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Abstract: 

 

The thesis examines the translation and re-interpretation of European international law in 

China during the 19th and 20th century. Beginning in 1839, the onset of the First Opium War, 

the thesis investigates the adoption and re-interpretation of the European world order in China 

until the the mid of the 20th century, the time when the regime of unequal treaties was 

eventually terminated. This historical case study investigates the global diffusion of 

international law within the framework of world polity approaches and aims theoretically at 

contributing to the debate of causal interaction of global and local realities in long-term social 

transformations. Methodically, it uses insights from global history-studies which differ from 

comparative research designs. Empirically, it intends to develop a perspective on the history 

of international law in non-European world regions. 

 The thesis discusses the dissemination of international law in China with regard to two 

central issues: Firstly, it raises the question of how a world region was newly integrated into a 

globel normative order. Secondly, it investigates social mechanisms of the local mediation of 

a global script. In addition to general historical materials the main sources include Chinese 

international law translations, textbooks, newspapers and encyclopedias in which European 

international law was discussed or reprinted. International relations and state practices have 

been used to illustrate how Chinese elites gave performative relevance to the adopted ideas. 

 Generally, the thesis argues that the process of adoption occurred in two steps: The 

initial step was the translation of Euro-American international law treatieses and their 

diffusion under the local elites. This initial step was followed by indigenous re-interpretations 

by local elites based on the adopted model. In analytical terms the first step forms a phase of 

isomorphism in which the global script was enacted. This initial step, however, had not been 

followed not by the convergence of international law in China, but instead it resulted in a 

local variation of international legal theory. Altogether the thesis shows that the imitation of a 

global model does not necessarily create a similar pattern on the local level but can rather 

cause dissimilarity. On the one hand the translation and re-interpretation of international law 

in China constitutes an example of successive integration into a global model while – on the 

other hand – it forms a story of local variation, resistance and indigenous theory development. 

 


