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ABSTRACT

This thesis investigates the construction of Chinese knowledge through the translation practices
of British sinologists in the nineteenth century. It centers on two such significant sinologists,
John Francis Davis (1795-1890) and Edward Charles MacIntosh Bowra (1841-1874), and their
translations of Hongloumeng 4L15% (Dream of the Red Chamber, or The Story of the Stone,
1791-2), a renowned Chinese classical novel repeatedly translated by British sinologists of the
time to learn the Chinese language and culture. The sinologists, who were both the pioneers in
establishing British sinology and diplomacy in China, were also deeply engaged in advancing
the British colonial and imperial agenda in the country throughout the century. Therefore,
through the two case studies, the thesis aims to reflect how the early British sinologists acquired
knowledge of China, including its language and culture, under the special historical context of
the nineteenth century when the global expansion of British colonialism and imperialism
brought Britain into a direct and conflictual contact with China. Drawing on critics of Said’s
Orientalism from scholars such as Eric Hayot and Rey Chow, it presents a theoretical
framework for understanding cultural translation between China and Britain that diverges from
the universalizing tendencies of the anti-Orientalist paradigm, instead emphasizing the
particularities of the translation activities. By examining the specific translation choices and
the context in which Davis and Bowra worked, the case studies highlight the complexities of

cross-cultural interactions, revealing how translation actively constructs equivalent relations
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between languages and facilitates linguistic and cultural communication under specific
historical conditions. The thesis concludes by pointing out a domestication strategy employed
by both translators to manage and control the complete foreignness of the cultural other, which
not only leads to the distortion of the meaning of the original text but also the fanciful
representation of the cultural “reality” of China. Rather than attributing the distortion and
misrepresentation to an orientalist discourse, the research perceives both translation practices
as a manifestation of the British fantasy of China which cannot be simply explained as resulting
from linguistic and cultural inequalities between China and Britain, as anti-orientalists
following the Saidian approach most often seek to expose. Instead, it contends that the fantasy
disclosed here is an inherent part of the human cognitive mechanism and thus an inevitable

phenomenon in cultural translation.
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