth and Grain) as a potential public park. Zhu Qiqian was a scholar, 

early conservationist and capable administrator, who entered politics through 

his connection with Yuan Shikai. In his youth, Zhu had been exposed to this 

reform literature of thinkers like Zheng Guanyin (1842–1922). He had also come 

in to contact with Liang Qichao during the time both he and Liang served in 

Yuan’s Republican government. In fact, his whole political career was deeply 

intertwined with the changing realities of reform shaped by different ideas 

ranging from “self-strengthening” to republicanism. Zhu’s passion for 

construction and his critique of the deep intellectual divide between dao and 

qi—theory and practice—in Chinese scholarly traditions were closely bound up 

with the larger intellectual advocacy of reconstituting “Chinese-ness” and 

synthesising thought and action. Throughout his life, he remained committed to 

this conviction. There is little doubt that the traditional significance of shejitan 

and its potential as an aspect of Chinese modernity would have appealed to 

Zhu, who combined the characteristics of a modernist reformer and keen 

conservationist. 

 

The Altar of Land and Grain had been the site of imperial sacrifices to the gods 

of Earth (she) and grain (ji) during the Ming and Qing. The altar itself is a three-

tiered square platform built of white marble, its shape symbolising the ancient 

notion that the earth is square. The five kinds of coloured earth spread over the 

surface of the altar (yellow in the centre, green in the east, red in the south, 
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white in the west, black in the north) were received by the emperor as gifts of 

tribute from subjects of his empire. The gifts, symbolising that all under heaven 

belonged to the emperor, represented the five elements (metal, wood, water, 

fire and earth) which constitute the basis of all things. 

 

 

Photo 6.1: Zhu Qiqian (also known as Zhu Guishen)36 
 

China was an agricultural society, and the ceremonies carried out in the Altar 

can be traced back to times when the people worshipped the earth and grain, 

elevating these things to the status of gods. Over time, the emperors assumed 

as their personal responsibility the role of making sacrifices and prayers to the 

gods. On the fifth day of the second and eight month on the lunar calendar, the 

emperor visited the altar to offer sacrifices. The altar was surrounded on four 

sides by low red walls (the so-called tone walls) set with glazed bricks in four 

colours representing the four directions. The innermost wall, with a white marble 

gate set in each side, is the Altar Wall. Between the Altar Wall and the northern 
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outer wall are the Baidian (Hall of Worship) and the Jimen (Halberd Gate). On 

the west side are the sacred storage chamber, sacred kitchen and a pavilion for 

slaughtering sacrificial animals. The Hall of Worship is constructed entirely of 

wood. Built in the Ming Dynasty, this hall originally served to shelter the 

emperors from wind and rain when they came to offer sacrifices.37 

 

The conversion of this sacred site, though, did not proceed immediately the 

dynasty fell and had to wait until 1914.38 After the declaration of the republic in 

1911, the North–South army agreed to a set of conditions very favourable to the 

Qing government. These conditions stipulated that the Qing emperor abdicate, 

and then move to the Summer Palace. This was not realised, however, until the 

year 1913.39 Because of this, the area inside the Imperial Palace complex 

remained a forbidden zone. On March 29 of that year, a public memorial service 

was held at the Taìhediàn (Great Peace Palace) in the Forbidden City for the 

princess Qing Long Yu, who had died from illness. It was during this public 

memorial service that Zhu Qiqian, the then Minister of Transport for the Beiyang 

government, noted the spaciousness of the altar and its surrounding gardens. 

He was also impressed by the old cypress trees that dated from as early as the 

Liao Dynasty (907–1125). The altar was also centrally located immediately to 

the west of the Tiananmen (Gate of Heavenly Peace) and situated between the 

central portion of Chángàn dà Jiè and the Imperial River (Yù Hé). Its location 

provided easy access from all sides—making it an ideal public space. However, 

it had, over time, fallen into a state of disrepair. The altar, to Zhu’s regret, had 

become overgrown with vegetation and infested with pests. Consequently he 

conceived of the idea of transforming the altar into China’s first public park.40 
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This should be recognised for what it was: a radical and revolutionary change in 

the ways in which spaces were used (albeit a rather ad hoc one), and one that 

reflected a different set of priorities for government. For the Imperial Chinese, 

their capital required three structures: imperial palaces to house the living 

emperor and his family; a Taimiao, a temple for worship of the imperial 

ancestors; and a Shejitan, an altar to the Earth and Grain. These were the basic 

foundations of agrarian society. The space occupied by the Altar had been for 

over one thousand years scared to a number of dynasties and central to its 

activities. It became even more prominent as a centre for auspicious 

ceremonies after the Emperor Yong Le (r. 1402–24) established Beijing as the 

capital of China in 1421. During this time, the 60 acre space had been restricted 

solely to the emperor (and his family) and his most important officials, and was 

strictly forbidden to commoners throughout the Ming and Qing. Death would 

surely have befallen any intruder. To turn the space over to the public clearly 

signposts a change in attitudes to the appropriate objectives of good 

government; no longer was the raison d’être of the state to merely hold on to 

the divinely initiated control of the country—based at least in part on spatial 

strategies dominated by the concept shi. The objective now, rather, was the 

people themselves. This is an important break and represents some of the first 

steps towards the creation of a Chinese “public”. The significance of the 

initiative may be underlined by the considerable opposition it inspired, especially 

from the conservative officials who favoured a return of the monarchy.41 Yu 

Qicheng castigated the local authorities for the denigration of such a sacred and 

historical space as the Altar of Earth and Grains. He wrote: 

Between Tiananmen and the Wumen were, on the left the 
Taimiao (Temple of Ancestors), and on the right the Altar of 
Earth and Grains. They were constructed by the Ming and 
inherited by the Qing, and were denigrated (fei) as public parks 
during the Republic.42 
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In October 1913, Zhu became the Minister of Internal Affairs. In the spring of 

1914, after some cultural artefacts from the Yuanmingyuan (particularly the Re 

He Xing Dian [Hot River Palace]) had been transported to Beijing, Zhu made 

the suggestion that he should hold face-to-face negotiations with members of 

the Qing court to find storage space for these important relics. While the Qing 

court was temporarily unable to move to the Summer Palace, these 

negotiations led to all of the areas (apart from the Great Temple TaiMiao) south 

of the three main palaces coming under the administration of the national 

government. This resulted in the historical relics being set up in each of the two-

storey pavilions of each of the palaces.43 

 

In autumn 1914, Zhu formally suggested that the altar be opened as a public 

park, and Yuan Shikai acquiesced. The renovation and construction of the park 

lasted from the autumn 1914 until the beginning of summer 1915. Right from 

the outset gathering the appropriate finances was a problem and appeals were 

made to all who might help. The commander of the infantry, Jian Zhaozong, at 

the invitation of Zhu, sent the entire Construction Corps to assist in the cleaning 

up of the park.44 From the middle of September 1914, it took only around 15 

days for the gardens to be cleaned, for the southern gate to be rebuilt, and for 

the roadways to be levelled off.45 The park was formally opened on October 10, 

1914, and the government approved the name ZhongYang gongyuan (Central 

Park).46 
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Illustration 6.1: The original layout of Shejitan 
 
Note: It is quite obvious that there had been little building of attractions. 
 
Source: Tang Yongshan, Zhongyang Gongyuan Ershiwu Zhounian Jinian Ce, “The 25

th
 

Anniversary Booklet of Central Park”, p. 9. 

 

With regard to the layout and construction of the park, the park maintained the 

physical features appropriate to a Chinese traditional parkland, possessing a 

traditional ethnic Chinese aesthetic. Public parks had usually been designed by 

western-controlled municipal authorities. In Shanghai and Tianjin, parks were 

designed mainly on western (or, in some cases, Japanese) layouts. From the 

inception of Zhongshan Park, however, the design of the Millet-God Altar (a 

combination of Ming and Qing architectural styles) together with Zhu’s deep 
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knowledge of Chinese traditional architecture led the park to be designed along 

Chinese lines.47 Apart from the altar, the Prayer Hall (now Zhongshan Hall), the 

Hall of Swords (now a Beijing City government office) and the “tone fences”—

which maintained their original traditional appearance—all the constructions 

(e.g. stone embankments, covered walkways, water pavilions, rotunda 

pavilions, bridges, artificial hills, artificial lakes and flowerbeds) were designed 

in an ethnic Chinese style. In contrast, all new commercial facilities including the 

small stalls and shops, as well as a small parkland area, were designed in the 

western style. This particular arrangement made Zhongyang Gongyuan unique 

among the parks and gardens of China at that time.48 It was a Chinese, not a 

western, space that incorporated modern elements given over to the people. 

While, as we will see a little later, it did incorporate western elements,49 the park 

was clearly intended to be Chinese clearly linking the past with the future. 

 

The opening of the park was quite an occasion, even though the space inside 

the park was quite bleak, for there had been little time or money for any real 

renovation. It was, though, an occasion of national interest, and the intersection 

in front of the main gate was festooned with the five-coloured national flag along 

both sides and the people of Beijing were keen to see for the first time the 

forbidden areas once restricted to royal eyes only. One gets a sense of the 

gravity of the occasion when the extent of the organisation for the event is 

seen.50 The Municipal Police Bureau sent over 200 policemen to maintain public 

order. Within the park, over 20 brigades of water-coolies brought forward the 

construction of marquees by two days, and installed fire-fighting equipment 

inside the park. Huge vats were filled with fresh water, and all of the water-

workers wore vests displaying their personal numbers. At that time, there were 

no pavilions, towers, pagodas, tea-houses or alcohol stores (see Illustration 

6.1). The actual altar itself still had its original shape, as did the imperial 
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roadway used by emperors for offering processions. Surprisingly, all the 

implements used for the offerings were completely intact, possibly awaiting the 

return of the dynasty. Commentaries concerning the day describe the visitors to 

the park as being “elated” by the experience, and suggest that this lifting of the 

spirits of the common people should remain one of the guiding principles of the 

park.51The park continued to be very popular with patrons especially on 

holidays and weekends (for a summary of ticket sales see Appendix 3) 

 

In the early period, the park was closed on all days except Saturday, Sunday 

and special occasions in order to continue with the reconstruction of the garden 

areas as well as the construction of scenic attractions. The extent of 

construction work in the park was immense, and the expenditure required was 

huge.52 In these uneasy times, the government experienced considerable 

financial difficulties and was unable to contribute funding. Zhu, anxious about a 

long drawn-out wait for the construction of the park, decided that the park 

construction would be reliant on private donations from the people. From 

October 1914, further donations were sought from KMT party members, 

members of the government and various levels of army personnel (see 

Appendix 1 and 2). 
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Illustration 6.2: The layout of the park after three years’ construction in 
1917 
 
Note: After three years, the park authorities had constructed some significant gardens in the 

Southwest corner of the park. 

 
Source: Tang Yongshan, Zhongyang Gongyuan Ershiwu Zhounian Jinian Ce, (The 25

th
 

Anniversary Booklet of Central Park), p. 11. 
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Yüan, through the Municipal Council (est. 1914), entrusted its management to a 

board of trustees which consisted of prominent people from the government, 

and from the professional and financial elites.53 The committee executive was 

established with 34 members each serving a renewable one year term. 

Members had to contribute at least $5054 to join the board and an annual 

amount per year after that.55 Corporate contributions were set at 500 yuan. It 

seems that Yüan’s motive in forming an independent committee was to detach 

the management of the park from the “game of politics”.56 This was a positive 

move for the future development of the park because, as Lynn suggests, it 

isolated the institution from the contemporary complexities of Chinese politics, 

especially the rather frequent coup d’etats that proved detrimental to other 

government activities.57 There were in fact a number of attempts to 

commandeer the park by the many governments that ebbed and flowed through 

Beijing during this period. In 1928, for example, the deputy chairman of the 

board of directors Wu Bingxiang thwarted the KMT mayor of Beiping, He Qifan, 

who had attempted to take control of the park.58 The rules and regulations of the 

directorship were revised, and the board of directors became a committee(for a 

summary of the rules and regulates see Appendices 4-8 and for a photograph 

of the directorate in 1928 see Appendix 9) . The vast majority of committee 

members were elected by the directors. While this averted direct control of the 

park by the Guomindang government, the committee still contained two 

members who were directly appointed by the government. 
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Illustration 6.3: A bird’s eye view of Zhongshan Park in 1921 
 
Source: Tang Yongshan, Zhongyang Gongyuan Ershiwu Zhounian Jinian Ce, (The 25

th
 

Anniversary Booklet of Central park), p. 23. 

 

Clearly, though, the initiative remains a governmental one, in which both the 

Beiyang and Beijing governments were intimately involved. Although partially 

independent, the executive committee had to report on progress and log 

activities in detail. The Municipal Council required the committee to first gain 

permission before demolishing any structure, and all buildings remained the 

property of the council. The council also chose to invest and direct specific 

smaller projects within the larger project themselves. Moreover, individuals 

close to, or working in, government—like Xu Shichang,59 Zhang Yun, Li 
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Yuanhong60 and Zhu Qiqian—were significant donors and prominent members 

of the committee. Government instrumentalities such as the Ministries of 

Communications and Finance, the Bank of China and the Beijing Electric 

Company were also important corporate donors. Early appeals by the council 

for funds were quite successful. Forty thousand yuan was raised in less than six 

months—18,000 yuan coming directly from government coffers. The much-

needed further construction of the park was commenced during 1915 and was 

completed at the end of that year.61 

 

The park in its developed state was an instant success. Very quickly, “the park 

became a gathering place where city residents could simultaneously relax, 

enjoy the scenery, communicate, and be educated”.62 The Gazette often 

gloated over the popularity of Central Park, noting in 1915 that lots of people 

“enjoyed the park, not only in Spring and Autumn but also in dark evenings and 

cold winters”.63 Sidney Gamble, in his extensive 1924 social survey of Beijing, 

records that entry into Central Park cost 20 coppers, which at the time was quite 

expensive, thereby limiting patronage to those capable of taking advantage of 

the park’s modernising facilities. However, 4,000–5,000 people a day in 
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summer and 100–200 in winter still took advantage of the park’s facilities. On 

special days, like festivals, 10,000 people would fill the park’s 60 acres.64 

 

A number of western travel reports of the city provide an account of the park 

and its patrons in a very positive light. Juliet Bredon, as I mentioned in the 

preface to this chapter, commented on the quality of the people to be found 

there. Sir Roger Hart’s niece, and an influential travel writer in her own right, 

Bredon describes the local patrons of Central Park (the recently transformed 

Shijitan [Altar of Earth and Grain]) as “extremely well dressed, decorous, 

intelligent, and are interesting as representatives of the best classes of 

residents in the capital”.65 

 

Readers should understand this in a context where nearly all European writers 

had written off the Chinese masses as little more than chaotic rabble. Quite 

clearly, Bredon’s observation suggests a relationship between the park and its 

modern patrons. Thomas Cook, too, heralded the sophistication of the park in 

saying: 

That the traveller who wishes to see Peking society at its very 
best and brightest should visit these gardens [Nong shi shi yan 
chang (Botanical and zoological gardens)], as well as the Public 
Park [Central Park] in the Imperial city, between 5 and 7 o’clock 
on a summer evening. An early start…will give the visitor 
time…[to visit neighbouring attractions] and a later participation 
in the promenade of the Chinese sightseers.66 

Arlington and Lewisohn regarded the park as a significant enough attraction to 

provide a detailed, step-by-step walkers’ guide, highlighting all the varied 

attractions to be found there. Gamble felt that the park should be “particularly 

noted” as one of Beijing’s “modern types of amusement”.67 
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The park itself was an interesting mix of Chinese and western elements, a 

pastiche of both traditional and modernist (both western and Chinese) symbols. 

In terms of the traditional, one could find tea-shops, calligraphy and art studios 

and typical Chinese gardens, as well as miscellaneous vestiges of the imperial 

era in the form of temples, monuments, artefacts and inscriptions. One 

particular arbour—Yao Yan (woods as good as medicine)—contained steles 

with inscriptions by Confucius, Mencius and other sages.68 

 

These competed for the attention of the patrons with photographic and western-

style art studios, coffee shops, and a large array of modern sporting facilities 

including boxing events, billiard halls and even bowling alleys. There was even 

roller-skating in summer and ice-skating in winter. In 1920, Zhao Jun, a Beijing 

city councillor, built and opened an ice-roller-skating ring in an empty area 

located to the south of the deer pavilion.69 This was to be operated as the “Ice-

Skating” (Liubing) business. As the business was unable to pay its way 

independently, it was placed under the management of the Cypress Coffee 

Shop (Bai shixin Kaifeiguan). This lasted until a slump in business in 1936 

closed the business. 

 

In the park, modernity was a spectator sport. Gamble notes with some surprise 

the large numbers of Chinese spectators watching the bowling.70 There were 

also many western-style restaurants and cafes to consume modern Western 

habits. The Bashixin (sometimes called the Pastime Cafe), for example, sold 

coffee, milk, ice-cream and a wide variety of western-styled drinks and 

refreshments. The cafe was fiercely modernist. Lynn writes that any 

“uninformed visitor who order[ed] a pot of Chinese tea would either be greeted 

with an angry look by the waiter or be frankly told that he should go to another 

place for it”.71 There were also monuments dedicated to the Republic and its 

founders, most notably Sun Yatsen and General Cai Ao. There was even a 
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monument to the US President Warren Harding, who had helped the Chinese 

during the Washington conference. It was a place where one could drink coffee 

or tea and observe the past and future of China; where both western and 

traditional Chinese architecture settled, sometimes more, sometimes less, 

comfortably with each other; where you could read Chinese poetry with older 

intellectuals or roller skate and play billiards with the young. Photos of Beijing 

youth who patronised the parks at this time clearly show the influence of 

western habits of dress (see Illustration 6.3). 

 

A wide range of western and Chinese sports were (at various times) offered up 

for enjoyment both by participators and spectators. The first soccer oval was 

opened on a temporary basis on a vacant block of land located to the west of 

the stone stele pavilion and south of the Xiliting (Study Manners Pavilion) in 

1921.72 Over 30 competitors would come here to participate. One soccer team 

was organised, using the park’s name to call itself the Zhong Shang gongyuan 

Zuqiuuii (Central Park Soccer Team). Unfortunately, the organisation was 

inconsistent and players would only be notified only shortly before games 

started. The team’s organisation subsequently improved, and it utilised a large 

number of players. The park team played against a number of soccer clubs 

such as Yanjing University Club, as well as the YuYing, Hui Wen and Lu He 

secondary school soccer clubs. The park soccer team won almost every game 

and gained a good reputation.73 The soccer team also played on the Central 

Park pitch against army soccer teams from foreign countries that were based in 

Beijing, including those from the United States, France, Italy and India. In 1929, 

because there was not enough space for soccer practice or games, and an 

access road was needed, as well as disputes over balls being accidentally 

kicked at sightseers, the soccer oval was demolished and a children’s 
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sportsground, with swings, slides, see-saws and hurdy-gurdies was established 

instead. 

 

 

Photo 6.2: The children’s playground (ti yu chang) in the park showing 
swings and hurdy-gurdies74 
 
Source: Tang Yongshan, Zhongyang Gongyuan Ershiwu Zhounian Jinian Ce, (The 25

th
 

Anniversary Booklet of Central Park), p. 97. 

 

We should pause here briefly and place ourselves in the cotton shoes of the 

patrons of the park. What would the impact of such the juxtaposition of modern 

and traditional be? Here we have a park created for the leisure of the common 

(albeit urban and wealthy enough to pay for entry) people with a bewildering 

array of the modern and the traditional, the local and the foreign. These 

juxtapositions must have raised—at least for some—questions about the 

Chinese people’s place in the modern world. But it was also a place to be seen 

and to see others beyond the immediate family or group; to encounter an array 

of behaviours—sometimes strange, sometimes familiar—in safe surroundings in 

the company of strangers. But the concerns of the council and committee were 
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broader than mere leisure, more important than mere novelty. They state in the 

Gazette that the parks were not only a “place for appreciation” but also a place 

for “good health and education”.75 

 

 

Photo 6.3: Skating on the Imperial River 
 
Source: Tang Yongshan, Zhongyang Gongyuan Ershiwu Zhounian Jinian Ce (The 25

th
 

Anniversary Booklet of Central Park), p. 26. 

 

Many of these broader concerns are reflected in the Shizheng Tonggao (Beijing 

Municipal Gazette),76 the primary mouthpiece for the municipal government, 

especially for its parks initiatives. However, while these initiatives should be 

heralded for their radical conceptual break with tradition, it is also clear that the 

Gazette was aimed at a very narrow, elite audience—those who might feel the 
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moral responsibility to reform society—and not at the common people 

themselves. 

 

The council, through the Gazette, called for a number of innovations. We can 

broadly summarise these into two broad groups for the sake of discussion, but 

should note that the way they were presented clearly suggests they were 

perceived by the council as intimately intertwined. Moreover, while never 

explicitly tying these initiatives to Liang Qichao, their concerns were clearly 

identical—the renovation of the Chinese people in line with the requirements of 

Chinese modernity. Here, and elsewhere, they stress a number of the themes 

inherent in Liang’s concept of xin min. What is particularly important is the way 

many of the editorials tie together the concepts of capitalism, nationalism, 

democracy and civility. The gravity of these initiatives is highlighted in the 

Gazette, which stresses the importance of public parks in a city as “an 

indispensable element in people’s lives second in importance only to clothing, 

food, and shelter”.77 

 

The first concern was with the Chinese body itself. This concern had two 

aspects: the physical strength of the body and its moral disposition. The first is 

identical with the set of public attributes or virtues Liang called dong 

(dynamism). Furthermore, these virtues were strongly related to the economy 

and the strength of the nation. The Gazette, in one of its first editorials, argued 

for the creation of working bodies that were reinvigorated through rest and 

leisure. Within a city, it pronounces: 

no matter who you are: scholars, farmers, workers, and 
merchants, or seniors, juniors, men, and women, everyone is 
busy working throughout the day, either intellectually or 
physically. If these people live a busy life without a break, there 
will be various harms. Therefore, it has become a general rule 
in other countries that people will take a day off every seven 
days, and each city has to have one or two public parks, small 
or large, for people to refresh their spirit and do exercise. In the 
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past, the people of our country did not know about this secret 
and totally neglected the importance of leisure. Although there 
was not a day that our people were not working, there was 
actually not a day that our people worked seriously. And there 
was not a place where our people could engage themselves in 
open and fair entertainments.78 

 

This is clearly an intervention at the level of the body that was uncommon in 

traditional China. While there had been an emphasis on health and vitality, now 

it is explicitly linked to the modern pursuit of economic productivity, not moral 

rectification. In traditional Chinese thought there had been, at worst, an 

antipathy towards and, at best, a lack of interest in commercial activity. Now, 

according to the editorial, work, leisure (now a rest from productive activity) and 

space/time are directly linked for the strength of the economy. There was little 

need for leisure in traditional China. While workers worked every day, they were 

generally under-employed and found their quasi-leisure in the form of dalliance 

at the workplace. This, then, was a call for modernity in its capitalist sense, as a 

transformation of time and space. There was now a need for spaces of leisure, 

and these leisures needed to be corralled into one specific day—neither such 

times nor such spaces existed in traditional China. Significantly, this also meant 

that the worker’s leisure and productivity could be opened up more efficiently to 

governmental forms of economic and political calculation. People took their 

leisure in the (regulated) parks on Sundays.79 

 

Commercially, the creation of public space replaced the traditional temple fairs 

as popular gathering places for city people. Western-style theatres, amusement 

parks and department stores, in fact, saw the demise of the traditional fairs. The 

traditional fairs, of course, were periodic and hence had a temporal 

characteristic. In contrast, the parks were always there and nearly always open. 

Consequently, these spaces for the people were institutionalised, forcing the 

further migration of leisure, and hence publicness, into spaces that were more 
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open to forms of not only governmental calculation, but also the social 

calculations of the better (and worse) classes of people who patronised the 

park. In this way it was not only the government that was conducting the 

conduct of its citizens, but the citizens themselves that civilised one another, 

through their visibility. Hence these spaces took on the liberal meaning of a 

“public space”. This institutional victory of the space of the park over the 

temporality of the periodic fairs was, I believe, an important step in the formation 

of the new citizenry. 

 

The concerns, however, were not only physical or to do with productivity. The 

Gazette strongly advocated moral and spiritual reform. China’s problems could 

be linked to the (lack of) moral standards of its people. Its society had been, and 

still was, an unhealthy one. Consequently, old customs needed to be done 

away with. Alcohol, gambling and prostitution were the prime targets. The 

Chinese needed to be drawn away from these triple evils to these new spaces 

of civility. We might call this pleasure redefined: 

Now the Sunday holiday is already practised in China; however, 
within this great capital city, there is not a decent place for 
recreation and entertainment, and many men are driven to seek 
pleasure in alcohol, gambling, and prostitution. As compared 
with other countries, where pleasure seeking is beneficial to 
health and spirit the old Chinese society seeks pleasure harmful 
to both. What a contrast between the two extremes! 
 
If we decide to reform our society, we should start from the root 
of the problem. Creating public parks is one good way to help 
reform our unhealthy society. The word gongyuan is generally 
interpreted as public “garden.” As a matter of fact, it is not a 
garden, for in old China the garden was considered a luxury 
and therefore unnecessary… As everyone knows, people from 
poor families in Beijing like to hang out on the streets. This is 
because their houses are usually cramped and unclean. 
Staying inside all day long stifles people. So they must come 
outside to breathe some fresh air. What is true for a family is 
also true for a city. When residents of the city live without a 
clean place for relaxation, they are like a person who stays in a 
small filthy house and who is not allowed to get out… 

Of course, the problems of the triple evils were threats to the public parks as 

well. However, at least in the early years, while government interest was strong, 

there were considerable attempts to restrict these activities in the parks. 

Gamble and Burgess state that the original regulations of Central Park “forbade 
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the selling of alcohol in the park”, although in 1921 the rule was no longer 

enforced.80 There were reports that suggested prostitution in the parks was 

much less a problem than at other spaces where people gathered. Unlike 

Shanghai, where solicitation was very open, 

and grossly practiced and is considered “great fun” for the 
visitor to go through the streets of the segregated district and to 
be solicited by these “wild fowl”….very little is apparent in 
Peking. There are reported instances of solicitation in the 
Central Park, at the East Market and also in the New World [an 
amusement park], but the police regulations are most strict, and 
anybody found soliciting is arrested and fined.81 

Other sources suggest that rates of prostitution were lower in these modern 

parks than elsewhere.82 

 

In the period up unti the Japanese invasion in 1937, the park became a space 

for enthusiastic study and debate—a real Habermasian bourgeois public 

sphere. A number of political discussion groups met there including the Zheng 

xuehui (Political Study Society), the Shaonianzhongguo xuehui (Young China 

Study Society), the Qingnian wenyishetuan (Youth Literary Circle), the Shen 

Zhongshe (Sunken Bell Society) and the Beijing hiì yuan chahua hui (Beijing 

Tea Room Speaking Society). A prominent speaker (as well as member of at 

least the Shaonianzhongguo xuehui) at a number of these organisations from 

1916 to at least 1925 was Li Dazhao, who was to become a foundation member 

of the Chinese Communist Party in 1921. On Christmas Day 1916, for example, 

Li led a commemoration (organised by the Zhèng xuéhuì) of the Yunnan 

uprising against Yuan Shikai’s attempts to re-establish the imperial system. It 

was also reported by the Beijing daxue rikan (The Beijing University Daily) that 

he gave a speech at the park entitled “The victory of the common people” 

(Zhumin de shenglί).83 Lu Xun was among the many visitors to the park and met 
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with the Youth Literary Circle (Qing Nian wenyishetuan) and the Shen 

Zhongshe (Sunken Bell) literary society. 

 

The park did become a centre of political activity. The creation of public space 

allowed greater access to venues in which city people could express, in mass 

rallies, their commitment to the idea of democracy in a sovereign republic. We 

have already mentioned the 1919 demonstration over the “21 demands” of the 

Japanese which saw 300,000 Chinese fill Central Park in one day.84 There were 

numerous May Fourth mass rallies that occurred in the park and then flowed out 

to Tiananmen (not yet a designated a “public” space, and then a much smaller 

space than the Tiananmen Square of today). Again in 1925 and 1935, the park 

was with Tiananmen the sites that became the political focal point of May 

Thirtieth Movement and the December Ninth Movement (Anti-Japanese protest) 

respectively. 

 

Central Park also provided a lot of educational resources that were intimately 

involved in transforming “the people” into a “public”. First of all, the park 

supplied the spaces for the creation of a modern reading “public”, by the 

converting of vacant imperial buildings into the Central Park Library.85 Few 

people used the much larger Beijing Public Library established by the Qing. 

Republican readers found this collection old-fashioned, with its focus mainly on 

China’s own history, literature and philosophical traditions.86 Moreover, there 

were only ten magazines available in its reading rooms. The Central Park 

Library, in contrast, contained books that dealt with both traditional and modern 
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topics and had an attached reading room which provided over 60 newspapers.87 

Those that concerned traditional topics again mainly covered history, 

philosophy and literature. The modern books, on the other hand, covered a vast 

array of new topics including “philosophy and religion, history and geography, 

social sciences (including economics), industry and political science, natural 

science, mathematics, physics, chemistry, biology, mineralogy, astronomy, 

medicine, technology, agriculture; and general literature in both Chinese and 

Foreign languages, German, French, English, Russian, Japanese”.88 The 

average numbers of readers fluctuated with the seasons. Spring and Autumn 

saw 30–40 visitors per day. In winter, this dropped to as low as 10 per day. 

Summer, though, saw 200 persons per day making the most of the library 

resources and on national holidays, when all library and park entrance fees 

were waived, visitors to the library numbered in their thousands.89 

 

It is worth noting here that the 1917 report of the Board of Education revealed 

that they had spent $10,000 on the two old-style libraries in the city which had 

serviced 3,443 patrons in 1916. One of the modern libraries cost $8,000, but 

had 246,300 readers use its facilities. This trend was repeated throughout the 

country. The 25 old-style libraries attended to 109,903 readers, while the 238 

modern-style libraries had 2,718,910 readers (see Table 6.1).   

 

The park also functioned as a social mentor in a more direct and didactic way. 

At weekends, a vast array of exhibitions was offered up for public consumption. 

These included “numerous” exhibits on modern science, public health and 

sanitation, public responsibility and appropriate public behaviour which were set 

up in the park to educate the park patrons. Other exhibits and stalls advertised 

the activities of government. Products from No. 1 and No. 2 prisons showed the 

rehabilitative role of the new Republican correctional system.90 Maxim pavilions 
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(geyanting) for the purpose of instilling proper norms of behaviour exposed park 

users to new western, as well as Confucian, morals. All in all, it was clear that 

the public park was to function in a capacity that was to be more than the lungs 

of the city; it was to be its soul as well. 

 

Table 6.1: Statistics for Metropolitan District Institutions of Social 
Education 191691 
 

Institution Metropolitan district Whole country 

Old-style libraries 2 25 
 books – 95, 089 (16 libraries reporting) 
 annual expenditure $10,000 $23,416 
 readers annually 3,443 109,903 
 
New-style libraries 1 238 
 books 1,400 71,800 
 annual expenditure $8,000 $56,756 
 readers annually 246,300 2,718,910 
 
Museums 1 8 
 
Newspaper rooms 19 1,817 
 
Newspapers 22 10 (i.e. national) 
 
Lecture halls 17 2,139 
 average attendance 143 34 
 
Social education societies 3 189 

 

At a basic level, the parks provided a location for greater “sociability”. One 

would meet and interact with strangers in the relaxed and congenial 

atmosphere. Individuals could watch the behaviours of all sorts and classes of 

people. One could promenade, revealing to others the attributes of the modern 

Chinese, modelling polite behaviour as well as modern dress. There was also a 

contribution to health. The masses would be drawn away from the unhealthy 

and congested living conditions of inner Beijing. Moreover, leisure spent in the 

park rested and revitalised the body in readiness for the new working week. 

 

The success of Central Park soon saw the council calling for an increase in the 

number of parks for Beijing. Its attention was drawn to other imperial sites, 

especially xiannongtan (Altar of Agriculture), conveniently located in the south 

                                            

 
91

 Ibid., p. 428. 



 

 

 

 
235 

of the city in easy reach of the most densely populated parts of the city. More 

parks were needed because: 

We have indicated the mental and physical health of the 
citizens are closely related to the parks in the city. So several 
months ago we changed shijitan into Central Park and the park 
now looks good. Citizens have been very satisfied with this 
modification and they have really liked parks. There are so 
many people and it is a large city, one park in Beijing is 
definitely not enough. The Central Park is only convenient for 
people living in the inner city. For people living in the southern 
part of town, it is not easy to come to the park through the city 
wall. Moreover, the population density in the southern part is 
higher so finding a place for resting and leisure will be more 
difficult…The modification of Ten Thousand Willows 
Pavilion…would be expensive and hinder traffic…Finally we 
have found an easy way to build a park in the southern part of 
the city: modify xiannongtan into a park. This place is a former 
forbidden area and there are several reasons to change it into a 
park. First, it is clear and raised land; second, it is large; third, 
there are many pavilions and temples; fourth, there are many 
ancient trees and fine flowers. Modifying this place into a park is 
a perfect thing… There is no need for the original functions of 
shijitan like the ceremonies of offering sacrifices to Gods and 
ancestors so there are no problems in transforming this place 
into a park. So the Department of Government Administration 
has decided to allocate it as a park and therefore the city will 
have a second park.92 

Consequently, Xiannongtan (the Altar of Agriculture, also called the Altar of the 

First Farmer) was converted to a public park in 1915. It was the place where 

every year the Emperor and his family symbolically ploughed three double 

furrows in the earth as a tribute to the first emperor Shen Nong who, it is said, 

first instructed farmers on the practices of land cultivation. It seems financial 

resources limited the amount of modifications and the park itself was not as 

impressive as Central Park and was mentioned little in the literature of the time. 

Beihai Park, based on part of the imperial gardens and hunting grounds to the 

west of the Forbidden City was established in 1925. In the same year, Di Tan or 

Jingzhao Park, based on the temple of Earth, was also converted into a park. 

Larger, but still old, imperial spaces such as Yiheyuan (the Summer Palace) 

and Gugong (the Forbidden City) followed in 1927. Numerous small parks were 

also established close to commercial centres throughout this period. All of these 
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spaces were to serve a multi-functional role in promoting the aesthetics of the 

capital, as well as the health, morality and productivity of the Chinese residents. 

Moreover it is also clear that the various governments of China, in collaboration 

with the elites of the city, were instrumental in establishing these initiatives. 

 

The fact that authorities were instrumental in these attempts to form a modern 

public—at least a moral and modern one—was also evident in their new bias 

towards public spaces, especially parks, in contrast to the traditional forms of 

socialisation. The teahouses in Nantong county during the Republican period 

were seen by authorities as licentious and morally corrupting. Compared to the 

teahouse: 

the local power holders were more interested in the newly 
emerging public spaces such as reading rooms, public parks 
and sports stadiums which lent a modern look to the city and 
also opened up new avenues for those that pursued novel 
experiences …Visiting these public spaces to try out the 
facilities was a novel experience…carrying with it the flavour of 
modern metropolitan life.93 

The parks were a simple and straightforward call to reform the lifestyle of the 

common people. For the Beijing Municipal Government, this meant first 

convincing the population of the futility of old customs. Second, there needed to 

be a new sense of public spirit and belonging to the city—that is, the creation of 

a stable and sustainable public, or what Liang would call on the national scale 

qün. To facilitate the growth of this new spirit, the government took on an 

increased responsibility for people’s health and morals. 

 

The goals of the Central Park Administration, according to Shi Mingzheng were 

to “work for the public health, promote respectable entertainments, and maintain 

fine social customs”.94 In broad terms, then, the park was a multifunctional 

environment that sought to modernise the people who moved through it by 

introducing them to a special mix of tradition and modernity. Chinese tea 
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houses and poetry-wine gatherings were juxtaposed with western-style cafes 

and tennis. Chinese music mixed with western classical music as well as jazz in 

the later years. The Chinese patrons were asked to be more reflexive by being 

confronted with these juxtapositions. This represented the ideal of a modern 

China, in which the best of the east and west coexisted in a healthy 

environment of hard-working citizens—a China I am sure Liang Qichao would 

be proud of. 

 

Clearly the evidence here strongly suggests that the newly emerging forms of 

republican government were instrumental in attempts to form a public. The 

primary way the parks movement attempted to form such a public—both in 

moral and physical terms—was through the creation of a space that contained 

just the right combination of elements from the modern west as well as 

traditional (and modern) China. In addition to issues of mental health and 

physical well being of the common people, public parks also promised a means 

of social control. Lack of public spaces contributed to unhealthy lifestyles and 

even crime. Significantly, the parks movement is an example of the 

implementation of Liang’s call for the renovation of the people. The difference, 

of course, was that it was initiated by a consortium of government and local 

elites. This supports Dankwert Rustow’s framework concerning the process of 

democratisation, and contradicts those liberal approaches about the role of a 

bottom-up civil society approach. To measure the existence of a civil society in 

this way makes little sense, and the transformation process may well require 

more of certain types of government, and not necessarily democratic 

government—than liberal approaches would suggest. 

 

Further, the parks initiatives highlight the need for spatial approaches to 

buttress the role of ideas: it was spaces in which ideas became concrete. The 

implications of this are that neither the state, nor such mundane aspects of daily 

life as public spaces, should be marginalised in discussion about the existence 

of civil society in early Republican China. They generally have been in the 

western literature, dominated as they are by liberal presuppositions. This was 

true for the Modern China debate referred to in Chapter 1. We should note, 
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though, that the impact of this transformation of imperial space was quite 

limited. 

 

The enthusiasm for the creation of public parks dissipated in the 1930s, most 

likely due to the instability of national politics and the lack of funds. 

Unfortunately, information on its premature demise is not easy to locate—it 

seems to have just faded away without any acknowledgement. It is probable 

that the movement failed in the long run to successfully create any real public 

sphere because, after all, it was only one small movement among the many 

centrifugal forces in a chaotic period dominated after 1916 by warlords—leaders 

who did not allow the further institutionalisation of these spaces. Municipal 

finances were extremely limited as the central governments struggled, needing 

more and more funds to fight the Japanese and eventually each other; parks 

would have been seen as a luxury. 

 

The parks themselves were an expensive leisure activity for the population. This 

raises yet another major point about which we can speculate: a stronger state 

may have had a better chance at facilitating the creation of a public necessary 

for political transformation. After all, a strong state is needed to build large 

public works like parks across a country as massive as China. This argument is 

in further contrast to much of the literature, which sees a “public sphere” 

emerging from the withdrawal of government. Public space may not have 

created a “public sphere”, but in the words of Foucault it may have “made 

possible” conditions for its emergence: the creation of a more influential realm 

of “sociability” given certain more positive and broader circumstances. 

 

In the mid- to late 1950s, a stronger government—the People’s Republic of 

China, created only a handful of years earlier—established what many people 

have called the largest “public space” in China—completing the watershed 

period. Mao Zedong and the Chinese Communist Party took the idea of the 

creation of a “public” seriously, but took it in quite a different direction to that 

discussed above—one based on the ideas of the mass line and the leadership 

of the duality of peasants/proletariat alliance. In some ways, this “public” was 

superior to the failed proto-liberal public of the period under consideration in this 
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chapter. One such superior characteristic of Mao’s strategies was the 

comprehensive nature of its reach,95 touching the whole of the Chinese 

population—Mao’s concept of the mass line.96 The impact of the park had been 

limited to the middle classes—and an entirely urban population at that. In this 

sense, though, it was little different from Habermas’s bourgeois public sphere, 

and therefore certainly worthy of mention in terms of an indigenous Chinese 

public sphere. 

(II) 

The park, then, was, a practical response to the question of how to achieve the 

ethical formations required for Liang’s new citizen. It aimed both at the body and 

soul of the patrons to form the attributes of citizenly sociability. It was the qi to 

Liang’s dao. Of course, behind the establishment of the park and many of its 

activities were the municipal elites and bureaucracy, in particular the 

idiosyncrasies of the scholar/bureaucrat Zhu Qiqian. It might seem rather 

perverse to end the substantive part of this thesis with a discussion of the 

contributions of one—and, in this case, one of rather dubious character—

Chinese bureaucrat.97 It does, though, further accentuate a number of the 

themes highlighted throughout the thesis. Clearly Zhu’s role implicates the role 

of government in attempts to create a public sphere. Second, it further militates 

against the liberal idea that the necessary human attributes for democracy are a 

priori—rather, they were in this instance formed in the spaces of interaction 

between certain sorts of bureaucratic governance and the individual. My aim, 

though, is not necessarily to compare Liang and Zhu to evaluate their 

respective contributions. There are really few reasons to juxtapose these two 
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very different characters—one an innovative intellectual and the other a 

mundane civil servant. The only reason is to stress the importance of our 

critique of reductive liberal approaches. Zhu, for one, did not see space as 

Cartesian and saw a role for government in those spaces—albeit with limited 

success. Moreover, he was an ambivalent character in Chinese Republican 

history, and his example is used here to suggest history does not always march 

to some grand moral plan. 

 

I want to provide here a brief background to Zhu’s contributions in the ways 

space was managed during the early Republican period. A detailed biography is 

supplied in Appendix 11, but here I want to stress three particular points. First, 

while Zhu was a reformer, he was also intensely committed to the Chinese past. 

This is an important point because it shows a commitment to a change that was 

to have some basis in Chinese culture, rather than just its total rejection. 

Second, while he was committed to the Republic, it seems he had few 

reservations about serving its enemies—both Yuan Shikai in 1916 and the 

Japanese in the late 1930s—suggesting his real convictions were to pragmatic 

civil service rather than any lofty ideals. The following brief bibliography outlines 

the variety and scope of this civil service. Third, and this is particularly 

important, his love of the Chinese past was primarily manifest in his interests in 

conserving China’s material past, not so much its ideas, as had been the chief 

occupation of most previous scholars. In this sense, he was a nationalist and 

one of China’s first conservationists. 

 

Zhu Qiqian was a reformer. He supported the Hundred Days’ Reform (1898) 

initiated during the Guangxu reign and led by Liang Qichao and Kang Youwei. 

Like these two reformers, he was fascinated with western knowledge, and there 

is evidence to suggest he saw it as the future for China. However, this support 

was qualified in that it was inextricably linked to a desire to “reimagine” Chinese 

traditions and express them in modern terms.98 In terms of the depth of support 

for the reform process, Zhu was therefore always considerably more 
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conservative than Liang and even Kang Youwei. Moreover, it is difficult to be 

sure he supported the reform process for ideological or more pragmatic 

reasons. 

 

Earlier, Zhu had come into contact with the reform movement in all its variant 

forms. Underlying many of these variant forms, however, was the necessity to 

anchor reform to an assumed underlying Chineseness or tradition, and Zhu was 

clearly of this inclination. This possibly saved Zhu from the savage retaliation 

suffered by many of the reform group at the hands of Cixi.99 

 

His political career was largely determined by his relationships with a number of 

powerful patrons, especially his maternal uncle Qu Hongji,100 Yuan Shikai and 

Xu Shichang. He clearly saw his role as that of a civil servant, and the civil 

servant’s role was to serve loyally, no matter which government. Before the 

Republic, he had already served the Qing tenaciously in a number of positions. 

He was appointed a supervisor in translation studies at the Beiyang Teacher 

Training College in 1903. Three years later, he was appointed assistant 

supervisor in the Beijing Municipal Police patrol force (Beijing neicheng xun 

jingting tingcheng). It was while Zhu was bureau chief for the Beijing Police 

Department that he had begun a life-long interest in conservation of cultural 

(particularly architectural) relics of the city and learnt much concerning the 

traditional practices of carpenters and collected manuals of construction. Not 

long after his appointment to the municipal police force, he became an assistant 

supervisor to the city’s external patrol force as well. In 1908, he was appointed 

chief administrator of the three northeastern provinces, Liaoning, Jilin and 

Heilongjiang. 

 

He was involved in the Anglo-German-funded Tianjin–Nanjing railway project 

from 1907–12 and it was during this project that Zhu became impressed with 

modern European technology. In 1910, he also took an administrative role 
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within the post office and, while serving as chief administrator for the Tianjin-

Pukou (Jiangsu province) railway in 1912, became the supervisor of the entire 

project. He was particularly impressed by the 1,255 metre (then the longest 

span in China) bridge across the Yellow River. A number of the rural railway 

stations along this German stretch of the line were the first attempts to 

incorporate Chinese design elements in buildings with modern functionalities.101 

He later became very close to a number of western architects, as well as greatly 

impressing a number of them with his own knowledge of traditional Chinese 

architecture. 

 

Yuan Shikai had identified municipal governments as a “worldwide trend” as 

early as the restructuring of government in response to the failure of the Boxer 

Rebellion in 1901. He established the Beijing Municipal Government in 1914 as 

an experiment,102 and Zhu Qiqian, now chief director of Internal Affairs (Neiwu 

zongzhang), was given the responsibility of its supervision. In acknowledgement 

of its achievements its term was extended in September 1916. Formalised two 

years later, the council remained in charge of the city’s public works and shared 

administrative responsibilities with the Police Board until 1928. During these 

years the Municipal Council took charge of planning and implementing 

construction work, maintaining streets, managing city-owned property, drafting 

ordinances, regulating traffic, taking care of utilities and public hygiene, and 

running government hospitals and parks.103 

 

One of the first urban renewal projects Zhu undertook as Minister for the Interior 

was the demolition of the southern walls of the Forbidden City near Qianmen. 

Here he worked with the German architect Curt Rothkegal.104 Apart from 
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Central Park, Zhu’s lasting contribution to Chinese urban planning was the 

beach resort of Beidaihe. The resort, founded in 1893, was primarily an escape 

for westerners from Beijing’s hot, dry summers. By 1917, the resort had swelled 

to over 100 villas with an ethnically diverse population of over 1,000. A number 

of localised, and exclusively foreign, community associations began to emerge 

with the aim of managing municipal affairs and the resolution of disputes, 

especially those between the Chinese and expatriates. Zhu, interpreting these 

initiatives as forms of colonialism, stepped in by establishing a Chinese 

municipal administrative structure (gongyi hui) that was to manage the 

development of roads, medical facilities, schools and parks. Retaking the resort 

from western ownership meant that Beidaihe would become the favoured 

retreat for generations of China’s politicians, even today a unique mixture of the 

old and the new.105 It was, however, Central Park that was his ongoing interest. 

 

Soon after the establishment of the park, the political situation changed rapidly 

and Yuan’s support for parliament, democracy and the Republic declined 

dramatically. Yuan decided to restructure the army and commence the training 

of new troops—ones more loyal to him, rather than the Republic. As well, he 

attempted to reorganise the provincial governments. He had always seen them 

as a fundamental cause of disunity. There were a number of changes in military 

titles. He changed the title of Military Governor (tu-tu) to General (chiang-chun). 

While the general would have the same powers as a military governor, the title 

chiang-chun referred to a military post, and its initiation pointed to the beginning 

of the separation between military and civil authority.106 

 

The change in military titles was to be followed by a change in civilian titles as 

well. And the changes quite clearly indicated a reversion to a monarchist 

vocabulary.107 These titles, reminiscent of imperial administrations, clearly 
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underline what Yuan had in mind. In turn, he also resurrected the imperial 

custom of receiving audiences (on March 4, 1914, he put in place the Audience 

Act and proceeded to grant audiences to his people), reinitiated ceremonies to 

worship Confucius and, as the coup de grace, at the dawn of the winter solstice 

organised for Yuan to drive (in an armoured car) to the Temple of Heaven 

(where he changed to a vermillion coach) and pray to heaven for a bountiful 

national harvest.108 Clearly, Zhu understood the implications of Yuan taking on 

the key role in such a ritual. 

 

The crucial issue here is that Zhu Qiqian, now the Minister for the Interior and 

“great” republican bureaucrat, was the “man directing these preparations”. In 

discussions with US Ambassador Reinsch, Zhu rather apologetically argues 

that: 

It would be dangerous for the republican government to neglect 
the worship of heaven…Should there follow a leanness or 
entire failure of crops, the government would surely be held 
responsible by the farmers throughout the land. Of course, the 
worship will not guarantee good crops, but at any rate it will 
relieve the government of responsibility.109 

Zhu assured Reinsch that there were to be changes that did not denigrate 

republicanism. These changes “appropriate for republicanism” amounted to an 

armoured car, purple robes and other minor technical changes to Qing 

procedures. Most notably, the changes included a rewording of the prayers 

given to heaven to enhance agricultural production. Yuan began the plea to 

heaven with “I Yuan Shikai, representing the Republic of China” instead of 

“Your son and vassal” as the emperors had done before him. 

 

On October 7, 1916, Zhu sent a telegram to the generals and the provincial 

governors. It read: 

The words “respectfully urging the present President, Yuan 
Shikai, to assume the title of Emperor of the Chinese empire” 
must be included in your telegrams to the president; and you 
should also telegraph the Council of State asking it, in the name 
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of the citizens’ congresses, to deputise for you in this matter. 
The more signatures you can gather the better. Please also 
draft in advance congratulatory messages for the forthcoming 
enthronement.110 

Another telegram, probably initiated by Zhu, read: 

The following words must be included in your messages 
exhorting the president to accept the throne: “We, the 
representatives of the people, represent the true wishes of the 
whole nation in urging the preset president, Yuan Shikai, to 
assume the title of emperor and in giving him all the powers of 
an emperor. May heaven save him. May his sons and 
grandsons inherit this position for a myriad of generations to 
come.”111 

Zhu Qiqian even designed the (albeit new-style) robes to be worn by Yuan 

during the inauguration ceremony.112 In 1916, after Yuan Shikai failed in the 

attempt to establish himself as emperor (and subsequently died), Zhu Qiqian 

took full responsibility and resigned. He moved into private life by becoming the 

manager of the Zhongxing coal mine in Feng county, Shandong province—later 

becoming its general manager. 

 

While he withdrew from political life, he continued to act as director of the 

Zhongyuan gongyuan until 1926, when Liu Yifeng took over the directorship.113 

Zhu did occasionally return to public life after 1916.114 It was on one such 

mission in 1918 to negotiate a unifying political structure that he discovered Li 

Jie’s Yingzao fashi (Method’s of Construction)115 at the Jiangnan Library (one of 

                                            

 
110

 Ibid., p.173. 
111

 Ibid.,p.173. 
112

 Harry Hussey, My Pleasures and Palaces: An informal memoir of forty years in China, 
Doubleday and Company, New York, 1968, p. 207. 

113
 Liu remained in charge until the establishment of the People’s Republic in 1949: see Liu 
Yifeng, “Zhongshan gongyuan Da bian” (Great Changes of Zhongshan Park) in Liu, The 
Cultural Relics of Beijing, p. 36. 

114
 In 1918, for example, under the new President Xu Shichang, he did return to public life as a 
representative of the northern division in a number of failed North-South Congresses that 
attempted to unite the chaotic country. Later in 1921, he travelled to Paris on behalf of the 
then President Xu Shichang to collect an honorary doctorate and to also present the 
University of Paris with a copy of the republished Yingzao Fashi. He also travelled in 
England, Belgium, Germany, the United States and Japan for a period of eight months. 

115
 Li Jie (d. 1110) was an assistant director of public works for the Northern Song Dynasty for 
13 years. He was commissioned by the Emperor in 1097 to compile a complete record of 
construction during the Song Dynasty also including previous techniques and containing 
numerous detailed plans and drawings. The Yingzao fashi was completed in 1100 and 



 

 

 

 
246 

the finest collections in the Qing Dynasty).116 From that time on, Zhu played a 

significant role in the renewal of the Chinese building tradition. On his return to 

Beijing, he and Tao Xiangxiao worked on republishing “Methods of 

Construction”, completing the task in 1923. In 1925, he established an 

architectural study group and, along with Kan Duo and Qu Xuanying, collated 

research materials on construction methods, publishing the results in “A Record 

of the Philosophy behind Construction” (Zhejianglu). In 1930, he established a 

study society on traditional architectural methods, serving as its president. 

Along with Liang Sichang (Liang Qichao’s son), Liu Denzhen, he carried out 

research on architectural methods and stimulated architectural development in 

China. 

 

The republishing of the Song Dynasty Yingzao fashi established Zhu as a 

leader in architectural research in China. Harry Hussey called him as “one of 

China’s greatest living architects”.117 When the Chinese Council of the Institute 

of Pacific Relations published an English-language volume on Chinese culture 

for its 1931 conference in Shanghai, Zhu contributed an essay on Chinese 

architecture. This indicated that Zhu had established himself as one of the most 

prominent scholars of the day, speaking alongside Cai Yuanpei, Hu Shi and 
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Ding Wenjiang.118 Li Shiqian, though, suggests that Zhu’s paper was full of 

inaccuracies, reflecting the undeveloped state of the field in China.119 

 

By 1929, this was to change due to two factors. First, Zhu was able to raise 

funds to establish the Society for Research in Chinese Architecture (Zhongguo 

yingzao xueshe), which supported professional researchers. Zhu founded the 

society in June 1929, with financial support from the China Educational Cultural 

Fund Directorate (Zhongguo jiaoyu wenhua). This was the first ever private 

research society established to research China’s ancient architectural heritage. 

Zhu served as chairman, and there was a research team which examined 

architectural methods, as well as a publishing team which produced the 

influential—at least in scientific circles—Architectural Magazine. There was a 

permanent standing committee of six members, and 42 members selected from 

local notables. Liang Sicheng (Liang Qichao’s son) was the leader of the 

methodology research team and Liu Dunchen led the publishing team, with 

Liang Qixiong and Dan Shiyuan as editors. The primary purpose of the society 

was to carry out on-location investigations of architectural structures throughout 

the country, as well as survey the buildings, and edit and publish literature of 

traditional buildings. The society was originally housed at 7 Pearl Alley Beijing 

(Beiping baaozhuzi hutong), but moved to inside the park itself in 1932. After 

the “7–7” incident in 1937, the society headquarters were moved to Sichuan, to 

return again to the Beijing, this time to the Imperial Palace Museum (Gugong bo 

wu yuan) itself, on March 1, 1950. 

 

Second, the first generation of architectural graduates were now returning from 

overseas study. Three of them attracted Zhu’s attention: Liang Sichen (1901–

72), and his wife Lin Huiyin (1904–55) who were returning from the University of 

Pennsylvania, and Liu Dunzhen (1897–1968), who had studied in Tokyo.120 The 
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intellectual framework that fostered this new approach to research on the 

Yingzao fashi can perhaps best be understood through reference to Liang 

Qichao’s new historiography—but one that might emphasise the importance of 

public space. 

 

He had a passion for construction that Li argues was “unusual for a Confucian 

scholar-official”.121 The dominant tradition within scholar approaches, as we 

have discussed in a previous chapter, had been to conceptualise forms of 

practice as fundamentally separate and less important than universal principles 

(codified in binary phrases such as ti-yong, ben-mo or dao-qi). This binary 

intellectual conception was reflected in the high social position of the gentry-

literati (shidafu) class and the low social position of craftsmen (gongjiang) in a 

strictly Confucian social order. “Despite the achievement of subcultures to the 

contrary, scholarship deliberately distanced itself from using formal logic and 

techniques of practice as an instrumentalising process. To a greater degree 

than in Western traditions of architecture, construction was seen as a matter of 

manual skills rather than a form of beauty and intellectual inquiry. The contrast 

between Li’s [Li Jie]122 and Vitruvius’s Ten Books of Architecture is one 

interesting demonstration of this distinction.”123 

 

Interestingly, these approaches all appropriated the binary conceptions of ti-

yong, ben-mo and dao-qi that we introduced a little earlier. This binary approach 

was first employed by Zeng Guofan (1811–72), the great general who had 

tamed the Taiping rebellion for the Qing. Zeng argued that western technologies 

were a useful complement to Confucian traditions (ti). While approving the 

imperial system, Zeng saw the need for self-strengthening—or, in Zeng’s own 

words, “learning to make explosive shells and steamships”.124 
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It was no longer acceptable to many of the reformers to merely acknowledge 

the supremacy of the world of ideas, particularly Chinese ideas. The May Fourth 

Movement, for example, saw the need to rescind much of Confucianism and 

take on western science and political reform. Zheng Guanyin, an influential 

industrialist, had earlier mounted a strong critique of the divide between thought 

and practice. He argued in Shengshi weiyan (“Words of Warning in a 

Prosperous Age”) that the separation between “thought and practice was a 

crucial intellectual misconception”, and advocated a return to an “ancient 

synthesis of the two through the study of western developments”.125 Zhu’s own 

preface to the reprint of the Yingzao fashi states clearly his strong objections to 

the intellectual divide between dao and qi and his call for better understanding 

of traditional construction in China. He argues that the separation between 

thought and practice (daoqi fentu) in China was a “revisionist” notion held since 

the late Zhou Dynasty and had resulted in the keeping of poor building records, 

despite the fantastic literary descriptions of great construction projects dating 

from earlier periods. 

 

Zhu died in 1964, and his legacy is a mixed one. Good Chinese historians of 

Beijing seem quite bitter about his lack of integrity, particularly his collusion with 

Yuan Shikai and the Japanese.126 He was though positively perceived by the 

Chinese Communist Party which wrote on his death that 

[t]hroughout his career, Zhu worked admirably for humanity. 
Apart from his scholarship which he carried out for the Chinese 
Architectural Society, he carried he gave service to the city of 
Beijing. Opening up Central Park—now Zhongshan 
gongyuan—as well as serving as a Beijing city council 
supervisor are just some of his achievements. Zhu Qiqian was 
the main driving force behind the establishment of the park, 
under his enthusiastic advocacy and tireless effort; he turned 
the neglected, overgrown Altar of Earth and Grain into a place 
of radiant scenic beauty—building beautiful buildings out of 
once dilapidated pavilions, cultivating beautiful gardens out of 
overgrown weeds. In the city of Beijing, he was the first person 
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to provide a place where the human spirit could be forged and 
culture could be fostered.127 

But, for me, Zhu’s contribution was simply that he produced a public space that 

for the first time in Chinese history was meant for the people—it was not merely 

a place for the people but was meant for them. Liang’s contribution was far 

greater in some ways in that he was a seer of a generation, tilting his lance at 

the traditional impediments to a Chinese modernity. But, and here is the point of 

the latter parts of this chapter, Liang’s reforms were, in the main, to mental 

spaces only, and needed to be supported with Zhu’s efforts at incorporating his 

ideas into a physical ideascape that was Central Park. 

(III) 

This chapter outlines the denouement of the watershed, the description of which 

I began in Chapter 4. At least in the case of Zhongyuan Gongyuan, spaces 

were now underlined by quite different political strategies than they had been 

before 1911. It seems quite clear to me that the intended outcome of this 

change in strategy was the creation of the attributes of the modern Chinese 

citizen. Moreover, the Beijing Municipal Government and other elites were 

intimately involved in this strategy. In this way, I argue the municipal parks 

movement can be clearly linked to the much larger project of modernisation and 

democratisation that was born in the declining years of the Qing dynasty. The 

objective was now min. 

 

This chapter also introduced Zhu Qiqian. Zhu is important for the thesis for a 

number of reasons. Clearly he was an agent of government and so consolidates 

the argument that the municipal government was active in forming a new public. 

However, there is a more perverse reason why I finish the thesis with a brief 

biography of this somewhat disgraced bureaucrat. While he was an agent of 

government that concerned himself with the quality of the population—albeit not 

in any grand philosophical sense—he was the necessary concomitant 
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pragmatist who translated Liang Qichao’s idealism into action. Consequently, I 

have argued here, he was the qi to Liang’s dao, a reminder to liberal theory that 

liberal government in its concrete form is more than romantic ideals, it is also 

technocratic. And significantly, this contribution concerned the management of 

spaces for modern citizens were to call their own. 
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CONCLUSION 

All on a razor’s edge it stands 
Either woeful ruin or life

1
 

 

The role of the historian is a difficult one. One must always confront the 

historical event or phenomenon not only through others’ interpretations but, just 

as importantly, through the fabric of hindsight. As Roger Chartier suggests, the 

identification of origins is “not as self-evident as it may seem”.2 It, for example, 

often presupposes “a sorting-out process that retains, out of the innumerable 

realities that make up the history of the epoch, only the matrix of the future 

event”. Furthermore, “it demands a retrospective reconstruction that gives unity 

to thoughts and actions supposed to be ‘origins’, but foreign to one another, 

heterogeneous by their nature and discontinuous in their realization”. The main 

point of Chartier’s argument is that, because of hindsight, we run the risk of 

reconstructing the pre-context of events in ways determined by the event, 

relegating other factors to the historical dustbin. I propose to add another 

complexity to Chartier’s riposte. There has also been, in discussions of 

democratic transition, a tendency to mistake conditions of emergence with 

elements of what emerges. 

 

This is the core of my argument here: liberal theorists, in the search for 

evidence of the precursors of democracy, have looked to the “matrix” of the 

future event (civil society and the public sphere) and conflated what Dankwart 

Rustow described as “generic” and “functional aspects” of democracy. 

Functional conditions are those that sustain the viability of democracy. 

Conversely, genetic factors are those that cause a democracy to come into 

being in the first place; and we should always ask ourselves—do these 

particular conditions in themselves have to be democratic in nature? I argue 

that these functional conditions are not necessarily the same as the genetic 
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factors. In fact, Rustow suggests that the evidence for a simple equation of 

genetic and functional factors is rather weak.3 A civil society (or public sphere), 

therefore, may be the outcome of transition rather than its precursor(s). The 

transition to democracy is a complex process that includes a number of distinct 

stages, “each task with its own logic and each with its natural protagonists”.4 In 

fact, the chief protagonists of each stage may well be antagonistic to one 

another, yet at the same time they all remain necessary. The key point of the 

thesis, then, is that recent criticisms of China have been based on the liberal 

assumptions that the role of government is to withdraw from society during the 

democratic transition period to allow for the “natural” and spontaneous flowering 

of reason innate to the universal individual—what I have characterised as the 

public/private distinction. This, I suggest, may well be a dangerous strategy. 

 

In response, I have argued for an alternate reading of that important 

precondition of democracy and freedom—the “public sphere” (and “civil 

society”)—as not so much based on human reason and the a priori atomistic 

subject that resists, but rather on the ethical formation of the attributes of 

sociability in everyday life—in part, a product of power. Oppressed subjects of 

pre-democratic regimes are not just freed when that state recedes; they have to 

be made free. Moreover, at least to some extent, this process can take place in 

public spaces themselves institutionalised as practices of liberal or liberalising 

government. The literature, in general, has argued the reverse: civil society (or 

the public sphere) is what leads to democratic government. In contrast, I argue 

that government can—and often has—provided for the conditions of emergence 

of a liberal and free public. 

 

My argument is not so much to reject the role of ideas or the individual in 

general (Chapter 4 highlighted the important role Liang Qichao’s ideas played in 

the reform process), although I do reject the notion of an a priori atomistic one, 

but rather to explicitly avoid over-determination by either agency or structure in 

theoretical approaches by suggesting the notion of an ideascape—the 
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conjunction of an existential socio-political experience and ideas in space. My 

argument that governmental processes can be, and have been, important in 

creating an ideascape for democratic transition would then provide a very 

different reading for the whole project of identifying nascent forms of democracy 

in late Qing and early Republican China. Specifically, here I have focused on 

the role of the Beijing Municipal Government, and its bureaucracy, and the ways 

in which they sought to develop the ethical attributes of modern citizenship in 

the patrons of China’s first indigenous public park, Zhongyuan Gongyuan. 

There is therefore no simple opposition between the individual and the 

governmental, and the search for a public/private distinction in emerging forms 

of democracy is simply misdirected. 

(I) 

Chapter 1 underlines how western approaches to the question of an emerging 

democracy in late Qing and early Republican China have been preoccupied 

with this public/private distinction. Generally, this distinction is understood as 

the distance of voluntary organisations—those actively participating in politics—

from government. To demonstrate, this I outlined what I have coined the 

“Modern China debate”. This debate was drawn from the pages of the April 

1993 volume of the influential journal Modern China. The two most prominent 

protagonists in this volume were William Rowe and David Strand whose 

important earlier studies had initiated the debate. The target of these earlier 

texts had been Weber’s Eurocentric assumptions that the “oriental” city lacked 

any real autonomous organisations. Rowe’s and Strand’s monographs are rich 

and detailed accounts of commercial guilds, labour unions and other local 

associations that provide an understanding of the urban arena as a much more 

complex entity  than Weber’s earlier account of the Chinese city would suggest. 

 

However, by rebutting Weber, they rather inadvertently stumbled into a more 

important and subsequently more caustic debate about the possibility of a 

nascent urban “public sphere” during that period. This is a significant issue. 

While not specifically the intentions of these two authors, in my view any 

evidence for an emerging “public sphere” could then be used to read off the 
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crimes of the bureaucratisation of the state by the communists after 1949. 

Government, in this view, was the culprit. Such natural forms of democracy, it 

could be argued, were squashed by the monolithic, bureaucratic and totalitarian 

practices of the Chinese Communist Party. Any form of Marxist democracy, 

then, could be read as an impostor or ersatz form. It was not the type of 

government—just any government. 

 

Their antagonist in the Modern China volume was Frederick Wakeman. He 

argues, convincingly in my mind, that there was no such autonomy and that 

Rowe and Strand exaggerated the detachment of these voluntary organisations 

and guilds from government. The debate in itself does not really concern us 

here. The more important point for us is that both antagonist and protagonists 

assume that the legitimacy of a “public sphere” or “civil society” is measured by 

its autonomy from government. These were, and still remain to a large extent, 

the limits of the debate. It is clear that liberal presuppositions dominate both 

poles of the debate, ironically even when the analysis is of a non-liberal regime. 

It is also clear that the approaches are normative rather than explanatory. 

 

Rustow’s model of democratic transition allows one to argue that autonomy (or 

the perception of autonomy) really only comes into being once democracy is 

achieved rather than as a necessary aspect of—and that it might even be 

detrimental to the formation of—a nascent democracy. This thesis supports 

Rustow’s propositions by problematising the use of the public/private distinction 

as a useful analytical framework to understand democratic transition. 

 

Chapter 2 looked at the ways in which the literature has conceived of the 

concept of “public”. Here feminist approaches to this question were used to 

fragment the discursive foundations of the liberal/economic image of the public 

sphere. They have insightfully shown that this image of the “public sphere” (the 

most prevalent image in the west) is clearly blind to sets of power relations 

associated with gender, and was consequently inadequate. Moreover, I argued 

that the liberal-economic approach (based as it was on the public/private 

divide), pushed to its logical conclusion, meant that we should understand the 

appropriate role of government as to not govern at all. The teleological endpoint 
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of human history, then, is the victory of “the public” over the state. The inherent 

problems with the idea of a telos aside, the idea is far too romantic for any 

serious approach. After discounting the liberal-economic image, Chapter 2 

focuses on two further images of the “public sphere”: republican virtue and 

sociability. 

 

A genealogy of the public sphere as one of republican virtue can be traced from 

Aristotle through Rousseau to Habermas. This image suggests the public or 

citizenry as a politically participative one. It is, of course, based on the model 

(handed down to us from the Athenian agora) where publicity was equally 

shared among all citizens5 and acted out in visible spaces for all to see. This 

image remains an appealing, but unfortunately impractical, one for 

contemporary society. I argue that there were spatial limitations to the Athenian 

model (created by the sort of participation demanded), rendering it impractical 

for contemporary states because of the particular economic base required to 

support it. The Athenian model presupposes a leisured class relieved of its 

need to labour daily for its income by a large class of slave labour, and able to 

collect regularly in person in the agora. This then allowed for levels of 

participation demanded of the Athenian citizen in the numerous decision-

making processes that constituted Greek democracy. 

 

This is an important point for the thesis. Ancient virtue was gained through 

disinterest achieved by those insulated from the necessity of routinely labour-

filled days and/or commerce and trade. These usually landed gentlemen had 

the leisure and the time to gain education and grace to engage in the virtue of 

active citizenship.6 My point, though, is that rather than being founded on virtue, 

this citizenship was based on a conception of human personality which required 

a set of certain distinct material attributes on the part of the individual, and 

which also required certain forms of social organisation as a whole. Among 

other things, I discussed the necessity that the machinery of government was 
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not to be so overly complex in character as to restrict the active participation of 

the citizenry in general, and that warfare be sufficiently sporadic and 

unorganised to be left in the hands of an amateur citizen militia—like the citizen 

warriors of Athens. Above all, it required the economic and political 

independence (and political indifference) provided by the widespread diffusion 

of landed property.7 

 

So we might then understand the republican model of a public as one less to do 

with the principle of “public-mindedness” (or, in Liang Qichao’s conception the 

dao) than with the possession of definite powers and capacities derived, inter 

alia, from the ownership of property and the relative transparency of public life. 

This “ideal type”—recreated in much of the contemporary literature—robbed of 

this feature of “publicmindedness” makes the numerous expressions of grief for 

the loss of active republican citizenship sound hollow and unconvincing. 

Citizenship has a history and—rather than positing an ideal type—a more 

plausible picture of modern citizenship surely requires an account of how the 

specific capacities and attributes possessed by contemporary citizens are 

formed and acquired in their participation in particular social lives. This social 

life is no longer grand, no longer part of the republican spectacle, but found in 

the banality of the everyday. 

 

It was in this sense that, in Chapter 2, I reconceptualised citizenship (and hence 

contemporary democracy) to mean not so much an idea or a principle of 

individual virtue, but rather a set of bodily attributes8 that I call sociability—a 

sociability that can allow for interaction with the necessarily divergent population 

of a modern nation (what Liang Qichao called he qun). This sociability is nearly 

always self-reflexive, measuring one’s own performance as well as the 

performance of others against what it means to be in public. It demands, after 

all, a sense of unity with that public which in Rustow’s own words is “beyond 

questioning”. This approach, to some extent, resonates with Weber’s argument 

that modern democracy was based on the monopoly of violence by the state. 
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Democracy is an inherently conflictual ideology and this competition must be 

played out on a terrain completely devoid of any potential for violence—unlike 

the terrain in post Saddam Iraq, for example. In this sense, like the utilitarians, 

my image of democracy sees it as the natural harmonisation of self-interest and 

public good; however in contrast to utilitarianism-liberalism I suggest that at 

least some human attributes are formed in a material context by government or 

elites rather than simply a priori. This approach then runs counter to the Kantian 

notions of the transcendental human personality, which underpins a 

considerable amount of liberal theory. This image of citizenship based on 

sociability clearly pushes the scope of the public beyond what would be 

commonly called the “political”. Here the public sphere is one of “broad and 

largely unplanned encounters”. Here individuals leading heterogeneous lives 

are forced to negotiate their differences as they move through their everyday 

lives’ interacting with near and total strangers. This “public sphere” is one of 

spontaneity, vitality and diversity, with ongoing dialogues between 

heterogenous individuals that maintain a civilised, and yet partially and often 

fully disconnected, coexistence. 

 

If I argue, then, that “proper” citizenship should no longer be conceived as an a 

priori one of republican virtue, but now one of sociability, the important question 

is how these attributes of sociability are to be formed. This requires a number of 

steps. First we have to reject Rene Descartes’ arguments concerning the 

mind—body divide and Kant’s notion of universal reason and the concomitant 

marginality of manners. Chapter 3 outlines the methodology by which we can 

reject these notions of the pre-eminence of reason and look towards more 

mundane issues. Not only does Foucault’s concept of governmentality provide a 

theoretical approach that rejects the notion of a public/private divide, but also 

provides a convenient way for us to incorporate sociability into our equations 

concerning the “public sphere”. Foucault’s notion of governmentality provides a 

way in which we can conceive of the transition to democracy, and also 

accommodates the seemingly contradictory elements we have discussed 

above. 
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Foucault argues that modern liberal government has been intimately involved in 

the formation of that modern subjectivity we call the citizen. The true genius of 

liberal government has been to create an art of government where citizens 

govern themselves within a context of relations that can always be opened by 

others to various forms of political calculation—public behaviour in a public park 

for example. They become visible. This form of power is, in the main, to be 

conceived as action on others’ (and one’s own) actions, and in this sense “it 

presupposes rather than annuls their capacity as agents; it acts upon, and 

through, an open set of practical and ethical possibilities”.9 

 

I suggest, building on Foucault’s later approaches, that we should not fully 

reject the category of the individual, but rather suggest that the total package of 

the citizenry is a negotiation between the individual (and their various forms of 

resistance) and the practices of (certain techniques of) government. The 

innovative nature of liberal government has been that the state’s raison d’être is 

now the population, where individuals “conduct their own conduct”, as well as 

helping others to “conduct their own conduct”. In this sense, even at the level of 

subjectivity, government is involved—primarily by providing the conditions for 

the emergence of the new citizen—and therefore the public/private distinction 

makes little sense. It is now quite easy to see the role played by space here—

individual practices are opened up to political and social calculation through 

their visibility in space. Spaces can provide these conditions of emergence. 

 

Most importantly, it also raises the issue of space. Or rather, it raises the issue 

of how one might experience that space. Space is often conceived as neutral, 

as—in the Cartesian sense—a container of action. My approach here raises the 

issue of spatial practices or how people participate or interact with that space. 

This understanding of space as lived space clearly invokes an arena where 

agent and structure interact, and is the key assumption that underlines my 

argument in the thesis. 
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For Lefebvre, the mind is not separated from the ways in which the body 

experiences space. Quite clearly, Kant was Cartesian in the way he reduced 

such mundane activities as manners to the margins of his concerns—morality 

was a priori. It was reason that was most important, and it was the material 

world—with its inherent appeals to human desire, want and lust—that 

obfuscated the real human self. On the contrary, for Lefebvre it is the 

experience of space that is important, contributing to his long interest in the 

practices of everyday life. Space, in Lefebvre’s hands, becomes aesthetic. 

Moreover the production of space must always remain an endlessly open 

possibility exactly because it remains an ongoing site of contestation. Lefebvre’s 

project, especially his urban studies, wants to unite both idealist and materialist 

approaches to the questions of social existence, and in doing so we can slip 

away from the over-determination of structuralism and phenomenology. The 

study of society is to be accomplished through the analysis of space as an 

element of social (re)production, and through the study of how space was 

experienced or lived. The simple yet salient point for the thesis is that space can 

be used to facilitate political change. Lefebvre, you will recall, provides the 

example of the space of the feudal European village as a contested one, born 

out of feudalism but the site of the emergence of modernity. 

 

Space is important for the thesis because the construction of a modern society 

is more than discursive activity alone. While political, economic and social 

forces (nationalism, modernity or religion, for example) do shape physical 

spaces, the reverse is also true. Spaces can contribute to political forces. Yet 

most analysis of democratic transition has been dominated by a focus on 

ideas—a legacy, no doubt, of the power and influence of Cartesian and Kantian 

thought in western traditions of political philosophy. My argument is that, if we 

are to measure for such things as a nascent democracy, we should look further 

than just the idea of freedom (as was posited by Liang Qichao, for example) 

and the transcendental reason that it is framed in. And here my particular focus 

is the everyday space of China’s first indigenous public park. Why should this 

dramatic watershed go unheeded? 
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The second half of the thesis provides a case study that concerns a radical 

transformation in the management of space in early Republican China. 

Throughout Chinese history, there had never been a strong discursive presence 

for the notion of a “public” or “public space”. It would be fair to say that in 1911 

there was no such thing as a truly “public space” in China. Space was private, 

familial or imperial. The problem arose in 1911, with the abolition of the 

monarchy, of what to do with what had in fact been the sacred spaces of the 

imperial family. Almost by accident, it was decided by the bureaucrat Zhu 

Qiqian (who had the then President of the Republic of China, Yuan Shikai’s 

confidence) that at least some of them could be converted into public parks—

parks for the common people. The change in the management of urban spaces 

in China, I argue, is of some considerable significance. 

 

The period between 1911 and 1949, then, was an important watershed, for the 

management of space in Beijing. This is especially true when we consider that 

one of the largest and best known “public spaces” in the world emerges in the 

period when none had existed before. Surely this highlights a dramatic change 

in the social organisation of Chinese society, but could we call it in some way 

democratic? While imperial power had always been hidden behind walls and 

gates in the Forbidden City, the centre of power now moved to that sometimes 

infamous space. A key issue for this thesis, then, is that there was a dramatic 

change in the construction and management of space throughout the first half of 

twentieth century in China. 

 

I argue in Chapter 4 that the dominant strategy in the Chinese governance of 

space since the early Han, and particularly in the Ming and Qing, was the notion 

of wu-wei (non-action). Here the emperor was never seen to intervene, and his 

power was invisible to the population. This, though, was merely a clever ruse of 

government because the state itself was machine-like in its operation. An 

important aspect of this state machine was the concept shi. The meaning of 

shi—originally a legalist concept, but utilised just as much by the Confucian 

state—is difficult to capture in English, but is best represented by the concepts 

of “political purchase” or “political shape”. Its aim was to create a population that 

was nearly always-already fragmented and anxious—always aware of the 
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dramatic hierarchy of power. So, while the power of the emperor was almost 

always hidden, the population was always, albeit often unconsciously, affected 

(and effected) by its presence. In this thesis I give as an example the city design 

of Beijing, emphasising the role walls and gates and the hierarchy of spaces in 

the capital played in creating this fragmentation and anxiety. These spaces of 

arbitrary everyday existence forced individuals to find patrons based on family 

and clan rather than wider forms of social cohesion. They also forged a citizenry 

that practised “tactics” rather than “strategies” because the object of 

government was domination, fragmentation and pacification. 

 

Chapter 5 focuses on the intellectual milieu that made the watershed possible. I 

particularly use the arguments of one of the period’s great reformers, Liang 

Qichao, to draw out the key issues for the transformation process. Liang was an 

influential thinker whose abortive attempts at reform and subsequent exile in 

Japan—coming in touch, there, with a considerable amount of western 

literature—radicalised this once-loyal imperial examination candidate. 

 

Liang’s contribution to the thesis is central for three reasons. First, his 

penetrating and much-repeated criticisms ushered in the need for reform. The 

Chinese traditions in their Qing forms were clearly no match for the onslaught of 

European ideas, organisation, commerce and technology. Liang’s radical 

proposition was that, for China to modernise and stand with pride among the 

world’s nations, the physical and mental attributes of the Chinese population 

needed to be transformed. He, in his popular serial Xin Min Shuo, called for a 

set of new attributes that flew in the face of traditional Chinese attitudes to 

subjectivity. Whereas the emphasis had been on harmony, passivity and 

frugality, now it was on activity, competition and courage. Liang 

understandably—given China’s humiliation—called for a version of Chinese 

Bushido (the samurai tradition) to resurrect the nation. To achieve this outcome 

Liang called for a new collectivity which he labelled he qun—which, I have 

argued, is exactly the same in many respects as my sociability. 

 

Second, it was at the level of culture and cultural values/ideas that China’s 

progress had become mired, and therefore changes had to be procured at this 
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level. Like Lin Yutang after him, he argued that the formation of the new citizen 

rested on a program of change that began with the modernisation of the 

attitudes and values of the people. Such a citizenry, as he understood it, would 

ensure not only the realisation of a liberal-democratic government, but also a 

strong, new China. For Liang, then, the sites of change were in people’s minds; 

they were mental spaces. The transformation was to be established through 

changes in attitudes, particularly moral vales. To some extent this is true of 

course, but his approach remained in the main concerned with principles (li and 

dao), rather than practical responses to changing the attributes of the 

population. 

 

Consequently, Liang’s project is pivotal for a third reason. While it was a call for 

a new citizen, it was a call that was always to be thwarted by his liberal 

assumptions of what was necessary for the transition. Much of the thesis 

concerns itself with a rejection of the liberal assumption that democracy and 

freedom are somehow natural states for individuals. I therefore highlight Liang’s 

project on the creation of a new citizen to reveal what was missing from his 

approach—the real technologies of achieving personality change in the 

population. 

 

Chapter 6 turns its attention to one small instance of how these attributes might 

have been achieved. Zhongyang Gongyuan (Central Park) was one of the first 

public spaces in China, and indeed the first public park established by the 

Chinese themselves. The park directorate that established Zhongyang 

Gongyuan was not at centre stage to the struggles to modernise China, and 

cannot compare in terms of influence to the reform movement of 1898 or the 

May Fourth Movement, for example. My predilection here, though, is for the 

local and the practical, and the parks movement fulfilled these requirements. 

The parks movement can clearly be linked to the much larger project of 

modernisation and democratisation born in the declining years of the Qing 

dynasty, without the complexity of larger, more comprehensive movements like 

the May Fourth Movement. The development of public parks in this early period 

became linked to the self-esteem of the emerging Republic, expressing its 

commitment to the intellectual development and moral improvement of the 
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common people as it had in the west. Municipal governments in China were 

keen to be seen as modern. Clearly, here, the objective of government and 

others with the power to mobilise reform were to modernise the population 

through creating healthy, moral and civil Chinese bodies. But the real 

importance for us here is that this radical and revolutionary transformation of the 

ways in which spaces were to be reconstructed also revealed—albeit not as 

clearly as it might have done to those who formulated the plans—that the 

objective of government was no longer to hold on to divinely initiated control of 

the country. The objective now was min (the people themselves), their habits, 

their comportments, their values and their manners; in total something we have 

called sociability. 

 

Quite clearly, the park was a tool of the municipal government for a number of 

activities it thought important. It is also clear that one of these activities was to 

forge a new type of citizen, one with the attributes of modernity and sociability. 

My case study reveals a whole range of activities that were directly aimed at 

changing the comportments and physicality of the patrons who visited the park 

in the name of modernity (and particularly capitalism). These activities ranged 

from reading rooms, displays on public hygiene and public morality, displays of 

work from model prisoners, to health and sporting clubs. Moreover, the park 

provided an array of experiences that juxtaposed many of these elements that 

would have forced patrons to evaluate their own actions in the sight of other 

patrons. I want here to read this space, and its uses, against the grain of the 

public/private distinction. While models based on this distinction do have some 

value, our reading of this space through the grid of governmentality identifies a 

quite different outcome for one of my central questions: In the Chinese twentieth 

century, what was necessary for the development of a broadly based “civil 

society” or “public sphere” was more government (albeit of specific types of 

liberal governmental practice, such as public parks) not less, as would be 

suggested by much of the literature on “civil society”, the “public sphere” and 

democracy. 

 

One person heavily involved with the construction and maintenance of the park 

was Zhu Qiqian. Zhu, while a minor character in the overall scheme of things, 
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remains important for the thesis for a number of reasons. He, being a civil 

servant, serves here primarily to support our thesis that government did play a 

role in the creation of a “public sphere” in Republican China. He served both the 

government and the people; administering the spaces from which an indigenous 

public sphere could emerge. He was concerned with the population and the 

qualities of that population. His concerns in general, though, were not founded 

on any grand philosophical orientations, but manifest through his role as a civil 

servant. In this role, he was also the perfect foil to Liang Qichao, the modern 

idealist whose ideas paved the way for action. Consequently, he was the qi to 

Liang’s dao, a reminder to liberal theory that liberal government in its concrete 

form is more than romantic ideals, it is also technocratic. Moreover, in more 

general terms, he is evidence to show that the rhythms of history are not 

necessarily governed entirely by morality and purpose. 

 

Before concluding I would like to briefly outline the implications of the outcomes 

of this thesis for a number of broader issues. First, freedom in itself is a concept 

worthy of considerably more analysis. Teleological accounts of the end of 

history described entirely in liberal capitalist democratic terms deploying 

transcendental notions of the ontologically creative individual provide little more 

than a “religious” account of the concept. There is no rigorous approach here. A 

proper sociology of freedom would ask the question of how we have come to 

describe ourselves—those of us who live and work in modern western 

democracies—almost entirely in the language of freedom. The fact that it has 

become such a large part of our political vocabulary, I believe, makes it worthy 

of further thought. Many may not relate to the convictions of President G.W. 

Bush’s comments that 

[t]he advance of freedom is the calling of our time; it is the calling of 
our country. From the Fourteen Points to the Four Freedoms, to the 
Speech at Westminster, America has put our power at the service of 
principle. We believe that liberty is the design of nature; we believe 
that liberty is the direction of history. We believe that human fulfillment 
(sic) and excellence come in the responsible exercise of liberty. And 
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we believe that freedom—the freedom we prize—is not for us alone, it 
is the right and the capacity of all mankind. [Applause]

10
 

It is clear, however, that many of us would not challenge President Bush’s 

assumptions that freedom is natural, nor that it is the end-point of history. Its 

naturalness implies that there is little to be gained from a deep analysis of its 

various incarnations. This thesis, in a modest way, suggests there is. 

 

In particular, I argue, we should distinguish between a freedom envisaged as 

primarily resistance to government and a freedom as a “formulae of power”, 

particularly in terms of the democratisation process.11 I argue here that, rather 

than appeals to the “design of nature” and the “direction of history”, positive 

criticisms of Asian governments (especially China) that would aid democratic 

transition should be founded on efforts to make the governments stronger in 

particular ways—especially in the sense of their ability to bring unity to the 

country and provide the infrastructure that would allow the raison d’être of the 

state to be its population. Democracy can be an effective government 

technology, and many of these governments are struggling with the transition 

process. Freedom is a certain way of organising the population that introduces 

a whole new set of technologies which inter alia include censuses for 

demographic knowledges, public opinion polls to determine the will of the 

people, a wide range of professionals and experts to manage the inherent 

conflict in a competitive economy, and the motivation needed for a demanding 

economy and public spaces, educational and legal institutions to provide the 

visibility where individuals learn to “conduct their own conduct” and gain the 

attributes of sociability. 

 

Consequently, honest criticisms of the political agenda of the People’s Republic 

of China would take into account the ways in which elites and government can 

                                            

 
10

 Remarks by George W. Bush The White House, Remarks by the President of the United 
States at The 20th Anniversary Of The National Endowment For Democracy United States 
Chamber of Commerce Washington, D.C., 2003, accessed on June 27, 2005, at 
http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2003/11/20031106-3.html. 

11
 Nikolas Rose makes this point in “Towards a Critical Sociology of Freedom”, An inaugural 

lecture given by Professor Nikolas Rose, May 5, 1992, Goldsmith College, University of 
London, personal copy. 
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play a role in democratic transition.12 A truly positive campaign would not, for 

example, unilaterally admonish the government for its tactics of intervention, but 

rather focus on the types of interventions themselves. Positive criticisms would 

see support flow for the creation of an infrastructure (which might mean more of 

certain sorts of government) that would bring the sense of unity required before 

democracy can function effectively, and the important counter-intuitive point is 

that this might require non-democratic processes—at least in the early 

instances. The converse may also true. To establish functional factors before 

their appropriate stage of the transition may well be counter-productive. 

 

Second, at a superficial level, the outcomes of the thesis might also be seen as 

strong support for the concept of Asian values of the sort put forward by Lee 

Kuan Yew and Mahathir bin Mohamad. This is the proposition that Asian 

societies—both because of their cultural values and developmental status—are 

not ready (nor may they ever be) for democracy and individual freedom. 

 

I am influenced by Barrington Moore Jr13 here, and suggest that to withdraw into 

a cultural defence of political behaviour is really circular reasoning. The more 

pressing question remains, given the mercurial nature of cultural change (even 

in Asian societies): what determines the significant values of culture, cultural 

continuity and cultural change? Marx, of course, would suggest that the 

economic base of society was instrumental in the formation of cultural value. It 

is not surprising, given the above thesis, that my response is to follow US 

Senator Patrick Moynihan, who suggested that politics—and consequently 

governmental processes—can change culture with the right amount of political 

will.14 

 

                                            

 
12

 This of course is not meant to suggest we should condone all the initiatives of the Chinese 
government, nor should we refrain from criticising their policies. 

13
 See Moore Jr, Social Origins of Dictatorship, pp. 485–7. 

14
 He writes: “The central conservative truth is that it is culture, not politics, that determines the 

success of a society. The central liberal truth is that politics can change a culture and save it 
from itself.”, Attributed to Moynihan in 1988. See Harrison and Huntington (eds) Culture 
Matters: How values shape human progress, p. xiv. 
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Asian values I suggest, do exist—but if the arguments put forward in this thesis 

are correct, the barriers to democratic transition are as much the failure of the  

Asian governments to introduce the appropriate technologies required, as of the 

recalcitrance of particular customs, religions or histories. No doubt the problems 

inherent in democratic transition are tremendous, but political change is, more 

or less, in the hands of government. The yardstick of freedom may well be an 

effective measure of government, but a benchmark for developing democracies 

premised on the providing the greatest possible amount of “freedom” for the 

individual, rather than the appropriate technologies of government, may be a 

mistaken one. 



 

 

 

 

269 

Bibliography 

 

Foreign Language Sources 

 

Beijing shi zhongyang gongyuan shiwu baogaoshu (Annual Report of General 
Affairs of the Central Park), various issues, 1928-42. 

Biot, F.E.F., (ed.) Le Tcheou Li: ou rites des Tcheou, L’imprimerie Nationale, 
Paris, 1969 [1851]. 

Liang, Q., “Xinmin Shuo” Yin bing shi quan ji, zhonghua shuju, Shanghai, 
zaiban 1916 [1902], (Collected Works from the Ice-drinker’s Studio), 
Shanghai, reprint edition, 1916. 

Liang, Q., “Zhongguo chi wu shi dao” (Chinese Bushido), Yin bing shi quan ji, 
zhonghua shuju, Shanghai, zaiban 1916 [1902], (Collected Works from the 
Ice-drinker’s Studio), Shanghai, reprint edition, 1916. 

Liu, Y. F., “Beijing Zhongshan Gongyuan Cangsang”, (The Changes of Beijing’s 
Zhongshan Park), in  Wang Yuping, (ed.) Bejing de Wenhua guji, (The 
Cultural Relics of Beijing), Beijing, Zhonghua Chuban, 1984. 

Lun gongyuan yu shi min zhi guangxi, ShizhengTongao, No. 2, 1915. 

Shi gongyuan zhi zengshe (Increase Parks in the City), ShizhengTongao, No. 
18, 1916. 

Tang, Y. Zhongyang Gongyuan Ershiwu Zhounian Jinian Ce (The 25th 
Anniversary Booklet of Central Park). 

Yu gongyuan yu shimin guangxi (The Relationship between Parks and 
Citizens), ShizhengTongao, No. 2. Zhongyang gongyuan shiwuhui 
baogaoshu (Regulations about opening of Central Park), Jingdu Shizheng 
Huilan (Overview of Beijing City Administration), Beijing. 

Yu, Q. Gudu bianqian jilue (A Brief Account of the Transformation of the Ancient 
Capital), Beijing, 1913. 

Zhongyang gongyuan shiwuhui baogaoshu (Regulations about opening of 
Central Park), Jingdu Shizheng Huilan (Overview of Beijing City 
Administration), Beijing. 

Zhongshan gongyuan zhi (Annals of Zhongshan Park), Zhongshan lin ye chu 
ban she, Beijing, 2001. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

270 

English Language Sources 

 

Abrams, P. (Ed.) Two Tracts on Government, Cambridge University, London, 
1967. 

Almond, G. & Verba, S. The Civic Culture: Political attitudes and democracy in 
five nations, an analytic study. Little Brown, Boston, 1965. 

Althusser, L. Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays, Monthly Review Press, 
New York, 1970. 

American Medical Association The First Annual Report of the Committee on 
Public Hygiene, Transactions. 2, 1849. 

Ames, R. The Art of Rulership: A study of ancient Chinese political thought. 
New York Press, Albany,1994. 

Anderson, B. Imagined Communities: Reflections on the origin and spread of 
nationalism. Verso, London,1991. 

Aries, P. Centuries of Childhood. Translated by Baldick, R., Penguin, 
Harmondsworth, 1973. 

Arlington, L.C. & Lewishon, W. In Search of Old Beijing. Oxford University 
Press, Hong Kong, 1987. 

Auge, M. Non-Places: An introduction to an anthropology of supermodernity. 
Translated by Howe, J., Verso, New York, 1995. 

Balazs, E. Chinese Civilization and Bureaucracy: Variations on a theme. Yale 
University Press, New Haven, 1964. 

Bentham, J, Fragment on Government, from Bentham Project website, 
Bentham texts online, accessed July 8, 2003 at 
http://www.ecn.bris.ac.uk/het/bentham/government.htm. 

Bentham, J. in Burns, J.H. & Hart, H.L.A. (Eds) An Introduction to the Principles 
of Morals and Legislation. The Athlone Press, London, 1970. 

Bentham, J. in Burns, J.H. & Hart, H.L.A. (Eds) A comment on the 
Commentaries and a Fragment on Government. London Athlone Press, 
London, 1977. 

Berman, M. All that is Solid Melts into Air: The experience of modernity. Verso, 
London, 1983. 

Bland, J.O.P. China: The pity of it. William Heineman Ltd, London, 1932. 

Bonin, M. & Chevrier, Y. The Intellectual and the State: Social dynamics of 
intellectual autonomy during the post-Mao era, China Quarterly, 127, 
September, 1991, 569–613. 

Bredon, J. Peking: A historical and intimate description of its chief places of 
interest. Kelly & Walsh Ltd, Shanghai and Hong Kong, 1920. 

Bronner, S.E. & Kellner, D. (eds) Critical Theory and Society. A reader. 
Routledge, New York, 1989. 

Brown, P. The Body and Society: Men, women, and sexual renunciation in early 
Christianity., Columbia University Press, New York, 1988. 

http://www.ecn.bris.ac.uk/het/bentham/government.htm


 

 

 

 

271 

Burchell, D. "The Attributes of Citizens: Virtue, manners and the activity of 
citizenship", Economy and Society, 24, 4, 1995. 

Burchell, D., "Governmental Rationality", in G.Burchell, C.Gordon and P.Millar 
(eds) The Foucault effect : Studies in governmentality. Harvester 
Wheatsheaf, London, 1991. 

Burgess, S. "Trends in Social Reconstruction", The Chinese Social and Political 
Science Review, XIV, 1, 1930. 

Burt, A.R., Powell, J.B. & Crow, C. (eds) Biographies of Prominent Chinese, 
Shanghai, Biographical Publishing Company, no date. 

Bush, G.W., The White House, Remarks by the President of the United States 
at The 20th Anniversary Of The National Endowment For Democracy United 
States Chamber of Commerce Washington, D.C., accessed on June 27, 
2005, at http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2003/11/20031106-
3.html, 2003. 

Bush, G.W., Speech broadcast on Fox News, Wednesday, September 22, 
accessed on November 11, 2005, at www.foxnews.com/story/ 
0,2933,82976,00.html, 2004. 

Calhoun, C. “Introduction”, in Calhoun, C. (ed.) Habermas and the Public 
Sphere. MIT Press, Cambridge, Mass., 1992. 

Cameron, M. The Reform Movement in China, 1898–191. Stanford University 
Press, Stanford, 1931. 

Ch’en, J. Yuan Shih-k’ai, Stanford University Press, Stanford, 1972. 

Chamberlain, H.B. "On the Search for Civil Society in China", Modern China. 
19, 2, 1993, 199–215. 

Chang, H. Liang Ch’i-Ch’ao and the Intellectual Transition in China. 1890–1907, 
Harvard University Press, Cambridge, 1971. 

Chartier, R. The Cultural Origins of the French Revolution., Duke University 
Press. Durham, 1991. 

Chen, S.H. (ed.) Symposium on Chinese Culture. Chinese Book Service, Hong 
Kong, 1931. 

Cook’s Guide to Peking, North China, South Manchuria and Korea. Thomas 
Cook and Son, London, 1924. 

Cranz, G. The Politics of Park Design. MIT Press, Cambridge, Mass., 1989. 

Creel, H.G. What is Taoism?: And other studies in Chinese cultural history, 
University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1970. 

Dai, H. & Fang, D. The No. 1 History Archives Record of the Official Diary of 
Emperor Dezong Jing (Guanxu Emporer), Vol. 563, 1906. 

Dardess, J.W. Confucianism and Autocracy: Professional elites in the founding 
of the Ming dynasty. University of California Press, Berkeley, 1983. 

De Certeau, M. The Practice of Everyday Life, University of California Press, 
Berkeley, 1984. 

http://librarycatalogue.griffith.edu.au:8080/WebZ/GeacFETCH?sessionid=01-36344-959895961:recno=1:resultset=6:format=F:next=html/geacnffull.html:bad=error/badfetch.html::entitytoprecno=1:entitycurrecno=1
http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2003/11/20031106-3.html
http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2003/11/20031106-3.html


 

 

 

 

272 

De Grazia, S. Masters of Chinese Political Thought: From the beginnings of the 
Han Dynasty, The Viking Press, New York, 1973. 

Dong, M.Y. Republican Beijing: The city and its histories, University of California 
Press, Berkeley, 2003. 

Dovey, K. Framing Places: Mediating power in built form. Routledge, London, 
2001. 

Eberhard, W. Settlement and Social Change in Asia, Hong Kong U.P., Hong 
Kong, 1967. 

Elden, S. "Rethinking the Polis: Implications of Heidegger's questioning the 
political", in Political Geography. 19, (2000), 407-422. 

Elden, S. Understanding Henri Lefebvre: Theory and the possible. Continuum, 
London, 2004. 

Elias, N. The Civilising Process, Blackwood, Oxford, 1978. 

Elvin, M. & Skinner, G.W. (eds) The Chinese City Between Two Worlds., 
Stanford University Press, Stanford,1974. 

Farmer, E.L. Early Ming Government: The evolution of dual capitals. Harvard 
University Press, Cambridge, 1976. 

Fein, A. (Ed.) Landscape into Cityscape: Frederick Law Olmsted’s plans for a 
greater New York City.  Cornell University Press, Ithaca New York, 1968. 

Feuerwerker, A. China’s Early Industrialization: Sheng Hsuan-huai (1844–1916) 
and Mandarin enterprise. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, Mass., 
1958 

Foucault, M. Discipline and Punish: The birth of the prison. Pantheon Books, 
New York, 1977. 

Foucault, M. The Tanner Lectures on Human Values. University of Utah Press, 
Salt lake City, 1981. 

Foucault, M. “The Subject and Power”, in Dreyfus, H.L. & Rabinow, P. (Eds) 
Michel Foucault: Beyond Structuralism and Hermeneutics. The Harvester 
Press, Hempstead, 1982. 

Foucault, M. "Of Other Spaces", Diacritics. 16,1, 1986, 22–7. 

Foucault, M. History of Sexuality. Vol.1, Vintage Books, New York, 1979. 

Foucault, M. History of Sexuality. Vol.2, Vintage Books, New York, 1987. 

Foucault, M. History of Sexuality. Vol.3, Vintage Books, New York, 1990. 

Frazer, N. “Rethinking the Public Sphere: A contribution to the critique of 
actually existing democracy”, in Robbins, B. (ed.) The Phantom Public 
Sphere. University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis, 1993. 

Friedland, R. & Boden, D. “NowHere: An Introduction to Space, Time and 
Modernity”, in Friedland, R. & Boden, D. (eds) Nowhere: space, time and 
modernity. University of California Press, Berkeley, 1994. 

Fukuyama, F. The End of History and the Last Man. Avon Books, New York, 
1992. 



 

 

 

 

273 

Fukuyama, F. "Confucianism and Democracy", Journal of Democracy, 6,2, 
1995, 20–33. 

Fung, Y.-L. The History of Chinese Philosophy. Princeton University Press, 
Princeton, 1952. 

Gamble, S. ()Peking: A social survey. George H. Doran, New York, 1921. 

Gan, H. The Urban Villagers: Group and class in the life of Italian-Americans, 
Free Press. London, 1982. 

Geertz, C. The Interpretation of Cultures., Basic, New York, 1973. 

Geil, W.E. The Eighteen Capitals of China, Constable, London, 1911. 

Giddens, A. The Consequences of Modernity. Polity Press, Cambridge, 1990. 

Goffman, E. Behavior in Public Places: Notes on the social organization of 
gatherings, Free Press of Glencoe, New York, 1963. 

Goffman, E. Relations in Public: Microstudies of the public order, Basic, New 
York, 1971. 

Goldman, M. China’s Intellectuals: Advice and dissent, MA, Harvard University 
Press, Cambridge, 1981. 

Gordon, C. “Governmental Rationality: An introduction”, in Burchill, G., Gordon, 
C. & Miller, P. (Eds) The Foucault Effect: Studies in Governmentality. 
Harvester/Wheatsheaf, London, 1991. 

Gunzel, S., Immanence and Deterritoralization: The philosophy of Gilles 
Deleuze and Felix Guattari, accessed on January 15, 2006, at 
http://www.bu.edu/wcp/Papers/Cont/ContGunz.htm. 

Habermas, J. The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An inquiry 
into a category of Bourgeois Society.  MIT Press, Cambridge, Mass., 1990. 

Habermas, J. The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An inquiry 
into a category of Bourgeois Society, MIT Press, Cambridge, Mass., 2000. 

Hansen, V. "The Beijing Qingming Scroll and Its Significance for the Study of 
Chinese History", Journal of Sung-Yuan Studies, 1996. Extracted from 
afe.easia.columbia.edu/song/econ/manufac/manu.htm, accessed January 
31, 2006. 

Harrison, L.E. & Huntington, S.P. (eds) Culture Matters: How values shape 
human progress, Basic Books, New York, 2000. 

Harvey, D. The Condition of Postmodernity: An enquiry into the origins of 
cultural change. Blackwell, London, 1989. 

Hayek, F.A. Law, Legislation and Liberty: A new statement of the liberal 
principles of justice and political economy. Routledge and Kegan Paul, 
London, 1979. 

Heidegger, M. Poetry, Language, Thought. Harper & Row, New York, 1950. 

Hennaff, M. & Strong, T. Public Space and Democracy. University of Minnesota 
Press, Minneapolis,  2001. 

Hibbert, C. The Dragon Awakes: China and the west, 1793–1911. Harper and 
Row, New York, 1970. 

http://www.bu.edu/wcp/Papers/Cont/ContGunz.htm
http://afe.easia.columbia.edu/song/econ/manufac/manu.htm


 

 

 

 

274 

Hirst, P. & Woolley, P. Social Relations and Human Attributes. Travistock, 
London, 1984. 

Hobbes, T. “De Homine and De Cive (Man and Citizen)”, in Gert, B. (ed.) 
Humanities/Harvestor Press, New York, 1978. 

Hobbes, T. in Warrender, H. (ed.) De Cive: The English Version [1647]. 
Clarenden Press, Oxford, 1983. 

Hobbes, T. in Martinich, A.P. (ed.) Leviathan. Broadview Press, Petersborough, 
2002. 

Homer Iliad Translated by Encounter June 1990, 850 BC. 

Hou, F. Central Government of China 1912–1928: An institutional study. 
Greenwood Press, Westport, 1957. 

Houn, F. Central Government of China 1912–1928, Greenwood Press, 
Westport, 1912. 

Huang, K.O.-W. “Liang Qichao and Immanuel Kant”, in Fogel, J.A. (Ed.) The 
Role of Japan in Liang Qichao’s Introduction of Modern Western Civilization 
to China. Institute of East Asian Studies, University of California Press, 
Berkeley, 2004. 

Huang, P.C. Liang Ch’i-Ch’ao and Modern Chinese Liberalism. University of 
Washington Press, Seattle, 1972. 

Huang, P.C.C. "‘Public Sphere’/’Civil Society’ in China?: The third realm 
between state and society", Modern China. 19,2, 1993, 216–240. 

Huang, S.-C. Essentials of Neo-Confucianism: Eight Major Philosophers of the 
Song and Ming, Greenwood Press, Westport, 1999. 

Hucker, C.O. China’s Imperial Past: An introduction to Chinese history and 
culture. Stanford University Press, Stanford, 1975. 

Hudson, W. “Public and Private in theory and Practice: Some implications of an 
uncertain boundary”, in Weintraub, J. & Kumar, K. (Eds) Public and Private in 
Thought and Practice: Perspectives on a grand narrative. University of 
Chicago Press, Chicago, 1997. 

Hudson, W. “Problematizing European Theories of Civil Society”, in Schak, D. & 
Hudson, W. (Eds) Civil Society in Asia. Ashgate, Hampshire, 2003. 

Hunter, I. Culture and Government: The emergence of literary education. 
Macmillan, London, 1988. 

Hussey, H. My Pleasures and Palaces: An informal memoir of forty years in 
China. Doubleday and Company, New York,1968. 

Jacobs, J. The Death and Life of Great American Cities. Vintage, New York, 
1961. 

Jameson, F. Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism. Verso, 
London, 1991. 

Johnstone, R. Confucianism and Modern China. Victor Gollancz Ltd, London, 
1934. 



 

 

 

 

275 

Jullien, F. The Propensity of Things: Toward a history of efficacy in China. Zone 
Books, New York, 1995. 

Kant, I. Lectures on Ethics (1775–80). Translated by Beckel, T., Harper Torch 
Books, New York, 1963. 

Kates, G. "A New Date for the Origins of the Forbidden City", Harvard Journal of 
Asian Studies. 7, 1942–43, 180–202. 

Kates, G. The Years that were Fat: Peking 1933–1940. Harper and Brothers 
Publishers, New York, 1952. 

Kitto, H.D.F. The Greeks. Penguin, Harmondsworth, UK , 1980. 

Kohn, M. "Book Review", American Political Science Review. 96,2, 2002. 

Kong, F., The Great Learning, 500BC, accessed on June 2004, at 
http://chinapage.com/daxue-e.html. 

Lau, D.C. "Some Notes on Sun Tzu", Bulletin of the School of Oriental and 
African Studies. 28, 1965, 319–35. 

Lee, L.O.-F. “The Cultural Construction of Modernity in Urban Shanghai: Some 
preliminary explorations”, in Yeh, W.-H. (Ed.) Becoming Chinese: Passages 
to modernity and beyond. University of California Press, Berkley, 2000. 

Lee, L.O.-F. & Nathan, A. “The Beginnings: Journalism and fiction in the late 
Ch’ing and beyond”, in Johnson, D., Nathan, A. & Rawski, E.S. (Eds) Popular 
Culture in Late Imperial China. University of California Press, Berkeley, 1985. 

Lefebvre, H. The Production of Space. Blackwell, Oxford, 1991. 

Lefebvre, H. Writing on Cities. Blackwell, Oxford, 1996. 

Levenson, J.R. Liang Ch’i-Ch’ao and the Mind of Modern China, Harper and 
Row, New York, 1959. 

Levy, M.J. & Shih, K.-H. The Rise of the Modern Chinese Business Class. 
Institute of Pacific Relations, New York, 1949. 

Li, S. "Reconstructing Chinese Building Tradition: The Yingzao fashi in the early 
Twentieth Century", Journal of Society of Architectural Historians. 62,4, 2003. 

Liang, Q. Selections from a Diary of Travels through the New World, Renditions. 
53/54, 1903. 

Liew, L. “Marketization, Democracy and Economic Growth in China”, in 
Chowdhury, A. & Islam, I. (eds) Beyond the Asian Crisis: Pathways to 
sustainable growth. Edward Elgar, Cheltenham, 2001. 

Lin, Y. My Country and My People. The John Day Company, New York, 1939. 

Lin, Y. & Hu, S. China’s Own Critics. Paragon Book Reprint Corp, New York, 
1969 [1931]. 

Locke, J. “The Social Contract”, in Barker, E. (ed.) Social Contract: Essays by 
Locke, Hume, and Rousseau. Oxford University Press, London, 1971. 

Locke, J. Second Treatise of Government. Bobbs-Merrill Educational, 
Indianapolis, 1980. 

http://chinapage.com/daxue-e.html


 

 

 

 

276 

Lynn, J.C.-H. Social Life of the Chinese (In Peking). Chinese Booksellers 
Limited, Beijing-Tianjin, 1928. 

Lyotard, F. The Postmodern Condition: A report on knowledge, Manchester 
University Press, Manchester,1984. 

Machiavelli, N. The Prince. Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1998. 

Mackerras, C. The Chinese Theatre in Modern Times: from 1840 to the Present 
Day. Thames and Hudson, London, 1975. 

Madsen, R. "The Public Sphere, Civil Society and Moral Community: A research 
agenda for contemporary Chinese studies", Modern China. 19,2, 1993, 183–
98. 

Meinecke, F. Machiavellism: The Doctrine of Raison d’Etat and its Place in 
Modern History. Yale University Press, New Haven, 1957. 

Meiskins Wood, E. Mind and Politics: An approach to the meaning of liberal and 
socialist individualism. University of California Press, Berkeley, 1972. 

Minson, J. Genealogy of Morals: Nietzsche, Foucault, Donzelot and the 
eccentricity of ethics, London, Macmillan, 1985. 

Moore Jr, B. Social Origins of Dictatorship and Democracy: Lord and peasant in 
the making of the modern world. Penguin, Harmondsworth, 1973. 

Nathan, A. China’s Crisis: Dilemmas of reform and prospects for democracy. 
Columbia University Press, New York, 1990. 

Negt, O., and Kluge, Alexander. Public Sphere and Experience: Toward an 
analysis of the bourgeois and proletarian public space. University of 
Minnesota Press, Minnesota, 1993. 

Pateman, C. “Feminist Critiques of the Public/Private Dichotomy”, in Pateman, 
C. (Ed.) The Disorder of Women: Democracy, feminism and political theory. 
Stanford University Press, Stanford,1989. 

Pirenne, H. Medieval Cities: Their origin and the revival of trade. Princeton 
University Press, New York, 1952. 

Pocock, J.G.A. Politics, Language and Time: Essays on political thought and 
history. University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1971. 

Pocock, J.G.A. Virtue, Commerce, and History: Essays on political thought and 
history, chiefly in the eighteenth century. Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge, 1985. 

Pound, E. (Ed.) Confucian Analects. P. Owen, London, 1956. 

Rankin, M.B. Public Opinion and Political Power: Qingyi in late nineteenth 
century China, Journal of Asian Studies. 41,3, 1982, 453–84. 

Rankin, M.B. Elite Activism and Political Transformation in China: Zhejiang 
Province, 1968–1911. Stanford University Press, Stanford, 1986. 

Rankin, M.B. (Ed.) Chinese Local Elites and Patterns of Dominance. University 
of California Press, Berkeley, 1990a. 

Rankin, M.B. "The Origins of a Chinese Public Sphere: Local elites and 
community affairs in the late imperial period", Etudes Chinoises. 9,2, 1990b. 



 

 

 

 

277 

Rankin, M.B. "Some Observations on a Chinese Public Sphere", Modern China. 
19,2, 1993, 158–82. 

Rhem, K.T., American Forces Information Service, News Articles (2005), Bush: 
‘Freedom on the March’ Throughout the World, accessed on February 16, 
2006, at 
http://www.defenselink.mil/news/Jan2005/n01282005_2005012808.html. 

Rhoads, M. "The City as a Center of Change: Western Europe and China", 
Annals of the Association of American Geographers. 44, 1954, 349–62. 

Riess, S. City Games: The evolution of American urban society and the rise of 
sports. University of Illinois, Urbana, 1989. 

Rose, N. Towards a Critical Sociology of Freedom: An inaugural lecture. 
Goldsmith’s College, University of London, New Cross, 1992. 

Ross, E.A. The Changing Chinese: The Conflict of oriental and western cultures 
in China. The Century Co. New York, 1911, reprinted by Ch’eng Wen 
Publishing, Taipei, 1972. 

Rousseau, J.J. “The Social Contract”, in Barker, E. (ed.) Social Contract: 
Essays by Locke, Hume, and Rousseau. Oxford University Press, London, 
1971. 

Rousseau, J.J. On the Social Contract [1762]. St Martins, New York, 1978. 

Rowe, P. Civic Realism. MIT Press, Cambridge Mass., 1997. 

Rowe, W.T. Hankow: Commerce and society in a Chinese city 1796–1889. 
Stanford University Press, Stanford, 1984. 

Rowe, W.T. Hankow: Conflict and community in a Chinese City 1796–1895. 
Stanford University Press, Stanford, 1989. 

Rowe, W.T. “The Public Sphere in Modern China”, Modern China. 16,3, 1990, 
216–40. 

Rowe, W.T. "The Problem of ‘Civil Society’ in Late Imperial China", Modern 
China. 19,2, 1993, 139–57. 

Rozman, G. Urban Networks in Ch’ing China and Tokugawa Japan. Princeton 
University Press, Princeton, 1973. 

Rustow, D. "Transitions to Democracy: Toward a dynamic model", Comparative 
Politics. 2,3, 1970, 373–363. 

Schak, D. "Public Morality in Taiwan", Unpublished paper, Griffith University, 
Australia 

Schram, S.R. (ed.) Mao’s Road to Power: Revolutionary writings 1912–1949. 
M.E. Sharpe, Armonk, 1992. 

Schuyler, D. The New Urban Landscape: The redefinition of city form in 
nineteenth-century America. John Hopkins University Press, Baltimore, 1986. 

Scruton, R. “Public Space and Classical Vernacular”, in Glazer, N. & Lilla, M. 
(eds) The Public Face of Architecture: Civic culture and public spaces. The 
Free Press, New York, 1987. 

http://www.defenselink.mil/news/Jan2005/n01282005_2005012808.html


 

 

 

 

278 

Sennett, R. The Fall of Public Man. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 
1977. 

Sennett, R. Flesh and Stone: The body and the city in Western civilisation. 
W.W. Norton, New York, 1994. 

Sennett, R. The Spaces of Democracy. Raoul Wallenberg Lecture Series, 
University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, 1998. 

Shao, Q. "Tempests over Teapots: The Vilification of Teahouse Culture in Early 
Republican China", Journal of Asian Studies. 57,4, 1998. 

Shi, M. Beijing Transforms: Urban infrastructure, public works and social 
change in the Chinese capital, 1900–1928, Unpublished PhD Thesis, 
Columbia University, UMI Dissertation Services, 1993. 

Siren, O. The Walls and Gates of Peking: Researches and impressions. 
Orientalia, New York, 1924. 

Skinner, A. (ed.) An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of 
Nations. Penguin, London, 1999. 

Smith, A. The Theory of Moral Sentiments (6th edition), A. Millar, London, 1790, 
accessed July 8, 2005 at 
http://www.econlib.org/library/Smith/smMS1.html.1.1.1. 

Smith, A., Library of Economics and Liberty An Inquiry into the Nature and 
Causes of the Wealth of Nations, 1904, accessed on 26.06.2006, at 
http://www.econlib.org/library/Smith/smWN13.html 

Smith, A. The Theory of Moral Sentiments. Arlington House, New Rochelle, 
1969. 

Smith, A. in Skinner, A. (ed.) An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the 
Wealth of Nations. Penguin, London, 1999. 

Soja, E.W. Thirdspace: journeys to Los Angeles and other real-and-imagined 
places. Blackwell, London, 1996. 

Steinhardt, N.S. Chinese Imperial City Planning. University of Hawaii Press, 
Honolulu, 1990. 

Strand, D. Rickshaw Beijing: City, people and politics in the 1920s. University of 
California Press, Berkeley, 1989. 

Strand, D. “Mediation, Representation and Repression: Local elites in 1920s 
Beijing”, in Esherick, J. & Rankin, M.B. (eds) Chinese Local Elites and 
Patterns of Dominance. University of California Press, Berkeley, 1990. 

Sullivan, L. “The Emergence of Civil Society in China, Spring 1989”, in Saich, T. 
(ed.) The Chinese People’s Movement. M.E. Sharpe, Armonk, 1990. 

Taylor, C. "Modes of Civil Society", Public Culture. 3,1, 1990, 95–118. 

Thompson, L.G. Ta T’ung Shu: The One-World Philosophy of K’ang Yu-Wei.  
Allen and Unwin, London, 1958. 

Tönnies, F. Community and Society. Transaction Books, New Brunswick, N.J., 
1998 (c1957)). 

Touraine, A. Critique of Modernity. Blackwell, Cambridge, Mass., 1995. 

http://www.econlib.org/library/Smith/smMS1.html
http://www.econlib.org/library/Smith/smWN13.html


 

 

 

 

279 

Tsin, M. Nation, Governance, and Modernity in China: Canton 1900–1927. 
Stanford University Press, Stanford, 1999. 

Turner, B. "Outline of a Theory of Citizenship", Sociology. 24,2, 1990, 189–217. 

Tzu, S. The Art of War. Translated by Griffith, S.B., Oxford University Press, 
London, 1963. 

Wakeman Jr, F. "The Civil Society and Public Sphere Debate: Western 
reflections on Chinese political culture", Modern China. 19,2, 1993, 108–38. 

Wang, H., Leo, O.-F.L. & Fischer, M.M.J. “Is the Public Sphere Unspeakable in 
China? Can public spaces (gonggong kongjian) lead to public spheres?” 
Public Culture.  6, 1994, 597–605. 

Weber, M. The City. The Free Press, New York, 1966. 

Weber, M. The Religion of China: Confucianism and Taoism. The Free Press, 
New York, 1968. 

Weber, M. “Politics as Vocation”, in Gerth, H.H. & Wright Mills, C. (eds) From 
Max Weber: Essays in Sociology. Routledge, London, 1970. 

Weintraub, J. “The Theory and Politics of the Public/Private Distinction”, in 
Weintraub, J. & Kumar, K. (eds) Public and Private in Thought and Practice: 
Perspectives on a grand dichotomy. The University of Chicago Press, 
Chicago, 1997. 

Wheatley, P. The Pivot of the Four Quarters: A preliminary enquiry into the 
origins and character of the ancient Chinese city. Edinburgh University Press, 
Edinburgh, 1971. 

Whyte, M. “Urban China: A civil society in the making?” in Rosenbaum, A.L. 
(ed.) State and Society in China. Westview, Boulder,1992. 

Whyte, W.F. Street Corner Society: The social structure of an Italian slum. 
Cambridge, University of Chicago Press, 1955. 

Will, P.-E. “State Intervention in the Administration of a Hydraulic Infrastructure”, 
in Schram, S.R. (ed.) The Scope of State Power in China. St. Martins Press, 
London, 1986. 

Worpole, K. and Greenhalgh, L. The Freedom of the City. Demos, London, 
1997. 

Xu, Y. The Chinese City in Time and Space: The development of urban form in 
Suzhou. University of Hawaii Press, Honolulu, 1999. 

Yang, B. The Ugly Chinaman and the Crisis of Chinese Culture. Translated by 
Cohn, D. & Qing, J., Allen and Unwin, Sydney, 1991. 

Yang, G. "The Internet and Civil society in China: A preliminary assessment", 
The Journal of Contemporary China. 12,36, 2003, 453–75. 

Yeh, W.-H. (ed.) Becoming Chinese: Passages to modernity and beyond. 
University of California Press, Berkeley, 2000. 

Zhu, J. Chinese Spatial Strategies: Imperial Beijing 1420–1911. Routledge, 
New York, 2004. 



 

 

 

 

280 

Zhu Q.Q. and G.T. Yeh,  “Architecture: A brief historical account based on the 
evolution of the city of Peiping”, in Sophia H. Chen (ed.) Symposium on 
Chinese Culture. Chinese Book Service, Hong Kong, 1931, pp. 97–117. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 281 

 
 
 

Appendices 
 



 282 

Appendix 1: Members of the First Directorate of Zhonyuan Park 

 
 
From October 1914 donations were sought from GMD party members, members 
of government, and various levels of army personnel, as well as members of the 
aristocracy and merchant classes absent from their estates and businesses. The 
following is the first list of private donors: 
 
Duan Qiduan 
Zhu Qiquan 
Tang Hualong 
Wang Shizhen 
Liang Dunyan 
Sa Zhen Bing 
Sun Boqi
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Appendix 2: Park Donors  
 
From October 1914, donations were sought from KMT party members, members 
of the government, various levels of army personnel, as well as members of the 
aristocracy and merchant classes absent from their estates and business here is 
a listing of the first set on private donors with references to their positions where 
available: 
 
Duan Qi Duan Zhi Ge Yang De Sen 

Zhu Qi Qian She Jin Jian Wang Ke Min
1
 

Tang Hualong Zhu Shu Yuan Bao Zong Han 

Liang dun Yan Chen Shi Li Deng Wen Cao 

Wang Shi Zhen
2
 Zu Yanjue Jin Sen 

Sa Zhen Bing
3
 Zhao Qing Hua Jin Cui Kang 

Sun Bao Qui
4
 Meng Yu Shuang Zhou Zi Qi 

Guan Yuan Jun Liu Kuan Ziong Chen Wei 

Lu Wei Xiang Ren Geng Bao Zhang Zong Ziang 

Gu Wei Jun Yin Chang Zhou Zuo Mίn 

Zhang Xun Sun Pei Jian Zhao Zong 

Wang Bi Wei Wu Bing Ziang Yu BaoZian 

Shi Qi Zeng Lu Zhu Sa Fu Qiu 

Zu Bao heng Ye Gong Chuo Li Zuan Wei 

Song Xun Li Zhen Yao Zhang Gu 

Yu Ying Chen Huan Hu Yun 

Tang Zai li Fang Ren Yuan Cao RuShuang 

Ma Rong Zhang Shou Ling Tao Ziang 

Shen Ming Chang Zhang Lian Pen Chen Yun Pei 

 Hu Xi Lin Feng Yuan Ding Huang Zhi 

                                                 
1
  Wang Keming (Wang Keh-min) was born in Hangzhou in 1879. In 1900, the Zhejiang Government 

selected him to lead the students sent to study in Japan to become director of all Chinese students studying 
there. He became a councillor to the Chinese delegation if Tokyo in 1902, a position he retained until 1907. 
Back in Beijing he became a member of the Board of Finance and also served on the Board of Foreign 
Affairs. He joined the staff of General Chao Erh-sun  (Viceroy of Sichuan) and later that of Viceroy Yang Shi-
hsiang (Chihli) taking charge of Foreign Affairs in each province. He continued in official position after the 
revolution of 1911 and travelled to Europe in 1913. On his return he became managing director for a French 
bank in Tianjin  and in 1917 Governor of the Bank of China. He was appointed Minister of Finance in 1917. 
He retired in March 1918, but periodically returned to public service up till 1924. 
2
 Wang Shizhen (Wang shih-chen) was born in Chihli province in 1864. He graduated from the Beiyang 

Military school and fought in the Sino-Japanese War of 1894-5 and was chosen by Yuan Shikai to 
modernise the army. Wang also worked for Yuan in various political positions when the latter became 
Viceroy of Shandong, and later Chihli. He became Minister of War and Viceroy of Hunan, Hubei, Guandong 
and Jiangsi. He retired to private life when the Republic was established. Yuan, though, brought him out of 
retirement in 1915 and he served a variety of positions both military and political till the early twenties. 
3
 Sa Zhenbing was born in Fuzhou, Fujian and received a traditional education as a youth. He trained for the 

Navy in Chian and the United Kingdom. On his return from the U.K. he served at the Tianjin Naval Academy 
where Li Yuanhong was one of his students. He served with merit in the Sino-Japanese war and became 
Commander-in-chief of all Chinese armed forces in 1906. While sailing to Hankou to put down the 
insurrection there his sailors deserted and he was forced to vacate his command. After the revolution he 
again served at a naval academy, this time in Woosung. In 1914 he was he was made a member of the 
State Council which was by that stage the defacto parliament. He was appointed Minister of Navy in 1917, 
but refused the offer. He did, though, take up the offer of Advisor to the President’s office in 1918 and moved 
to Beijing. He did take up the position of Minister of the Navy in 1919 and became Civil Governor of Fujian in 
1922.  
4
 Sun Baoqui was born in Hangzhou in 1866. He was appointed Telegraph Commissioner in Xian in 1900 

and became the Minister for France in 1902. He also served as Minister for Germany and Governor of 
Shandong. After the Wuchang uprising he resigned, but returned to become Minister for Foreign Affairs in 
1912 and even served as acting Premier for a short time in 1913.   
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These 61 people made contributions, and also drew up notices soliciting for 
contributions.  These notices were displayed until March of 1915, and raised over 
¥40,000 within six months of being issued. 
 
In autumn of that year, because too much construction still needed to be carried 
out, and because the original amount of donated funds was not enough; a 
second round of donation pamphlets was released.  Apart from those listed in the 
list above, some other noteworthy contributors can be added: 
 
Yu shiying Tian Wenlie Shi Jingyun 

Xu Zhaobei Ji Rukai Qu Tongfeng 

Want Zhanyuan Li Chun Zhang Shiyu 

Xiong Xiling
5
 Lei Zhenchun Zhang Zhitan

6
 

Fan Jukuang Jiang Yong Wu Chengti 

Meng Enyuan Bo Zengxiang Kan Yi 

Zhang Xijian Duan Zhigui Wang Jingchun 

Zhang Yuanqi Zu Shuzheng Quan Liang 

Ji Yunpeng Lu Rong Yan Hua Nangui 

Want Juantang Chen Wen Yuan Chang Yaogui 

Dong Yulin Zheng Xian Zheng Junxiang 

Jin Bangping Yong Tao  

 
After this particular pamphlet was issued, much money was obtained, and by 
summer 1916, over ¥50,000 had been raised.  During this period, the city 
government augumented fees to the tune of ¥13,200. 
 
From September 1914, Mr Zhu Qiqian became joint Minister of Internal Affairs 
and Comptroller of Municipal Affairs. 
             

 
 

                                                 
5 Xiong Xiling (Hsiung His-ling) was born in Hunan province in 1867. He was a good scholar with early 

success and travelled to Japan to study for several years where he met and befriended Kang Youwei. He 
was principal assistant to Viceroy of Manchuria General Chao Erh-hsun till 1910 when he accepted a 
position as Commissioner for Foreign Affairs in Hubei. He returned to Manchuria where he held various 
political positions. At the outbreak of the 1911 revolution he joined the revolutionaries serving as Minister for 
Finance in Jiangsu and later becoming Chairman of the Republican Committee for Hunan. He returned to 
Beijing in 1913 to become Premier and Minister of Finance. In May 1914 he was appointed a member of the 
Yuan’s advisory council. He, in later years became heavily involved in philanthropic work, particularly famine 
relief and the education of orphan children.  
6 Zhang Zhitan (Chang Chi-tan) was born in 1883 in Chihli province. He received the degree of Chu-jen in 

1904. He served first as the Senior Secretary of the Board of Army and then for the Board of Civil Affairs. 
Zhang then became secretary to the Viceroy of the Thee Eastern provinces. He became Secretary to Yuan 
Shikai immediately after the revolution. He left Beijing to serve in a number of political positions in 1913, but 
returned to Beijing to become Secretary to the Cabinet. In 1917 he became the Vice-Minister of the Interior 
and later assumed the full role of Minister. During this time he was also heavily involved in Beijing affairs. 
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Appendix 3: Ticket Sales 1928-42 
 

Year Single tickets  Special 
Ticket Sales 
(Yuan) 

Gross 
Income Expenditure Profit/loss 

1915-1927  No data  -  -  -  -  - 

1928 396,411 2,256 23,027 44,595 57,513 -12,938 

1929 379,274 1530 20,445 38,404 33,816 4,588 

1930 433,073 1,690 23,023 40,118 35,187 4,931 

1931 472,111 1,887 25,609 42,202 47,316 -5,114 

1932 545,331 1,898 29,020 48,135 44,593 3,542 

1933 418,794 945 19,357 36,476 32,436 4,040 

1934 571,473 820 22,752 43,056 43,679 -623 

1935 528,760 902 20,750 39,056 39,158 -102 

1936 499,238 940 21,677 39,060 59,161 -20,101 

1937 440,611 737 19,782 36,923 35,546 1,377 

1938 598,379 1091 30,583 47,434 42,710 4,724 

1939 808,119 1409 41,424 66,959 62,475 4,484 

1940 1,039,548 1423 53,536 91,647.00 87,997 3,650 

1941 1,142,656 1580 58,754 106,767 114,868 -8,801 

1942 (Jan - Sep)    1,386,403 641 75,795 101,576 116,826 -15,250 

 
Compiled from various Annual Reports of General Affairs of the Central Park 
1928-42 (Beijing shi zhongyang gongyuan shiwu baogaoshu)  
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Appendix 4: Rules and Regulations of the Opening of Central Park  
(Zhongyang Gongyuan Kaifang Zhangcheng, Submitted March 1915)  
 
Article One 
 
This department acquires the area situated at the old Alter of Earth and Grain located to 
the west of the Gate of Heavenly Peace for the purpose of opening a public park. The 
name is to be stipulated as Central Park and is to provide pleasure to the inhabitants of 
the capital. The park is to be administered by the [park] directorate as organised by the 
citizens entrusted by the city council as well as absent gentry and private businessmen. 
The purpose is to provide public health services, recreation and maintain high quality 
culture. 
 
Article Two 
 
The area in the above mentioned article is to be administered by the Central Park 
Directorate. However, all pre-existing buildings such as palaces and alter-related 
edifices shall remain under the jurisdiction of the Office of Officials (Guānting). The 
directorate shall not interfere with these. 
 
Article Three 
 
With the establishment of the directorate organisation, the rules and regulations of the 
Directorate as well as the names of permanent directorate members will be proclaimed 
to the city council in order to gain its approval. 
 
Article Four 
 
The Central Park finances shall be raised privately by the directorate. However the 
Directorate may request the authorities to support or supplement these finances. 
 
Article Five 
 
All buildings, flora and fauna within the stipulated area shall remain under the 
responsibility of the Directorate. If buildings require renovation, detailed requests stating 
the detailed reasoning behind the renovations shall be made to the city council to gain 
approval. 
 
Article Six 
 
All road and building construction affairs, as well as the establishment of private 
businesses, shall be submitted as requests to the city council by the directorate for the 
council’s approval. 
 
Article Seven 
 
All police sentry posts that are to be installed within the park to maintain public order 
shall be organised by the directorate. 
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Article Eight 
 
The Directorate shall be responsible for the upkeep of the park, the maintenance of 
sanitary conditions as well as maintaining good public behaviour as outlined in Article 
One. 
 
Article Nine 
 
Any public Association or society which holds meetings on the site of Central Park shall 
only be permitted to do so with the permission of the Directorate. This must also be done 
in accordance with National law and the Municipal government must also be informed. 
 
Article Ten 
 
All park administrative rules and regulations, as well as rules and regulations intended 
for park sightseers shall be drafted by the Directorate and proclaimed to the municipal 
government in order to seek approval. 
 
Article Eleven 
 
If any park visitors violate the state or park rules, it is incumbent upon the Directorate to 
notify the police, to ban all such activities and hand offenders to the police. 
 
Article Twelve 
 
In the event of changes to the rules and regulations, the city council must be able to 
make suggestions and the alterations must be submitted to the Ministry of Internal 
Affairs for approval.   
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Appendix 5: Rules and Regulations of the Central Park Directorate  
(Submitted and Approved 1915) 
 
 
Article One 
 
The Central Park directorate (Zhongyuan gongyuan dongshihui) shall be organised by 
the citizens of Beijing, absent gentry and businessmen on an equal basis. 
 
Article Two 
 
Sponsors and benefactors who contribute ¥50 are to be members of the directorate. 
Each director is to help manage, maintain, and bear responsibility for, the park. Any 
individual who contributes over ¥500 has the right to appoint his own directorate member.  
 
Article Three 
 
The directorship (in its current form) is to have 34 members. The period of appointment 
is to be for one year, but this can be extended. 
 
Article Four 
 
The directorate is to have one chairman. He will take responsibility for all the park’s 
affairs. There is to be one deputy chairman who is to assist the chairman. They are to be 
selected from the directorate and serve a period of one year which may be extended. 
 
Article Five  
 
Apart form the chairman and the deputy chairman the 32 remaining directorate members 
shall be divided into two departments: 

1. The discussion group of 17 members; and 
2. The administrative group of 15 members. 

 
Article Six 
 
The responsibilities of the discussion group are as follows: 

1. Participation in meetings; 
2. Establishing topics for discussion; 
3. The handling of budgetary and accounting affairs; 
4. The planning of all building and approval of private commercial ventures in the 

park; 
5. The maintenance of public order; and 
6. The submission of applications for approval of the rules and regulations. 

 
 
Article Seven 
 
The discussion group, apart from the above mentioned articles, may only become 
involved with other matters with the permission of the full directorate. 
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Article Eight 
 
The responsibilities of the administrative group include: 
 

1. Engagement in all management matters; 
2. Involvement in building construction; 
3. Involvement in accountancy; 
4. Involvement with artistic and cultural matters; and 
5. Involvement with tree and garden maintenance; 

 
Article Nine 
 
The administrative department Directorate members shall be constituted from those 
individuals as outlined in Article one, and should be individuals who are fully 
knowledgeable of the circumstances in the park to serve as administrators. With regard 
to the individuals mentioned in Article Two and Five, these individuals should be 
specialists who have good levels of education and experience. 
 
Article Ten 
 
The Administrative Department when undertaking important large scale projects should 
hold in-depth mutual discussions. This particular Department (apart from issuing 
accounting statements) must, along with the Discussion Department gain approval for 
projects once every three months and must issue an end-of-year report. 
 
Article Eleven 
 
The primary meeting of the Directorate members must take place once a year, within 
one month subsequent to Spring Festival. If there are major incidents which require the 
calling of a general meeting apart from this, a general meeting will be called by a 
decision made by the Directorate’s sitting members. If 10 or more directory members 
make a request to convene a general meeting, then the sitting members will meet to 
make a decision. All other affairs will be dealt with by the Directory Chairman and other 
sitting members.  
 
Article Twelve 
 
All Directorate members, whether sitting members or not are to contribute ¥ 24 once a 
year. Directorate members are allowed to make higher arbitrary contributions at their 
discretion.  
 
Article Thirteen 
 
The contribution of the ¥ 24 is to be made before the completion of the General Meeting. 
 
Article Fourteen 
 
In the event that any individual offers ¥1000 or more for the public benefit, he shall 
receive a life-long Directorate membership. Any individual who contributes such a 
generous sum shall, after approval is granted by the Directorate, be made an honorary 
Directorate Chairman. Permanent Directorate members and Honorary Chairman do not 
need to pay the annual fees in subsequent years. 
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Article Fifteen 
 
All funds raised shall be deposited in a bank decided upon by the Chairman. Any 
attempts at withdrawal of any of this money must be approved and gain the personal 
signature of the chairman after consultation with the Directorate. 
 
Article Sixteen 
 
All members of the Directorate have the equal right to examine the account books, elect 
the Chairman and the right to be elected chairman. Those individuals that have not paid 
the annual fee do not have that right. 
 
Article Seventeen 
 
The Directorate office is to be located in the park, and is to deal with all the affairs of the 
park inside the office. 
 
Article Eighteen 
 
The rules and Regulations for the Discussion Group, as opposed to the Administrative 
Group, are to be designed on separate bases by the Directorate. 
 
Article Nineteen 
 
The rules and regulations of the present general meeting may only be changed by the 
suggestion of five or more members. These changes are to be effected at the general 
meeting. 
 
Article Twenty 
 
The rules and regulations now being placed on offer are to be approved and 
promulgated at the completion of the first general meeting of the Directorate.  
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Appendix 6: Rules and Regulations of the Discussion Department 
 
 
Article One 
 
The Discussion Department is to be formulated on the basis of Article Eighteen of [rules 
and regulations for] the Directorate. 
 
 Article Two 
 
The Discussion Department is formed based on Article Six of [rules and regulations for] 
the directorate. 
 
Article Three 
 
This Department is to meet once a month but emergency meetings can be held in critical 
circumstances. 
 
Article Four 
 
These meetings are to be chaired by one elected chairman. 
 
Article Five 
 
One sitting member of the Directorate is to take minutes of the meeting and organise the 
minutes for publication. 
 
Article Six 
 
The agenda for the meeting is to be drawn up during the three days preceding the 
meeting. All sitting members of the Directorate are to be informed of agenda items.   
 
Article Seven 
 
The Discussion Department is to have close informational contact with the 
Administrative Department. All sitting members of the Directorate are to remain informed. 
 
Article Eight 
 
Meetings for the Department can be held with more than half the department members 
in attendance. 
 
Article Nine 
 
When resolutions are made by this department, they will be deemed passed if agreed 
upon by more than half of the absolute number of all department members. In the event 
of a tied vote, the meeting chairman will cast the deciding vote. 
 
Article Ten 
 
The meeting chairman must maintain border at the meeting. 
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Article Eleven 
 
Matters extraneous to the agenda are not to be discussed at meetings. 
 
Article Twelve 
 
Agenda items are to be raised one person at a time. In the event two people begin to 
speak, the meeting chairman must intervene. 
 
Article Thirteen 
 
Two people may not speak at the same time. 
 
Article Fourteen 
 
Resolutions made at meetings must be approved by the meeting chairman and be 
passed on to the Administration Department. 
 
Article Fifteen 
 
This is not to be an exhaustive list of rules and regulations. The Department may make 
suggestions for change which are to be ratified by the sitting members of the Directorate.  
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Appendix 7 Rules and Regulations of the Administrative Department 
of the Central Park Directorship.  
(Formulated and Approved 1915) 
 
Article One 
 
The responsibilities of the department are to be based on Article Eight of the rules and 
regulations of the Directorate, namely: 
 

1. administration; 
2. construction; 
3. bookkeeping; 
4. art and culture; and 
5. trees and gardening 

 
Article Two 
 
Administrative responsibilities are to be divided as follows: 
 

1. maintain and keep tidy all rooms, roadways, flowerbeds, and relevant tools; 
2. editing, publishing and selling literary works; 
3. keeping records and publicly announcing information; 
4. soliciting and entertaining visitors [implying I believe benefactors] for events 
5. selling tickets, attracting visitors and checking tickets; 
6. maintaining public order by assisting the police; 
7.  maintaining public hygiene; 
8. supervising entry, behaviour, departure of out-sourced employees; 
9. provision of conveniences (eg. Bins, chairs etc); 
10. purchasing of goods (which are not the responsibility of other sub-departments 

i.e. buildings, accounts, art and culture, trees and gardening); and 
11. general handling of affairs that are not the responsibility of other sub-

departments. 
 
Article Three 
 
The responsibilities of the building sub-department are as follows: 
 

1. Design of new buildings and the drawing up and submission of blue-prints for 
approval; 

2. Cost estimates for new buildings; 
3. Overseeing of the purchase and the checking of the quality of building materials; 

and 
4. Recruitment of builders. 

 
 
Article Four 
 
The responsibilities of the bookkeeping sub-department are as follows: 
 

1. Maintaining physical security of money; 
2. Fundraising; 
3. Maintaining invoices; and 
4. Providing open accountability, accurate bookkeeping of ledgers and possession 

of receipts and invoices. 
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Article Five 
 
The responsibilities of the art and culture sub-department are as follows: 
 

1. Acquisition and display of artistic and literary works; 
2. Editing of the Park Yearbook and general testimonials of the park; 
3. Collection and authentication of ancient relics; 
4. Use of artistic discretion to decorate the park; and 
5. Promotion of artistic and cultural events. 

 
Article Six 
 
The responsibilities of the tree and plant sub-department are as follows: 
 

1. Choice and purchase of seeds and plants; 
2. Separation of distinct plant-growing and animal-raising areas; 
3. Recruitment of gardeners and restraint of their growing parameters; and 
4. Storage of fertiliser and irrigation equipment. 

 
Article Seven 
 
Each sub-department is to manage only its own affairs. The numbers of staff for each 
sub-department are to be fixed the chairman who will decide numbers based upon the 
difficulty of the tasks involved. 
 
Article Eight 
 
Each sub-department is to elect one standing member of the directorate as head. 
 
Article Nine 
 
All members of each sub-department are to have responsibilities. These are to be 
determined by the (full directorate) chairman. Individuals may have concurrent 
responsibilities. 
 
Article Ten 
 
 All sub-department members must be physically present in the park for extensive 
amounts of time. The Administrative Department will hold meetings once a week from 
1.00pm till 5.00pm. Sub-department heads will issue reports and organise current 
business and collaborate on administrative matters. 
 
If sitting directorate members cannot attend the meeting, a letter of apology for non-
attendance must be sent through the post prior to the meeting to the Administrative 
Department. 
 
Article Eleven 
 
 If any topic needs the joint discussion of two or more sub-department heads at any one 
time, all sub-department heads are to discuss the matter. In the event of more important 
matters, the permission of the meeting Chairman Mr. Chen Ming must be granted. 
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Article Twelve 
 
This department should handle the administrative affairs of the park, and needs to have 
discretionary powers in employing the number of clerical workers on site in the park. The 
department will receive help from the sitting members of the Directorate. 
 
Numbers of clerical workers shall be allocated based on the difficulty of the task. Offers 
of employment will be granted on approval by the sub-department head, the department 
head and meeting Chairman Mr Chen Ming. 
 
 
Article Thirteen 
 
Each sub-department head, when handling his office’s affairs, neds to individually give 
detailed information to the Meeting Chairman Mr Chen, in order to gain approval. 
 
 
Article Fourteen 
 
This is not an exhaustive list of rules and regulations of this department. Alterations can 
be raised to the sitting Directorate members for approval. 
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Appendix 8: Amended Rules and Regulations of the Directorate of 
Zhongshan Park 
(Approved by the Municipal Public Government on September 7, 1928) 
 
Article One 
 
Directorship numbers shall be drawn from Beijing’s citizens, absent gentry and private 
businessmen. Membership will be based on the bona fide recommendation of two 
Directorate members. A donation of ¥50 must be paid, but this amount is not fixed. 
 
Article Two 
 
If payment of ¥500 or above is made, the bona fide recommendation of only one 
directorate member is necessary. 
 
Article Three 
 
All gentlemen, who kindly donate ¥1000 or above, shall be made special Directorate 
members for their generous support of the public good. 
 
Article Four 
 
Sitting Directorate members must pay a yearly donation of ¥24. The park will issue a 
park sightseeing voucher. After 10 years, payment is no longer necessary. It is asked 
that members use their discretion for the common upkeep of the park. Special 
Directorate members need make no further payments. 
 
Article Five 
 
Payments are to be made before the conclusion of the General Meeting period each 
year. 
 
Article Six 
 
Apart from monetary contributions, Directorate members are asked to volunteer their 
services. 
 
Article Seven 
 
All Directorate members have the right to inspect the account books, elect Park 
committee members or stand for election for committee chairman. 
 
 
Article Eight 
 
Thirty members out of the total Directorate numbers are to be elected as sitting are to be 
elected as sitting committee members. Ten members are to be elected as reserve 
committee members. 
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Article Nine 
 
All Directorate members should attend general meetings. 
 
Article Ten 
 
Amendments can be made to the rules and regulations of the Directorate by the 
suggestion of 10 or more Directorate members. These amendments are to be submitted 
to the General Meeting for approval. 
 
Article Eleven 
 
This particular set of rules and regulations now being presented are to be submitted to 
the City Council for filing. 
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Appendix 9: Photograph of the Board of Directors 1928 
 

 
 
Directors of the Park in the year 1928 when Sun Yatsen’s body was interned in Zhongyuan Park 
from left to right: Liang Jieqing, Dong Xiangzhou, Yu Zhiang, Lu weiyu, Wu Ganhou, Kan Huochu, 
Hua Tongqi, Wu Shaoyuan, Wei Xingwei, Jiang Xingpu, Wang Xianghou, Zhu Guixing, Chang 
Langzhai, Fu Yuanshu, Chen Jieqing, wu Jingtan, Zhang Xunbo, Meng Yuxuang, Fang Guanqing, 
Chen Jianqiu, Fu Ziru.  
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From October 1914 donations were sought from GMD party members, members 
of government, and various levels of army personnel, as well as members of the 
aristocracy and merchant classes absent from their estates and businesses. The 
following is the first list of private donors: 
 
Duan Qiduan 
Zhu Qiquan 
Tang Hualong 
Wang Shizhen 
Liang Dunyan 
Sa Zhen Bing 
Sun Boqi 
 
 
  
 
  


