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The Desire to Translate and the
Desire in Translation:
“Chinese” Feminism and
Nationalism in Ma Jun-wu’s
Translation of ‘The Rights of
Women’

Jen-peng Liu

Abstract

This paper analyzes Ma Jun-wu’s (1881-1940) 1902 translation of Herbert
Spencer’s “The Rights of Women.” It demonstrates the importance of the
translation of the universalizing discourse of "The Rights of Women" to early
20" century nationalist intellectuals in their discursive construction of a
Chinese postcolonial modernity. I investigate the layered postcolonial politics
of translation involved as early 20th century intellectuals used the translation of
a western, male-authored rights-based feminist discourse to invent a language
that could articulate claims to a Chinese modernity. I attempt to delineate those

places and moments in the translated texts, where imperial, national and



colonial identifications and desires are refracted through already unequal
displacements and movements between two languages. I note the interweaving
and complex power structurations that transpire between gender and ethnic
nationalism, and in particular how a discourse on the rights of women, when
travelling between male writing positionalities of differential (national, ethnic)
power, will easily transport various problematic gender and colonial identity
relations.

We can discern this complexity through Ma’s translation, for example, of
the English words such as “we,” “us,” and “our own,” as appeared in Spencer’s
original articles, into “fan-shih jen-lei,” (“all human beings™) or even “Wuo-
kuo” (“our nation”) in Chinese. Such renderings of English philosophical
writings surely arise from a historical moment when imperialism and
colonization posed an imminent threat to “our nation.” The implications of such
theory-travel or translations must be re-examined in historical terms.

Recent work in postcolonial studies has provided a viable framework for
the rethinking of the problem of language and translation. In order to gain an
analytic understanding of topics such as the politics of translation and the
representation of “Chinese Feminism,” or the effects of reflection and refraction
in the act of reading, we will re-examine the imperial desires in which the
project of nation building and the search for (belated) modernization eventually
become the ideological consensus in China during the late 19th and early 20th

centuries.

Key Words: The Rights of Women, Feminism, Ma Jun-wu, Herbert Spencer,

Nationalism
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That a people’s condition may be judged by the treatment which
women receive under it, is a remark that has become almost trite.
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and the unhealthy social arrangements implied by it, most persons do
not see that the same connection between political and domestic
oppression exists in this England of ours at the present hour, and that
in as far as our laws and customs violate the rights of humanity by
giving the richer classes power over the poorer, in so far do they
similarly violate those rights by giving the stronger sex power over
the weaker. Yet, looking at the matter apart from prejudice, and
considering all institutions to be, as they are, products of the popular
character, we cannot avoid confessing that such must be the case.
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There are many who hold that the obedience of one human being to

another is proper, virtuous, praiseworthy.
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There are many to whose moral sense command is not repugnant.
There are many who think the subjection of the weaker sex to the
stronger legitimate and beneficial.
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It matters not, in point of principle, whether such domination is entire or

partial. To whatever extent the will of the one is overborne by the will of

the other, to that extent the parties are tyrant and slave.
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Or, putting the question practically, it is required to determine by some
logical method, whether the Turk is justified in plunging an offending
Circassian into the Bosphorus? whether the rights of women were violated
by that Athenian law, which allowed a citizen under certain circumstances

to sell his daughter or sister? Whether our own statute, which permits a

man to beat his wife in moderation, and to imprison her in any room in his
house, is morally defensible? Whether it is equitable that a married woman
should be incapable of holding property?
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