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fathers to the "harsh" land of Inner Mongolia, combined with something De 
Wilde calls doodsmystiek (death-mystique). 

Finally, the piece by Leo van den Berg-"The China World of the 'Scheut
fathers"'-is what might be called a photo-essay. In this case, the emphasis is 
more on the "photo" and less on the "essay," since most of each page is given 
over to a photograph from the CICM archives accompanied by a caption (albeit 
a longish one). The photograph on p. 257 is particularly arresting: it shows a 
group of European nuns in Chinese men's clothing (several also sporting sun
glasses). Those caught up in the current fascination with "gender issues" should 
find the implications provocative. 
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T his book argues an important thesis: that the overthrow of the imperial 
system in 1911 was part of a larger process that challenged the sexual 
order of Confucian society. No longer imagined as part of a cosmologi

cal system integrating Heaven, Earth, and Man, the human body found new 
epistemological moorings in Western science; and sex, like other aspects of 
bodily functioning, was increasingly biologized. Chinese learned the modernist 
axiom that only science can decipher the body's nature and represent it in a 
truthful relationship to social nonns. Dikotter tracks the emergence of "sex" in 
Republican China as a topic of public discourse constructing social categories 
like "woman," "population," and "youth." 

Sources for this study are a diverse array of books and periodicals from the 
academic, pedagogical, and popular press over a forty-year period-roughly 
1900-40. To justify their rhetorical unity as "discourse," Dikotter claims they 
constitute a new episteme of the biological body based on physiology and anat
omy, imagined as changing according to evolutionary law, and promoting na
tionalism and modernization. While recognizing that the knowledge appealed to 
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in his sources derives from both Western imports and indigenous ideas, he says 
he is not interested in analyzing it in terms of tradition and modernity. Rather 
than privilege either, he stakes out a theoretical ground of a hybrid "Chinese 
modernity." Drawing on the anthropologist David Parkin, he posits a "latticed 
knowledge" characterized by "flux . . . interactions, overlaps and echoes" (p. 
12). 

On the one hand, this "modernity" appears based upon the articulation of a 
familiar repertory of biological themes. Dikotter has unearthed a grab-bag of 
early twentieth century fashions in bioscience taken up and popularized in 
China. These include the theory of the female as a less evolved male, "reposi
tory of a lost phylogeny," in Chen Yucang's Life and Physiology (Taibei, 1958); 
the theory of"anabolic" and "katabolic" gender difference (based on differential 
metabolic rates of combustion) in Zhou Jianren's 1931 Sex Education (Xing
jiaoyu); the theory of "sexual neurasthenia" debilitating the nervous systems of 
men weakened by the onslaughts of modern life in Xie Yunshou's Guide to Ve
nereal Diseases written in 1933; belief in "a science of body measurements" 
demonstrating a gendered relationship between intelligence, brain size, and 
body weight, popularized by Jiang Xianqing, pioneer of the physical education 
curriculum at several Republican universities. 

Desacralized, the discourse on sex in Republican China appears even more 
reductionistically physical than the European physiological biology it appropri
ated. Sex is a drive or instinct propelled by hormones tied to appropriate stages 
of the human life cycle; sexual intercourse is a mechanical encounter of sperm 
and egg; the vitality of semen is based on the protein and phosphate content of 
sperm; gestation recapitulates the evolutionary ladder differentiating lower from 
higher species; menstruation and menopause are "metaphors of female pathol
ogy" (p. 40), based on a construction of menstrual blood as unsanitary waste 
and of menopause as physiological degeneration. No longer grounded in any 
metaphysical moorings, the body is represented as a mechanism, and older asso
ciations of sexual powers with universal creative energies and human generative 
potential are lost and forgotten. 

All of this is engrossing material, but it can leave the reader with a sense of 
something missing. One of Dikotter's most important points is that this Chinese 
discourse throughout posits a "discursive link between sex and procreation" 
unrelated to European borrowings. Moreover, the standard neologism xingyu 
names a bodily drive, but offers no way to speak of the Foucauldian notion of 
"sexuality" as a dimension of personality, of emotional life, or as a domain of 
private pleasures. Dikotter sometimes leaves unresolved the question of how 
these interpretive insights relate to the eclectic scientific findings he has trotted 
out from Republican-period journals. 

The reader is left with a number of questions. The first relates to "tradition" 
and bioscience. Side by side with physiological reductionism, the writings ana
lyzed here offered familiar old representations of spermatic essence as a vital 
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substance responsible for health, fertility, and longevity, and requiring hus
banding. Suggestions for coital frequency followed the schedules handed down 
from the sixth-century medical master Sun Simo. Lin Yutang taught that a 
woman's erotic drive may be subsumed under her "maternal instinct." Standard 
obstetrical manuals followed Kang Y ouwei in .arguing that the health of off
spring depended upon maternal practice of "fetal education" in pregnancy. In 
other words, one minute we are given a sex that is based on the notion of the 
body as a biological mechanism, and the next we are looking at a body of vital
istic energies moralized around a teleology of reproduction. This second body 
looks familiar to students of traditional culture's medicine and cosmology. 

Did the authority of bioscience produce a new Chinese body here, or was it 
a familiar one after all? If, as seems the case, a vast repertory of indigenous be
liefs, practices, and assumptions were interwoven with the bioscientific imports 
and assumed to be compatible with them, disentangling the relationship of the 
"native" and the "foreign" is not simply an exercise in Orientalism. "Latticed 
knowledge" makes what kind of pattern here? Dikotter's juxtaposition of texts 
raises many questions that he does not answer. Sometimes older issues are iden
tified, as when Republican discussions of the mechanisms of sexual differentia
tion in the womb are compared to those of Ming physicians debating theories 
attributed to Chu Cheng (479-501 CE) (p. 84). But traditional views are not al
ways correctly identified here ( examples: to represent the vitality of seminal 
essence in measurable quanta echoed a trope of old manuals on "nourishing 
life"; when a modern bridegroom politely averted his eyes from the sight of his 
wife's disheveled hair in the morning, he was following the example of Men
cius). One also wonders how to compare competing ways of looking at matters: 
for example, Dikotter insists that clinical biological renditions of menstruation, 
gestation, and childbirth constructed them as "pathological." But biologism also 
offered women the possibility of a modern hygienic normality in contrast to the 
older religious taboos surrounding menstrual and birth blood. Sometimes com
peting views took polemical form: one wants to know more about the well
publicized disagreements between the controversial "Dr. Sex," Zhang Jing
sheng, and the well-known biologist Zhou Jianren (brother of Lu Xun). Dikot
ter's own narrative of this disparate mass of materials above all conveys the 
sense of confusion, anxiety, and cognitive dissonance that may well have been 
the dominant response of Republican China's earnest readership seeking knowl
edge and self-improvement. 

From one point of view, to want a more synthetic interpretation of the mate
rials at hand may be to ask for coherence that never existed in history. Yet, a 
couple of themes could have been· considered further. One has to do with the 
meanings of "science" itself. Science was appealed to in Republican China in 
many ways, by Bergsonian vitalists as well as by evolutionary biologists, by 
Daoist alchemists and Buddhist philosophers as well as by New Culture ideo
logues advocating pragmatism and materialism. Moreover, in his references to 
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traditional Chinese medicine, Dikotter has revealed an indigenous discourse of 
science that is more complexly differentiated than his analysis allows. A richer 
understanding of his subject awaits the analysis of the internal contradictions of 
scientism itself, its organicist as well as its positivist strands; and including a 
reading of traditional Chinese medicine that does not reduce it to the status of 
folklore. In sum, if Dikotter's evidence eludes the coherence of a single dis
course based on the presumed hegemonic power of bioscience, his findings 
might better be analyzed as medical pluralism, following the insights of medical 
anthropologists in the field. 

The other over-arching theme is the shaping influence of gender ideology. 
Here Dikotter implies that his discourse constructed a modem sexuality, even as 
its exact definition remains elusive and as his evidence permits alternative 
readings to his own. Somehow the sex of biological-drive theory appears to 
generate a whole range of new Chinese social categories associated in nine
teenth- and twentieth-century Europe with a psychologically dynamic "sexual
ity" defining personal identity. Dikotter shows Chinese readers exposed to ac
counts of "the inverted homosexual" (p. 137) and of "menopausal madness" (p. 
47). He finds them warned repeatedly of the psychic as well as physical dangers 
of "hysteria," of neurasthenia, of masturbatory self-abuse. In Yu Fengbin's 
Talks on Sexual Hygiene (Xingyu weisheng pian, Shanghai, 1915), however, 
both voluntary and involuntary seminal loss (in sleep or dreams) were manifes
tations of a common pattern of bodily depletion and kidney weakness; while the 
gynecologist Gui Zhiliang taught that sex between young males was relatively 
harmless youthful excess, or at worst an wasteful addiction (xingpi) along the 
path to generative maturity. In sources like these, desire in both sexes was 
linked to fertility and reproductive instinct; in women fulfillment was incon
ceivable without maternity, while menopause was not a pathology but a stage on 
the path to the generative feebleness of old age. These accounts of sex would 
have been familiar to any Chinese of the eighteenth century. Most recent femi
nist analysis of biology and gender in twentieth-century China has stressed the 
novelty ofbiologism, marking a shift from social to bodily definitions of gender 
difference. Dikotter, rightly I think, stresses instead the theme of secularization, 
whereby the older mode of representing gender difference as an aspect of the 
natural order of the Confucian cosmos gives way ambiguously to a biological 
materialism. But the effect of his juxtapositions is to relativize the difference 
between old and new. By showing how both Confucian and biological views of 
the body rushed to naturalize gender hierarchy, his evidence suggests that earlier 
ways of thinking about sex and nature in fact shaped the meanings assigned to 
bioscience in the twentieth-century Chinese context. 

A final issue taken up in this provocative work is the relationship of the 
modern discourse of sex to notions of personal identity. Implicit here is an in
quiry about the relationship of new bodily meanings to the emergence in Re
publican China of an embryonic public culture of citizenship based upon indi-
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vidual responsibility and empowerment. Dikotter's conclusion: stripped of any 
transcendent powers of generation, the new biological man and woman inhab
ited a more bounded body, one that fostered notions of a "relatively autonomous 
individual" of "personal responsibility" for one's self care (p. 180), and a mo
rality of self-control and sexual self-restraint. "An increased sense of person
hood became important" (p. I 0). 

Even apart from questions about the novelty of this notion of bodily auton
omy (he hints of Qing antecedents), the notion that such personhood might im
ply some sort of modern individualism is also a risky conclusion to draw, and 
Dikotter, rightly I think, hesitates here. In fact, there is little in this Chinese 
"discourse of sex" to support a libertarian style of sexual revolution. If dreams 
of the freedom to love obsessed the New Youth, the body imagined by the doc
tors, scientists, and pedagogues was firmly disciplinary, not only in the Fou
cauldian sense, but as the ordinary Victorians might have understood it, sur
rounded with cautionary prohibitions. Doctors did not discuss orgasm and 
marital satisfaction independent of fertility; they considered the "kiss" to warn it 
could be unsanitary, and concluded that the Western innovation of the "honey
moon" was an initiation to protect the frail systems of new brides. In sum, in 
medical discourse the sexual body was not imagined as a domain of personal 
freedom to find sexual happiness. Freud was not found here, nor Havelock Ellis, 
while Margaret Sanger's trip to China was a source mainly of scandal. The per
sistent construction of heterosexism as natural was linked to understanding it as 
part of a reproductive economy dedicating the body to larger social purposes. 

Dikotter's readers will surely agree with his final conclusion that this Re
publican discourse prepared the way all too successfully for the intrusive state 
management of both eros and fertility in the People's Republic of China, both 
under Mao and after. He reminds us that in the Republican interregnum of weak 
government institutions, few writers on health and science were official voices 
of state policy. Nonetheless, their body for which one is personally responsible 
was haunted by the specter of China's backwardness, and exhorted to dedicate 
itself to the task of self-strengthening. In other words, if the older, purely in
digenous Chinese medical body belonged to the family, this hybrid one is of
fered to the nation. Here then, is the body of "Chinese modernity" finally laid 
bare. 
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