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Abstract

This research concerns the relations and tensions among the state as an institutional
public power, the people congregating as a collective, and private individuals. It
intends to investigate these relations through two land politics cases in the Socialist
Beijing, set against the historical background of the city and Chinese conceptual

contexts.

Suggesting certain similarities to public/private demarcation, the thesis starts with a
genealogy of the Chinese gong-si division, arguing the moral superiority of the
abstract ideas of gong over si; it argues that changing understandings of gong/public
and the intricate connections between various gong and si embodiments (i.e. state,
collective, family, individual) contribute — and in some ways constitutes -- politics.
Based on data acquired by archival work, in-depth interviews and literature reviews,
the thesis then grounds the issue into two empirical cases: the land ownership
nationalisation in the expansion of Tiananmen Square, and the struggles over
property in the Bell&Drum Towers area from the 1950s to 1970s. The thesis argues
that the significant power of the state, particularly the compulsory power to
expropriate land, depends on moral and political authority attained by its status as a
gong embodiment, is dependent on: its constant practice of constructing other bodies
such as family and individual as si embodiments; constructing private property and
private economy as flawed si; and also on its suppression of other public/gong
entities, especially the collective and the city. However, it also argues, challenges
from the private/si category and from other potential public/gong bodies always exist
too. This is reflected in private people’s strategic use of the normative gong in their
daily practices related to property and in many collective practices. It is the
divergence between gong and si and the simultaneous intimacy between them that

generates politics.
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Chapter 1 Introduction

1.1 Research Context

Inevitably, personal experience and political-social-cultural background have great
influence upon the academic interests of a researcher. For me, it is the Chinese
society where | grew up and my practice as an urban planner that shapes my specific

research focus.

Due to rapid urbanisation and economic development in the last three decades, there
has been extensive land expropriation in all Chinese cities. The first tide of the
expropriation targeted the rural area, not least in facilitating urban expansion. The
second wave was in the built-up downtown areas, usually in the guise of urban
regeneration schemes. This process is still going on now. By the power of land
expropriation and requisition, municipal governments obtained lands from dispersed
private owners and then sold or leased them to big estate developers’. This can be
seen as a kind of ‘privatisation’ or ‘reprivatisation’ parallel with the purportedly
neoliberal practice occurring in the UK since the 1980s.

It is worth noticing that in China, it is the state that enables and dominates the
ownership transfer. The Constitution of 1982 declared ‘land in the cities is owned by
the state’ although in practice people retain the right to ‘use’ land and to own
buildings?. This land ownership system is called gongyouzhi (public ownership
system) or guoyouzhi (state ownership system). The government’s dual roles as
landlord and land regulator have greatly facilitated its extensive intervention in land

use and the operation of land expropriation.

! Most of the developers are private, but there are also state-owned estate developing corporations but it is a
relatively late and rare practice.

2 And ‘land in the rural and suburban areas is owned by collectives except for those portions which belong to
the state in accordance with the law’. Constitution of the People’s Republic of China, Chapter 1, Article 10. The
current version was adopted in 1982, with further revisions in 1988, 1993, 1999, and 2004. And only the 2004
amendment version states citizens ‘lawful private property is inviolable’ but ‘The State may, in the public
interest and in accordance with law, expropriate or requisition private property for its use and shall make
compensation for the private property expropriated or requisitioned.’

1



Struggles against land expropriation are common, although unfortunately many
times they appear as tragedies. One of the most famous cases is that of a Sichuan
woman, Tang Fuzhen, who burned herself to death to protest forced demolition in
2009°. The residents of Enning neighbourhood, a historical district in Guangzhou,
have resisted an official regeneration project for six years and many of them are still
refusing to move (as of March 2014). As a student on urban planning, an activist
championing for public participation in urban affairs and a person having heard and
witnessed too many cases of compulsory land expropriation and of neighbourhoods
demolition, I cannot move my eyes away from the tremendous power that the state
exercises and the rhetoric it uses. Most notable here are the roles of the state as the
landlord and governor of the city, the statutory planning power against which land
control and intervention are realised, and ‘for the public interest’ are common

justifications for the intervention.

1.2 Research theme

This research is concerned with the relations, tensions and conflicts between the state
as an institutional public power, the people congregating as a collective or the public,
and private individuals. It particularly concerns how these issues are reflected in
urban land regulation, possession and ownership transfer. The multiple layers of the
sense of ‘public’- being put in relationship with ‘private’- are the most important

analytic focus.

The theme is explored in the context of the Chinese concepts of gong and si which
are in a way comparable to English ‘public’ and ‘private’. Land ownership
reorganisation from the 1950s to the 1970s in the city of Beijing is used as empirical
case to further investigate the relationships and conflicts between the embodiments
of gong and si ideas in reality.

The next section explains why the specific period is chosen for empirical study.

Main arguments of the thesis will be given at the end of the Chapter.

3 ‘Tragedy reignites debate on forced demolitions’, China Daily, 08-12-2009, online source
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2009-12/08/content 9137322.htm [accessed 04-03-2014].
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1.3 Situating the research in socialist Beijing

While a subject applicable to all societies, interrogating it in specific cases in a
specific society will provide us with more grounded and contextual understanding on
the issues. My thesis will investigate the topic by examining land politics in Beijing
from the 1950s to the 1970s. Similar to its counterpart Britain, China experienced
parallel nationalisation during the 1950s and 1960s and then privatisation since the
1980s. My studied period covers the three decades from the founding of the People’s
Republic of China (PRC) in 1949 to the economic reform lunched in 1978. These
three decades saw several tides of land nationalisation up to the declaration that all
the land belonged to the state. This is also one of the most turbulent times in
Chinese history. The Socialist Transformation, continuous political movements,
three years of the Great Famine, the split with the Soviet Union, Cultural Revolution,
Great Tangshan Earthquake... all these not only disturbed the country and people’s
life but also differently contributed to the reconfiguration of the city space. The
current chaotic and confusing state of ownership composition in downtown Beijing
and people’s ambiguous and often contradictory understandings about property can
be traced from these key historical events/moments. In addition, China, especially
the capital Beijing was highly led by ideology in the time, which offers a great
opportunity for us to investigate some important ideas and discourses (such as

‘public’, ‘private’, ‘state’) formed from traditional to communist China.

With the belief that every society should be understood in its own conceptual and
cultural coordinate system, | start the thesis by exploring the thoughts around the
ideas of gong and si in Chinese history from a linguistic perspective, with occasional
reference to their European counterparts of ‘public’ and ‘private’ (Chapter 2). Then
Chapter 3 discusses the methodological issues involved in the research. Chapter 4
and 5 investigate public-private relationship in two empirical cases, that is, the land
expropriation for the expansion of Tiananmen Square in the 1950s and the
reconfiguration of land possession and occupation in the Bell and Drum Towers area
between the 1950s and the 1970s. The Conclusion chapter (i.e. Chapter 6) deepens
the understanding of gong and si by a theorisation of the relationship between power
and land, and the tension between the state, collective people and individuals. Main

arguments in the thesis can be summarised as below:



Adopting the Chinese concepts of gong and si, with a reference to their English
counterparts of public and private, | discuss three dimensions of gong and how each
of them is related to the idea of si. | argue that it is the multiple senses of gong, or the
multiple divisions and connections between gong and si that brings about tension,
conflicts and politics. More specifically speaking, the idea of gong has three layers:
gong as a universal principle and normative value, gong embodied in the collective,
and gong embodied in the state. The first layer gives gong idea and its embodiments
significant moral priorities, which is particularly distinct from the ‘public’ in other
languages and societies. Each layer of gong can be connected to si bodies. The
universality of the value of gong means it is a shared value of all the people. In fact,
the Chinese believe that it is (private) person who can perceive the spirit of gong and
therefore judge whether any acts are coincident with gong principle or not. For the
collective dimension, the collective actually consists of individuals who are the
smallest si units. In terms of the last layer, the state is considered to share the same
structure and moral principles with those in the family, another important private
entity. In reality, the state is the dominant gong/public body that claims the great
moral and political advantage of gong, which often threatens the interests of si
bodies and erodes the private sphere. However, because of the intricate conceptual
connections between si and each dimension of gong, si bodies can also claim their
intimacy with gong and then attain a kind of moral superiority to resist and even

overthrow the state.

In the two cases of land ownership nationalisation in two places in Beijing (i.e.
Tiananmen Square as an example of gong place and the Bell and Drum Towers area
as si place), | argue that that the party-state could successfully persuade individuals
and families ‘not to be restrained in their private interests’ and to contribute their
properties to support the construction of the state highly relied on the moral priority
of gong and the state’s status as an embodiment of gong. This can be seen from the
expansion of Tiananmen Square and the Socialist Transformation of the households
in the Bell and Drum Towers area. However, | also argue that, in the land ownership
reorganisation in the latter case, private people and the masses played more
significant role in dispossessing others’ private property. Especially during the
Cultural Revolution the masses even overpowered the government. In addition,

lacking of legal protection and regulation on private property, people and households,



as si actors, took occupation as a main strategy to enlarge their own interests by
encroaching communal, sometimes private land. These si bodies, at the same time,
expanded their customary rights to property by connecting themselves to gong (i.e.
person-Heaven and family-state) and by stressing on the responsibility and promise

of the socialist state.

To conclude, it is the multiplicity of the idea of gong and the multiplicity of the
distinctions and connections between gong and si that result in the complexity of the
land politics among different gong and si bodies. The most significant feature of the
Chinese gong is its transcendent, moral and normative sense. This dimension gives
huge moral priority to those that can successfully build connections to gong, and
therefore contesting these connections is where the politics resides in. Not only the
state, but also the collective and si entities (e.g. private persons, households) have
big potential to be linked to the moral layer of gong. It is the intimacy between gong

and si, rather than the distinction of the two that produces the conflicts.



Chapter 2 Conceptual Framework

Having outlined the main issues concerned in the thesis, this chapter aims to lay the
conceptual foundations for developing a framework to understand and interpret land
politics in the communist Beijing. When talking about concepts, terms and language
become essential. This chapter, therefore, starts by pointing out that the Chinese
ideas of gong and si and the division between the two is in a way comparable to
English ‘public’ and ‘private’. Drawing on Jeff Weintraub’s theorisation of different
modes of public-private divides in western debates, | will focus on the particularity
of the Chinese concerns around these two ideas against its specific social and
intellectual contexts. Then the chapter will move on to a genealogy of gong-si ideas
in Chinese history, exploring the ‘origin’, evolution, transformation as well as
practise related to the two concepts. An interpreting framework applied to the thesis

will be given at the end of the Chapter.

2.1 Public-private and gong-si: a parallel division?

Language structures and defines people’s expression, understanding and
interpretation in a fundamental way. The differences between languages bring
difficulties and challenges for us to discuss some similar practice and concepts in
different societies, but at the same time, they also provide diverse perspectives to
comprehend the issues. Chinese history and thoughts are different from the rest of
the world. Chinese language, as a special grammar and meaning system distinct from
all European languages, has not only shaped Chinese people’s specific understanding
of the world, but also can serve as a living fossil for us to investigate how their

understanding has been changing over time.

In terms of the topic with which | am concerned, it is significant that there is a
linguistic similarity between the usages of the English words ‘public’ and ‘private’
(and their cognates in other European languages) and their Chinese parallels gong

(A) and si (F4)%. For example, ‘public space’ is translated into gonggong kongjian

* About the language parallel in terms of public-gong and private-si in a more modern sense, see Mary Backus
Rankin, ‘Some Observations on a Chinese Public Sphere’, and Frederic Wakeman, ‘The Civil Society and Public
Sphere Debate: Western Reflections on Chinese Political Culture’. Both in Modern China, 1993, Vol. 19, No. 2,
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(24522 1]) in Chinese, ‘public sphere’ into gonggong lingyu (2 3&44k) , and
‘public ownership’ into gongyouzhi (/A4 ). Alongside this, ‘private’, ‘private
property’, ‘private ownership’ and ‘private sector’ are, respectively, translated into
Chinese words (or compounds) as sichan( A7), siyouzhi (FA75 ) and siying
bumen(FAE #17). Just as there are multiple — and many times conflicting —
definitions of public and private in English, the meanings of gong and si in Chinese
are neither very stable nor very clear. For instance, there are no definite boundaries
between the two fields. In our daily language, a public space like a city square can be
either owned by public institutions or private holders, while private properties are
always under public intervention such as urban planning regulation, regardless of the
regime of a society. Another meaningful ambiguity is the intimate relationship
between ‘public’ and ‘state’. Although there are varieties of theories that place the
state in an opposite or threatening position to the public, in daily English, a publicly
owned property usually refers to a property owned by the central or local

government. In an analogous manner, gongyou (2 f , publicly-owned) and

guoyou([E 47, state-owned) are interchangeable in most cases in modern Chinese.

The resonance of languages in different cultural backgrounds seems to suggest that
certain social practices related to the ideas of ‘public’ and ‘private’ are particularly
important and meaningful to all of us. In fact, just like the public-private dichotomy
in the west, the distinction of gong and si penetrates through Chinese history and
political discourse. Of course, these terms in the two languages develop in different
trajectories, acquiring a range of meanings independently from each other. In fact the
origin and evolution of the concepts are deeply rooted in their own historic and
cultural contexts, thus some unique understanding and usages can only be found in
that specific language and do not have a straightforward equivalence in another. It is
undeniable that the import of western terms and theories in the late age of imperial
China not only bridged but at the same time blurred the distinction of the concepts in

different languages®. In this chapter, I will outline a primary genealogy of the idea

Symposium: "Public Sphere"/"Civil Society" in China? Paradigmatic Issues in Chinese Studies, lIl, pp. 158-182 and
pp. 108-138. Also in William T. Rowe, ‘The Public Sphere in Modern China’, 1990, Modern China, Vol. 16, No. 3,
pp. 309-329.

> Actually many of the words we are using now (just as the compounds with gong and si given in the last
paragraph) are translated from foreign languages (especially from English and German, in many cases via
Japanese). Yet people’s understanding and daily usage of them still reserve very strong sense which these
words/characters imply in Chinese traditions. And more importantly, similar concepts and practice do exist in
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of gong and si in Chinese history, aiming to place a conceptual context to interpret
the land politics in Beijing in its socialist period. Before doing this, | would like to
build some connections to the existing discussions on public-private distinction in

western scholarship.

Jeff Weintraub summarises four major ways in which public-private distinctions are
drawn in social and political analysis in the ‘West’®. The first one is the classical
republican-virtue approach which connects ‘public’ realm to political community
and citizenship, distinct from both the market and the administrative state. The
second one, the liberal-economic model sees the separation primarily based on the
distinction between state administration and the market economy. The third approach
views ‘public’ from the perspective of sociability, a sphere of public life. The last
‘feminist’ perspective puts the public-private division in the context of the
distinction between the family and the larger economic and political order. In the
following section | will explain that, these four models, mainly developed from the
specific history and intellectual legacy in Western Europe and the US, cannot be
straightforwardly used to explain the Chinese practice but some connections can be
built between them.

Among the four, the first one, ‘citizenship’ perspective has the longest history. It is
also associated with the very idea of ‘political’. Dated to the ancient time, Weintraub
analyses two different models of ‘public’ realm which have largely contributed to the
ambiguous understanding of ‘public’, ‘private’ and ‘political’ in modern thought.
The first model, ‘citizenship’ model, is rooted in the context of the polity of ancient
Greek polis and Roman Republic, emphasising collective self-determination of a
political community and an individual’s participation as a member of the community;
that is, as a politai in the polis or civis in the republic. The second model originates
in the Roman Empire, from which we get the notion of ‘sovereignty’, of a centralised
and unified apparatus, of a ‘public’ power ruling over the society composed by

individuals and granting the rights of the citizens’. The two models of politics, the

Chinese society (both the past and present), and these phenomena and understandings can be better described
by the terms developed in their own language rather than those imported from another culture.

® The Theory and Politics of the Public/Private Distinction Public and Private’ in Thought and Practice:
Perspectives on a Grand Dichotomy, Jeff Weintraub and Krishan Kumar eds, Chicago: The University of Chicago
Press, 1997.

" “The Theory and Politics of the Public/Private Distinction Public and Private’ in Thought and Practice:
Perspectives on a Grand Dichotomy, Jeff Weintraub and Krishan Kumar eds, Chicago: The University of Chicago
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one based on a collective decision making process by collective citizens and the
other on a type of sovereignty or domination, are interweaved with one another and
developed many variations throughout the political practice and thoughts in the
following history of the West.

The Chinese history and the ideas derived from it are a different story. Never having
a self-governing polity, the collective of community members is present in another
way. As | will elaborate in the later part of the chapter, collective ritual plays an
important role in Chinese people’s ‘public’ life since the antiquity. Those rituals,
rites and ceremonies, including both religious and secular/political ones, display
integration and harmony, which are based more on the presupposition of a whole
rather than individuals. This puts an initial difference of the Chinese understanding
of the collective, private person and political from the west. In terms of the
dimension of sovereignty, a centralised and dominant ruling power over people has
existed for long. In fact, since the Qin established a centralised empire in the second
century BC, China has a centralised political system in most time of its history.
Accordingly, the Chinese concept of politics (zheng, ) is primarily centred on
statecraft, rulership and administration, in which the ‘political’ based on self-
determination and autonomy is largely absent®. In addition, this ‘public’ or political
realm never disassociates from the private realm. On the contrary, the principles of
the public realm, of the ‘state’ are based on and therefore compatible with those in
the family and small customary communities. To some degree, this is similar to the
situation in the Middle Age of Europe when the feudal system of rule was based on
personal dependent ties, blurring the difference between ‘public’ and ‘private’
authorities. Yet the assuming idea of ‘pre-established harmony’ between different
parts and scales of the human world (actually as well as between human society and
the nature) in Chinese philosophy is significant, although in practice the tensions

between individuals, collective and the ruling power never cease.

If deliberately building a connection with the four models of western public-private

relationship, it is the issues involved in the classical model or the citizenship model

Press, 1997.

& See Ames, Roger T., The Art of Rulership: Study of Ancient Chinese Political Thought, SUNY Press, 1994;
Lindholm, Charles, ‘Kinship Structure and Political Authority: The Middle East and Central Asia’, in Comparative
Studies in Society and History, Vol. 28, no.2, 1986, pp 334-355; Mabbett, lan, ed., Patterns of Kingship and
Authority in Traditional Asia, Methuen, 1984.



to which my analysis on the case of China is most relevant. In spite of different
historical contexts and conceptual assumptions, some common debates are shared by
both China and the West. A very important one is the two different even ‘opposite’
notions about the source of public power: whether public power resides in the
aggregation of people or comes from a ruling power standing above all®. These two
notions justify public power in different ways and the divergence of the views can be
found in both theories and practice. These two views also set different backgrounds
against which the ‘private’ can be understood, and they plant different moral and
political implication in the ideas of public, private and their relations. In the case of
China, the divergence and contests between the two notions are associated with the
core of the Chinese answer to the question of what is political. However, in the vein
of Chinese thoughts, the tension between the two interpretations (i.e. authority is
derived from the bottom/body or the top) is not because the two are totally separate
in nature, but is rooted in the idea that both of them (i.e. the collective consisting of
private people and the ruler) can find their particular ways to connect to the highest
and universal principle of the world (i.e. tianli, ‘principle of heaven’). I will further

explain this in next ‘genealogy’ section.

Here | also want to draw attention to another two related topics. The first is the
dimension of ‘property’ in the ideas of public and private. For the Romans, res
(P)publica, literately ‘public things (affairs or properties)’ is used to refer to both the
Roman Republic and a type of property. The ‘res’ here is noteworthy. Res suggests
the Republic is a substantive or concrete thing opposed to ‘spes’ which means
something unreal or ethereal. For the Romans, the Republic is a thing, a property.
Not having an abstract notion of the state, as what the res in res publica suggests, the
Romans gave their own name populous Romanus, ‘Roman people’ to the Republic,
defining it as the collectivity of Roman citizens, or used res populi Romani,
‘property of the Roman people’ of the Republic'®. Considering the Republic as a
concrete property resonates with some early Chinese understanding of gong, a
concept used parallel to “public’ in this thesis for analytical purposes. In a similar
way, the Chinese idea of gong or public is not abstract but instead is associated with

specific belongings and properties in the early time. It even conveyed a more

o Skinner, Quentin, ‘A Genealogy of the Modern State’, British Academy Lecture, 13 May 2008.
1o Wood, Neal, Cicero's Social and Political Thought, University of California Press, 1991, p125.
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geographical message: it often referred to a type of land or specific sites** owned by
the master of a community and used for communal activities by all the members on
certain occasions. With regard to the publica part, it can only be comprehended with
reference to the idea of privatae, things belonging to individuals and families. In fact,
there were various scales or types of ‘public’ things defined by Roman Law: res
communes (omnium) was used to refer to natural things commonly enjoyed by all
humans such as air, sunlight and ocean, res publicae to things built and set aside for
public use by Roman people, such as roads, harbours and market place, and res
universitatis to things owned by a corporate body such as the municipality of Rome®?,
The latter two increasingly overlapped with each other when people in other areas
were recognised as citizens of Rome. Compared with the ‘common’, the ‘public’
things were mainly referring to artificial things which were constructed with human
efforts. They were not something natural or something waiting for labour investment.
They were built for public use. As constructing public buildings and infrastructure
required collaboration and coordination, an agency organising the work and on
behalf of people was then necessary. For me, regardless of the Republic or Empire, a

sense of authority has been implied in the idea of public property.

I would like to outline the characteristics of early Chinese public-private ideas before
continuing the urban dimension. First of all, gong and si, or Chinese public and
private did not emerge as dual concepts from the beginning: si or private came up
later than gong and they were used separately for long. Secondly, over history, the
most significant idea related to gong was about land or land ownership, but it was
concerned more about agricultural land. This is of course a consequence of the fact
that China was a rural country for thousands of years and agriculture was always
given first priority. However, this does not mean cities are inconsequential .On the
contrary, cities play pivotal roles in governing the country and serving rural areas
and agriculture. In both practice and thoughts, Chinese cities differ from those of
Europe. In terms of city, some comparisons can be made to the ‘liberalism’ and

‘sociability’ theories of public-private division identified by Weintraub.

" Here | would like to use more basic and plain words such as ‘land’ and ‘site’ to replace ‘property’ because at
that time China did not have a similar legal concept or a mature civic law system as Roman law.
2 Berger, Adolf, Encyclopedic Dictionary of Roman Law, Vol. 43, 1968 pp. 677, 679, 680.
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Typical Chinese cities (cheng, 3%) in the imperial era were built as seats of imperial
governments. Commercial activities, which were highly despised by Confucianism,
flourished in cities for the consumption of the government, aristocrats, officials and
their families. As the seats of political authorities and the nodes of a centralised
governing system, cities for administrative purposes were neither freer nor more
autonomous than rural areas but under much stricter regulation and control. This is
different from the case of medieval cities in Western Europe that enjoyed many
immunities and privileges and were relatively autonomous from the central authority.
An interesting divergence between Chinese and European thoughts then emerged.
The western liberal-economic model is based on the distinction between state
administration and the market economy, praising the latter and questioning the
‘intervention’ of the former. Yet viewed from the experience of Chinese cities, it is
hard to say that there has been a nongovernmental field or a well-developed market.
As a result, neither a ‘free’ market place in traditional Chinese cities nor the ideal
free market in theories ever existed in Chinese history. This results in particular
Chinese understandings related to governmental intervention, on what the public and
the private are and on the relationship between the two. Undeniably, as the case
study city, Beijing, due to its capital status, displays the characteristics described
above more evidently than those commercial towns developed from market
settlements in southern China in the late imperial age. The situation of Beijing
therefore should not be over-generalised, just like there is no single model of western
cities. However, every study must find a starting point, and a more comprehensive
understanding can only be built on the base of somewhat partial and schematic

interpretation.

Besides the different position in a larger economic-political system, Chinese cities
manifest particular spatial characteristics too. One noticeable feature is that there
were no typical public spaces such as squares, market places and meeting halls in
traditional Chinese cities. The history of Chinese city square and park does not
exceed one century. This is not just a matter of spatial form, but also is consistent
with the pattern of people’s social and public life. Existing theories based on western

political and social culture such as the sociability perspective® in interpreting public-

B Sociability perspective focus on sociability, seeing ‘social’ life as public life, such as what is described in Jane
Jacobs’ The Death and Life of Great American Cities, New York : Random House, 1961, and William Foote
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private can hardly fit in the vein of the case of China. However, from the early 20™
century, some traditional Chinese cities were experiencing a spatial and social
transformation; Beijing may be the most predominant in this regard. In fact, it was
also the time when the modern and westernised concept and practice of ‘city’
(chengshi) or ‘municipality’ (zizhishi) started to take shape in China. In this way, the
Chinese cities in the 20™ century were more like a hybrid of Chinese tradition and
western elements. But on a deeper level, as | will argue, they can be better
understood if we put them back to their own historical and cultural trajectory.

To summarise, quite a few models and perspectives have been established to
comprehend the remarkable distinction of ‘public’ and ‘private’ in the West.
However, the fact that these theories are mainly based on the history and intellectual
tradition of particular societies weakens their power to explain other societies. At the
same time, intellectual legacies of other cultures have also been overlooked. This
thesis tries to put the Chinese cases back into its own historical and conceptual
contexts. In order to do this, | turn to Chinese language for help. As a living fossil,
Chinese language records people’s views on the world from ancient time until now.
Especially the graphic feature of Chinese characters carries a rich set of messages,
such as what concrete thing a word referred to when it was created and how the
understanding of it has evolved over time. Before starting the genealogy of gong and
si, then, 1 would like to give an introduction of the meanings contained in the two

words in daily language nowadays.

Table 2.1 illustrates the meanings of gong and si in modern Chinese. For gong, there
are a few meanings overlapping its English counterpart. For example, gong can be
used as an adjective, meaning ‘public’ and ‘common’, such as gonggong, publicly
accessed, publicly used or collectively owned. This usage has been extended to some
terms introduced from the West, implying more universal and international standards.
For example, gongchi and gongjin means ‘meter’ and ‘kilogram’, which are distinct
from Chinese measures, while gongfa and gonghai refer to international law and
high seas. It can also be used as a verb. For example, the word gongkai literally
means ‘making public and open’. As a noun, the single character gong can be used

as a replacement for the state, government and people’s official duty. There are also

Whyte’s Street Corner Society: the Social Structure of an Italian Slum, Chicago: the University of Chicago Press,
1943.
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some usages that ‘public’ does not have, such as ‘universal’ and ‘fair’. For example,
gongli means ‘axiom’ or ‘universal principle’, and gongzheng means ‘just and fair’
or ‘justice and fairness’. Here the moral message gong connotes is noticeable. This
characteristic is also one important focus of the thesis. In the ancient time, gong was
also the title for the duke and then it became honorific title for respectable men.

When it is put in front of species of animals, it simply means ‘male’™.

In the side of si, | have given some examples of its usage as a synonym of English
private. Besides this, it can also be used as an adjective or adverb, meaning ‘secret’
or ’secretly’; this use extends to words referring to some illegal activities such as
smuggling (zousi) and lynching (sixing). Parallel to gong’s implication of fairness
and justice, si has meanings like selfishness or self-interest, such as in the word zisi,
sixin. When it is used as a noun, it can refer to personal belongings, personal

interests, contraband and so on.

gong A si A

adj. 1. public; 2. common; 3.] adj. 1. private; 2. selfish; 3.

universal, secret

4. open; 5. fair; 6. metric

7. international n. 1. something personal
v.  make public 2. personal interest
n. 1. the state; 2. official duty 3. contraband

adv. secretly
n. 1. Duke; 2. mister (Mr)

adj. (of an animal) male

Table 2.1 Explanations of ‘Gong’ and ‘Si’ in Oxford Chinese-English Dictionary

 From this point a Chinese feminist perspective of gong and si can be developed, and there is also a big space
to build dialogue with existing western feminist research. But to sharpen the focus, | will not go into this aspect
in this project.
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2.2 ldeas of gong and si in Chinese history

2.2.1 Etymology of gong 2 and si ®A

In spite of certain resonance between Chinese and English, Chinese is a distinct
language system with its own rules. It is the Chinese character (zi, a ‘smaller’ unit
than ci, ‘word’) that is the basic unit of the language®. Each single Chinese
character occupies a specific space (like an English word); it expresses a group of
meanings and at the same time is surrounded by a constellation of concepts. In
contrast to English words’ more arbitrary combinations of meanings and letters
(based on how the words are pronounced), Chinese characters, especially those basic
ones, have graphic significance that is based on the ancient Chinese’s understanding
of the objects that the earliest Chinese characters referred to. This divergence (i.e.
European language-phonology; Chinese- a visual system) is also reflected in the
difference that western (political) philosophy stresses on (human) logos and speech
while Chinese philosophy follows an intrinsically distinctive trajectory that
emphasizes humans’ ‘natural’ perception. This difference also contributes to some
distinct spatial characteristics of Chinese cities and this thread will be developed
throughout the thesis. Here | start my inquiry with examining the early pictographs
of gong//~ and si/fA, which are the base of the modern forms of the two Chinese

characters.

According to the archaeological findings so far, gong (2A) appeared earlier and was
used much more frequently than si (FA) in early writing scripts'®. The earliest image

of the pictograph of gong can be found in oracle bone writings and bronze
inscriptions dating from the Bronze Age of China (3000-700BC)*". The ideogram of

gong was expressed by images Iike}o\ (figure 2.1). Shirakawa Shizuka interprets the

 pan, Wenguo argues that Chinese character plays an equivalent role in Chinese as word plays in Indo-
European language. He also suggests using ‘sinigram’ as the academic term of ‘Chinese character’. For a
comprehensive account of the fundamental status of sinigram/zi in Chinese with a comparison to European
language, see Pan, Wenguo, Zi benwei yu hanyu yanjiu (Sinigram as a basic unit and Chinese Study), Shanghai:
East China Normal University, 2002, especially chapter 3 and 4. For an account more focusing on different
linguistic traditions in Chinese and English, see Pan, Wenguo, Contrastive Linguistics: Historical and
Philosophical Perspectives, London and New York City: Continuum International Publishing Group Ltd, 2007.

16 Mizoguchi, Yuzo China’s Gong and Si * Gong Si, translated by Zheng, Jing, Beijing: Joint Publishing, 2011, p45.
7 Oracle bone script (FF& 3¢, literally ‘shell bone writing’) refers to incised ancient Chinese characters found on
animal bones or turtle shells used in divination at the last Shang dynasty capital near Anyang and dating from
1200 BC. These shell and bone inscription together with the contemporary characters cast in bronzes from the
Shang Dynasty (c. 1600BC — c. 1046BC) to the Zhou Dynasty (c. 1046BC — 256 BC) and even later constitute the
oldest corpus of Chinese writing.
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circle (sometimes a square) as the dwelling/palace of a tribal chief, and the / \ on the
top are two screens posed in front of the building when there was a tribal ceremony.
Thus the whole image of gong was the plan of the place where communal
ceremonies occurred. Shirakawa Shizuka then draws the conclusion that the original
meaning of gong was the place where ancient community leaders lived and the
temple where they were to be offered sacrifice after death®. This conjecture cannot

be proved, but indeed in the unearthed oracle bone and bronze scripts, gong () was

most commonly used together with its homophone gong (&) which now means

*19 Xu Zhongshu®®, however, explains the pictograph in a quite

‘palace’ or ‘temple
different way. Xu views O as a bowl or jar, symbolising food for the community,
and the symmetrical structure of ) \ meant ‘sharing equally’. In fact, / \ was also the

ideogram of the character meaning ‘to divide’ (fen/43 in modern Chinese) . The

character Jo\, therefore, meant dividing the communal food and things in an equal
manner. Of course, Xu adds, it was the tribal leader who did the distribution.
According to this explanation, gonggong (2 &) was still the dwelling or temple of
the tribal chief, but the first gong was now just the name of the building, meaning

‘people’s palace/temple’, implying that it was a place supposed to be commonly
shared (Figure 2.2).

18 Shirakawa, Shizuka Character Dictionary (Zitong, F-%t), Tokyo: Heibonsha Limited Publishers, 1984, p285.
It is common to see two homophonic Chinese characters with same or similar meanings are compounded
together to emphasize the meaning that actually can be connoted by either of the two characters. Here again,
gonggong (gong’s hall/temple) was found in many ancient inscriptions because of the noble and ritual status of
these oracle bones and bronzes. In the city of Beijing, the place names with gong & can be either a palace (i.e.
huanggong, the Imperial Palace, also known as the Forbidden City) or a temple (i.e. Yonghegong, Yonghe
Temple, Yonghe Lamasery, which was once used as official residence of Prince Yong.

Oy, Zhongshu Jiaguwen Zidian [Dictionary of Oracle Bone Scripts], Volume 2, Chengdu: Sichuan Dictionary
Press (Sichuan Cishu Chubanshe), 1989, p71. See also Li, Leyi, Tracing the Roots of Chinese Characters: 500
Cases, Beijing: Beijing Language & Culture University Press, 1992, p.108.

! Here the symmetry of the pictography is essential, as it shows the initial idea of creating the word/character.
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Figure 2.1 Logograms of Gong/Z4 in Oracle Bone and Bronze Inscriptions®

Screens for Divide A. unborn foetus
ceremon equall
y el ( ? born baby)

j or
House/Temple Bl b g
seal script (221-2208B¢)
Shirakawa Shizuka Xu Zhongshu (1998:71)
(1984: 285) B. a tool to plant

Figure 2.2 Explanations of Early Logograms of Gong/Z and Si/#A

An undisputed meaning of the ancient gong was an honorific title for the leader or
elite of a community23, somewhat like ‘sir’ in English, and this use lasted at least
until the beginning of the twentieth century. From this point of view, gonggong(~ &)
also meant a chief’s house, from which still we can find a clue that the word gong
was associated with someone or something in a social and political dominant status.
Yet it should be noted that a chief’s role in an ancient community and his relation to
the common were different from a king at a later time. The two possible and

potentially conflicted ‘origins’ of gong, that is, one related to the leader and the other

22 Selected from Jiaguwen Zidian[ Oracle Bone Dictionary] , Volume 2, compiled by Xu, Zhongshu, Chengdu:
Sichuan Dictionary Press (Sichuan Cishu Chubanshe), 1989, p71; and Jiwen Bian [Bronze Inscriptions], compiled
by Rong, Geng, Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 1985, pp.39-40.

= Xu, Zhongshu, Oracle Bone Dictionary (Jiaguwen Zidian), Volume 2, Chengdu: Sichuan Dictionary Press
(Sichuan Cishu Chubanshe), 1989, p.71.
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to common people as a collective have been preserved and developed through the

history. In the meantime, the spatial characteristics of the words are also kept.

Given that the majority of the shell and bone scripts recorded royal divinations and a
few recorded sacrifices, wars, hunting trips and other ‘public’ events, and that the
bronze products with inscriptions were also bearing ritual significance (e.g. bells and
tripodal cauldrons), it is not too surprising that we can find many gongs but no si in
these scripts. The word si, sharing a range of meanings overlapping with English
‘private’, has not been found in any scripts earlier than the Book of Odes (Odes for

short), the oldest collection of Chinese songs and poems dating from the 10" to 7™

centuries BC. In the seal script version of the Odes®*, si was written as b or $ The
picture is interpreted as a drawing of an unborn foetus® or an equipment to plough?®,
both of which connote a sense of ‘private’. In the following part I will use the Book
of Odes as basic materials to analyse the ‘earliest’ usage and meanings of the words

gong and si and the relationship between the two.

Before the analysis, | would like to introduce the status of the Book of Odes. This
collection of folk songs (305 survived) is considered to be compiled by royal
officials for the purpose of letting the King know the living conditions and voice of
common people in different vassal states in the Western Zhou Dynasty (1046771
BC). Compared with other contemporary classical texts which recorded the speeches,
thoughts and discussions of scholars (such as the Analects concerning Confucius’
teachings and his disciples’ words), the content of Book of Odes was much closer to
ordinary people’s life (especially the 105 songs in the ‘Airs of the States’ section) 27,
That is the main reason for me to choose this book as a basic text to analyse.

However, it is also worth mentioning that a considerable proportion of the contents

*% After Qin unified China in 221BC, the Qin variant of seal script was adopted as the formal script for all of
China in the Qin Dynasty (778 — 207 BC) and ‘books’ (writings on bamboo) in other variants of seal script and on
non-legalist thoughts were all burned. This event has resulted in the loss of a richer resource of ancient Chinese
characters that can be used to trace the etymology.

» Kang, Yin, Wenzi yuanliu gianxi (shilipian) [Origin and Development of Chinese Characters (with examples)],
Beijing: Rongbaozhai, 1979, p 301; Xu Zhongshu, Jiaguwen Zidian [Dictionary of Oracle Bone Scripts], Volume
14, Chengdu: Sichuan Dictionary Press (Sichuan Cishu Chubanshe), 1989, P1592-1594.

% Xu, Zhongshu, ‘Shilun zhoudai tianzhi jigi shehuixingzhi ’[On the Land System and Social Characteristics of
Zhou Dynasty], Journal of Sichuan University, 1955, no. 2, pp. 51-90.

? Eor a concise introduction of the status, contents and textual history of the Book of Odes, see Nylan, Michael
The Five “Confucian” Classics, New Haven & London: Yale University Press, 2001, chapter 2 “The Odes”, pp72-
179. For the chronology of the pieces in the Odes see appendix Il ‘Chronological Table of the Odes’ in Legge,
James, The Chinese Classics, Vol. 4: The She King , Oxford: Clarendon, 1871, pp.82-86.
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were songs composed by officials, commenting on good or bad government (the
majority of the 31 songs in ‘Daya’) or music played in banquets and ritual
ceremonies (such as 74 songs in ‘Xiaoya’ and 40 in ‘Odes’). This may contribute to
what Mizoguchi Yuzo?® has noticed: gong was used far more frequently than si in
Odes (gong appears 98 times while si just 8). The same case can be found in the
Book of History? (gong appears 71 times and si just once), a later collection of early

official documents.

In Odes, the use of gong can 