Introduction

In a letter to a friend, the e[eventh—cenrury Song dynasry Chinese states-
man and poet Su Shi (1037-1101) tells of a story he has heard on the subject
of infanticide. Su Shi’s acquaintance has described to him the birth cus-
toms in one rural part of what is now Hubei Province: “As a rule, common
folk there raise only two sons and one daughter. Anything beyond this,
they kill. In particular, they don’t want daughter&. Because of this, there are
few women and many old men withour wives among the peop]e.” Su Shi
continues his acquaintance’s description of how infanticide is usually car-
ried out: “The newborn child is drowned in cold water. Its own parents
cannot bear it, so they usually close their eyes and turn their faces away.
With their hands they press it down into the water bucket. After mewling
for a while, it dies.” The physical immediacy of this terse description leaps
across the centuries and hits us hard. The water is cold, not merely repid.
Most of us have held or at least seen a newborn—such a tiny, delicate rhing—
and could never imagine what it would take to drown an infant with our
own two hands. The he[plessness of the newborn child in Su Shi’s letter is
ampliﬁed by the tiny, indistinct sounds it makes before d}'ing. The d.escrip4
tion in Su Shi’s letter—that the patrents cannot bear it and must close their
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eyes, turning their faces away—resonates with our most basic human in-
stincts. When Su Shi heard this story, he writes, “1 felt miserable. I could
not eat.” His dejection is ours, melancholy shared.!

When I tell people my book is about the history of female infanticide in
China, they usuaiiy widen their eyes and commiserate with me on what
must be a depressing topic of study. By its very nature, infanticide is serious
and compeiiing, but the challenge it poses for the historian stems less from
its bleakness than from the taken—for—granted contours of its practice, per-
sistence and meaning. Without yet having read this book, many readers
will ait’ead‘},r associate the practice of female infanticide with China, or Asia
more generaily, based upon a steady stream of media reports about the severe
sex ratio imbalances found in societies there.? Researchers have calculated
an average sex ratio at birth in China of 118.06 males to 100 females, based
on national census data from 2010, in comparison to ratios in industrial-
ized countries from 103 to 107 males for every 100 females.? The magnitude
of this imbalance has been attributed to a number of compounding factors,
both new and old. Perhaps the most signiﬁcant is the widespread use of
modern technology in the form of ultrasound equipment tor fetal sex iden-
tification and sex-selective abortion* Another complicating factor is China’s
One-Child policy, first announced in 1979, which, with a number of
changing exceptions, has allowed urban coupies of Han eti'inicit'},r to have
oniy one child.” However, these recent technoiogicai and poiiticai innova-
tions have mereiy ampiiﬁed the effects of a iong—standing societal preference
for sons, derived from a traditional Confucian value system that still iingers
in protean form.

Whether in its present or past, China seems to have maintained an ex-
ceptionai relationship with the practice of female infanticide, one that has
been continualiy reinforced thrc-ugh contemporary media reports and his-
torical studies. Forty years ago, historian William Langer remarked that
infanticide was “often held up to school-children as an abomination prac-
ticed ]::-y the Chinese or other Asians,” and mostiy neglected in Western
history.® Things have not changed much today. When I ask undergraduates
in my Chinese history courses to list everything they know about China on
the first day of class, rareiy has a group failed to mention the practice of
female infanticide. This result would be difficult to imagine in any other
kind of histor}' COurse, even though we can easiiy find exampies of infanti-
cide throughout Western history, from ancient Greece and Rome to medi-
eval and early modern Europe to modern Britain, France, Germany and
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the United States.” Anthropologists who have researched infanticide among
primates have gone 5o far as to suggest that it has evolved as a buman cop-
ing mechanism of maternal stress, not tied to any one culrure.® Yet few ever
learn, for exampl.e, that Great Britain suffered from its own infanticide panic
in the mid-nineteenth century, fueled [argely ]:)y concerns about moral dis-
order on the part ofserving women in the lower classes, who were driven by
shame or straitened circumstances to kill their illegirimare children.? Infan-
ticide remains for most pe,ople a historical curiosity when it occurs in West-
ern societies, not one of its historical fixtures, as it has been imagined for
Chinese society. W hat accounts for this selective forgetting and collective
remembering?

'This book attempts to answer thart question b}' breal{ing down the natu-
ralized and eternal relarionship between female infanticide and Chinese
culture and reconstructing that association instead as a product of histori-
cal processes of the nineteenth century. It takes as its exp[icir focus the
changing perception of female infanticide in Chinese hisrory, rather than its
practice. Wh}' make such a distinction in the first place, and why focus on
the former, not the latter? There are two reasons for this choice, one prag-
matic and one phi[osophica[. The pragmatic reason for frarning this book
asa stndy of the perception of female infanticide in Chinese hfstory is that
this is the story that available historical sources are most prep:tred to tell. In
spite of his sadness, Su Shi, like so many other Chinese male elites, had
never himself witnessed an act of infanticide and had nothfng in the way of
firsthand experience of the social phenomenon he was so driven to write
about. This was because female infanticide in late imperia[ China most of-
ten took p[ace in the initial moments after the sex of the child was deter-
mined at birth, within the closed confines of the Family and the even more
n:trrowly constrained female sphere of childbirth. As a hidden social prac-
tice, it is almost never addressed in written sources by those who were most
direcrly involved in its practice: mothers, midwives, mothers-in-law or
other female relations. Ir is quite rare to find detailed records of actual cases
of female infanticide in China I'nvolv'lng real, historical persons; instead, we
havea plethom of secondhand evidence that reveals much more about gen-
eral artitudes and perceptions of infanticide on the part of the men (and it
was almost a[ways men, whether Chinese or foreign) who were doing the
writing.

Bur there is an even more cc-mpelling phif.osophical reason to study the
shifting pefceptions of infanticide in Chinese history, rather than conceiving
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of it as a coherent practice. This is the c-niy way to disrupt familiar, shop-
worn narratives about the continuity of female victimhood in China from
the premodern era to the present, and to introduce the possibiiity of histori-
cal change. Without diminishing the seriousness of the probiem of excess
female mortality in either the Chinese present or past, I want to reframe our
understanding of this issue and widen the space between an infant giri’s
birth and death, so that this moment encompasses more than mere expres-
sions of condemnation and regret. Existing historical studies of female in-
fanticide, shaped in no small part b}' our contemporary understanding of
the prc-biern as a matter of victim gender and enumeration, tend to pose two
questions: Why have girls been the primary victims of infanticide in China?
And what has been the prevalence of female infanticide there? Although
answers to both questions are essential for a basic understanding of female
infanticide in Chinese history and require more elaboration in the follow-
ing text, they also tend to underscore the identification of the probiern as an
unchanging cultural phenomenon, arising out of gender bias or proi:ound
parentai indifference.

Historical studies that explain why girls were the primary victims of in-
fanticide reinforce the idea of an unbroken iineage of anrifemale atritudes
in China, from the earliest dynasties to the present day.m Typically, such
surveys open with lines from eariy canonical texts such as the Sb{g'f'ﬁg (ca.
1000—600 BCE), a book of odes that contains a stanza ceiebrating the birth
of a son while denigrating the birth of a daughter, or Han Feizi (ca. 280-233
ECE), a classic of poiiticai phiiosophy that includes the first Chinese histori-
cal reference to the practice of kiiiing a daughter." These lines demonstrate
the iong—standing 1_1nt:iesirai:iiiit],r of a daughter as opposed to a son in the
eariy records of Chinese history, prompting treatment ranging from generai
negiect to intentional death. A brisk march through other textual refer-
ences from subsequent dynasties often follows, with few distinctions made
along the way between past and present practices. At times, the span of
more than two millennia may OCCUpY No more space than a singie footnote,
invoking references to female infanticide from both the third-century BcE
Han Feizi and a 1983 news story taken straight from the headlines of the
People’s Dai{;#.'z

Broadiy speaking, the pre\'aience of female infanticide in these studies is
ascribed to the Confucian stress on the importance of having a son, which
has manifested itselfin a variety of\vays. The well-worn Chinese phrase “to
piace emphasis on men and to slight women” [zﬁ;aﬁgmzﬁ qz’rxgm'i:l serves as
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shorthand for this pervasive system of patriarchal and hierarchical gender
notions. One of the central conhcepts of Confucian filial behavior was the
continuance of the family line through male progeny. Sons would remain in
the natal home, supporting parents in their old age and observing the proper
mourhing rituals after their death. A daughter, on the other hand, was in this
schema nc-thing bur a financial and emotional burden. Even raising her to
maturity required using a i:amiiy’s scarce resources, to say nothing of the
bridal dowry she would need upon marriage, when she would leave her natal
home for good to join her new husband’s f;lrniij-r.15 Within this nexus of gen-
der hiemrchy and economic pressures, late imperiai Chinese families faced
with the birth of an unwanted daughter often opteci for the nearest and

most efficacious of solutions—a bucket of cold water, as Su Shi describes.

Yer if we look to the past without priviieging infant sex as the primary
reason for infanticide in China, we can see that in earlier dynasties, such as
the Han (206 BcE—220 cE), there was a wide range of reasons for infanti-
cide, inciuding inauspicious births or deformiries, Famiiy circumstances,
general poverty and, indeed, infant sex." During the Song dynasty (960—
1279), economic reasons, such as general poverty and excessive head taxes,
were still most cc-mmonly cited for not raising both giris and boys.'r’ An
infant’s sex seems to have become the definitive motive for infanticide in
China only by the late imperial period, or the Ming (1368-1644) and Qing
(1644—1911) dynasties, when female infanticide seems to have predominated
and male infanticide was discussed Dnly as a rare exception to the rule.'®
This transformation over the millennia is borne out by changes in Chinese
terminology for infanticide. In the Han dynasty, the most common Chi-
nese terms referred to the non-gender-specific abandonment of children,
including “to cast out/abandon an infant” (qr' yin ), “to not raise a child”
(b Ju zi) or “to not care for a child” (b« yang zi)."7 These broad terms en-
Compassed behaviors that might lead to infant death but did not necessarii}r
indicate the act of l{iiiing itself, which was referred to expiicirly by the less
common term, " to kill a child” (sha =zi). Up through the Song dynasty, the
term “to not raise a child” (Euju zi) was still most commoniy used.'® By the
Qing c[ynasry, however, the most cc-mmonly used term for infanticide was
“to drown girls” (né ni#i), which speciﬁed not oni}' the sex of the victim but
also the method of disposai.

Demogmphic studies, which attempt to determine the incidence of fe-
male infanticide within speciﬁc Chinese popuiations, comprise a second
common historical approach to the problem. We need to recognize first of
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all that caleul:tting the rate of infanticide for any population, let alone a
historical one, is neither easy nor precise. As a hidden demographfc event,
which most societies do not openly record, the incidence of infanticide can
be approached only through indirect methods. In one of the most extensive
studies of the prevalence of infanticide in late imperial China, James Lee
and Cameron Campbeﬂ draw upon the vital statistics from some 80,000
individuals found in the household registries of one vi[[age in Liaoning
Province, all descendants of the Qing military-administrative banner sys-
tem and estimate that “between one-fifth and one-quarter of all girls born”
there from 1774 to 1873 were victims of infanticide.” In a separate study,
Lee and his col[eagues estimate that “as many as one-tenth of daughters”
were killed in the Qing imperial lineage in Beijing from 1700 to 1840.™ As
Lee and his coauthors elsewhere note, these are “indirect estimates from
incomplete data,” rely'lng on extmpolatfons using models developed for Fu-
ropean populations.z' Nonetheless, they conclude that infanticide in late
imperial China was a rational form of postnatal Family pl:mning, which,
a[ongside a variety of other active strategies for Fert'llity control, serves to
debunk Malthusian notions of unchecked Chinese population growth.*

In the absence of other historical contexts, however, their estimates in-
at:h-'erteﬂtljyr reinforce the notion of late I'mperfal Chinese parents as barbari-
cally indifferent toward their own c-ﬂ:spring, an attitude another scholar has
described as “rational to the point of being ruthless.”? To lend some pers-
pective to these estimated rates of infanticide in China, it is helpful to
compare them with estimated historic rates in other world regions. ﬁlthough
contemporaneous Buropean and American rates of infanticide were almost
certainly lower than the estimated rates for these Chinese populations,
neither was the practice unknown.* Indeed, Thomas Coram established
London’s first foundling hospital in the mideeighteenth century “to prevent
the ﬁ'eq_uent murders of poor miserable infants at their birth” and “to sup-
press the inhuman custom of exposing new-born infants to perish in the
streets.”?

Although rates of infanticide were probably lower in Europe, rates of new-
born abandonment there were still shockingly high. John Boswell’s ground-
breaking study of the history of child abandonment in Western Europe
makes clear just how widely this related practice occurred. In eighteeﬂth—
century France, the average rate of known abandonments in the city of
Toulouse mnged from 10 percent to 25 percent, and in Paris, it ranged from
20 percent to 30 percent. In Lyons, approximately one-third of all registered
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births resulted in abandonment. The fate of children in Italy was no less
a[arming: in eighteenth-century Milan, the rate of abandonment ranged
from 16 percent to 25 percent, and in early nineteenth-century Florence, the
rate of abandonment rose to a high of 43 percent of all regisrered births.2%
Although abandoning achild to a found[fng home may seem to us now less
ourward[y cruel than infanticide, it by no means guaranteed a child’s life.
In the absence of adequare nutrition and medical care in these institutions,
child mortality rates were extremely high. Thirty to forty percent of the
children in the St. Perersburg foundling hospiml, one of the best of its kind,
died within six weeks of arrival there, with fewer than a third reaching the
age of six. Of the 4,779 infants admitted to the Paris foundling hospital in
1818, a total of 2,370, or more than half, died in the first three months.*”
Certainl}r abandonment and infanticide are not the same practice, and one
could well argue that their rates should not be compared. But this is more
of a moral or phi[osophical issue reg:trding parental intent, and less of a
distinction with regard to ultimate outcomes for unwanted children.

What should strike the modern reader, then, is less the particular cruelty
or indifference of late imperial Chinese with regarc[ to their children than
the immensity of the social problem of unwanted children all over the world,
both in Europe and in China. The practices of infanticide and abandon-
ment can be understood, as Sarah Blaffer Hrdy suggests, as part of a spec-
trum of responses to deal with unwanted children, in eras without reliable
forms of contraception or abortion.”® It is safe to assume that the death of a
young child, under any circumstances, was a far more common event in
late imperial China and eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Europe than it
is to us. As William Langer has remarked, “Modern humanitarian senti-
ment makes it difficult to recapture the relarively detached attitude of the
parents towards their oﬂ:spring. Babies were looked upon as the unavoidable
result of normal sex relations, often as an undesirable burden rather than as
a blessing.”m Demographic exp[anations of infanticide alone, in other words,
can do little to illuminate its most critical human dimensions.

If we wish to move beyond an undifferentiated past of Chinese gender
discrimination and barbarity, then we need to frame our central question in
a radical, new way. Instead of raking the historical re[arionship between fe-
male infanticide and Chinese culture as a given, in this boolk I place it at the
very center of my investigation, asking, “_]usr when and how did female in-
fanticide become so Chinese?” What exactly do I mean by this? In the pages
thar follow, I argue that female infanticide became Chinese in the imperia[ist
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context of the late nineteenth century, when it was immutably transformed
from a local, moral, phiianthmpic issue into a cross-cultural, poiitical, scien-
tific issue of international concern. Female infanticide had been practiced in
China well before the nineteenth Century, of course, with Chinese historical
records to prove it. But never would those early observers have considered it
to be a Ltniqueiy Chinese prc-biern, somehow reﬂecting deficiencies peculiar
to Chinese culture. ﬂaroughout much of the Ming and Qing dynasties, fe-
male infanticide was perceived by Chinese male elites as a regrettable but
localized u*\ﬂ_tlgar custom” (fous), occurring in different parts of the empire
and particularly widespread in the provinces south of the Yangtze River.
Chinese sources were written for Chinese audiences, and by and iat'ge their
major purpose was one of persuasion, to urge others to refrain from kiiiing
their newborn children. This mode of understanding was oriented toward
local communities and local practices.

It was oniy in the mid-nineteenth Century, after China emerged battered
and bruised from its defeat at the hands of Great Britain in the Opium War
(1839—42), that female infanticide was reframed as a totemic cultural marker
of China writ iarge, in Western sources written primarily for Western audi-
ences. Western traders, dipic-rnats and missionaries, eager to come to China
for the gain of both proﬁts and souls, generated all manner of information
about the country and its inhabitants for foreign consumption, and often
referred in their writings to the Chinese practice of infanticide. Imperial
relationships of power in the nineteenth century meant that this mode of
understanding was inherentiy comparative, giving China its proper (infe-
rior) piace in the world civilizational pecicing order. Moreover, it was these
Western representations of the problem of female infanticide, rather than
Chinese interpretations, that would go global, shaping impressions of China
in the outside world. By the early twentieth century, the notion of infanti-
cide as a particuiar Chinese probiem had also spread within Chinese soci-
ety, embedded within a reformist discourse aiming to mitigate its negative
impact on the composition and size of the nation’s popuiation.

Within this framework of shift'lng perceptionis, one paoint bears repeat-
ing: nineteenti‘pcetntt_tr'},r Chinese did not require the tutelage of Westerners,
or what one contemporary author has called a “moral revolution,” to bring
about an understanding of the abhorrent nature of the practice of female
infanticide or to impiement institutional solutions to the probiem.""” Chi-

nese texts condemning the practice and phiianthropic agencies attempting
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to ameliorate it predated the arrival of Westerners in China by many centu-
ries. More significantly, almost every single extant late imperial Chinese
source on the subjecr of infanticide was written to urge others to refrain
from the pracrice.j' ‘This is not to say that all late imperial Chinese uni-
formly felt the practice was wrong; many Chinese obviously did commit
infanticide, regardless of what was written publicly abourt it. Still, it is impor-
tant not to leap to the conclusion, as did many nineteenth-century Western
writers, that the abundance of Chinese sources against infanticide should
be taken as evidence of its prevalence. ‘The abundance of nineteenrhacenmry
Chinese sources against infanticide indicates, first and foremost, precisel}r
just that: the publicly acceptable attitude toward infanticide, at least for
literate male elites, was one of condemnation, not approbarion. However
Widespread the incidence of female infanticide in China may have been in
practice, in other words, historical voices almost always spoke out against
it. Su Shi’s melancholy is an important part of the story.

Yer it is also undeniable that cross-cultural interactions with Western
texts and people in the nineteenth century played a ph‘otal role in changing
the nature of Chinese discourse on female infanticide, shifring it from a
concern with karmic rewards and retributions for individuals to a concern
with its effect on the national population. In other words, the lives and
bodies of newborn Chinese infant girls would come to mean somerhing
new and distinct in the early twentieth century when compared to the
nineteenth, and this shift did not occur in a cultural vacuum. Dipesh
Chakrabarry has described European rhought as both Ltim:l'1spe1'1s;1l:>1e and
inadequare” to explain the trajectories of varied modern histories in India,
and these acljectives apply equally well to the ﬂineteenth-century transfor-
mation of ideas about female infanticide in China.?? The effects of these
cross-cultural interactions, too, were varied—some were explosive and im-
mediate, and others were gmdual and piecemeal. At no time, however, were
nineteenrhecentur}r Chinese cultural interpreters only passive recipients
of Western influence; they engaged in acts of meaning-malcing in contra-
dfctory and unpredictable WAYS, selecting, adapting, adopting and vehe-
mently rejecting different Western notions related to the practice of female
infanticide.

Although the actual space between the birth and death of an unwanted
Chinese daughrer in the nineteenth Century may seem to us all too brief, the

meaning of that same short life could encompass yawning gaps in perception
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when refracted through the lenses of gender, culture, geography and reli-
gious beliefs. This book traces the shift in the perception of female infanti-
cide in China during the nineteenth century, as it moved from Chinese
historical contexts to Western ones, in what can be imagined as a series of
ever-wider concentric circles of concerned adults surrounding a Chinese
infant giri. When we expand our vision of female infanticide in Chinese
hisrory to encompass more than just the sex and number of its infant vic-
tims, we see that a newborn daughter was always surrounded by a wide ar-
ray of historical actors interested in her fate: the mother, midwife, mother-
in-law and other female neighbors or relations; male Chinese scholars and
officials; foreign missionaries, dipiomats and traders iivirlg in China and
even European schoolchildren half a world away.

In Chapter 1 we begin with the example of the woman Ye (1567-1659),
who drowned her first daughter irnrnediarely after birth, and consider the
various factors that influenced such a decision. Here, gender is used not
sirnpiy as a pretext for selecting female over male infant victims, but as a
category of anaiysis to examine the compiex and conﬂicting roles of many
different women, including the mother, midwife, mother-in-law, other fe-
male relations and even the ghost of the unwanted daughter herself, in de-
termining the outcome to this moral quandar}r.

Chapter 2 moves outward, to the circle of concerned Chinese men who
were not privy to the intimacies of the birth chamber but still advocated
the prevention of female infanticide in the wider pubiic, through phiian—
thropic endeavors within their communities. Female infanticide was most
frequently described in male-authored Chinese texts as a deplorable local
custom, and managed on a local or J:'E.gi.ﬂl’lal scale. Our guide in this chap—
ter is Yu Zhi (1804—74), a little-known country schoolteacher, who devoted
himself to the practice of gc-od works and the improvement of moral be-
havior at all levels of society. Exhorting one’s fellow man not to commit
female infanticide was but one small part of a rypical porrfolio of mid-
ninEreE:n1:i'1—r::en‘n.trj-r philanthropy, Especiaiiy in the aftermath of the Taip-
ing Rebellion (1850—64).

The next two chapters of the book derail how Western writings shaped
the perception among worldwide audiences that female infanticide was a
totemic marker of Chinese society. Chapter 3 examines the writings of West-
ern travelers, amateur scientists, dipiomats and missionaries, such as the
French Jesuit priest Gabriel Palatre (1830—78), who had no access to the in-
ner lives of Chinese families yet were intent on gathering different types of
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evidence regarding the prevaience of infanticide in China. The exact mean-
ing of such evidence, which notably included visceral encounters with dead
infant corpses, was hoti}' debated, since the precise cause of death could
never be discerned. Even when originai Chinese texts and images generared
by native male scholars were copied and translated for Western audiences as
authentic proof of infanticide, the resulting message had more to say about
the visual exoticism of Chinese culture and ianguage than about the social
practice of infanticide per se.

Chapter 4 takes the concern with Chinese infanticide to its widest global
audience, that of ninereenth—century Furo-American Catholic school-
children, who were galvanized into humanitarian action by the pontifical
charity the Oeuvre de la Sainte-Enfance (Hoiy Childhood Association). The
charity, which was originally established in 1843 to support overseas mission-
aries in their rescue and redemption of heathen Chinese children through
the sacrament of baptism, enjoined Catholic children around the world to
make reguiar contributions to aid this cause, deploying images and texts
that promoted the idea of widespread infanticide in China. The Sainte-
Enfance’s annual tally of infant souls saved was an important marker of the
growing worldwide success of the organization.

In the final chapter, Chapter 5, we consider the various consequences of
these different perceptions of female infanticide back on the grounci in China,
tracing their effects into the early twentieth century. On the one hand,
most nineteenth-century Chinese audiences staunchly opposed the claims
of Catholic missionaries who vied for the righr to gather and baprize un-
wanted Chinese children, accusing them instead of icicinapping and kiiiing
children for occult purposes. The most notorious episocie invoiving such
rumors was the Tianjin Massacre of 1870, where twenty fc-reigners, includ-
ing ten nuns, were killed by a rampaging Chinese mob convinced of their
mistreatment of children. The outright violence of the outcome, though,
has obscured the poiiricai stakes of the conflict: the Tianjin Massacre re-
vealed an eariy prc-t-}narionaiist stance on the issue of female infanticide
and unwanted children in China, articuiating a keen desire to find Chi-
nese, not fc-reign, solutions to these probiems. On the other hand, even as
many c-rdinary Chinese overtiy rejecred the presence of Western missionar-
ies and their reiigiou.s notions regarding the practice of infanticide in
China, other Chinese active in treaty ports gradually absorbed Western
secular ideas about science and women’s rights, adapring them to suit the
expectations and needs of Chinese audiences. These graduai adaptations,
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found in the pages of new nineteenth-century treaty port newspapers,
eventually paved the way for the widespread acceptance of population as
the scientific measure of the nation’s health and strengrh in the eariy twen-
tieth century, when the life of each giri child was seen as essential for Chi-
na’s survival as a nation on the international stage.

The overall trajectory of this nineteenth-century history of female infan-
ticide has much in common with that of other totemic markers of Chinese
culture, such as juciiciai torture, disease or footbinciing, which were fetishized
within Western texts and images as repuisive markers of Chinese barbariry,
grotesqueness or exoticism. Scholars have begun to historicize Western im-
pressions of these other social phenomena, interrogating their meahing,
representation and reprociucrion, thereb}' reconﬁguring their rhetorical
power. Timothy Brook, Jéréme Bourgon and Gregory Blue, for example,
have argued that the Qing judicial punishment of “lingering,” whereby a
condemned criminal was put to death, then dismembered and sliced into
pieces, should be understood as another kind of capitai punishment within
a fixed rahge ijudiciai procedures, rather than some extraordinary and
diabolical torture concocted by Oriental despors.55 Likewise, Larissa Hein-
rich has examined the trope of China as the “sick man of Asia,” ci.eraiiing
how Chinese images of smaiipox inoculation, among other exampies, ac-
quireci their own “afterlife” in their migration to a Western context, trans-
formed into etioiogicai proof and enduring as images of diseased Chinese
bodies.?* Dorothy Ko has argued that images of Chinese women’s unbound
feet, which circulated as phorographic curiosities of treaty port China in
the nineteenth century, were aiways airead}r inflected as grotesque for new
Western audiences, laden with meanings they never had for Chinese.®

All of these hyperbolic nineteenth-century Western impressions of Chi-
nese cultural practices shared the same corporeai space of the bociy, which,
as Brook and his coauthors suggest, has aiways been “the most emotionaily
compeiiing site of culrural difference.”®® Western impressions of the “Chi-
nese bociy”—as feminized, eroticized, weakened, diseased, impoverished,
tortured, insensible or iong—suﬂ"ering—iitemiiy toolk shape in photographs
and postcan:is marketed to foreign tourists in the nineteenth century, featur-
ing, for exampie, a woman's tiny, unbound foot, an opium smoker’s wasted
countenance or a torture victim's mutilated corpse.'i'? Niﬂetﬂenth—cel’ltul’y
foreign missionaries and travelers to China tried to ciepicr the infanticide in
a similar, corporeai way, invoicing the innocent, diminutive bodies of un-
wanted Chinese children, deserving of pity and in need of rescue.



INTRODUCTION 13

Compared to other phenomena, however, the problem of female infanti-
cide could never be so easily represented: at its heart it involves not bodies
but their unyielding absence. A newborn infant girl was one of the most
invisible members of late imperial Chinese society, by dint of both her gen-
der and her biological immaturity. Her existence could all too easily disap-
pear from both real life and the historical record. In the end, this is the
fundamental reason why writing a history of female infanticide in China is
at once such a delicate and difficult enterprise: how does one render the
outlines of a body that is barely seen or articulate the sound of a voice that
is barely heard? Nineteenth-century Chinese and Western advocates alike
tried their hardest to fill in this profbund gap by giving both voice and
form to unwanted female infants in numerous elaborate and imaginative
Ways, hoping to make their intended audiences sit up and take notice, to
see what was otherwise an invisible problem. In this bool, T suggest a rather
different apprc-ach, fo[lowing the example of Orpheus in chasing his elusive
Eurydice, the elemental shade. If we always fixate on the blank space at the
center, where we would most expect to find the missing daughters of Chi-
nese hisrory, we will never do more than mourn their absence. Only by
turning our attention away from the center can we ever hope to catch a
glimpse of their brief existence, reflected in the pale light of those who al-
ways surrounded them.

A note on the text: All references to a Chinese individual’s age in the fo[low'lng
pages are given in sui, numericaﬂy one year older than the Western equiva-

lent in years. All translations are my own, unless otherwise indicated.



