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This is the third issue of the “Asia & 
Europe Bulletin,” looking back at yet 
another year full of exciting discus-
sions, challenging colloquia and en-
lightening conferences, on which you 
will find some notes and reflections in 
the following pages. The topics ad-
dressed during these meetings ranged 
from the  distant past of Early Chinese 
rhetoric to the upcoming anniversary 
of the Chinese Communist Party in 
2021. They pursued the knight’s 

moves of a fake Manchurian dish along with its Cantonese 
inventors from Calcutta to Abu Dhabi. They looked at 
something as subtle as the exchanges between China and 
Europe in landscape painting of the 16th–18th centuries, but 
also at something as concrete as land-grabbing movements 
in contemporary Kyrgyzstan. All of them share a motiva-
tion, it seems to me, of criticizing existing scholarly narra-
tives, a spirit also characteristic of our lead essay by David 
L. Howell (Harvard), who undermined the teleological 
view of the opening of Japan to the West in standard 20th 
century historiography in his URPP talks last December. At 
the same time, the conference topics attest to the enormous 
breadth of interests in the scholarly community which has 
formed at the URPP over the now eight years of existence. 
It was shaped and providently managed by our outgoing 
executive manager Inge Ammering, to which we all owe 
our deepest gratitude. 

Fluid as the mercury, whose trade and exchange of 
knowledge across Eurasia formed the theme of a workshop 
held roughly a year ago, none of these conference themes 
could even be addressed without engaging in various 
forms of translation. This point includes translation not 
only in its most concrete linguistic sense, but also in the 
sense of a transposition between competing scientific meth-
odologies and disciplines, across cultures, media, regions, 
laws and religions. All of us working at the URPP are en-
gaged in translation on a daily basis, whether we ponder 
over a recalcitrant Sanskrit verse or simply communicate in 
front of the coffee machine. Translation thus forms a topic 
as natural as it is intricate to guarantee lively exchanges 
over the coming year, when it will be addressed from a 
great variety of perspectives at our annual conference in 
November. You can have a sneak preview of its concept 

and focus in the interview with Hans B. Thomsen, Dinah 
Zank and Jeanne Egloff, three members of our Research 
Field 2: Entangled Histories, which organizes it. 

In Ancient Chinese yì 譯 like in Latin inter-pretum, the act 
of oral translation was conceptualized via the idea of ‘ex-
change.’ Whether etymologically viable or not, the shared 
commercial metaphor reflected in those terms, is clearly bi-
directional and thus quite unlike the directed vector under-
lying trans-lation as ‘carrying across.’ Since the business of 
exchange is quintessentially fair and open-ended, it may 
well happen that some things work better in translation 
than in the original. Not because they are easier to under-
stand, but because the translation surpasses the original in 
one respect or another. Think of those moments you may 
have had, when a favorite actor you have grown up with 
watching dubbed movie versions, all of a sudden is heard 
with his sagging, squeaky or stuck-up original voice. How 
much nicer, for instance, to listen to Christian Brückner 
than to De Niro! That something very meaningful can arise 
from the interstices of translation, even from the chasm of 
downright mistranslation, that some languages may seem 
more congenial vis-à-vis an intended content than others, 
strikes me as a topic very worthy of pursuing. Not via dubi-
ous claims of ontological differences between what can be 
expressed in one language, but allegedly not in another; 
rather, in the spirit of Borges, who, twinkle in the eye, said 
in one of his essays El original es infiel a la traduccion (“Sobre 
el Vathek de William Beckford”, 1943). The inherent creativ-
ity of infidelity in translation may unfold in whatever di-
rection, consciously or not. At the same time Ezra Pound 
recreated, rather than “translated” the earliest collection of 
Chinese poetry (Shījīng 詩經) with the help of the now 
largely forgotten Sinologist William McNaughton (1933–
2008), the poetic form of his Cantos in turn inspired Xú 
Zhìmó 徐志摩 (1897–1931), one of the founders of modern 
Chinese versification. It is hoped that the conference will 
uncover many more such inextricable entanglements, un-
expected points of contact and spiral movements in trans-
lation!

To my co-director Angelika Malinar and to all those who 
have helped by contributing to this bulletin, I wish to ex-
press my sincerest thanks.

Prof. Dr. Wolfgang Behr
Academic Director 

Dear Readers,

Editorial
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point came down to a question of 
how Meiji Japan, as a self-consciously 
‘modernizing’ regime, would situate 
itself vis-à-vis the Western powers 
that served as its model of modernity. 
Decades ago, a seminar like this 
would have taken Western modernity 
as a given, its characteristics fully 
formed and in place by around the 
middle of the nineteenth century. Sig-
nificantly, the West that that decades-
ago seminar would have considered 
in counterpoint to Japan would have 
comprised big, militarily powerful 
nations like Britain, France, the 
United States, and perhaps Prussia/
Germany—but not the many smaller 
European countries, including Swit-
zerland. 

In contrast, the readings we looked 
at for the most part avoided taking the 
West and its modernity for granted. 
Instead, they treated modernity itself 
as a kind of moving target, nearly as 
new in the West as in Japan and cer-
tainly always evolving. Moreover, in 
contrast to earlier historiography, 
they were keenly aware of Japan’s 
place in East Asia. That is, rather than 
looking at Japan’s encounter with 
Western-style modernity in terms of a 
binary relationship between Japan 
and Europe (and the United States), 
they endeavored to situate Japan 
within East Asia as well as within a 
rapidly changing world.

Burials and hairstyles
With this perspective in mind, we ex-
amined questions such as the nature 
of the public sphere in the waning 
years of the Tokugawa period (1603–
1868) and how it connected to the 
emergence of a sense of public opin-
ion during the first decade or so of the 

eign policy and public health regula-
tions. I was impressed at how well the 

students assimilated the works, all the 
more so when one considers that few 
of them had much background in the 
study of Meiji history per se.

How was the history we discussed 
‘contested’—or, given that all history 
is contested, what was peculiar to Ja-
pan about its contestation? The key 

Essay

My attempt to situate early 
modern Japan within a Pacific 
World is admittedly tentative. 
At its center is the idea that 
placing Japan within the 
Pacific helps us look beyond 
our customary narratives of 
seeing Japan’s place in the 
world in terms of state-to-
state relations. Instead, we 
see Japan from the whalers’ 
perspective, as one of a 
myriad islands and coasts 
that they approached as the 
need arose to obtain fresh 
food and water and offer 
relief to crewmen who 
suffered from scurvy and 
other ailments. 

David L. Howell

In December 
2013, I had the 
good fortune to 
spend a week at 
the University of 
Zurich, where I 
led a brief grad-
uate seminar on 
the theme of 
“Contested His-
tories of Nine-
teenth-Century 

Japan” and gave a public lecture on 
“Foreign Encounters and Informal 
Diplomacy in Early Modern Japan.” 
Here I would like to describe briefly 
my goals in each and in so doing 
share some of my recent thinking 
about how we might understand the 
history of Japan in the nineteenth 
century.

Nearly equal competitors in East and West 
In the seminar a lively group of stu-
dents and I discussed a series of 
works, mostly in English, on the his-
tory of Japan during the Meiji period 
(1868–1912). The reading list was quite 
eclectic, with topics ranging from 
philosophical musings on how to con-
sider the trope of ‘nature’ in political 
discourse to empirical studies of for-

As a visiting scholar at the URPP Asia and Europe, Professor 
David L. Howell shared his profound knowledge of Early 
Modern Japan with junior researchers and professors partici-
pating in the institution. In his seminar and public lecture he 
questioned the usual narrative of the inevitable opening of  
Japan to the West in the middle of the nineteenth century and 
emphasized the importance of considering it as part of the 
Pacific World.

Foreign Encounters, Informal Diplomacy, and 
the Contested Histories of 19th-Century Japan
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Meiji era. This approach helped us to 
avoid privileging too much the trans-
formative impact of Western-style 
technologies and media—the modern 
newspaper in this case—while giving 
due credit to the importance of insti-
tutions, including the political ones 
that allowed—and prohibited—dif-
ferent types of public discourse. The 
same sensibility helped us to make 
sense of broad issues, such as prob-
lems of historical periodization and 
the nature of international law, as well 
as very narrow ones, such as whether 
modernization demanded burial or 
cremation to deal with the remains of 
the dead and the relationship between 
women’s hairstyles and the Japanese 
embrace of modernity. 

I found the seminar to be very 
lively and the students to be quite en-
gaged with the material. Their varied 

disciplinary backgrounds—ranging 
from art history to law to public health 
and so on, in addition to Japanology—
added numerous valuable perspec-
tives to our sessions.

Coastal batteries pointed to whalers 
For my public lecture, I spoke on the 
topic of “Foreign Encounters and In-
formal Diplomacy in Early Modern 
Japan.” An essay of the same title will 
appear in the Journal of Japanese Studies 
in the summer of 2014. In the talk (and 
essay from which it was drawn), I de-
scribed two incidents that occurred in 
the summer of 1824, in which crew-
men from English whaling ships 
landed without permission at Ōtsu, a 
village in the Mito domain northeast 
of Edo (modern-day Tokyo), and on 
Takarajima, a small island to the far 
southwest of Kyushu. 

In the talk I stressed three broad 
themes. One was to situate the inci-
dents within a narrative of late 
Tokugawa foreign policy. This is the 
way in which they have been studied 
by previous historians. The neo-Con-
fucian scholar and ideologue Aizawa 
Seishisai 会沢 正志斎 (1781–1863) inter-
viewed the men who landed in Mito 
and concluded that they represented 
the vanguard of British imperial ag-
gression toward Japan. He was correct 
in the sense that whalers’ activities 
heightened British (and later, Ameri-
can) interest in the country, but the 
connection was indirect insofar as the 
whalers operated independently of 
British government control. In any 
event, as a result of the landings, the 
Tokugawa shogunate ordered coastal 
batteries to fire on virtually any West-
ern ship attempting to approach the 

A Japanese print showing three navy officers, believed to be Commodore Perry (in the middle) and two of his staff members (source: LIbrary of Congress)

Essay
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shore, a policy that remained in effect 
(though rarely actually implemented) 
from 1825 to 1842.

Against a teleological view of history
The other two themes of my talk rep-
resented a departure from the existing 
literature. One was to invoke the no-
tion of “informal diplomacy,” by 
which I mean unofficial, unscripted 
interactions between common people 
and foreign visitors. Because the 
Tokugawa shogunate prohibited Jap-
anese from traveling abroad and like-
wise severely constrained the move-
ments of the few foreigners who were 
allowed into the country, the vast ma-
jority of Japanese people never en-
countered anyone from another coun-
try before Commodore Matthew 
Perry’s so-called opening of Japan in 
1854. The other novel theme was to in-
voke recent works by historians such 
as Matt Matsuda, David Armitage, 
and David Igler on the Pacific Ocean—
particularly the idea of a multiplicity 
of Pacific Worlds—and to place the 
Japanese encounters within that 
framework. My goal was to suggest a 
way that we might free ourselves from 
the teleology of Japan’s opening, 
which is almost always presented as a 
series of increasingly insistent over-
tures from Russia, Britain, and the 
United States leading to the inevitable 
denouement represented by Perry’s 
gunboat diplomacy.

From informal to official diplomacy
Although one might expect people 
who had no previous experience with 
outsiders to react with alarm or at 
least great surprise when the twelve 
whalers landed at Ōtsu village, they in 
fact evinced no fear at all. The reason 
for this, it turns out, is that fishers 
from Ōtsu and other villages on the 
Mito coast had been trading surrepti-
tiously with English whalers for two 
or three summers, exchanging things 
like Japanese paper and hanten 袢纏 
coats for bits of cloth, articles of cloth-

ing, razors, knives, coins, and buttons. 
Although the evidence is not entirely 
clear, it seems likely that the landing 
party chose deliberately to go to Ōtsu, 
where they apparently already knew 
a fisher, Yūsaburō, who served as in-
terpreter (using mostly sign language) 
during their sojourn. In any event, in 

distinction to the xenophobia of offi-
cials like Aizawa Seishisai, the com-
moners of Mito built on their previous 
experience with whalers to develop a 
pragmatic view of the men and their 
purposes in coming to Japan. In con-
trast to the relatively relaxed inter-
course in Mito, the whalers who ap-
proached Takarajima did so without 
any previous history of contact be-
tween islanders and foreigners—Ta-
karajima lay far from the usual whal-
ing grounds—and as a result, fear and 
suspicion quickly led to bloody vio-
lence.

My attempt to situate early modern 
Japan within a Pacific World is admit-
tedly tentative. At its center is the idea 
that placing Japan within the Pacific 
helps us look beyond our customary 
narratives of seeing Japan’s place in 
the world in terms of state-to-state re-
lations. Instead, we see Japan from the 
whalers’ perspective, as one of a myr-
iad islands and coasts that they ap-
proached as the need arose to obtain 
fresh food and water and offer relief to 
crewmen who suffered from scurvy 
and other ailments, which they 
thought were exacerbated by the 
physical fact of being at sea. Whalers 

Essay

David L. Howell

David L. Howell is Professor of Japa-
nese History at Harvard University. He 
received his B.A. from the University of 
Hawai’i at Hilo and Ph.D. in History 
from Princeton University. He taught 
at the University of Texas at Austin 
and at Princeton before joining the 
Harvard faculty in 2010. Howell is the 
author of Capitalism from Within: 
Economy, Society, and the State in a 
Japanese Fishery (1995) and Geogra-
phies of Identity in Nineteenth-Cen-
tury Japan (2005) as well as numerous 
articles. 

Howell’s research focuses on the so-
cial history of Japan in the Tokugawa 
(1603–1868) and Meiji (1868–1912) peri-
ods. In December 2013 he was a visiting 
scholar at the URPP Asia and Europe.

exchanged information about the peo-
ples they encountered, marking some 
as hospitable and eager to trade, and 
others as suspicious and violent. 

For a brief moment in the 1820s, the 
Pacific coast of Japan became part of 
the whalers’ Pacific World, a site be-
yond nations, in which all diplomacy 
was informal. Soon enough, the 
Tokugawa shogunate stepped in to re-
move Japan from that Pacific World. 
The whalers’ activities became the 
concern of the state and all further ne-
gotiations over their presence in Japa-
nese waters were delegated to agents 
of the state, including the British and 
American governments as well as the 
shogunate.

In both the seminar and in my pub-
lic presentation, I sought to suggest 
ways in which we might transcend the 
teleology of Japan’s opening in the 
middle of the nineteenth century and 
its later emulation of Western-style 
modernity in the decades thereafter. 
My goal was not so much to upend 
existing narratives but to complicate 
them in ways that might open vistas 
to new research in the future.

For a brief moment in the 
1820s, the Pacific coast of 
Japan became part of the 
whalers’ Pacific World, a site 
beyond nations, in which all 
diplomacy was informal. 
Soon enough, the Tokugawa 
shogunate stepped in to 
remove Japan from that 
Pacific World. 
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translate something and they have to 
think about for which audience they 
translate. In this sense an artwork can 
be both a subject of translation indi-
cated by an artist, mediator, connois-
seur or whosoever and at the same 
time function as a translation itself.
Egloff: ‘Translation’ gives access to in-
formation what would otherwise re-
main locked in a foreign language. 
Sometimes the role of the translator is 
more interesting than the translation 
itself: Translators are considered to be 
discreet and should not interfere with 
the information they are passing on. 
But on the other hand, translators au-
tomatically express themselves as 
they report in the language of their 
audience. As they speak, a subject po-
sition is created. 

In the field of art history, there is much 
discussion about the role of translation 
between different forms of media. 
Could you give an example of this phe-
nomenon?
Thomsen: One current research ques-
tion concerns how religious thoughts 
were translated when European 

Dinah Zank: “You have to draw on a certain vocabulary that is known to the audience for whom you translate.”

Interview

Doing research in the field of Asia and Europe is always con-
nected with questions of translation. The URPP Asia and  
Europe’s Research Field 2 “Entangled Histories” is focusing 
its research efforts on these questions and emphasizing this 
interest by organizing the 2014 annual conference under the ti-
tle “Asia and Europe in Translation: Interdisciplinary Per-
spectives.” Hans B. Thomsen, professor in East-Asian art his-
tory and speaker of Research Field 2, as well as Jeanne Egloff 
and Dinah Zank, doctoral students in East-Asian art history, 
explain their approach to ‘translation.’

tions, something that we cannot avoid 
dealing with cultures that are differ-
ent from our own. 
Zank: From my view as an art histo-
rian, the concept of ‘translation’ is es-
pecially interesting in comparison with 
the widespread idea of artists ‘receiv-
ing’ foreign influences on their work. 
The term ‘reception’ supposes a rather 
passive role of painters, sculptors, or 
architects in the process of taking over 
themes, techniques etc., whereas 
‘translation’ points to a more active 
process they are involved in. There has 
to be an intention when artists start to 

Translation and Cultural Concepts

Interview: Roman Benz

Professor Thomsen, Ms Egloff, and Ms 
Zank, could you explain the interest of 
Research Field 2 in translation? 
Thomsen: Translation is basic to all of 
us as scholars dealing with Asia, since 
we are translating words, texts, but 
also cultural contexts from one lan-
guage to another. It is part of our dis-
ciplines, whether we do research in art 
history, political science, geography 
and so forth. For that reason it made 
sense to have ‘translation’ as a com-
mon topic, as it ties together all our 
fields of interest. Another reason for 
choosing the topic is that there is 
enough difference in the way we ap-
proach ‘translation’ to make it inter-
esting in terms of a conference. I think 
it is possible to organize a number of 
quite different and nonetheless mu-
tally supportive panels. 

Could you define your understanding of 
‘translation?’
Thomsen: Translation is literally the 
process of carrying across from one 
place to another and, of course, by car-
rying across texts or—more compre-
hensively—concepts, there is a certain 
transformation process taking place. 
The way we transform can also lead to 
misunderstandings and mistransla-
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the same time the transformation of 
the gruesome goddess into a deity of 
mercy can be viewed as a pictorial 
translation of cultural and philosophi-
cal concepts that Yokoyama learned in 
India through intellectual actors like 
Swami Vivekananda (1863–1902) and 
Okakura Kakuzō (1862–1913). This ex-
ample of an Asian-Asian translation 
can illustrate how my project relates 
to the research interests of Research 
Field 2 and also to the subject of the 
next annual conference.

Are there more projects about transla-
tion currently running?
Thomsen: My present research is con-
cerned with the tremendous interest 
that was present in Japan vis-à-vis 
China during the 18th century. Of 
course, that involved many processes 
of translation, not only through im-
ages, but also through texts. How Jap-
anese artists translated Chinese 
themes into their own paintings is one 
of the most exciting things going on 
during this period. Itō Jakuchū (1716–
1800), for example, created in Kyoto a 
series of Chinese rooms with Chinese 
themes, larded with references to Chi-
nese poetry and paintings. He inter-
preted China through the textual and 
visual material he had at his hand, 
namely older Chinese paintings that 
were present in Japanese temple col-
lections. The entrance to these series 
of rooms leads through a grove of 
bamboo, a shorthand reference to the 
“Seven Worthies of the Bamboo 
Grove,” a group of Chinese scholars, 
writers, and musicians of the 3rd cen-
tury. And if you come into the first 
room, you look at some chrysanthe-
mums, of course a symbol of the great 
Chinese poet Tao Yuanming (365–
427). By traversing all the rooms you 
build up step by step a whole set of 
references to China, rather to an idea 
of China translated to a specific situa-
tion in Kyoto, Japan.
Egloff: In my thesis, I analyze the Japa-
nese term for ‘art’, bijutsu, and the 

scholars tried to understand East-
Asian religions. Typically these 
thoughts were transferred into forms 
that were readily understandable for 
the intended audience and so Euro-
pean models were chosen in order to 
translate East-Asian and Central-
Asian thoughts and concepts. In terms 
of art history, it is a very interesting 
process, as images of the deities that 
accompany these religions were trans-
lated at the same time. There are early 
examples by the German physician 
and traveler Engelbert Kaempfer 
(1651–1716) who tried to depict Bud-
dhist deities and how Buddhist tem-
ples and rituals work. In our eyes, 
these representations may seem full of 
misunderstandings, but we have to 
analyze them in the context of the 
early 18th century. 
Zank: Somehow, it is an unavoidable 
problem that you have to draw on a 
certain vocabulary that is known to 
the audience for whom you translate. 
You have to bridge the gap between 
using this vocabulary and translating 
accurately foreign cultural and reli-
gious concepts. 

In my dissertation project, I am 
scrutinizing how the Japanese painter 
Yokoyama Taikan (1868–1958) trans-
lated images he became acquainted 
with during his stay in India. One ex-

Interview

ample is his depiction of the Hinduist 
goddess Kali for a Japanese audience. 
While depicting Kali in her original 
Hindu iconography, the artist addi-
tionally drew on previous Japanese 
Buddhist works of art like the “Hibo 
Kannon” (1883), painted by his com-
patriot Kanō Hōgai (1828–1888). By us-
ing the same composition that was an 
extremely popular topic of public dis-
cussion at this time, the audience 

could recognize at first glance that Yo-
koyama is making a comparison be-
tween the Indian Hindu goddess Kali 
and the Buddhist deity of mercy, Kan-
non. By translating Kali into a Japa-
nese religious context, he builds a cul-
tural bridge and points out a shared 
Indian and Japanese religious past. At 

Hans B. Thomsen: “We hope to foster some new insights into the very old topic of translation.”

“Besides all theoretical 
considerations we should not 
forget that there is no such 
thing as a perfect translation. 
They are all mistranslations 
on a certain level. This under-
standing of mistranslation, 
of not being able to translate 
fully correctly, is something  
I would like to put into the 
center of the conference.” 

Hans B. Thomsen
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various interpretations of the word 
and concept during the second half of 
the 19th century and the beginning of 
the 20th century. The term was intro-
duced during the preparations for Ja-
pan’s first appearance at a world exhi-
bition (Vienna, 1873) and derived from 
the German terms Kunstgewerbe (arts 
and crafts) and bildende Kunst (fine 
arts). As ‘bijutsu’ was a newly coined 
term, it is interesting to see what type 
of traditions and artifacts were in-
cluded or excluded according to dif-
ferent cultural values in Japan and the 
West during that time.

To come back to the annual conference 
again, what panels are planned?
Thomsen: The conference tries to in-
volve different traditions and dis-
courses of translation. The starting 
panel is devoted to theoretical and 
historical considerations and has as its 
point of departure a focus on specific 
contexts and media of translation. 
There will be panels on the translation 
of literature in different cultures; on 
knowledge transfers, e. g. translations 
of scientific texts and concepts be-
tween medieval Arabic and European 
cultures or geographical knowledge 
in the form of maps that traveled be-
tween Persia and East Asia; or on the 
spread of Buddhism from India to 
other parts of Asia. A different kind of 
visual translation will be examined in 
a panel focusing on the transmission 
of artistic models and concepts to 
neighboring countries and regions. 
Post-colonial approaches to cultural 
translation will be considered too, es-
pecially in their applicability to film 
and digital media. 

What goals do you want to achieve by 
organizing the conference?
Thomsen: We would like to connect 
different fields and disciplines that are 
engaged in research concerning Asia 
and Europe—from anthropology, art 
history, cultural studies, film studies, 
geography, history, the history of sci-

ence, linguistics, literature studies, 
and religious studies to philosophy—
and we hope to foster some new in-
sights into the very old topic of trans-
lation. It will be interesting to see what 
ideas and concepts and perhaps what 
future directions will come out of the 
conference and how it will influence 
the further work of Research Field 2.

Besides all theoretical consider-
ations we should not forget that there 
is no such thing as a perfect transla-
tion. They are all mistranslations on a 
certain level. This understanding of 
mistranslation, of not being able to 
translate fully correctly, is something I 
would like to put into the center of the 
conference and to discuss thoroughly. 
The awareness of mistranslation tends 
to get lost now as we more or less as-
sume that technology can do this 
work for us. It really cannot, we have 
to step in, we have to make compro-
mises, we have to reflect on the trans-
lation process from time to time.
Zank: In daily life we are surrounded 
by the media telling us how globalized 
we are, suggesting that everything is 
easily translatable for everyone. But we 
should bear in mind that differences 
between cultures, languages and con-
cepts are still very present and the pub-
lic spheres in which they entangle are 
continuously growing. 

Interview

Jeanne Egloff: “Sometimes the role of the translator is more interesting than the translation itself.“

Research Fields

Apart from Research Field 2, the URPP 
Asia and Europe houses two other re-
search fields:

Research Field 1: Concepts and Tax-
onomies reflects on a precise terminol-
ogy that is vital for conceptualizing 
and studying phenomena such as 
identity constructions, exchanges and 
encounters between various cultural 
spaces in Europe and in Asia. One of 
its major goals is to contribute to the 
understanding of basic concepts, es-
pecially their taxonomical status and 
position, translational equivalents and 
correlates, as well as their use as heu-
ristic instruments.

Research Field 3: Norms and Social 
Order(s) is devoted to the study of the 
social and political negotiations that 
take place when norms and ideas 
about social and political order circu-
late across and between different 
places and social contexts, including, 
but not limited to, questions of eco-
nomic and political interdependen-
cies, the transnationalization of law, 
the interaction of individuals, local 
communities, national and interna-
tional organizations, as well as global 
discourses on statehood and develop-
ment.
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Healthy and Harmful Mercury dous flexibility of substances that 
could be combined with mercury, 
with the result that “the only sub-
stance common to all recipes is mer-
cury” (Johannes Thomann, University 
of Zurich).

The disease that keeps reappearing 
in the context of mercury is syphilis, 
which was widely treated with toxic 
mercury compounds across Europe 
and Asia from the 16th century onwards 
until the synthetic drug Salvarsan was 
introduced in 1910. The workshop was 
particularly interesting in presenting 
perspectives on how syphilis was 
treated from various cross-cultural and 
linguistic sources: 16th century Sanskrit 
sources and their possible links with 
European, Persian and Chinese medi-
cine (Dagmar Wujastyk); Persian 
sources and their Chinese and Euro-
pean influences (Johannes Thomann); 
and drug production in late 18th and 
early 19th century Japan (Daniel Tram-
baiolo, Princeton University). Syphilis 
was so widespread that ideas on how 
to treat it were translated across cul-
tures, as became evident in these pre-
sentations.

Preserving Tibetan national identity
The ways of knowledge transmission 
of mercurial medicines changed over 
time. In Japan, for instance, mercurial 
alchemy was considered secret knowl-
edge until it became socially advanta-
geous to write recipe books (Daniel 
Trambaiolo). In Tibet, the secret and 
selective way of transmitting knowl-
edge of specific ways to purify mer-
cury was endangered in the 1950s 
when China invaded Tibet and physi-
cians were imprisoned; writing down 
and teaching the pharmacological 
methods thus became a question of 
preservation (Barbara Gerke, Hum-
boldt University of Berlin). In this con-
nection, specific mercury-sulfide 
medicines gained importance as they 
were also considered to represent Ti-
betan national identity. In recent 
times, these medicines obtained the 

Report

The use of mercury in medical and al-
chemical traditions across Europe, the 
Middle East, and Asia was the topic of 
the workshop “Mercury in Medicine: 
Fluid Economies of Knowledge and 
Trade” (February 21–22, 2013) organized 
by Dr. Dagmar Wujastyk and the URPP 
Asia and Europe.

Barbara Gerke

A few days after the January 2013 UN 
meeting in Geneva that passed the 
global ban of mercury after four years 
of negotiations with the aim of pre-
venting mercury emissions into the 
environment, a group of international 
scholars from various disciplines met 
at the University of Zurich on a re-
lated topic. They discussed the uses of 
mercury in alchemical and medical 
preparations with European, Indian, 
Chinese, Tibetan, Japanese, Arab, and 
Persian origins from the early modern 
period to the present. One of the in-
sights resulting from the workshop 
was that seemingly universal concepts 
of toxicity and safety change over time 
and are influenced by both cultural 
perceptions and political priorities. 
Such changes of perceived toxicity of 
mercury and its medical products are 
evident in Chinese medical traditions. 
Since the 1st century CE, these changes 
have involved mercury and its com-
pounds and, in exploring its uses, fol-
lowed the motto “what can take life 
away may also be able to bestow life” 
(Ulrike and Paul Unschuld, Horst-
Görtz-Stiftungsinstitut, Charité-Uni-
versitätsmedizin Berlin). Across cul-
tures, mercury was perceived as a 
living metal because of its fluidity 
which had to be ‘killed’ in order for it 
to be medically utilized. Several par-
ticipants analyzed the ways in which 
such ‘purifications’ were achieved, 
which resulted in producing sub-
stances such as mercury-sulfide 

(HgS), corrosive sublimate (HgCl2) 
and calomel (Hg2Cl2). Recipes con-
taining these mercurials are men-
tioned in historical Sanskrit sources 
linked to early alchemical knowledge 
in South Asia (Dagmar Wujastyk, Uni-
versity of Zurich). Today mostly the 
insoluble mercury-sulfide compounds 
are used in Ayurveda, which has un-
dergone a modern scientification of its 
alchemy. Its outlook has become more 
chemical and scientific through its 
representations at departments of 
Rasa Shastra (the science of preparing 
rejuvenating medicines with metals) 
at various Indian Universities 
(Dominik Wujastyk, University of Vi-
enna).

The central role of syphilis treatment
While important facts remain unclear 
about the mercury trade through In-
tra-European networks (Andrew 
Cunningham, University of Cam-
bridge), trade with Asia through 
global trade routes was clearly domi-
nated by the Portuguese after the 16th 
century. This is documented in Jesuit 

manuscripts that show recipes com-
bining mercury with various other 
substances available through Portu-
guese global trade routes (Timothy 
Dale Walker, University of Massachu-
setts Dartmouth). The variety of reci-
pes containing mercury in Arab tradi-
tions—where recipes were partially 
translated from Greek, Syriac, Indian, 
and Latin sources (Natalia Bachour, 
University of Zurich)—as well as in 
Persian traditions reveal a tremen-

Clinical studies to prove the 
efficacy of mercurial 
substances on humans are 
still missing in scientific 
publications. 
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status of a cultural heritage in China, 
providing the niche to manufacture 
them in an otherwise understandably 
anti-mercurial environment where 
strict rules are in place against the use 
of heavy metals in medicines. 

Vivid images of mercurial pratices
The participants also discussed how 
the recent UN decision to exclude reli-
gious and traditional uses of mercury 
from its ban might support the con-
tinuation of local usages of these cen-
turies-old traditions. This exception 
might also collide with the scientific 
image that some Asian traditions like 
to project and may even lead to re-in-
ventions of so-called traditional and 
religious aspects of such practices in 
order to qualify for such exemptions. 
The fact that clinical studies to prove 
the efficacy of mercurial substances 
on humans are still missing in scien-
tific publications (Jürgen Aschoff, 
University of Ulm) reflects the diffi-
culties and challenges in proving any 
kind of healing properties of the stable 
and thus less toxic mercury-sulfide 
compounds in widespread use today 
in Asian medicines.

Within the largely historical and 
linguistic debates, the fieldwork pre-
sentation of the contemporary usage 
of alchemical practices with mercury 
in Burma (Ian Baker, independent 
scholar) added a living ethnographic 
dimension to what other researchers 
explored in textual traditions. With an 
impressive visual documentation of 
alchemical practices that span the so-
cial and economic strata of Burmese 
society, this presentation left all par-
ticipants with vivid images of what 
mercurial practices in other regions 
might have looked like in the past.

Spanning contemporary and his-
torical practices, the workshop 
sketched numerous mercurial scenes 
linking the past to the present and 
showing how mercury transcended 
its toxicity into accepted medical prac-
tices.

The aim of the international symposium 
“Entangled Landscapes: Re-thinking the 
Landscape Exchange between China and 
Europe in the 16th–18th Centuries” (May 
10–12, 2013) was to explore the transmis-
sion and reinterpretation of concepts, im-
ages, materials, technologies, and repre-
sentational modes in the exchange of 
landscape culture between China and Eu-
rope during the Early Modern period. 

Julia Orell

The symposium was characterized by 
its transcultural and interdisciplinary 
approach. Organized by Yue Zhuang, 
Marie Curie Fellow and Post-Doc at 
the URPP Asia and Europe, it brought 
together art historians, historians, ge-
ographers, and sinologists from Eu-
rope, the U.S., China, and Taiwan. 

The symposium began with the ses-
sion “Negotiation of Concepts,” which 
centered on garden aesthetics and the 
politics of landscape. In her close read-
ing of William Temple’s Upon the Gar-
dens of Epicurus (1685) Yue Zhuang 
(University of Zurich) situated the per-
ception of Chinese gardens in English 
aesthetics within the contemporary 
discourse of vitalism. Her analysis em-
phasized moral values and aesthetic 
pleasure in the perception of the Chi-
nese garden, which thus became a me-
dium that enabled a return to ancient 
models and the ‘engineering’ of pas-
sions. Stephen Bann (Bristol Univer-
sity) pointed to analogies in English 
and Chinese gardens that precede no-
tions of the English-Chinese landscape 
garden, such as gardens built by and 
for a community or the idea that gar-
dens were meant to be experienced 
through movement with the resulting 
vistas imparting political values as il-
lustrated by Yuelu Academy and New 
College, respectively. In addition, Bann 
drew attention to hostile comments on 
the inclusion of Chinese elements in 

Report

European gardens and on the import 
of luxury goods that suggest a more 
complex history of entanglements, 
which not only appropriates but also 
rejects the exotic. Michele Fatica (Uni-
versity of Naples “l’Orientale”) ad-
dressed Matteo Ripa’s (1682–1746) phi-
losophy of the Chinese garden, 
particularly Ripa’s emphasis on the 
respect for as well as the imitation of 
nature. Fatica demonstrated that this 
interpretation of Chinese gardens 
should be understood within the con-
text of Enlightenment philosophy’s 
propagation of ‘natural rights’ and that 
the aesthetic success of such concepts 
was indebted to the circulation of Ri-
pa’s copperplate engravings that illus-
trate scenes of Emperor Kangxi’s 
(reigned 1661–1722) garden in Jehol. 

Colonialization of the Irish landscape
Turning to the sixteenth-century Tudor 
and Stuart re-conquest of Ireland Mark 
Dorrian (Newcastle University) exam-
ined how the ‘Tartar’ figured in the 
rhetoric of the British colonial land-
scape. For instance, the British claimed 
that the Irish did not make proper use 
of the land by their ‘Tartaric’ pastoral-
ism. Such surface utilization was juxta-
posed with the verticality of British 
cultivation and consummation that 
penetrates the land. The most compre-
hensive account of landscape as a con-
cept was undertaken by Norman Back-
haus (University of Zurich) who 
presented a constructivist four-pole 
model of landscape perception that 
consists of nature, culture, individual, 
and society. By further taking into ac-
count the process-oriented dimensions 
of discourse, performance, movement, 
and appropriation, the model is widely 
applicable. It allows scholars to iden-
tify emphases on aspects such as the 
corporeal-sensory, the aesthetic, the 
economic, and the ecological in land-

Landscapes in East and West
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A Chinese landscape adopted by a European artist: Matteo Ripa’s engraving “Morning Glow on the West-
ern Ridge” (1711–1713) after a drawing by Shen Yu (d. ca. 1727). © The Trustees of the British Museum

scape perception as Backhaus showed 
for the case of William Chambers’s A 
Dissertation on Oriental Gardening (1772).

Unfortunately, David E. Cooper 
(Durham University) was unable to 
attend the conference. His paper 
promised to add a critical dimension 
to the discussion of nature and culture 
in Chinese and English garden theo-
ries, pointing out their affinities as 
well as their dissimilarities: Whereas 
Chinese concepts of nature and the 
garden include human presence, in 
Europe no similar articulations for 
such co-dependence of the human 
and the natural existed, leading Coo-
per to conclude that the equation of 
nature with wilderness in Europe pre-
vented accounts of the human land-
scape until recently.

Landscapes on blue and white porcelain
Session Two, “Appropriation of 
Styles,” consisted of two case studies. 
Hui Zou (University of Florida) lo-
cated Emperor Qianlong’s (reigned 
1735–1796) keen interest in the laby-
rinth at the intersection of European 
linear perspective and Chinese rock 
art. He further related the combina-
tion of these two labyrinth types to the 
emperor’s playful occupation with 
truth and illusion, the real and the ar-
tificial, which also found expression 
in the realms of theater, painting, and 
poetry. Focusing on the gardens at 
Wörlitz and Oranienbaum, Sheng-
Ching Chang (Fu Jen University) ana-
lyzed how late eighteenth-century 
garden design in Germany took up 
principles of the Chinese garden. Go-
ing beyond the adoption of a fashion-
able garden type, Chang showed how 
a close look at the two gardens reveals 
a larger context of the respective pa-
trons’ interests in things Chinese, in 
the multi-cultural, and in aesthetic 
ideals that furthermore imply political 
connotations of enlightenment ideas. 

Session Three, “Circulation of 
Landscapes,” brought together pa-
pers that engaged with the materials, 

techniques, and styles in landscape 
representations between China and 
Europe as well as between China and 
Japan. Wan Ming’s (Chinese Academy 
of Social Sciences) paper demon-
strated the particular importance of 
blue and white porcelain in transmit-
ting Chinese landscape images to Eu-
rope in the sixteenth century. During 
this first stage, Europeans received 
direct albeit superficial impressions of 
Chinese landscape images, while in a 
second stage travel notes and other 
textual descriptions complemented 
the visual information and influenced 
principles and practices of European 
garden design. 

Between exoticizing and familiarizing
Following the approach of a “disen-
tangled pictorial history,” Philippe 
Forêt (University of St. Gallen) pre-
sented a study of Jean Baptiste Bour-
guignon d’Anville’s Mémoire sur la 
Chine (1776) vis-à-vis Joseph-Anne-Ma-
rie de Moyriac de Mailla’s (1669–1748) 

participation in the compilation of the 
Kangxi Atlas (1718). Understood as an 
implicit carto-controversy, Forêt un-
ravelled the complex entanglements 
between Chinese, Jesuit, and European 
surveys, geographic descriptions, and 
maps in order to analyze d’Anville’s 
defense of European geography’s 
claim to represent China as a response 
to the challenges posed by Chinese ge-
ography that had already appropri-
ated European methods. Jennifer Pur-
tle (University of Toronto) focused on 
the eighteenth-century Wittelsbach 
hunting lodge Falkenlust and showed 
how seemingly contradictory strate-
gies in architecture, interior design, 
and landscaping as well as their repre-
sentations can be understood within 
the context of falconry as a trans-cul-
tural and diachronic practice. Arguing 
that “the falcon is the landscape,” be-
cause falconry makes requirements 
upon ecology and landscape design, 
Purtle examined how the architecture 
and interior of Falkenlust claimed a 
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fashionable cosmopolitanism. At the 
same time, the landscape of the hunt-
ing lodge and its representations re-
mained old-fashioned, because of the 
requirements of falconry. Focusing on 
the series of copperplate engravings 
depicting the European Baroque-style 
buildings commissioned by Emperor 
Qianlong for his Yuanming Garden, 
Wang Qiheng (Tianjin University) pre-
sented another case of the intermin-
gling of European and Chinese land-
scape and architectural practices as 
well as techniques of their pictorial 
representation. Wang convincingly 
identified the artist of the copperplate 
engravings, Yi Lantai, as a Chinese 
court painter, thus providing a narra-
tive for the gradual appropriation of 
European printing techniques at the 
imperial court. Turning to the land-
scape exchange within East Asia, Hans 
B. Thomsen (University of Zurich) ex-
plored how ink landscape painting by 
Shūbun (active early fifteenth century) 
and other Gozan monk painters cre-
ated landscapes of an imaginary exotic 
which was identified with China. With 
respect to the depiction of plants in 
screen paintings by Itō Jakuchū (1716–
1800), Thomsen furthermore argued 
that stylistic differentiations show 
strategies of exoticizing the domestic 
and familiarizing the foreign.

A narrative of victory and discipline
The final session, “Representational 
Methods and Techniques,” focused on 
landscape images produced for the 
Qing court under the emperors 
Kangxi and Qianlong, including 
maps, paintings, copperplate prints, 
and trompe l’oeil wall paintings. Ro-
land Altenburger (University of 
Würzburg) examined the changing 
cultural landscape of West Lake (pres-
ent-day Hangzhou, Zhejiang prov-
ince) in textual and cartographic rep-
resentations. Highlighting structural 
principles in topographical accounts 
and map-making, he showed how tra-
ditional models of representing West 

Lake were continuously adjusted to 
new agendas and how Jesuit mapping 
conventions entered these practices in 
works produced for the Qing court. In 
her paper on Emperor Qianlong’s Re-
tirement Studio in the Forbidden City, 
Kristina Kleutghen (Washington Uni-
versity of St. Louis) analyzed the ten-
sions between the illusionism of the 
wall paintings and their complex lay-
ering of references. While creating a 
fictional garden for the retired em-
peror by using Western pictorial tech-
niques, the scenes also carry auspi-
cious symbolism and strong allusions 
to Han-Chinese literati culture. 
Kleutghen argued that this setting of 
scenic illusion painting allowed Em-
peror Qianlong to negotiate cultural 
and ethnic identities. Ma Ya-Chen  
(Tsing Hua University, Taiwan) 
turned toward military aspects of the 
Qianlong reign in her study of the 
copperplate prints illustrating the 
East Turkestan Campaign. Her de-
tailed examination of the European 
pictorial techniques used, their re-
spective modification, and reference 
to earlier Chinese models of battle 
scene representations lead to the con-
clusion that the prints present a care-
ful strategy of selection and adjust-
ment—a compromise to European 
pictorial practices—in order to create 
a narrative of victory and military dis-
cipline. The function of landscape in 
paintings illustrating the Qing court’s 
foreign relations policies was the fo-
cus of Daniel Greenberg’s (Yale Uni-
versity) paper. In a comparative study 
of two paintings he examined how the 
Qing court differentiated its diplo-
matic relationships to Mongols and 
Tibetans on the one hand, and general 
foreigners on the other hand. This dif-
ferentiation affects the pictorial orga-
nization as well as the inclusion of 
European pictorial techniques.

Landscape as a contingent concept
The success of the symposium became 
manifest in the lively discussions, 

which further profited from the exper-
tise of session chairs—including Klaas 
Ruitenbeek (Museum of Asian Art, 
Berlin)—as well as discussants and at-
tendees. Reappearing topics included 
the historical and cultural specificity 
of concepts such as the ‘nature-cul-
ture’ dichotomy, the politics of land-
scape, and identity formation in land-
scape discourses. The broad range of 
materials and practices addressed 
during the symposium is thus evi-
dence for a changing, cross-disciplin-
ary desideratum to address the natu-
ral, the built, and the represented 
environment. Surprisingly, landscape 
painting, a major genre in both Eu-
rope and China during the period un-
der consideration, was almost entirely 
absent from the symposium. Further 
reflection on landscape as a culturally 
and historically contingent concept as 
well as considerations with regard to 
our current position within a trajec-
tory of landscape studies would have 
been a welcome addition.

A complementary exposition 

Concurrently with the symposium, 
the exhibition “Constructing Qing Im-
perial Landscapes: Exhibition of the 
Yangshi Lei Archives (1644–1911)” 
opened at ETH Zurich. Curated by Pro-
fessor Wang Qingheng (Tianjin Uni-
versity), a selection from the archives 
documents the architectural practice 
of the Lei family, who designed and 
built some of the most important 
buildings for the Qing court. The ex-
hibition not only provided a vivid pic-
ture of the design and engineering 
processes, but also addressed the dif-
ferent environments (city scapes, gar-
denscapes, funeralscapes, European-
scapes) and their respective 
significance for Qing identity faced 
with the challenges of modernity. In 
this way, the exhibition comple-
mented the issues addressed in the 
symposium.
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Young Scholars Presenting and 
Exchanging Ideas 
The 7th conference for junior researchers 
in Swiss Asian and Oriental Studies 
“Asian Studies: Debates und Perspec-
tives,” organized by the Swiss Asia Soci-
ety (SAG), the Swiss Society for the Mid-
dle East and Islamic Cultures (SGMOIK) 
and the URPP Asia and Europe, was held 
April 17–20, 2013 in Appenberg bei Zäzi-
wil. The conference provided young 
scholars from various disciplines with 
the opportunity to present and discuss 
their research with established research-
ers and peers.

Till Mostowlansky

The academic field of Asian and Orien-
tal studies is diverse and embraces a 
broad range of disciplines as well as 
methodological and theoretical ap-
proaches. Taking this diversity into ac-
count, the organizers of the conference 
“Asian Studies: Debates und Perspec-
tives” conceptualized the event in a 
way that was meant to stimulate inter-
action between scholars of Central 
Asian studies, Indian studies, Islamic 
studies, Japanese studies, and Chinese 
studies. The basis of this interaction lay 
in the classification of papers accord-
ing to their methodological and theo-
retical background, rather than follow-
ing the presenters’ disciplinary origins. 
In addition, the disciplinary, thematic, 
methodological, and theoretical diver-
sity of the conference’s contributions 
was framed by the presence of two dis-
tinguished scholars. 

Philosophy and feminism
The conference opened with a key-
note lecture by the historian Gottfried 
Liedl (Vienna) on the “Pre-Modern 
World System and the Role of the 
Méditeranée.” The following morn-
ing, two panels were conducted si-
multaneously. The panel “Philoso-

phy/Study of Religions” included 
papers on Islamic and Chinese phi-
losophy, the adoption of Martin Hei-
degger’s work by Arab philosophers, 
the representation of spiritual author-
ity in an Indian religious community, 
the Bishnoi Sampradaya, and the link 
between mining and mountain cult in 
contemporary Mongolia. At the same 
time, papers on the Japanese feminist 
writer Takamure Itsue, the masculin-
ity of eunuchs in the Middle East, as 
well as the entangled history of wom-
en’s organizations at the end of the Ot-
toman Empire and the early Turkish 
Republic were presented in the panel 
“Gender Studies.” Questions of the 
trajectories of knowledge, trans-re-
gional interconnections, as well as the 
use of emic and etic terms in data 
analysis were among the most fre-
quently discussed topics subsequent 
to the panels. 

From Hong Kong to Berlin
Later on, the discussion of these ques-
tions also re-emerged in the context of 
the panels “History” and “Literary 
Studies.” For instance, the usefulness 
of applying the term ‘Bildungsroman’ 
to 1950s literature from Hong Kong 
(Virginia Yee-Yarn Leung, Zurich) was 
debated. Further papers in “Literary 
Studies” covered the image of youth in 
modern Chinese literature as well as 
the concepts of place-writing and tell-
ing places in contemporary Hong 
Kong cinema and literature. Two pa-
pers on India dealt with authority and 
narrative structure in the Sanskrit 
Puranas as well as with an analysis of 
the songs of the medieval poet Puran-
daradasa. In addition, the panel “His-
tory” included papers on historical 
modes of domination in Korea and Ja-
pan, the role of Islam in Xinjiang dur-

ing the Qing dynasty and on the narra-
tive of an alleged inclination of 
Japanese society toward Islamization 
at the beginning of the 20th century. 

The panel “Political Science/Social 
Anthropology/Sociology” was consti-
tuted by contributions on technology 
and nomadic space in Tibet, media 
and new life-styles in post-Fukushima 
Japan, the role of trees in urban China 
and the Young Turkish expatriates in 
Berlin after World War I. The panel 
“Geography” included two papers on 
socio-economic rights and mobilizing 
in urban India. “Art and Film Studies” 
comprised papers on the relation be-
tween text and image in the “Tarikh-i 
Nigaristan” (a Persian Safavid manu-
script), transcultural links between 
Japan and India in early 20th century 
painting, the role of woodblock prints 
in Maoist propaganda and the cinema 
d’auteur in China.

Building bridges to be continued
In the framework of two “Panels of 
Experts,” Prof. Dr. Janine Dahinden 
(Neuchatel) and Prof. Dr. Harald 
Fischer-Tiné (Zurich) offered critical 
responses to the presented papers 
with remarks on epistemology, meth-
odology, and theory. While Fischer-
Tiné suggested rethinking potentially 
Eurocentric terms such as authorship, 
theology and good governance, Da-
hinden pointed to the fact that a num-
ber of papers had addressed questions 
of domination and hierarchy without 
explicitly mentioning power. In re-
verse, Fischer-Tiné and Dahinden em-
phazised that the conference had 
shown the vast potential of Asian and 
Oriental studies when firmly 
grounded between global history and 
regional studies. The 7th conference for 
junior researchers was dedicated to 
this vision in many respects and the 8th 
conference (scheduled for 2016) will 
provide the opportunity to keep 
building bridges between the disci-
plines of Swiss Asian and Oriental 
studies and beyond. 
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The Benefit of Traditions

A fascinating workshop on “The Chinese 
Communist Party and the Politicization 
of Traditions” took place at the University 
of Zurich, 6–8 June 2013. It facilitated ex-
change between political scientists, East 
Asian studies specialists and China ob-
servers to reach a fuller understanding on 
what, why, and how traditions are com-
municated and politicized today by the 
Chinese Communist Party (CCP).

Ming-Yeh T. Rawnsley

The organizers, Simona Grano, Philipp 
Hetmanczyk and Ralph Weber, identi-
fied a relatively unknown area of the 
CCP, which deserves more scholarly 
attention, namely the CCP’s internal 
decision-making process and the for-
mation/transformation of its ideologi-
cal positioning. A more rounded in-
sight into the CCP’s mechanism of 
power and the discourses it chooses 
will provide the basis for a better and 
more effective engagement with Chi-
na’s central political force.

The doctrine of the ‘Harmonious So-
ciety,’ championed by President Hu 
Jintao in 2006, exemplified how the 

CCP reconstructed Party ideology by 
amalgamating socialist and Confucian 
terminology in its official rhetoric. 
Hence the workshop was designed to 
investigate how philosophical and reli-
gious terminologies and practices may 
have been (re)interpreted and (re)in-
vented as traditions by the CCP, and to 
determine which historical narratives 
have been adopted to strengthen the 
Party’s ideological standing. As Mark 
Leonard has discovered, intellectual 
discussions in China often become 
“part of the political process, and are 
used to put ideas in play and expand 
the options available to Chinese deci-
sion-makers.”1 

The analysis of the way the CCP 
manages traditional and historical re-
sources helps demonstrate the dynam-
ics between different political factions 
in China. The organizers of the work-
shop therefore identified another set of 
research questions: who are the actors 
within the Party who decide or oppose 
the politicization of traditions, and 
1 Mark Leonard, What does China think?, Lon-
don: Fourth Estate, 2008, p. 17.

how will this process further shed light 
upon the interplay between different 
stake-holders within the CCP?

The invited presentations can be 
largely divided into two categories: 
political analysis and the discussion of 
cultural, philosophical and religious 
traditions. Representing the former 
approach, Natalia Lisenkova (Univer-
sity of Zurich) situated the theme 
within a broader context. She argued 
that it is increasingly difficult to sepa-
rate international and domestic per-
spectives on China. For example, Chi-
nese nationalism as a tradition is no 
longer merely a domestic national se-
curity issue, but also has a significant 
impact on Chinese foreign policy and 
especially on the international com-
munity’s perception of China’s behav-
ior. Lisenkova unpacked how differ-
ent political concepts (such as 
nationalism, globalization and region-
alization) were shaped by China’s 
leaders as well as how Chinese foreign 
policy has evolved under the weight 
of the domestic political environment.

China’s soft power strategies
Gary Rawnsley (Aberystwyth Univer-
sity from September 2013) also dis-
cussed the workshop’s theme from an 
international perspective. He ana-
lyzed China’s approach to soft power 
and focused specifically on the way 
narratives of culture, tradition and 
history are used in soft power strate-
gies. His talk highlighted the prob-
lems of projecting such themes, espe-
cially in terms of their contrast with a 
favored narrative of modernization. 
Moreover, his discussion identified 
the weaknesses of the cultural ap-
proach to soft power and how these 
weaknesses may be understood. He 
pointed out that changing the global 
conversation about China, even 
though the principal motivation of 
China’s strategy, is not easy given au-
dience perceptions of political reality.

Nele Noesselt (German Institute of 
Global and Area Studies, Hamburg) 

Will Confucius inherit the ideological role of Mao Zedong in the future? © Stephan Liechti 
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looked at the domestic dimension and 
urged us to examine the continuity of 
the Chinese regimes. She noted that 
while Chinese culture and tradition 
have provided Chinese leaders with 
sources of legitimacy, President Xi Jin-
ping is now advocating the ‘Chinese 
Dream’ as his contribution to Chinese 
socialist thought, i.e. a trope not an-
chored in tradition. This ‘dream’ may 
reveal the strategic direction of the 
new leadership.

Marxism, Socialism and Communism
Benjamin Lim, senior China corre-
spondent for Reuters, summarized 
the domestic and international chal-
lenges that China faces. These include 
the internationalization of the Ren-
minbi, the impact of 550 million Inter-
net users in China, and the country’s 
rapid urbanization, all of which pose 
new problems for the CCP’s power at 
a time when the Party tries to main-
tain economic growth and social sta-
bility. Moreover, Lim stated how ob-
servers of Chinese politics believe that 
Presidents Jiang and Hu were transi-
tional, but that they speculate Xi Jin-
ping may be a leader who can consoli-
date power and define a new era. 
Since the CCP will celebrate its 100th 
anniversary in 2021, it will be interest-
ing to explore how Xi will lay the 
foundations for his legacy.

In the field of philosophical and reli-
gious tradition, Giorgio Strafella (Uni-
versity of Nottingham and University 
of St. Gallen) explained how Marxism 
in CCP discourses became an invented 
tradition. Employing textual analysis 
he showed how Marxism-Leninism-
Mao Zedong thought became “irre-
versibly correct.” Hence the CCP used 
‘humanism’ terminologies to save 
Marxism from the remnants of the Cul-
tural Revolution and to continue the 
relationship between Marxism and re-
forms in the 1980s. After Deng Xiaop-
ing’s Southern Tour in the early 1990s, 
Party discourses emphasized the fact 
that Deng constantly discussed and 

studied Marxism, which elevated 
Marxism from thought to a Party tradi-
tion, and most recently President Xi 
Jinping asked the Chinese population 
to have faith in Marxism, Socialism 
and Communism. In this way, Strafella 
revealed how Marxism has been trans-
formed by the CCP from dialectic 
thought to a guiding ideology, from a 
continuing tradition to a faith.

Julie Remoiville (Ecole Pratique des 
Hautes Etudes, Paris) presented her 
research on Daoist temples in Hang-
zhou. Based on her observations ac-
quired through anthropological par-
ticipation, she illustrated how 
religious traditions can be easily po-
liticized by local authorities through 
arbitrary interpretation of regulations 
to allow (or forbid) a variety of prac-

tices. However the most serious chal-
lenges for local Daoist temples and 
priests are not necessarily politics, but 
financial hardship and the difficulty 
of finding willing successors to carry 
on local religious traditions.

André Laliberté (University of Ot-
tawa) outlined the management and 
administration structures of religious 
affairs in China. He explained how the 
Chinese state responds to religious 
pluralism to promote a self-image of 
tolerance on the one hand and sets 
boundaries for acceptable religious 
practice on the other. His work on 
Buddhist charities in Taiwan and 
China has led him to explore the ways 
in which philanthropic associations 
contribute to the disciplining of the 
labor force by supporting an ethos 
that emphasizes compassion and self-
lessness.

While Ai Jiawen (University of Mel-
bourne) highlighted the tension be-
tween conservative Marxists and neo-
traditionalists by studying why the 

statue of Confucius disappeared from 
Tiananmen Square in 2011, Philipp 
Hetmancyzk (University of Zurich) 
analysed the transformation of the 
CCP’s ideology by examining how the 
role of religion changed from being la-
belled “feudal superstition” during the 
Cultural Revolution to being seen as 
part of an “intangible cultural heri-
tage” in Party rhetoric today. Ralph 
Weber then offered a philosophical 
framework to conceptualize this em-
pirical observation and provided theo-
retical analysis of cultural traditions. 
According to Weber, the lower the tex-
tual evidence, the more interpretative 
effort is required by political actors, 
which may then lead to the higher de-
gree of politicization of traditions. He 
used the CCP’s (re)interpretations of 
Confucian texts to illuminate the Con-
fucianization of the PRC where filial 
piety becomes law. This also helps ex-
plain the political implications of the 
Confucian notion of self-cultivation, 
upon which the state claims a harmoni-
ous society can be built.

Unlocking secrets of the CCP
The workshop was a valuable gather-
ing of scholars and experts from dif-
ferent fields with similar research in-
terests. It offered a rare opportunity 
for trans-disciplinary dialogue and 
the cross fertilization of ideas. By its 
close, the participants had discovered 
more similarities than differences in 
their understanding of China and the 
CCP, but found that the different ap-
proaches open a new layer of discus-
sion on the politicization of traditions, 
which led to a more nuanced percep-
tion of the CCP’s political decisions 
and ideological (re)positioning. The 
workshop in Zurich helped unlock 
some of the intriguing secrets of the 
CCP’s mechanism of power and its in-
ternal decision-making process and 
did so by approaching the subject 
from an understanding that culture 
and tradition continue to play a big  
role in Chinese politics.

Culture and tradition con-
tinue to play a big role in 
Chinese politics. 
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Persuaders in Early China
What do we know about ‘rhetoric’ in 
early China? The international confer-
ence “Masters of Disguise? Conceptions 
and Misconceptions of ‘Rhetoric’ in Chi-
nese Antiquity” (September 4–6, 2013) 
offered new insights into a topic drawing 
the increasing attention of researchers.

Jenny Jingyi Zhao

The past few years have seen a grow-
ing interest in the topic of rhetoric in 
early China on a global scale: a num-
ber of conferences have been held on 
the topic and the 2012 issue of the jour-
nal Extrême-Orient, Extrême-Occident 
was dedicated to political rhetoric in 
early China. Now it seemed a particu-
larly fitting time to review what has 
been gained from studies in the area 
and to engage in scholarly exchange at 
an international level. An opportunity 
arose at the conference “Masters of 
Disguise?,” organized by Wolfgang 
Behr and Lisa Indraccolo (both Uni-
versity of Zurich) and held at the 
Oechslin Library in Einsiedeln, Swit-
zerland.

A great variety of dicussed texts
The stated goal of the conference was 
“to shed new light on the figure of the 
persuader and the argumentative 
means at his disposal in early China” 
from a comparative perspective. Over 
fifty scholars and graduate students 
attended the conference and contrib-
uted to the lively discussions. The 
speakers consisted of twenty promi-
nent scholars and promising young 
researchers, each of whom gave a pre-
sentation followed by a short response 
from a designated discussant and 
questions from the audience. The or-
ganizers sought to reach beyond the 
field of sinology, introducing an inter-
disciplinary approach and inviting 
Classics professors Suzanne Saïd (Co-
lumbia University) and Øivind An-

dersen (University of Oslo) to attend 
the conference and lead plenary dis-
cussions. 

The conference papers displayed 
great variety in terms of content and 
approach, and the large numbers of 
pre-Qin and early imperial texts dis-
cussed included the Analects, Mencius, 
Mozi, Zhuangzi, Hanfeizi, and the Lun-
heng, to name just a few. Such diversity 
of the papers could be said to be a re-
flection of the great variety and scope 
of early Chinese rhetoric. Even though 
the papers were not grouped accord-
ing to theme at the conference, one 
could nonetheless classify them as fol-
lows:

1. Taking a textual approach and exam-
ining select passages in order to illustrate 
how rhetorical features enhance the effec-
tiveness of texts: For example, Christian 
Schwermann (University of Bonn) fo-
cused on the rhetorical functions of 
quotations in early imperial memori-
als; Dirk Meyer (University of Oxford) 
discussed how the Jin Teng (Metal 
Bound Coffer) from the Qinghua collec-
tion of Chu manuscripts marked an 

attempt to give meaning to a specific 
state of socio-political affairs; Licia Di 
Giacinto (Ruhr University Bochum) 
chose to focus on the rhetorical tropes 
encountered in the Taipingjing, in par-
ticular the metaphor of light, the vo-
cabulary of auspiciousness, and the 
(missing) metaphor of cleanliness or 
purity.

Strategies for successful persuasion
2. Rhetoric as a means to draw out run-
ning themes in texts: For example, Oli-
ver Weingarten (Czech Academy of 
Sciences, Prague) compared the por-
trayal of Confucius in texts such as the 
Analects, Liji, and Zhuangzi, outlining 
some of the roles in which the anec-
dotal tradition cast him; Zhou Yiqun 
(Stanford University) discussed the 
peculiar portrayal of successful fe-
male persuaders as either prepubes-
cent or extremely ugly in chapter 6 of 
Liu Xiang’s Biographies of Women, rais-
ing questions on the relationship be-
tween rhetorical skill and male and 
female beauty; Nicolas Zufferey (Uni-
versity of Geneva) spoke of inherent 
contradictions in Wang Chong’s Lun-
heng, notable especially because Wang 
Chong himself aimed his criticism at 
his opponents’ contradictory argu-

A perfect spot to talk about texts: The reading room of the Oechslin LIbrary in Einsiedeln (© Eleni Andrist)
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mentation, problematizing the criteria 
of truth in Wang Chong’s writings 
and in early China more broadly; Mi-
chael Puett (Harvard University) dis-
cussed the consistent rhetorical strat-
egy at play in the Huainanzi, situating 
the text within the larger history of 
classical Chinese rhetorical argumen-
tation.

3. Calling into question the various 
forms that rhetoric could take: Christoph 
Harbsmeier (University of Oslo) con-
centrated on tonal euphony and dis-
sonance, which he called “the music 
of classical Chinese prose style;” 
Joachim Gentz (University of Edin-
burgh) took examples from the 
Guiguzi and the Zuozhuan to illustrate 
aspects of “non-verbal persuasion”—
often it fell to the task of the persuader 
to listen and explore the particular 
type of opponent in order to make for 
successful persuasion; David Scha-
berg (University of California, Los 
Angeles) focused on two types of 
Western Han court procedures for 
election to office—shece and duice—in 
order to discuss institutions of com-
munication against the historical 
background; Martin Kern (Princeton 
University) showed how early royal 
speeches and inscriptions featured el-
ements of persuasion and perfor-
mance; Michael Nylan (University of 
California, Berkeley) in her paper 
“The Rhetoric of Friendship” exam-
ined the ways through which the plea-
sures of intimate friendship and love 
could be conveyed to the reader.

Classical China and Greece 
4. An interdisciplinary and/or compara-
tive approach: Chen Rudong (Peking 
University) traced the reception of 
classical Chinese rhetoric in ‘the West’ 
and called for a multi-cultural and 
global perspective on the rhetorical 
tradition in a globalized era. Lisa 
Raphals (University of California, 
Riverside/National University of Sin-
gapore) compared classical Chinese 
and Greek mantic rhetoric by discuss-

ing a wide array of divinatory dis-
courses and their functions in aug-
menting the authority of the text. The 
panel discussions saw the classicists 
Suzanne Saïd and Øivind Andersen 
compare and contrast Greek and Chi-
nese notions of ‘rhetoric.’

Different notions of ‘rhetoric’
It is not possible to classify all twenty 
papers into these four groups, which 
inevitably overlap to some extent. 
Neither can a brief report do justice to 
the interesting papers and rich discus-
sions that took place. The varying no-
tions of ‘rhetoric’ as evidently em-
ployed by the speakers and discussants 
at several points caused debate over 
just what is and what is not ‘rhetoric.’ 
Perhaps it would be fitting to end the 
report on a series of points that sur-
faced during the conference, suc-
cinctly summarized by Ralph Weber 
(University of Zurich) in the last panel 
discussion: What do we mean when 
we use the word ‘rhetoric?’ To what 
extent are the terms ‘rhetoric’ and 
‘persuasion’ interchangeable? How 
can we employ ‘rhetoric’ in a compar-
ative sense? As became clear during 
the conference, ‘rhetoric’ encompasses 
many forms including rhetorical con-
structions in a text aimed at persuad-
ing as well as a text that explicitly 
talks about persuading. The role of the 
author as persuader is especially rele-
vant and in order to make meaningful 
comparisons, it becomes necessary to 
contextualize by looking to the func-
tions of the text and the historical 
background that gave rise to the text. 
It seems that only by asking ourselves 
the most fundamental questions such 
as what ‘rhetoric’ is can we probe 
deeper into its practice in early China.

This conference made important 
contributions to the study of rhetoric 
in Early China. The selection of papers 
to be published by the organizers in a 
forthcoming thematic issue of the 
journal Asiatische Studien will be ea-
gerly anticipated.

Report

Keeping a 
Close Eye on 
Protests
The URPP Asia and Europe’s annual con-
ference “Traveling Norms and the Poli-
tics of Contention” (October 24–26, 
2013) explored issues including political 
protests, global protests, anti-nuclear 
movements, land grabs in South Asia, 
the setting up of special economic 
zones, and citizenship in the Arab world. 
It concluded with a discussion of consti-
tutions and human rights. The theme of 
the conference was introduced by the 
opening panel on political protest, 
which emphasized that political theory 
has a paradoxical past of trying to over-
come politics and pretentions as it faces 
various contestations. 

Thiruni Kelegama

The keynote by Paul Routledge (Uni-
versity of Leeds) addressed the con-
tentious norms of ‘food sovereignty’ 
and the ‘politics of occupation.’ By 
speaking of the traveling norms of 
food sovereignty through the likes of 
La Via Campesina—an international co-
alition of small farmers’ organiza-
tions—as opposed to the hegemony of 
food security norms, Routledge 
claimed that it was not possible to 
separate food sovereignty from food 
security. Using the example of the 
“Climate Caravan” of 2011—a protest 
march advocating climate justice 
around Bangladesh in an attempt to 
inform people and instigate solidar-
ity—he emphasized the importance of 
forging a politics that extends place-
based interests and experiences, or a 
Gramscian idea of solidarity, which is 
specific enough to mobilize or em-
power those concerned. 

The panel on anti-nuclear move-
ments brought together perspectives 
ranging from reactions to the Fuku-
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shima Daiichi nuclear disaster in Ja-
pan and abroad, the impact of the di-
sasters in Fukushima and Chernobyl 
on India’s anti-nuclear movements 
and energy policy, and the post-Fuku-
shima environmental movement and 
protest in the UK. Against the back-
ground of theories of change and with 
Germany and Japan as examples, 
Daniel Aldrich (Purdue University) 
engaged with the critical role of politi-
cal frameworks when analyzing Fu-
kushima. Using India as an example, 
M.V. Ramana (Princeton University) 
revealed that in spite of many protests 
and large-scale opposition, nuclear 
power still enjoys an important prior-
ity in foreign policy since Nehru intro-
duced the Atomic Energy Bill in 1948. 

Garment factories and military bases
Protests concerning land grabs in 
South Asia and the role of special eco-
nomic zones (SEZ) as spaces of excep-
tion and norm production were dealt 
with when Neloufer de Mel (Univer-
sity of Colombo) talked on the nexus 
between militarization and establish-
ing SEZs in post-war Sri Lanka. By 
looking into the role of these garment 
factories, which are always located 
near military bases and typically under 
intense military surveillance, de Mel 
examined how women working in the 
factories, while recognizing the au-
thority imposed on them, fought to 
create their own space of self-determi-
nation. Michael Levien (Johns Hopkins 
University) addressed the politics of 
India’s special economic zones and dis-
cussed the variegated governmental 
policies regarding SEZs, given that the 
number of protests against SEZs is on 
the rise. According to Levien, these 
protests, which in turn become move-
ments, are rooted in the local dynamics 
of social inequality and rivalry between 
subnational political systems. Loraine 
Kennedy (CEIAS) summed up the 
theme of the panel by stating that in 
South Asia, and especially in India, 
SEZs are seen as “exceptional” and 

therefore tend to have an “exceptional” 
regulatory framework. 

Talking of the challenges and op-
portunities surrounding new femi-
nism in North Africa, Zakia Salime 
(Rutgers University) conversed with 
the theme of negotiating citizenship in 
the Arab world. Through the intro-
duction of the concept of “new femi-
nism” as opposed to already existing 
theories of feminism, she examined 
the movement that emerged in Febru-

ary 2010 in Morocco as well as protests 
in Tunisia. She showed how these pro-
tests, like those in Tahrir Square of 
2011, did not obey the norms of a col-
lective framework, but instead can be 
seen as “personal revolutions.” They 
neither fit into the already existing 
revolutionary narrative nor into cur-
rent patriarchal models, but instead 
form a new channel where individual 
women take on their own revolutions 
by creating their own stories. Sherene 
Seikaly (American University in 
Cairo) exposed the roller coaster of 
hope and despair and what it meant to 
live in Egypt over the past five years. 
Based on a historical study of the Arab 
feminist movement from the begin-
ning of the 20th century, Roa’a Ghara-
ibeh (University of Bordeaux) under-
took a micro-sociological analysis of 
individuals who called themselves 
feminists in Jordan and Lebanon. 

Challenging Western supremacy
While the larger theme of the confer-
ence was approached in a variety of 
ways by the renowned scholars who 

attended, the Young Scholars Panel 
proved to be an interesting space to 
observe how doctoral students at the 
URPP Asia and Europe are engaged 
with similar themes and ideas. Tobias 
Weiss brought to light the role of me-
dia in Japanese reactions to Fuku-
shima. In her presentation on squatter 
settlements in the Kyrgyz capital Bish-
kek, Eliza Isabaeva posed critical 
questions, such as who are squatters 
and how illegal settlements become 
legal when looking at the relationship 
between state and society in a Post-
Soviet space. Speaking about the 
death penalty under the Palestinian 
Basic Law, Motaz Alnaouq demon-
strated how his research fits into the 
larger framework of international 
law, while looking at how interna-
tional bodies see the death penalty in 
Palestine. Ulrich Brandenburg’s pre-
sentation on the relationship between 
Japan and the West critically looked at 
how the international image of Japan 
as a rising Asian power was intrinsi-
cally tied to the idea of a challenge to 
Western supremacy from the Russo-
Japanese War 1904/05 up to the Second 
World War. As a consequence, Japan 
could quite successfully present her-
self as the defender of non-Westerners 
against a racist world order in her war 
efforts against the British and the 
Americans.

Overlooked political protest
The international and diverse quality 
of perspective provided by the speak-
ers proved helpful in establishing the 
main insight of all panels that political 
protest is taking place in frequently 
overlooked forums. It is this very lack 
of critical engagement by many re-
searchers that marginalizes the analy-
sis of all too often dichotomized ideas 
of what does or does not constitute 
protest and what exactly an individual 
or collective act of protest is. By ques-
tioning and transgressing such dichot-
omies, the conference succeeded in 
highlighting areas for future research. 

It is this very lack of critical 
engagement by many 
researchers that marginalizes 
the analysis of all too often 
dichotomized ideas of what 
does or does not constitute 
protest and what exactly an 
individual or collective act of 
protest is. 

Report
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How to Accumulate Knowledge 
The workshop “Sense of Place, Sense of 
Taste, Sense of Skill: Hawkers and Cook-
shops in Public Spaces of Asian Cities” 
(October 10–12, 2013), organized by Prof. 
Dr. Mareile Flitsch (Ethnographic Mu-
seum) and Prof. Dr. Norman Backhaus 
(Department of Geography), brought to-
gether scholars doing research in food 
studies. One of the participating profes-
sors, Françoise Sabban, takes the work-
shop as a starting point for her reflec-
tion on the current state of the 
discipline.

Françoise Sabban

The participants prepared the work-
shop through the prior reading of 
three texts, two of whose authors, 
namely Benjamin Etzold and Mark 
Swislocki, also attended the work-
shop1. However, these texts were not 
treated in a formal discussion or anal-
ysis, but were allowed to contextual-
ize all of the exchanges that took place 
during the workshop. In this regard, 
Benjamin Etzold’s intervention that 
focused in part on his article has 
aroused many reactions. 

The other papers presented at the 
workshop2 also gave rise to very open 
discussions, and many questions on 
food practices, the concept of cuisine, 
specific techniques related to food, the 

1 Didier Chabrol / José Muchnik, “Consumer 
skills contribute to maintaining and diffusing 
heritage food products”, in: Anthropology of 
food [online], N° 8, 2011, online since 13 May 
2011, connection on February 11, 2014 (http://
aof.revues.org/6847); Benjamin Etzold et al., 
“Informality as Agency: Negociating Food Se-
curity in Dhaka”, in: Die Erde, 2009, pp. 3–24; 
Mark Swislocki, “Serve the People: Socialist 
Transformations of Shanghai Food Culture”, 
in: Mark Swislocki, Culinary Nostalgia: Re-
gional Food Culture and the Urban Experience 
in Shanghai, Stanford University Press, 2009, 
chap. 5, pp. 176–271.
2 Mark Swislocki, Aël Théry, Lena Kaufmann, 
and Tabea Buri.

authenticity of food or food prepara-
tions, professional specialization, and 
the expression of taste sensation. 

Among all the issues that have been 
discussed at the workshop, in the lines 
that follow I would like to mention the 
concept of “authenticity in the kitchen” 
and the ideas to which these discus-
sions have pointed me. The issue of 
authenticity was immediately raised 
by Mark Swislocki during his presen-
tation. Based at the University of New 
York Abu Dhabi, our colleague discov-
ered to his great surprise the local exis-
tence of a Sino-Indian culinary tradi-
tion and that certain dishes of this 
fusion cuisine were commonly eaten in 
popular restaurants of this country, in 
particular a dish called Gobi Manchu-
rian, which consists of cauliflower in 
sauce. Upon hearing this news, we 
were as surprised as he had been at the 
time of his discovery. By looking at a 
photograph of the dish, there was nei-
ther a visible sign of assimilation to a 
Chinese preparation nor evidence to 
the contrary. Additionally, its name in-
dicating a “Manchurian” origin left us 
even more confused. 

The aesthetics of a Chinese dish
For Mark Swislocki, this dish raises the 
question of a specific Chinese-ness 
(“What makes Chinese food Chi-
nese?”) or—in other words—the ques-
tion of the definition of a ‘Chinese 
identity,’ particularly in food matters. 
Failing to respond conclusively to the 
question, he considered this dish very 
popular in Abu Dhabi as a simulacrum 
of something that had never existed be-
fore, but that had acquired a position 
by its very existence. Actually, after 
having retraced the meanders of the 
Cantonese emigration to Calcutta, then 
from Calcutta to Abu Dhabi, Swislocki 
came to the conclusion that this—in his 
eyes—“strange” dish showed the exis-

tence of a cuisine unknown to him, 
namely a “Sino-Indian” one. 

Nevertheless, is the term ‘simula-
crum’ really appropriate to describe 
one recipe in the directory of this syn-
cretic kitchen? In fact, the dish does not 
feign or even imitate something, as the 
term ‘simulacrum’ may suggest. It is a 
method of food preparation really ex-
isting, though its designation, admit-
tedly, does not refer to an object be-
longing to the usual Chinese culinary 
paradigm, thus forming part of a new 
one. And this despite some very tangi-
ble signs evoking the aesthetics of a 
Chinese dish: a color contrast between 
its various ingredients via the domi-
nant red-brown that receives emphasis 
from the green of onion stalks. This is 
commonly done in Chinese cuisine.  

The mystery of designation
Thus, as the dish is very popular and 
considered emblematic of Sino-Indian 
cuisine, it is difficult to doubt its au-
thenticity. It simply has to be admitted 
that it belongs to a syncretic cuisine 
combining tastes and culinary tech-
niques originating from two different 
backgrounds in a way of giving birth to 
a true tradition. And in fact, on closer 
examination, we can consider that this 
dish of cauliflower in sauce is a vegetar-
ian ‘interpretation’ of Gulao rou (pork in 
sauce), a traditional Cantonese dish 
that is widely known and appreciated 
throughout China, particularly in the 
north. In sum the authentic Gulao rou 
developed into Gobi Manchurian and is 
no less authentic due to the reference to 
another practice, namely the one of 
Cantonese people who immigrated to 
Calcutta and then managed to create a 
“new” cuisine by adapting their cook-
ing style to the prevalent food habits 
and taste preferences in their host 
country in order to please the new cli-
entele. However, it is interesting to 
note that this cuisine has gained au-
tonomy from its origins, so that it 
seems no longer specific to Cantonese 
restaurants. Indians have appropriated 
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ary attention in other countries—lead-
ing of course to specialized academic 
and semi-academic journals (Petits Pro-
pos Culinaires; Food & Foodways; Food 
Culture and Society; Gastronomica; Food 
& History; etc.)—the subject neverthe-
less remains insufficiently explored. 
And one can even say that the current 
research on food issues done by social 
scientists forms a significant example 
of the difficult question how to accu-
mulate knowledge in social sciences.3

As noted by Peter Scholliers in the 
recent special issue of Food & History 
devoted to the bibliography of histori-
cal works on food published in the last 
decade: “I wish to point out two note-
worthy omissions in F & H: the lack of 
debate, and the poor interest in 
theory.”4 This “poor interest in theory” 

is one of the questions. Would the use 
of theories have saved us from this lack 
of knowledge accumulation when con-
sidering the plurality of disciplines in-
volved in social science research? 
Could it be that theoretical assump-
tions based on the formulation of prob-
lem contexts and clear questions would 
allow us to mark uncertain paths for 
research? Yes, it is true sometimes, as 
the rich work by sociologists as Veblen, 
Halbwachs, Elias—or more recently—
Bourdieu, Passeron, Grignon or Men-
nell demonstrate in the case of the so-
cial structure of food consumption. But 

3 “La cumulativité des savoirs en sciences so-
ciales”, Revue européenne des sciences socia-
les, 2005, pp. XLIII–131.
4 Peter Scholliers, “Ten Years of Food & History: 
‘la sfida è partita’”, in: Special issue “Studia Ali-
mentorum 2003–2013: A Decade of Research”, 
Food & History, vol. 10(2), 2012, p. 41.

in history and anthropology, for ex-
ample, the theoretical and method-
ological connections between authors 
are often either blurred or non-existent, 
so that each researcher develops his 
own theoretical framework. Naturally, 
this behavior does not lead to the de-
sired accumulation of knowledge. 

The importance of personal meetings
But is this observation really nega-
tive? Probably not, because it keeps 
the doors wide open to methodologi-
cal imagination. Everything is still 
possible in this field of research, which 
is very much in its youth. Let us go 
back to the first omission identified by 
Scholliers, namely, the lack of debate 
in social scientific research on food 
during the last ten years (at least re-
garding the above-mentioned publi-
cations reviewed in Food & History). I 
am not sure whether to follow this 
verdict, because debates come into be-
ing from meetings and often very in-
formal exchange, which can be fruit-
ful and instructive and even lead to 
joint projects. New ways of research 
still have to be established through 
colloquiums, daylong seminars, 
workshops, and conferences, other-
wise academic efforts will not exceed 
the level of talks between open-
minded amateurs that already existed 
before social scientific research on 
food entered the universities. This is 
the reason why, in order to be success-
ful, these events require institutional-
ization within the field of research. 
The latter is underway in many coun-
tries, and although a lot has been done 
in the past ten years, there is still much 
to do in the future. We therefore wel-
come the initiative by the University 
of Zurich in the context of its Univer-
sity Research Priority Program Asia 
and Europe, which allowed this meet-
ing in Switzerland between research-
ers from very different backgrounds—
all of whom had to make an effort to 
understand and grasp the different 
ways of looking at problems. 

it, if one believes the various filmed 
versions of preparations posted on 
Youtube where the cooks are all In-
dian. But there still remains the mys-
tery of its designation. What has Man-
churia to do with the Chinese people of 
Canton, since this designation cannot 
be of Indian origin? After a superficial 
survey of the question, I noticed the ex-
istence of a number of restaurants 
called “Manchurian” or “Manchuria” 
in several English-speaking countries, 
establishments often run by Cantonese 
people and offering Cantonese or 
northeastern Chinese cuisine. There-
fore one could hypothesize that in this 
sphere that arose from or close to the 
former British colonial empire, this 
term reflects some sort of blurred ‘Chi-
nese-ness’ and thus evokes the high 
reputation of a great Chinese culinary 
tradition, guaranteeing the quality of 
these restaurants. 

Hence, it follows that the kitchen 
forms the place par excellence for mani-
festing syncretism, hybridization, 
and—to use a trendy term—fusion, 
and that these rapidly intermingling 
phenomena produce a sense of au-
thenticity and appropriation. 

Advantages and disadvantages of theory
Be that as it may, our exchange of ideas 
has been fruitful, but has also con-
firmed an impression I had in recent 
years concerning food studies. Al-
though this field of research is repre-
sented today by many “food studies 
departments” within American uni-
versities and receives multi-disciplin-

Report

Gobi Manchurian: a vegetarian ‘interpretation’ of Gulao rou

The dish belongs to a 
syncretic cuisine combining 
tastes and culinary tech-
niques originating from two 
different backgrounds in a 
way of giving birth to a true 
tradition. 
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Dr. Inge Ammering, executive manager 
of the URPP Asia and Europe, has left the 
URPP to take up a new position at the 
newly established Institute of Asian and 
Oriental Studies. Dr. Ammering has been 
the moving spirit of the URPP Asia and 
Europe for eight years, helping to create 
a flourishing research institution with 
international reputation. 

Angelika Malinar and Wolfgang Behr

From the beginning of the URPP Asia 
and Europe, Dr. Ammering has been 
involved in turning an envisioned 
project into a full-fledged, flourishing 
research institution. Since her ap-
pointment as executive manager in 
January 2006 she was engaged in set-
ting up and shaping the institutional 
structures indispensable for success-
ful research activities. First of all Dr. 
Ammering set up the head office to 
support the URPP Asia and Europe’s 
first academic director, Prof. Dr. Ul-
rich Rudolph, and the organizational 
as well as research activities of the 
then participating eighteen profes-
sors. In March 2006, fifteen junior re-
searchers joined the URPP and began 
working on their individual projects. 
In spring term of 2006, the by-now 
time-honored institution of the inter-
disciplinary colloquium saw the light 
of the day, bringing together partici-
pating professors and junior research-
ers for an intense and open exchange 
of ideas and perspectives.

Establishing an attractive curriculum
Right from the beginning, Dr. Am-
mering maintained a policy of close 
collaboration with all people involved 
in the URPP. The door to her office 
was never closed to junior researchers 
looking for her advice in questions 
concerning their research projects or 
with regard to financial support en-
abling them to participate in academic 

workshops and conferences abroad. 
Even at short notice, she almost al-
ways found a way to help realizing 
projects, workshops, or conference 
trips.

In 2009, due to the increasing num-
ber of members, the structures of the 
URPP Asia and Europe had to be 
adapted in order to meet changing 
communication and collaboration 
needs. In close co-operation with aca-
demic directors Prof. Dr. Andrea 
Büchler and Prof. Dr. Christoph Ueh-
linger, Dr. Ammering took care of the 
reorganization of the URPP. This re-
sulted in the creation of three research 
fields—Concepts and Taxonomies, En-
tangled Histories, and Norms and Social 
Order(s)—each managed by one of the 
participating professors. In the same 
year, the interdisciplinary doctoral 
program Asia and Europe was estab-
lished, which fostered the URPP’s em-
bedding into the university teaching 
curricula as well as the chances of aca-
demic career development at the 
URPP. As the coordinator of the doc-
toral program over the coming years, 
Dr. Ammering had the lion’s share in 
elaborating an attractive curriculum 
and organizing the corresponding 
courses. The improved structures as 
well as the work accomplished during 
the first research phase (2006–2009) 
convinced the executive board of the 
University of Zurich to extend the 
funding of the URPP for another four 
years. In 2010 the URPP moved from 
the increasingly confined premises at 
Scheuchzerstrasse to an office build-
ing at Wiesenstrasse, which provided 
more work space to doctoral students 
and postdocs.

Broad international cooperation
In the second phase of the URPP (2010–
2013), the established institutional 
structures proved to be a sound basis 

for its further development. As a result, 
the number of completed doctoral the-
ses (14) and habilitations (3) steadily 
increased. The cooperation with re-
search partners in Europe and Asia 
helped to promote the exchange not 
only between disciplines but also be-
tween different academic cultures. The 
conference Transcultural Bodies – Trans-
boundary Biographies: Border crossings in 
Asia and Europe held in New Delhi 
(February 2010) may illustrate the 
URPP’s activities in the field of interna-
tional collaboration. With great vigor, 
Dr. Ammering also dedicated herself 
to academic outreach activities. She or-
ganized several panel discussions 
about contemporary issues, such as on 
the political situation in the Arab world 
(2011) or the consequences of the Fuku-
shima nuclear disaster (2012).

A highly esteemed engagement
In 2011, academic director Prof. Dr. An-
drea Riemenschnitter and Dr. Amme-
ring made the necessary preparations 
to apply for funding a third research 
phase, preparations that were crowned 
with success. In April 2012, the univer-
sity’s executive board granted another 
extension for four years (2014–2017). 
When in 2013 current URPP directors 
Prof. Dr. Wolfgang Behr and Prof. Dr. 
Angelika Malinar took over they were 
very much looking forward to collabo-
rating with Dr. Ammering. After a 
productive year they now have to con-
tinue without the highly esteemed en-
gagement of Dr. Ammering as she ac-
cepted the offer to become the first 
executive manager of the recently es-
tablished Institute of Asian and Orien-
tal Studies, which cooperates closely 
with the URPP. 

All of us—participating professors, 
junior researchers, and others involved 
in the research institution—would 
very much like to thank Inge for her 
outstanding work during the last eight 
years as well as for her ability to create 
an atmosphere of scientific curiosity, 
helpfulness and mutual respect.

A Great Accomplishment

Report
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Wolfgang Behr (Chinese studies/URPP Asia 
and Europe) was appointed to “Wilson T. S. 
Wang – New Method College Visiting Pro-
fessor in Chinese Linguistics and Language 
Education (2013–2014)” at the Chinese Uni-
versity of Hong Kong.

Laura Coppens (social and cultural anthro-
pology/URPP Asia and Europe) was 
awarded a fellowship from the Stiefel-
Zangger Foundation to continue her re-
search project “Representing the ‘Queer 
Other’ in Ethnographic Film: An Experi-
mental Anthropological Approach to Inter-
sectionality and Identity Politics of Lesbi-
ans in Urban Java, Indonesia” at the NYU 
Center for Media, Culture, and History 
from June to November 2013.

Bettina Dennerlein (Islamic studies/URPP 
Asia and Europe) received a three year 
funding from the Swiss National Science 
Foundation for her reseach project “Islam, 
Pluralism, and Gender: The Tunisian ‘An-
Nahda’ Movement,’” starting in June 2014.

Sandra Hotz (legal studies/URPP Asia and 
Europe) was awarded an International 
Short Visit grant by the Swiss National Sci-
ence Foundation. She stayed as a visiting 
scholar at the East Asian Center for Law 
and Culture, Cornell University (June to 
September 2013). 

In February 2014, Justyna Jaguścik (Chinese 
studies/URPP Asia and Europe) completed 
her doctoral thesis “Literary Body Dis-
courses: Corporeality, Gender and Class 
Difference in Contemporary Chinese
Women’s Poetry and Fiction.”

Aymon Kreil (URPP Asia and Europe/anthro-
pology) is a visiting scholar at the American 
University in Cairo until November 2014.

Starting in October 2013, Jörg Lanckau (the-
ology/URPP Asia and Europa) took up a po-
sition as a professor in biblical studies and 

history of Christianity at the Lutheran Uni-
versity of Applied Sciences Nuremberg.

Elena Lange (Japanese studies/URPP Asia 
and Europe) and Raji C. Steineck (Japanese 
studies/URPP Asia and Europe) received a 
three year funding from the Swiss National 
Science Foundation for their reseach proj-
ect “Fetish and Value: Uno Kōzō (1897–
1977) and his School in Light of the Marxian 
Critique of Political Economy,” starting in 
May 2013.

In collaboration with the Department of 
Indian Studies, University of Lausanne,  
Angelika Malinar (Indian studies/URPP 
Asia and Europe) has received a grant from 
the Swiss National Science Foundation for 
the research project “Voyages, Missions, 
Translations: Mechanisms of Encounter be-
tween India and Switzerland (1860-1970)”. 
A Ph.D. project based in Zurich deals with 
the “History of Buddhism in Switzerland.”

Katharina Michaelowa (political science/
URPP Asia and Europe) was a visiting 
scholar at The Energy and Resources Insti-
tute (TERI) in New Delhi from August to 
September 2013. 

Simone Müller (Japanese studies/URPP 
Asia and Europe) was awarded an Interna-
tional Short Visit grant by the Swiss Na-
tional Science Foundation for a two-month 
stay at Cornell University (January to Feb-
ruary 2013). She was also invited by the 
Kyoto Institute of Technology (KIT) for a re-
search stay from June to August 2013. 

In February 2014, Matthäus Rest (social and 
cultural anthropology/URPP Asia and Eu-
rope) completed his doctoral thesis “Water 
Power: Discourses on Modernity and De-
velopment around the Nepalese Arun-3 
Hydropower Project.” Additionally, he was 
awarded an Early Postdoc.Mobility fellow-
ship from the Swiss National Science Foun-
dation for a six-month stay at the Nepa 
School of Social Sciences and Humanities 
in Kathmandu and an ensuing 12-month 
stay at the University of California, Los An-
geles.

News Andrea Riemenschnitter (Chinese studies/
URPP Asia and Europe) held a visiting pro-
fessorship at Beijing Normal University in 
March 2013. From April to July 2013, she 
was a visiting senior research fellow at the 
Asia Research Institute, National University 
of Singapore. 

Starting in October 2013, Fabian Schäfer 
(URPP Asia and Europa/Japanese studies) 
accepted a position as a professor in Japa-
nese studies at the University of Erlangen-
Nuremberg.

Raji C. Steineck (Japanese studies/URPP 
Asia and Europe) was awarded a fellow-
ship from the Japan Foundation for a  
research stay in Japan, which he spent by 
invitation at the Doshisha University  
in Kyoto from August 2013 to January  
2014. 

In March 2013, Dilyara Suleymanova (social 
and cultural anthropology/URPP Asia and 
Europe) completed her doctoral thesis 
“Schooling the Sense of Belonging: Identity 
Politics and Educational Change in Post- 
Soviet Tatarstan.”

James Weaver (Islamic studies/URPP Asia 
and Europe) and Ulrich Rudolph (Islamic 
studies/URPP Asia and Europe) received a 
three year funding from the Swiss National 
Science Foundation for their reseach proj-
ect “Organising disagreement in the Long 
Ninth Century: On the Use of the Term 
‘Khtilaf’ in the Abbasid Period,” starting in 
October 2013.

Miriam Wenner (geography/URPP Asia and 
Europe) was awarded a Doc.Mobility fel-
lowship from the Swiss National Science 
Foundation for a reseach stay at the Uni-
versity of Oxford from October 2013 to Sep-
tember 2014. 

Yue Zhuang (architectural history/URPP 
Asia and Europe) was awarded a four-year 
Marie Curie Career Integration Grant for 
her research project “Entangled Histories 
of Nature in the Landscape Discourses of 
Early Modern China and Europe.” 
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Cultural Materiality: Concepts at stake 
in Comparative Manuscript Studies
Lectures Series Spring Semester 2014
Organization: Dr. Lisa Indraccolo, Dr. James Weaver, 
and Phillip Lasater, M.Div.

March 26, 2014, 18:15–20:00, Guest Lecture

The Text of the Hebrew Bible from the Dead Sea 
Scrolls to the Medieval Codex
Dr. Michael Segal, Hebrew University of Jerusalem
Location: URPP Asia and Europe, Room WIE F-07, Wie-
senstrasse 7/9, 8008 Zurich

April 9, 2014, 18:15–20:00, Guest Lecture

Die Hebräische Bibel als schriftgelehrte Traditions-
literatur: Materiale Aspekte ihrer Entstehung

Prof. Dr. Konrad Schmid, University of Zurich
Location: URPP Asia and Europe, Room WIE F-07, Wie-
senstrasse 7/9, 8008 Zurich

May 7, 2014, 18:15–20:00, Guest Lecture

Reading Scribal Culture in the Manuscripts of the 
Cairo Geniza
Dr. Esther-Miriam Wagner, Woolfe Institute, Univer-
sity of Cambridge
Location: URPP Asia and Europe, Room WIE F-07, Wie-
senstrasse 7/9, 8008 Zurich

May 15, 2014, 18:15–20:00, Guest Lecture

On the Media and Malleability of Early Chinese Writings
Dr. Paul Nicholas Vogt, University of Heidelberg
Location: URPP Asia and Europe, Room WIE F-07, Wie-
senstrasse 7/9, 8008 Zurich

May 21, 2014, 18:15–20:00, Guest Lecture

Moulding the Past: Writing, Text and Memory in 
Early Chinese Manuscripts
Rens Krijgsman, Ph.D. candidate, University of Oxford
Location: URPP Asia and Europe, Room WIE F-07, Wie-
senstrasse 7/9, 8008 Zurich

June 5, 2014, 18:15–20:00, Guest Lecture

TBA
Prof. Dr. Andreas Kaplony, Ludwig Maximilian Univer-
sity of Munich
Location: URPP Asia and Europe, Room WIE F-07, Wie-
senstrasse 7/9, 8008 Zurich

June 11, 2014, 14:00–18:00, Guest Lecture

Final Roundtable
Guest lectures by Prof. Dr. Michael Friedrich, Centre 
for the Studies of Manuscript Culture, University of 
Hamburg (“Manuscript Cultures in Comparison: Some 
Preliminary Suggestions”), and Prof. Dr. Matthias L. 
Richter, University of Colorado at Boulder (“Textual 
Fluidity and Means of Securing Textual Identity in 
Early Chinese Manuscripts”)
Location: University of Zurich, Main Building, Room 
KOL E-13, Rämistrasse 71, 8006 Zurich

May 14, 2014, 18:15–22:00, Guest Lecture, followed 
by Screening of the Documentary “Bored in Heaven”

Ritual Revolutions and Parallel Uni-
verses: The Chinese Temple Network 
from Putian to Southeast Asia
Prof. Dr. Kenneth Dean, McGill University
Location: Ethnographic Museum, Pelikanstrasse 40, 
8001 Zurich
Organization: Prof. Dr. Andrea Riemenschnitter, Prof. 
Dr. Mareile Flitsch, and Prof. Dr. Angelika Malinar
A cooperation between the URPP Asia and Europe, 
the Institute of Asian and Oriental Studies, and the 
Ethnographic Museum

July 23–26, 2014, Conference

23rd European Conference on South 
Asian Studies (ECSAS)
Location: University of Zurich, Irchel Campus, Winter-
thurerstrasse 190, 8057 Zurich
Convenors: Prof. Dr. Ulrike Müller-Böker, Department 
of Geography, and Prof. Dr. Angelika Malinar, Insti-
tute of Asian and Oriental Studies – Indian Studies
A cooperation between the Department of Geogra-
phy, the Institute of Asian and Oriental Studies and 
the URPP Asia and Europe

August 27–29, 2014, Conference

The Gongsunlongzi – and Other 
Negtected Texts
Location to be announced
Convenors: Dr. Lisa Indraccolo and Dr. Rafael Suter
Organization: URPP Asia and Europe
Registration required: lisa.indraccolo@uzh.ch

September 10–11, 2014, Workshop

Concepts of Concept: Perspectives 
across Languages, Cultures and Dis-
ciplines
Location to be announced
Organization: Prof. Dr. Wolfgang Behr, Dr. Henning 
Trüper, and Dr. Ralph Weber
Organization: URPP Asia and Europe
Registration required: ralph.weber@uzh.ch

October 24–25, 2014, Workshop

Social Movements in Theory and in 
Practice: Concepts and Experiences 
from Different Regional Contexts

Events 2014 Junior Scholars

With the last Fall semester, several 
doctoral candidates and a postdoc 
took up their research at the URPP:

Monika Amsler, M.A. (study of religions)
Concepts of Sickness, Prevention and 
Health in the Babylonian Talmud

Sofia Bollo, M.A. (East Asian Art History)
Chinese Cultures on Display: A Com-
parative Study on Chinese and Euro-
pean Oriental Art Museums and 
their Narratives on the Origin of Chi-
nese Civilisation

Thiruni Kelegama, M.A. (geography)
Contested Spaces: An Examination of 
State Sponsored Colonisation 
Schemes in Sri Lanka

Dr. Aymon Kreil (anthropology)
“Chaos” in Cairo: The Insecurity  
Discourse in Post-Revolutionary 
Egypt

Ayaka Löschke, M.A. (Japanese studies)
A Sociological Analysis of the Japa-
nese Anti-Nuclear Movement after 
the Reactor Accident of Fukushima: 
The Example of the Mother Network 
“National Network of Parents to Pro-
tect Children from Radiation”

Nathalie Marseglia, lic. phil. (social 
and cultural anthropology)

Ningen Kokuhō and Les Maîtres d’Art: 
A Cross-Cultural Comparison of Na-
tional Policies Concerning the Safe-
guarding of Traditional Craftsmanship

Christoph Mittmann, M.A. (Japanese 
studies)

Yamagata Bantō’s Yume no shiro: 
An Attempt to Reorganize the 
Knowledge Available to Japan

New Staff Members

Dr. Yasmine Berriane (political sociol-
ogy) took up the position of a senior 
teaching and research associate and 
coordinator of Research Field 3: Norms 
and Social Order(s), in November 2013. 
In 2008 Dr. Berriane received her doc-
torate at the Institut d’études poli-
tiques in Paris. Before joining the 
URPP Asia and Europe, she was an 
academic associate at the Zentrum 
Moderner Orient (ZMO) in Berlin.

In January 2014, PD Dr. Simone Müller 
(Japanese Studies) became executive 
manager of the URPP Asia and Europe. 
She received her doctorate in 2004 
and her habilitation in 2012, both in 
Japanese Studies at the University of 
Zurich. Since 2008, she has also been a 
senior teaching and research associate 
at the Institute of Asian and Oriental 
Studies, University of Zurich.

Location to be announced
A cooperation between the URPP Asia and Europe and 
the Centre for African Studies Basel 
Registration required: yasmine.berriane@uzh.ch

November 6–8, 2014, Annual Conference of the URPP 
Asia and Europe

Asia and Europe in Translation:  
Interdisciplinary Perspectives
Location: Ethnographic Museum, Pelikanstrasse 40, 
8001 Zurich
Organization: Research Field 2, URPP Asia and Europe 
Registration required: julia.orell@uzh.ch


