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Abstract: One aspect still scarcely investigated in the literature on the reception of Roman
law in China is the image of the Romanist legal tradition emerging from Chinese sources
during the late Qing and early Republican Era. This was a fundamental phase in China’s
decision to draw inspiration from the continental system for legal reform. A significant
element, still under-examined, is the perception of the role exerted by Roman law well
beyond the Italic territory, primarily within the vast cultural area of the Mediterranean. This
chapter, therefore, aims to highlight how Roman law is presented in Chinese sources of
the aforementioned period not only as an element connected with Rome and the ltalic
peninsula, but as a transnational element that transcends ltalic borders, influencing the
entire Western and Mediterranean culture.
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1. Introduction

The reception of Roman law in China is a complex process rooted in more
remote periods, manifesting itself concretely during the second half of the 19th
century. Despite a handful of interesting isolated studies (for example, Wang
2002), it remains overall little known.

One aspectstill scarcely investigated is the image of the Romanistlegal tradi-
tion emerging from Chinese sources during the late Qing and early Republican
Era. This was a fundamental phase in China’s decision to adhere to the conti-
nental system, or to draw inspiration from it in its implementation of national
legal reform. In this sense, a significant yet under-examined element is the per-
ception of the role of Roman law exerted well beyond the Italic territory, pri-
marily within the vast cultural area of the Mediterranean. This concept, in fact,
has long been known and self-evident in the Western world, but it begins to be-
come clear in China between the end of the 19th and the beginning of the 20th
century, by being included in a small but increasing number of valuable sources.

This chapter aims to highlight how Roman law is presented in Chinese sourc-
es of the aforementioned period. More specifically, it examines how Roman law
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is presented not only as an element strictly connected to the city of Rome and
the Italian peninsula, but also as a transnational' element that transcends Italic
borders, influencing Western and Mediterranean non-material culture.

2. The Expansion of Rome and Roman Law in the Mediterranean

In thisintroductory paragraph, I'will present contents that are well-knownin
scholarlyliterature but necessary to fully understanding the following paragraph
whichis specifically related to the primary Chinese sources analysed and there-
fore constitutes the core of this study. Starting from general considerations on
various intrinsic characteristics of the Mediterranean reality and the Romanist
legal experience, Iwill try to outline a synoptic picture of the primarily political,
butalso social and cultural role of Rome. This therefore will lead to an outline of
Roman law in the Mediterranean, ranging from shortly after the unification of
the Italic peninsula (3rd century BCE) to the first phase of the Eastern Roman
Empire. During this period, Rome and its legal tradition developed a relation-
ship with the Mediterranean, a vast aquatic (but not only) entity that witnessed
the birth or blossoming of multiple civilisations. The Mediterranean, as pointed
out by Norwich (2016, 37-38), “is a miracle. [...] Something utterly unique, a
body of water that might have been deliberately designed, like no other on the
surface of the globe, as a cradle of cultures. [...] It links three of the world’s six
continents; its climate for much of the year is among the most benevolent to be
found anywhere. Small wonder, then, that the Middle Sea [...] nurtured three
of the most dazzling civilisations of antiquity”. In this sense, it is easy to under-
stand how the Mediterranean has been the subject of numerous academic in-
vestigations, especially in the West. Starting with Braudel, several scholars have
dedicated their research to the Mediterranean (to mention a few: Braudel 1985;
1986; 1998; Abulafia 2011; Horden-Purcell 2006; Matvejevi¢ 2006; Norwich
2006). Due to obvious spacial limitations, a full review of these studies is beyond
the scope of this essay. Instead, what is most relevant is one distinctive feature
of the “Liquid Continent,” an element on which most scholars substantially
agree, regardless of the variety of analytical perspectives adopted. Specifically,
it is the intrinsically unitary character of the vast Mediterranean cultural area:
the Mediterranean is a conglomeration and amalgamation of peoples, customs,
and cultural traditions; itis a hybrid and, in some respects, fragmented’ space in
which different national identities and boundaries tend to blur.

In this chapter, the term ‘transnational’ is used broadly, not only referring to the current na-
tions that occupy the Mediterranean area and, generally speaking, Europe and the Western
world. It also refers to the various countries (regions, territories) that were formerly inde-
pendent and were subsequently conquered and incorporated into the Roman Empire.

2 For this definition of the Mediterranean, see Abulafia 2011, xxiii.

On the presumably fragmentary nature of Mediterranean civilisation(s), see Abulafia
(2011), whose perspective is generally in antithesis with that of Braudel.
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At the same time, another nearly universally acknowledged characteristic
is the long-duration of the Mediterranean’s history, originally highlighted by
Braudel. In his renowned answer to the question “What is the Mediterranean?”,
cited countlessly (therefore not quoted here fully), he defines the “sea between
lands™ as “non pas une civilisation, mais des civilisations entassées les unes sur
les autres” (1985, 8) and subsequently specifies that “les civilisations [...] tra-
versent le temps, elles triomphent de la durée. [...] elles restent maitresses de
leur espace, car le territoire qu’elles occupent peut varier a ses marges, mais au
coeur, danslazone centrale, leur domaine, leurlogement restent les mémes. [...]
et cette longue durée s’incorpore forcément a leur nature” (1985, 160). Later
studies, specifically archaeological ones, have pointed out the vastness of the
Mediterranean’s phenomenological landscape, leading us to avoid generalisa-
tions that do not fit well with the richness and diversity of what can be physically
contained in the Mediterranean area (Tusa 2014, 100). However, the concept
of long duration remains applicable to the Mediterranean reality, as “les civili-
sations ne sont pas mortelles [...]. Elles survivent aux avatars, aux catastrophes.
Le cas échéant, elles renaissent de leurs cendres” (Braudel 1985, 160). In this
sense, the history of the Mediterranean and its varied yet unitary civilisation
shows a remarkable analogy with the dimension of law, primarily of Roman
law. In fact, the latter has remained grounded in the fundamental principle of
the long, or even eternal, duration of law despite constantly evolving over the
centuries. The eternity of law was transmitted from the archaic ages up to Em-
peror Justinian I (527-65). It is he who in the constitution Dedoken,’ opposing
the absolute perfection of divine things to the condition of human law, affirmed
the latter in infinitum decurrit. This concept was contested in more modern cen-
turies, yet without shaking the multi-millennial idea that the authority of law
lies in its long duration. In fact, after the French Revolution, the jurists of the
Code Napoléon (1804) once again justified the force of codified law as founded
on the eternal laws of nature (Casavola 2004).

With these preliminary remarks, I will now try to recall the main stages in
the history of Rome and Roman law in the Mediterranean, necessarily synthe-
sising them in an extremely schematic manner. Following Abulafia (2011, xvii),
I'will expound “the process by which the Mediterranean became in varying de-
grees integrated into a single commercial, cultural and (under the Romans) po-
litical zone”. As is well known, the prominence of Rome in the Italic peninsula
by 300 BCE was the result of land-based wars. At that time, Rome had no as-
pirations of becoming a naval power, nor did this change until the Punic Wars.
Their significance extended far beyond the western and central Mediterranean.
With the fall of Carthage, Rome consolidated its control over Greece, opening
up the possibility of intense competition with the rulers of Egypt and Syria for

* Meaning suggested by the etymology of the Latin name Méditerranéus.

S Bilingual (Latin-Greek) constitution, issued by Justinian in 533 and introductory to the

Digest.
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mastery over the eastern Mediterranean (Abulafia 2011, 189). From the fall of
Carthage to Egypt’s conquest, the Romans extended their control over the en-
tire Mediterranean, which then became their “Mare Nostrum” (Our Sea), con-
stituting a vast area characterised by political, economic, and cultural unity. By
the reign of Emperor Hadrian (117-138 CE), “the outline of the Empire repre-
sented an immense ellipse around the Mediterranean, [...] with the sea provid-
ing the basic shape: essentially the Roman Empire was the land surrounding the
Mare Nostrum” (Braudel 2002, 632). Single rule over the “Mare Nostrum” and
the resulting so-called pax romana ensured freedom of movement and cultural
mixingin the Mediterranean on an unprecedented scale. This political and eco-
nomic unity began to weaken around the Sth century, with a gradual detach-
ment of the western Mediterranean from the eastern Mediterranean. By the
6th century, the unity of the Mediterranean had been shattered politically and
commercially (Abulafia 2011, 241). However, the cultural unity developed in
previous centuries continued to endure in a number of ways. As previously men-
tioned in scholarly literature (Ivetic 2022), a truly integrated world was created,
one that wasn’t undone by later divisions in the Mediterranean. Romanisation
was not a unidirectional process: on one hand, the vast area of the Mediterra-
nean conquered by Rome had absorbed its cultural and social elements; on the
other hand, Roman culture itself had become Mediterraneanised, in the sense
of adapting to the political and economic circumstances of the Mediterranean,
even before the unity of Roman Italy (Augustus’ Italy) was achieved. In this
sense, Roman law is one of the primary manifestations of this shared cultural
substrate. Particularly, the ius gentium, beyond constituting a sector of Roman
private law, acted as transnational law by regulating relations between individu-
als of different nationalities and served to facilitate commercial exchangesin the
Mediterranean. After the First Punic War, it was increasingly understood and
accepted as the law of the Mediterranean world, often applied standardly at the
provincial level in relations between foreigners or between foreigners and Ro-
mans (Giliberti 2015, 5-7). As previously pointed out by Braudel (2001, 312),
Rome “could not maintain contact with its Empire — the rest of Italy, the prov-
inces, the cities — without the legal regulations essentials to the maintenance
of political, social and economic order”, and Roman law, extending to the con-
quered territories, was a key element in maintaining the unity of the empire. It
continues to impress with its “extraordinary success story [...] which has re-
mained in evidence to the present day”. Today, the crucial role of the Romanist
legal tradition is not only recognised from a strictly political and institutional
point of view by legal literature. It is also acknowledged from a broader cultural
perspective by scholars of Mediterranean Studies. For example, Matvejevic in-
cludes Roman law among the main components of the “Mediterranean mosa-
ic” (2006, 18). Braudel not only underlines its importance in the Imperial Era,
but also highlights its imperishable character as a legal tradition that outlasted
the fall of the empire and became the foundation of Western law and, in several
aspects, of Western civilisation (2001, 312). This concept, as we will see, is fre-
quently mentioned in late Qing Chinese sources and this is presumably one of
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the main factors that led the Chinese intelligentsia and government to opt for a
Romanist-style legal reform in the beginning of the 20th century.

3. Roman Law in Late Qing and Early Republican Chinese Sources: A Constitutive
and Transnational Element of the Mediterranean and Western Civilisation

As is well known, the history of Roman law did not end with the fall of the
empire. After a period of stagnation in the evolution of the Romanist science, a
revival of Romanist studies occurred with the Bolognese School of Glossators
(11th-13th centuries) and with the Commentators (14th century), reaching the
era of the great codifications in the 19th century. Itis therefore undoubtedly true
that Roman law has constituted the foundation of all Western law (partially in-
fluencing the countries of the Common Law as well). Similarly, it is well known
thatin modern times, extra-European countries, including China, reformed their
national legal system inspired by the Romanist one. This occurred for a series
of reasons that cannot be completely summarised here. However, the primary
reason was the systematic and universalistic character of Roman law.

As has been mentioned, the reception of Roman law in China began towards
the end of the 19th century. Regarding Chinese sources, there are three main phases
that characterise this process: 1) the appearance of the earliest references to Roman
law in works translated (or, rarely, composed) by Western missionaries; 2) the in-
clusion of references to Roman law in documents directly composed by Chinese
authors; 3) the writing of the earliest Roman law manuals translated or composed
in Chinese. Of this vast quantity of documents, this paper limits itself to analysing
some of the works aligning closely with the subject of investigation (i.e., those that
describe Roman law as a transnational element in relation to the Mediterranean
civilisation) and provides a specific example for each of the three types of sources.®

As for the first type of sources analysed, one of the main works containing
relevant references for the present study is Luoma zhiliie & 5350 (Brief His-
tory of Rome, 1886) which is the translation of M. Creighton’s History of Rome
(1879) by the English missionary J. Edkins. This volume is rich in references to
specific laws and institutions of ancient Rome. Above all, it highlights how Ro-
man law constituted an indispensable cultural heritage on which the law of the
European nations (and more specifically, the peoples of the Mediterranean) was
based. In the first pages of the volume, it is clearly illustrated how Roman law was
extended to the areas of the Mediterranean conquered by Rome and inhabited
by peoples defined as “civilised” precisely because of this law:

The people of Rome first of all overcame all the other people of Italy and then
went on to overcome all the nations that lived round the Mediterranean Sea.
Also, besides conquering these nations, they governed them, and gave them their

¢ This study will not investigate the first mentions of the Mediterranean which appeared in

much earlier sources, starting from the Han period, 202 BCE-220 CE (Yu 2013). For fur-
ther details on these aspects, readers may refer to Chapters 1 and 8.2 of this volume.
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own laws, and made them all like themselves in some degree or another. Now,
these nations who lived round the Mediterranean Sea were the only people who
livedin cities, and made themselveslaws, and wrote books, and were what we in
these times call civilised. [...] Rome was a great link in the history of the world,
for all the nations of old times were conquered by Rome, and so came under
Rome’s power, while all the European nations of our own days were formed out
of Rome’s overthrow and learnt a great deal from her (Creighton 1879, 5-6).”

In the following pages, the history of Roman expansion is narrated in detail.
Therefore, it is reinforced how Rome, starting from the Punic Wars, conquered
the entire Mediterranean area, placingitself at the head of the “civilised” world:

Thus, you see that in the year 133 <BCE> Rome, besides ruling Italy, was ruler
also of Macedonia, Greece, Asia, Spain and Africa, in factall the countries round
the Mediterranean Sea, which thus became a Roman lake. Also, these were all
the countries which at that time were civilised, that is, had made themselves
into regular states, whose citizens lived together for their common good, and
built cities, and made and obeyed laws. You see, then, how important was the
position of Rome after these wars: she was the head of the civilised world.
(Creighton 1879, 51).¢

The use of the expression “Roman lake” to refer to the Mediterranean is quite
widespread in Western historiography (Abulafia 2011, 199; Norwich 2006, 143;
etc.). Although in this specific case, the Chinese translation (“/&WHHIT1EE2
A, #3645 B AR 5227 or “all of the countries around the Mediterranean
Sea were subject and belonged to Rome”) is not literal, the meaning is faith-
fully conveyed by the translator and highlights the extent of Roman dominion
over all of the countries of the Mediterranean area. This unity was not only po-
litical but also cultural, as “the Mediterranean had become Mare Nostrum, ‘our
sea), but the ‘our’ referred to a much larger idea of Rome than the Senate and
People of Rome itself, Senatus Populusque Romanus. Roman citizens, freedmen,
slaves and allies swarmed across the Mediterranean: traders, soldiers and cap-
tives criss-crossed the sea. They carried with them a predominantly Hellenistic

The Chinese translation of Creighton’s work is faithful to the original. Therefore, for this quote
and the subsequent quoted passages, I directly provide the text of History of Rome, including
the corresponding passages of the Chinese version by Edkins (for which the 2014 edition was
used) in the footnote: [T, RIZN&ESICW A B AFIFEMBIHL, 4 an{T
et AE W P2 DU R R . ANMEAT L, SGREZMROT A, VA B AH T A R
B, HOEZ N, MHEEEHANAT 2 FEAEZ AL, M i s, SR T
WEAR, BIRREWN. BETARE), BRERGR, HAAREE, SOREG7,
it ATRREE G2 A AR o [ ] HE R B U R A U MR AT o AT v B
SRACHR FRAL I . BING R B, ARSIV, SRS RS, A IUAE R 2 MR
4, A L3 H (Creighton 2014, 195-96).

SOBLEPTEG GRREERR R \AERE, FERS A RONAL ISILE AR bl
W PRPEE L madARADn, W dE 2 GEE, RSB RS R . AR K
TERNIIWM TR ) Ao FLRE B A A, 2 AT AL, 2T iA
W ZE R EZ Ko (Creighton 2014, 241-42).
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culture, which had penetrated deeply into Rome itself” (Abulafia 2011, 199).
In particular, the Greek influence on Roman culture, by way of “Mediterrane-
an” syncretism, also emerges from Creighton’s work, thus reaching the Chinese
readership of the late Qing period:

Of course, when the Romans conquered Greece and the East, they saw a great
many things which they had never seen before [...]; all the best books and statues
and pictures of the old world had been made by the Greek writers and artists.
So, the Romans not only learned many new things from the Greeks, but gave
up a great many of their own early beliefs (Creighton 1879, 52).

Subsequently, following the foundation of the Empire, a crucial step in its
consolidation was the extension of Roman citizenship to all free men of the
provinces, an aspect clearly illustrated in Creighton’s volume (and in its Chi-
nese translation):

One good thing, however, came out of this; Caracalla gave the rights of Roman
citizenship' to all the provinces, so that all who were governed by Rome called
themselves Romans alike. Italy and the provinces were now equal, and there were
no differences between one free man and another. [...] It drew the Empire much
more together, and made it entirely one. Roman ideas had long been spreading
among the people of the provinces, but now everyone was in name, as well as in
thought, a Roman (Creighton 1879, 105-6)."!

In this sense, it is worth recalling that granting of Roman citizenship to all
free men of the provinces, as sanctioned by the Constitutio Antoniniana (212 CE),
was the “solution to strengthen the unity of the empire, centred, asis known, on
the Mediterranean part” (Ivetic 2022).

As for the second type of analysed sources, I focus on Bali fu youren shu
[ A298 KN (Letter from Paris to a Friend), a document written by Ma Jian-
zhong RO (1845 1900) in 1878 and included in the anthology Shike zhai ji
yan N 5FC T (Annotations from the Shike Study), vol. 2, published in 1896.
It is significantly relevant regarding the universalistic character of Roman law
as well as its pan-Mediterranean and transnational value. In this work, after un-
derlining how Greek and Roman cultures are the cradle of Western civilisation,

’ %\Eﬁf%)\ﬁ’:\yﬂﬁ’(ﬁﬂﬁﬁﬁﬁl'lﬂﬁﬁ%, FARKRLF, [] BISAZIMZE. [..] i
s 2 EAE, 2 At NEAE, ﬂ’ﬁi AT, JMEKES. BBADBIGH
Nz HE §H;5‘ BB E RSP AMTE, EE L (Creighton 2014, 143).

The translation of the expression ‘rights of Roman citizenship’ is not perfectly faithful to

the original (4 5 I3 Z F2, ‘all of the advantages of Roman citizens’). However, im-

mediately afterwards, it is clearly indicated how the inhabitants of the provinces could now

define themselves as full-fledged citizens of Rome, being in an equal position with them.

R BOA BB RE T, A AR, HDUERE IS R T R a4 I B A RN .
REEA N, BROURAN, B BLECKA 55, UZT H fﬁf?#& B2 —did. [..]
MR My, TR R N NI ANE, R AR R R, i AT A A
Wo ZZatiB N, BEE RN, HIAGEELZE S (Crelghton 2014, 300).
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Ma Jianzhong briefly summarises the history of Rome."> On one hand, it is first
illustrated how Roman dominion gradually extended beyond the city of Rome
by conquering Greece and the entire Mediterranean area."”” On the other hand,
it is correctly stated that, in ancient times, the original nucleus of Roman law
(ius civile) and the rights provided for therein applied exclusively to Roman citi-
zens (while foreigners were excluded).'*

Afterwards, Ma Jianzhong continues to briefly narrate the history of Rome
until the reign of “Justinian, emperor of the Eastern Roman Empire, who fixed
the laws”." In this regard, to properly understand the importance of this refer-
ence for this study, one should recall the relevance of the role of Justinian in the
legal field, as well as in the broader cultural field. His role was so crucial that it
is the subject of great attention beyond legal literature, also in Mediterranean
studies. For example, Norwich describes Justinian’s complete recodification of
Roman law as astonishing, as he removed all contradictions, substituting clar-
ity and conciseness for confusion and chaos (Norwich 2006, 190). Similarly,
Braudel underlines the essential function of Roman law for the maintenance of
social order and communications between the centre and the periphery of the
empire (Braudel 2001, 311). Therefore, even though concise, this reference by
MaJianzhong to the Byzantine emperor and his monumental codification work
is both precious and accurate.

Finally, Ma Jianzhong’s work is noteworthy for yet another reference to the
role exerted by Roman law in the West (and thus in the Mediterranean area, al-
though the Mediterranean Sea is not directly mentioned). It is contained in Ni
she fanyi shuyuan yi #tX Bl 7% & P ik (“Proposal on Establishing a Translation
Academy”), written by Ma in 1894 and included in the aforementioned Shike
zhaiji yan (vol. 4). This document describes the laws of Rome as the foundation
of the laws of all countries (“&f Foff 22 A& Bl e 2 #H”). The concept of Rome
as “the place of origin of the laws of all countries” had already been illustrated in
earlier volumes translated into Chinese, but this is one of the earliest references
ofthiskind that can be found in a document composed by a Chinese intellectual.
Itillustrates how the process of reception of Roman law had progressed further.'s

Ma Jianzhong was one of the first Chinese students sent by the Qing government to study
abroad. He studied law in Paris (1877-1880) where he had the chance to acquire a relatively
deep knowledge of Roman history and law. For further information on his study experience
in France, see: Colangelo 2022.

1B ISR, A, [L.] BAATH P AR (Ma 1896).

ORI PAMEHE, S5O, BT 2, AR I RFZHER (Ma 1896). In a later
phase, following the intensification of trade relations with foreign people, the need to regu-
late business relationships between Roman citizens and peregrini led to the formation of
the ius gentium, a normative system subsequent to the original core of the ius civile and in-
tended to provide legal protection to foreigners in Rome (see, for instance: Talamanca 1989,
153-64).

s TR H T B TS T BB (Ma 1896).

For a more in-depth overview of Chinese sources containing similar references, see:

Colangelo 2015.



Lastly, a specific reference to the Romanist legal tradition as typical of the
Mediterranean area (but not only) appears again in a more recent work which
belongs to the third type of sources analysed. It is the third edition (1930) of
the Roman law manual composed by Huang Youchang #7475 In this vol-
ume, the author presents Constantinople as the place where Emperor Justinian
had the Corpus Iuris Civilis (534 CE) compiled (“/& 7 A Byt 2 Hh, 75 &F
FSAR AH T £&7), describing the city as a majestic urban centre, located on the
western shore of the Bosphorus strait (“RZ3 5w Tl & 01 [Bosphorus]
IR 5, KE}H:%%%E”) From here, one could observe the strategic junction of
the Mediterranean and the Black Sea (“JLFam s futtirb b2 i 2 WHIEE”). As a
central place of connection between Europe and Asia, Constantinople is por-
trayed as a crossroads of cultures where the customs and traditions of the East
and the West meet (Huang 1930, 18-19). The crucial role of Constantinople in
the Mediterranean area and its cultural and political significance is an objec-
tive fact, repeatedly highlighted in Mediterranean Studies. As pointed out by
Norwich (2006, 28), the city itself perhaps commanded only the Bosphorus and
the Sea of Marmara, but the two successive empires of which it was the capital
(the Byzantine and the Ottoman) occupied well over half the shoreline of the
Mediterranean at various times. Similarly, Abulafia (2011, xxiii) includes this
city inside the boundaries of the “Liquid Continent”, because it functioned as
a bridge between the Black Sea and the White Sea.'® At the same time, the im-
portance of Constantinople from a specificallylegal point of view is also empha-
sised, not only in legal literature but also in the field of Mediterranean studies.
For example, Braudel underlines that law schools in Rome, Constantinople and
Beirut in the late Empire" “played a leading role in the fifth century” and they
“would preserve Roman law, enabling the renaissance under Justinian to take
place” (Braudel 2001, 312). Therefore, the description of Constantinople and its
cultural and legal value as presented by Huang, being one of the earliest of this
kind included in Chinese sources, is particularly valuable.

4. Conclusions

Aswe have seen, the Chinese sources analysed clearly illustrate the process
of Rome’s expansion throughout the entire Mediterranean area. At the same
time, they also emphasise how Roman law was used throughout this vast ter-

17" The volume by Huang (first edition: 1915) dates back to the early republican era. For in-
formation on earlier Roman law manuals written in Chinese in the late Qing period, see:
Colangelo 2015; Colangelo 2020.

'8 “White Sea” is the name by which the Turks used to call the Mediterranean.

' Justinian decreed that no other law school except Beirut and the ones of Rome and

Constantinople shall be recognised by the imperial authorities. In this sense, it should be

kept in mind that the city of Beirut, in the heart of the Mediterranean area, also greatly con-

tributed to the development of the Romanistic legal tradition and was therefore given by the
emperor the title Berytus Nutrix Legum (“Beirut, Mother of Laws”).
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ritory, characterised by legal unity and (more generally) cultural syncretism.
From this analysis emerges a perception of the Romanistlegal tradition as a pil-
lar and common denominator of Western and Mediterranean legal science in a
transcultural sense. One can understand it as an element that is not only Italic,
butinstead of a Western (and specifically Mediterranean) civilisation that tran-
scendsregional and national boundaries. As has been said, this concepthaslong
been well known in the Western world, but it was undoubtedly not so obvious
in late Qing and early Republican China.

As mentioned, the image of Roman law emerging from the sources is first-
ly that of an essential tool for guaranteeing the cohesion and management of
a vast empire and, subsequently, that of the foundation of all Western law. In
other words, it is described as the indispensable political and legal basis of the
“Western powers” that appeared to late Qing intellectuals as strong and “civi-
lised”. This image therefore not only contributed to increasingknowledge of the
external world in China, but it very likely oriented, to some extent, the Chinese
government towards the adoption of the civil law system within the national
legal reform’s implementation.* In this sense, the information provided in the
primary sources examined can be considered even more valuable.
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illustrated in this brief essay (for further informazion see: Colangelo 2015). A concrete first
step in this direction was the draft Civil Code (Da Qing Min lii cao’an K& IRAEFLZE, 1911).
Although the document never came into force, due to the collapse of the empire in the same
year, China confirmed, in the following decades, its willingness to reform the national legal
system drawing inspiration from the Romanist legal tradition. For further information on
this process, see: Colangelo 2015.
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