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Changes in China’s Image:

Accounts of Infanticide
by the Jesuits versus the Macartney Embassy

Kumagai Maya

Abstract

Europe’s image of China changed from the 18™ century to the 19" century. This
study compares the records of the Jesuits and other missionaries who formed the
basis of the China’s image in Western Europe with those of the Macartney Mission.
The latter was considered a catalyst for the change in China’s image in the 18th
and 19th centuries.

This study focuses on the records of infanticide that both groups noted during
their stay in China. Western intellectuals recorded cases of infanticide in the 18th
century when discussing China’s characteristics. Although there have been studies
of infanticide in Britain and China, no previous research has focused solely on
mission records when comparing the two countries. Accordingly, this study
compares the records of the Jesuits and the Macartney Embassy to explore the
process of change in China’s image; it also examines the social attention and legal
penalties for abandoned children in Britain and China during the 18th century to
explore the decision-making criteria of the Mission.

Consequently, we found that the Jesuits portrayed China as a country that would
benefit from Christianity because of the Chinese belief in reincarnation, which
could justify the practice of infanticide. However, members of the Embassy noted
that in China, social attitudes and legal measures did not function as measures
against the abandonment of children. Instead, “superstition” took precedence, and
marriage laws unfavorable to women accelerated the abandonment of girls. Some
members of the Embassy pointed out that “unnatural crimes” were rampant in
China because of the fragility of the Chinese state’s governance, which did not
have control throughout the entire country, and the lack of successful awareness-
raising efforts to prevent infanticide among the people. Additionally, they linked
the practice of infanticide in Chinese culture to that in Sparta and ancient Rome,

implying that it was a vestige of a far more ancient civilization. Thus, it can be
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concluded that the Macartney Embassy evaluated the image of Chinese civilization

as a regression from the image previously admired in Western societies.
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