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Gu Hongming’s Eccentric Chi nese Odyssey
Chunmei Du
PHILADELPHIA: UNIVERSITY OF PENNSYLVANIA PRESS, 2019. 251 PP.

This book guides us through Gu Hongming’s eccen tric odys sey with exten sive 
read ings of rich his tor i cal, archi val, and lit er ary mate ri als, as well as newly dis
cov ered doc u ments. A sub stan tial con tri bu tion to late Qing intel lec tual his tory 
and glob al iza tion in the early twen ti eth cen tury, Du Chunmei’s 杜春媚 book 
is the first com pre hen sive study of Gu Hongming 辜鴻銘 (Ku Hungming, 
1857–1928). Most stud ies on the late Qing period focus on Kang Youwei 康有為 
(1858–1927), Liang Qichao 梁啟超 (1873–1929), and Yan Fu 嚴復 (1854–1921). Gu 
Hongming is com par a tively much less stud ied. Yet Gu Hongming’s con tro ver sial 
per sonal jour ney and phil o soph i cal pur suits are worth study ing. Du’s study turns 
a com mon nar ra tive of Eastern adap ta tion of Western knowl edge at the turn of 
the cen tury on its head. Rather than focus ing on the East’s recep tion of Western 
democ racy, moder nity, and sci ence, Du’s study high lights the West’s adap ta tion 
of Oriental mys ti cism after World War I. Du’s read ing of Gu Hongming adds 
nuance to the often oversimplified East/West binary, offer ing new insight into the 
com plex pro cess of cul tural exchange at this early stage of glob al iza tion.

Throughout her study Du explores sev eral inter re lated top ics: Orientalism, 
nation al ism ver sus dias pora/trans na tion al ism, the mak ing of Gu’s life/fig ure/ 
work, and Chineseness/iden tity.

Orientalism: Using this post co lo nial lens, Du Chunmei’s ren der ing of Gu 
Hongming chal lenges existing mod els of both Orientalism and Occi den tal ism. 
Du illus trates Gu Hongming’s atyp i cal brand of “dou ble Othering,” in which he 
“projected an ideal image of Chi nese civ i li za tion based on an antith e sis of what 
he per ceived as mod ern Western civ i li za tion” (44). Gu, both famil iar and for eign 
to the East and West, was nei ther purely selfOrientalizing nor Occidentalizing. 
Unlike Western Orientalists who treat the East as racially or cul tur ally other, or 
Chi nese inter pret ers of the West who frame every thing in Chi nese terms, Gu 
pro moted Chi nese Con fu cian ism in Western terms. Through Gu’s exam ple, Du 
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shows us that, far from being a binary, the East and West are defined and imag
ined together. Like many Chi nese diasporic intel lec tu als, Gu did not sim ply pro
ject a Westernimag ined East or cre ate an Oriental ver sion of the West. Instead, 
he par tic i pated in and con trib uted to a com plex pro cess of global inter ac tion and 
coimagination.

Nationalism ver sus dias pora/trans na tion al ism: Furthering its resis tance of 
stark bina ries, this book por trays an intri cate, fluid rela tion ship between the ideas 
of nation al ism and dias pora. Gu is both a welledu cated, Westerntrained scholar 
and a nation al ist who advo cates for Con fu cian ism and the feu dal ist Chi nese tra
di tion. Born in Penang, Brit ish Malaya, and raised in Scotland, Gu had plenty 
of diasporic expe ri ence and yet embod ied the old Chi nese tra di tion. Du’s work 
breaks down the binary of nation al ism and dias pora/trans na tion al ism, which I 
explain fur ther below.

The mak ing of Gu’s life/fig ure/work: In Du’s words, Gu was one of those 
nonWestern intel lec tu als who “had to rec on cile their national iden tity and cos
mo pol i tan world views, and they oper ated in truly global set tings beyond local or 
national envi ron ments” (65). As a trans la tor of Con fu cian clas sics, he interpreted 
Con fu cian ism and ren dered its phil o soph i cal ideas in a way that he believed to 
appeal to the West. Well versed in both Western lit er a tures and Con fu cian ism, 
Gu was  able to make a cul tural shift away from Sinophobia by bring ing in new 
per spec tives to the images that were com monly interpreted as back ward, like the 
Chi nese coo lie, the mon arch, and Con fu cian ism.

Chineseness/iden tity: Gu’s story not only sheds light on the flu id ity of iden
tity for ma tion but also chal lenges the bound aries of Chineseness. The Chine
seness that Gu put on pub lic dis play was not one that was “true.” It was imag
ined, and based on him self as a cre a tive coun ter part to his own per cep tion of 
the West. Meanwhile, many fea tures of his back ground call his Chineseness itself 
into ques tion. He had a back ground in Europe, and he was a colo nial sub ject 
born in Peneng, a dis tant rel a tive of a mid dleclass Scot tish fam ily. Traversing 
between East and West and past and pres ent, Gu Hongming “could not be con
tained within the geo graphic and con cep tual bound aries reserved for the non
white,” argues Du (119).

To dis cuss these ques tions by trac ing Gu’s life and phi los o phy, Du divi des the 
book into two parts. In part 1 she adopts an intel lec tualhis tory approach to Gu’s 
writ ings and con ser va tism. She calls Gu Hongming a major spokes man for Chi
nese tra di tions in the world, who not only defends and pop u lar izes Con fu cian ism 
but also intro duces the tra di tional way of Chi nese life to Western audi ence. Part 
1 con sists of the first four chap ters and the rest make up part 2. Part 2 com bines 
his tor i cal, lit er ary, and psy cho log i cal inter pre ta tion to Gu’s eccen tric behav iors, 
psy cho log i cal jour ney, iden tity trans for ma tion, and sym bolic per for mances.
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In chap ter 1 “An Inscrutable Eccentric,” Du intro duces the biographical sketch 
of Gu Hongming, and high lights how Gu’s life and ideas chal lenge the schol arly 
con sen sus of his time, which was dom i nated by indus trial power, util i tar ian val
ues, and impe ri al ist expan sion. Du under scores the major objec tives of her study: 
to give read ings of Gu’s iden tity trans for ma tion and raise new ques tions about the 
man, such as his racial back ground and psy cho log i cal world. Most impor tant, 
she intro duces the lens of “trick ster” to rein ter pret Gu’s eccen tric ity. By read ing 
Gu as a trick stersage per sona who performed eccen tric ity to cri tique Western 
civ i li za tion, Du brings new per spec tives to Gu’s iden tity trans for ma tion and his 
eccen tric behav iors.

In chap ter 2, “In Search of the Spirit of the Chi nese People,” Du points out 
that Gu’s ideology, “deeply rooted in the nineteenthcen tury Western Roman
tic and con ser va tive move ments” (30), was rare in China yet not uncom mon in 
postNapoleonic Europe. Therefore, Du sug gests read ing Gu as an epit ome of 
Euro pean con ser va tives. Du departs from existing schol ar ship which places Gu  
as an ultra con ser va tive who com pletely supported every thing old and disregarded 
every thing new. By doing so, Du inter prets a dynamic rela tion ship between Chi
nese con ser va tism and the West. To Du, “com bin ing Romantic cri tiques of mod
ern ism and con ser va tive reac tions to rad i cal ism” (30), Gu Hongming con trib uted 
to build ing a hybrid model of the East and West.

Chapter 3, “The Rise of a Spokesman from the East,” pres ents Gu as a suc cess
ful cul tural infor mant in the West whose phi los o phy was well received among 
Euro pean cul tural elites as a pos si ble solu tion to their cul tural cri sis after WWI. 
Able to rec on cile his national iden tity and cos mo pol i tan world views, Gu forged 
authen tic iden ti ties across national, ideo log i cal, and cul tural bor ders. For Du, 
this tal ent exemplifies Gu as a “cul tural amphib ian” who alter na tes between two 
worlds and chal lenged Western heg e monic dis courses on civ i li za tion dur ing his 
time.

Chapter 4, “Clash of Religions,” pro vi des a reli gious con text for how Gu’s the
sis on Con fu cian ism became pos si ble and sig nifi  cant. Du show cases Gu’s debates 
with mis sion ar ies and evan gel i cal lead ers in and out side China and his claim that 
the mis sion ary goal of moral ele va tion in China failed com pletely. Meanwhile, in 
the United States, many West ern ers turned toward Bud dhism and Oriental mys ti
cism fol low ing their spir i tual tur moil after WWI. The declin ing trust in Chris tian
ity made pos si ble Gu’s spir i tual East and Con fu cian ism as spir i tual alter na tives 
and cul tural reju ve na tion.

Turning to part 2, chap ter 5, “How an Imitation Western Man Became a Chi
na man Again,” takes read ers through Gu’s early Euro pean expe ri ence and his 
iden tity con ver sion tra jec tory from a diasporic sub ject to Chi nese. Gu’s grow
ing up and train ing belong to a con ven tional path of “diasporic Chi nese pro fes
sion als,” yet unique due to his Scot tish ness, espe cially because Scotland has an 
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ambiv a lent and mar ginal rela tion ship to the main stream of what we per ceive as 
“Western civ i li za tion.” Through close read ings of newly dis cov ered doc u ments, 
Du pro vi des pos si ble rea sons for Gu’s iden tity trans for ma tion, includ ing his trou
bling early expe ri ence and over whelm ing national humil i a tion. Du sug gests Gu’s 
iden tity jour ney involved more than his per for ma tive regrowth of a queue; rather, 
his search for iden tity was an unceas ing strug gle all  his life.

Chapter 6, “Projections on a Chi nese Screen,” and chap ter 7, “To Reverence the 
King,” offer beau ti ful read ings of the per sonal and tex tual inter ac tions between 
Gu and two Brit ish authors who trav eled to the East: W. Somerset Maugham and 
Edmund Backhouse. Du dem on strates the heavily ste reo typ i cal “Chinamen” and 
“Yellow Peril” nar ra tives in Maugham’s works and claims that Gu used Maugham 
as a venue to express “his repressed and displaced attach ment to the West” (126). 
While show ing Gu and Backhouse’s inter ac tions, Du pres ents Gu’s defense of the 
empress dow a ger and Chi nese women against Vic to rian dis courses of the time. 
Since Gu defended women with bound feet, con cu bines, and sing song girls in 
China to the Western world, he could be read ily seen as some one sell ing Oriental 
exot i cism to a Western audi ence. But Du argues for a diff er ent read ing: shift
ing Gu from an objec ti fied vic tim to a per former playing an Oriental “luna tic” 
against the mod ern Western civ i li za tion, Du sees Gu as an exam ple of reverse 
Orientalism and selfexot i cism.

Chapter 8, “A Trickster’s Trip on a Möbius Strip,” con cludes the book by 
revisiting Gu’s inscru ta ble eccen tric ity as per ceived in pre vi ous schol ar ship and 
rein ter prets his eccen tric behav iors as “inten tional and sym bolic per for mances” 
(158). This read ing bet ter con trib utes to the under stand ing of “fluid, hybrid, and 
mul ti fac eted natures of Chi nese diasporic expe ri ences like Gu’s” (161). Du’s study 
pres ents the complexities of Gu’s iden tity trans for ma tion, which in turn chal
lenges the bound aries of Chineseness. His iden tity trans for ma tion, after all , is 
“inher ently hybrid and WesternEastern at all  times” (169).

MELODY YUNZI LI
University of Houston

MELODY YUNZI LI  is assis tant pro fes sor of Chi nese stud ies at the University of Houston. She 
holds a PhD in com par a tive lit er a ture from Washington University in St. Louis. Her research 
inter ests include Asian dias pora lit er a ture, mod ern Chi nese lit er a ture and cul ture, migra
tion stud ies, trans la tion stud ies, and cul tural iden ti ties. She has published in such jour nals as 
Pacific Coast Philology, Telos, Humanities, and Brit ish Journal of Chi nese Studies.


