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“No historian has so sure a touch in exploring our ethnocentrism and
pointing the ways around it. These essays are a rich mosaic of Cohen's
historiographical thinking over four decades. With their fresh perspectives
on the risks and opportunities of the historian-as-outsider, they challenge us
to think more deeply about our craft and about China.”

Philip A. Kuhn, Harvard University

In this absorbing volume by one of the leading experts on modern Chinese
history and historiography, Paul Cohen consistently argues for fresh ways
of approaching the Chinese past, training his critical spotlight alternately
on Western historians, Chinese historians, and the history itself.

The book provides a persuasive critique of older approaches to nine-
teenth- and twentieth-century China and offers powerful reinterpretations of
such diverse topics as the Boxer uprising, American China historiography,
nationalism, popular religion, and reform. In an important introductory
essay, Cohen also revisits the “China-centered approach,” raising searching
questions concerning its applicability to recent areas of scholarly interest.

While maintaining the view that culture is important, the author
cautions that the claims of Western and Chinese cultural difference, when
overstated, can easily lead to cultural stereotyping and caricaturing. To
offset this tendency, he repeatedly foregrounds common elements in the
thinking and behavior of Chinese and non-Chinese, confident that by
subverting parochial perspectives that continue to cordon China off in a
realm by itself, historians can render its history intelligible, meaningful,
and even important to people in the West.

This book will be essential reading for all scholars and students with an
interest in Chinese studies and history.

Paul A. Cohen is Edith Stix Wasserman Professor of Asian Studies and
History, Emeritus, Wellesley College and an Associate at the Fairbank Center
for East Asian Research at Harvard University. He has published widely on
Chinese history, including the award-winning History in Three Keys: The
Boxers as Event, Experience, and Myth (1997) and Discovering History in
China: American Historical Writing on the Recent Chinese Past (1984).
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The series is intended to showcase the most important individual contribu-
tions to scholarship in Asian studies. Each of the volumes presents a
leading Asian scholar addressing themes that are central to his or her most
significant and lasting contribution to Asian studies. The series is
committed to the rich variety of research and writing on Asia, and is not
restricted to any particular discipline, theoretical approach or geographical
expertise.
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When Routledge first invited me to put together a book of my writings for
its new Critical Asian Scholarship series, I was both flattered and hesitant.
Flattered, because the initial group of invitees was very small and (as I
soon discovered) included such esteemed scholars as Patricia Ebrey and the
late George Kahin. Hesitant, in part, because it would mean an interrup-
tion of the work I was then (and am still) engaged in on the problem of
national humiliation in twentieth-century China, and also, in part, because
preparing such a volume would inevitably mean confronting certain intel-
lectual issues that had for some time been a nagging source of unease in
my work. As I began to think about what to include in such a book and
how, in an introductory essay, I might address and work through the issues
just alluded to, the unease gradually abated and I became increasingly
enthusiastic about the multiple challenges the project offered.

Two people who were particularly important in moving me forward in
this process were Mark Selden and Elizabeth Sinn. Having had as a mentor
in graduate school John Fairbank, whose gifts as a nurturer of successful
manuscripts were legendary, I held Mark Selden, the editor of the Critical
Asian Scholarship series, to an impossibly high standard. Mark, doing the
impossible, met this standard at every step of the way. As an experienced
volume editor, he exercised exceptionally good judgment in helping me
decide what to include (and not include) in the book. His detailed
comments on all of the chapters, save the three (Chapters 1, 2, and 7) that
had been previously published in English and that I was unwilling to
change except in regard to mechanical matters (such as converting the
romanization of Chinese names and terms from Wade-Giles to pinyin),
were unfailingly constructive, all the more remarkable because his specific
interests and starting point for approaching history tend (with some excep-
tions) to be quite different from mine. Mark’s comments covered
everything from style and word choice to weaknesses or illogicalities in my
argument to bibliographical lacunae. He pushed me especially hard on the
introductory essay, which he rightly judged to be critical to the success of
the volume as a whole. The finished piece benefited greatly from his many
specific suggestions, insightfulness, and tireless prodding.
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it was not. Lisa Cohen prepared most of the photographs and all of the
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Putting together a volume of my writings, spanning a publishing career
now stretching to almost a half-century,1 has been fascinating in a number
of ways. For one thing, it has involved rereading things that in some cases
I hadn’t laid eyes on for decades, reminding myself, sometimes happily,
sometimes not, of where I was intellectually at various points in my evolu-
tion as a historian. For another, it has afforded me the opportunity to play
historian to myself, identifying some themes – my teacher Benjamin
Schwartz referred to them as “underlying persistent preoccupations”2 –
that have endured from the beginning of my writing life right through to
the present, although taking different forms at different times, and others
that have emerged at one point or another but weren’t there at the outset.
In other words, the exercise has enabled me to gain a clearer picture of
how my thinking has changed over time and, equally important, how it
hasn’t.

Although most of my scholarly work has focused on the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries and has therefore, almost inevitably, dealt in one
way or another with the interactions between China and the West (or a
Western-influenced Japan), an abiding concern throughout has been my
determination to get inside China, to reconstruct Chinese history as far as
possible as the Chinese themselves experienced it rather than in terms of
what people in the West thought was important, natural, or normal. I
wanted, in short, to move beyond approaches to the Chinese past that
bore a heavy burden of Eurocentric or Western-centric preconceptions.
An early example of this was my first book, China and Christianity, in
the preface to which I explicitly distanced myself from the older
approach to China missions, with its focus “on missions history, not on
Chinese history.” With the coming of age of Chinese studies in the
postwar era, “the inadequacies of this old Western-centered approach”
had become apparent and a new approach had been suggested – the
pioneer here was another of my mentors, John Fairbank – that was
“more concerned with understanding and evaluating the role played by
Christian missions in Chinese history.”3 It was this approach that I
adopted in the book.

Introduction
China unbound



This was a first step along what has turned out to be a long and
tortuous path. In the final chapter of China and Christianity I adumbrated
the next step: a critical look at the Western impact–Chinese response
approach (also closely identified with Fairbank) that had played such an
important part in American writing on nineteenth-century China in the
immediate postwar decades. “Modern students of Chinese history,” I
wrote,

have all too often focused on the process of Western impact and
Chinese response, to the neglect of the reverse process of Chinese
impact and Western response. The missionary who came to China
found himself confronted with frustrations and hostilities which he
could hardly have envisaged before coming and which transformed
him, subtly but unmistakably, into a foreign missionary. His awareness
(one might indeed say resentment) of this metamorphosis, together
with his fundamental dissatisfaction with things as they were in
China…greatly conditioned the missionary’s response to the Chinese
setting.4

The Western impact–Chinese response approach, in other words, oversim-
plified things by assuming that Chinese–Western interactions in the
nineteenth century were a one-way street in which all of the traffic flowed
from West to East.5

Several years later I wrote an essay in which I scrutinized the
impact–response approach more systematically, attempting to identify
some of the hidden premises on which it was based. Apart from the
assumption of unidirectionality of influence just noted, I pointed to a
number of problems inherent in the approach. One was “the tendency,
when speaking of the ‘Western impact,’ to ignore the enigmatic and
contradictory nature” of the West itself. This was a point that had been
made with particular force by Benjamin Schwartz. Although most Western
historians were properly humbled, Schwartz suggested, by the superfi-
ciality of their understanding of “non-Western” societies, they viewed the
West as home ground, a known quantity. Yet, he cautioned,

when we turn our attention back to the modern West itself, this decep-
tive clarity disappears. We are aware that the best minds of the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries have been deeply divided in their
agonizing efforts to grasp the inner meaning of modern Western devel-
opment…. We undoubtedly “know” infinitely more about the West
[than about any given non-Western society], but the West remains as
problematic as ever.6

A related source of ambiguity was that the West, even in its modern guise,
had changed greatly over time. The West that China encountered during
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the Opium War and the West that exerted such great influence on Chinese
intellectual and political life beginning in the last years of the nineteenth
century were both the “modern West.” But there were vast differences
between the two – differences that Western historians of China regularly
overlooked.

Other problems were that the impact–response approach tended to
direct attention away from those aspects of nineteenth-century China that
were unrelated, or only distantly related, to the Western impact; that it
was inclined to assume uncritically that Western-related facets of Chinese
history during this period were Chinese responses to the impact of the
West when, in fact, they were often responses (however much Western-
influenced) to indigenous forces; and, finally, perhaps because of its
emphasis on “conscious responses,” that the approach seemed to gravitate
toward intellectual, cultural, and psychological forms of historical expla-
nation, at the expense of social, political, and economic ones.7 The upshot
was that the impact–response framework, although a decided improve-
ment over earlier approaches that ignored Chinese thought and action
entirely, encouraged a picture of nineteenth-century China that was incom-
plete and suffered unnecessarily from imbalance and distortion.8 (Other
difficulties pertaining to the Western impact are discussed in connection
with the thought of Joseph Levenson in Chapter 2.)

The impact–response approach had a built-in tendency to link whatever
change was discerned in nineteenth-century China to the impact of the
West. As such, it formed part of a broader European and American predis-
position in the 1950s and 1960s, when looking at the more recent
centuries of Chinese history, to deny the possibility of meaningful endoge-
nous change.9 Although it was not until the early 1980s that I undertook
to examine this issue in a comprehensive way, it is clear to me in retrospect
that I was already beginning to move in this direction a decade earlier in
my intellectual biography of the late Qing reformer and pioneer journalist
Wang Tao.10 Since Wang Tao spent his entire adult life grappling with
complicated questions relating to change, in the course of trying to figure
him out I had to confront these questions myself. In the prologues to the
four parts of the book, which form the bulk of Chapter 1 of this volume, I
touched on a number of broad change-related issues as they pertained to
Wang: the relationship between incremental change and revolution, the
differences between generational and historical change, the virtue of
measuring societal change by internal points of reference, the complex
relationship between “tradition” and “modernity,” differences between the
actual historical past of China and “Chinese tradition,” technological
change versus value change, the geocultural sources of change in nine-
teenth- and twentieth-century China, and so on. In much of my discussion
of these issues, it later became apparent to me, there was still a residual
tendency – even as I was beginning to raise questions concerning it – to
overstate the relative importance of Western influence as the key measure
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of change in late Qing China.11 The consequences of this, especially as
they pertain to the final part of the Wang Tao book, are addressed in the
preface to the paperback edition (1987), which is included in Chapter 1.

The gathering discomfort with certain Western-centric tendencies (my
own included) that were prefigured in the study of Wang Tao led me in the
late 1970s to begin working on a more thoroughgoing critique of the
shaping role of these tendencies in postwar American scholarship. The
first three chapters of the resulting book, which was entitled Discovering
History in China: American Historical Writing on the Recent Chinese Past
(1984), probed the Western-centric biases of three leading conceptual
frameworks: the impact–response approach, the modernization (or tradi-
tion–modernity) approach, and the imperialism (or, perhaps more aptly,
imperialism–revolution) approach. In the final chapter of the book I identi-
fied a new approach in American scholarship – it was really more a collection
of discrete characteristics than a single, well-defined approach – which I
labeled “China-centered.” This approach had emerged around 1970 and, in
my judgment, went a long way toward overcoming earlier Western-centric
biases. Since the second chapter of Discovering History in China (“Moving
Beyond ‘Tradition and Modernity’ ”) is reproduced in this book (see Chapter
2), and the preface to the second paperback edition (1997), in which I
respond to criticism of the original work, is reprinted in Chapter 7, I will not
review the book’s contents here. I do, however, want to raise a question that
isn’t dealt with in either of these chapters: the potential limits of the China-
centered approach posed by several recent developments.

The core attribute of the China-centered approach is that its practi-
tioners make a serious effort to understand Chinese history in its own
terms – paying close attention to Chinese historical trajectories and
Chinese perceptions of their own problems – rather than in terms of a set
of expectations derived from Western history. This does not mean that the
approach gives short shrift to exogenous influences (see Chapter 7); nor,
certainly, does it preclude – on the contrary, it warmly embraces – the
application to Chinese realities of theoretical insights and methodological
strategies of non-Chinese provenance (often developed in disciplines other
than history), so long as these insights and strategies are sensitive to the
perils of parochial (typically, Western-centric) bias.

I would not change any part of this formulation today. There are count-
less issues in Chinese history for the probing of which a China-centered
approach remains, in my view, both appropriate and desirable.12 There are
other issues, however, where this is less plainly the case. I have in mind a
number of areas of recent scholarly interest that, although unquestionably
relating to Chinese history, are best identified in other ways, either because
they pose questions (for instance in addressing world historical issues) that
are broadly comparative in nature, or because they examine China as part
of an East Asian or Asian regional system, or because even while dealing
with the subject matter of Chinese history they are principally concerned
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with matters that transcend it, or because they focus on the behavior and
thinking (including self-perception) of non-Han ethnic groups within the
Chinese realm, or because their paramount interest is in the migration of
Chinese to other parts of the world. Each of these issues – and doubtless
there are others – raises questions about the boundaries of “Chinese
history” and, indeed, in some instances the very meaning of the word
“China.” Inevitably, therefore, each in its own way challenges the
adequacy of the China-centered approach.

For historians of China (and surely others as well), the most interesting
and deservedly influential exercise in comparative history in recent years
has been the work of R. Bin Wong and Kenneth Pomeranz – I refer specifi-
cally to the former’s China Transformed (1997) and the latter’s The Great
Divergence (2000) – grappling with the thorny issue of the West’s ascen-
dancy in the world during the past two centuries or so.13 There are
significant differences between Wong and Pomeranz. Pomeranz is more
exclusively interested in questions pertaining to economic development,
while Wong in addition devotes much space to issues of state formation
and popular protest.14 Pomeranz, moreover, as he himself notes, places
greater emphasis on “global conjunctures and reciprocal influences and
bring[s] more places besides Europe and China into the discussion,”15

whereas Wong is more consistently and exclusively concerned with
Europe–China comparisons. What the two scholars share is, however, far
more important than what separates them. Most noteworthy in this regard
is their agreement that in the past Westerners venturing comparisons
between Europe and other parts of the world have posed the wrong sorts
of questions. Tightly bound by the Eurocentrism of nineteenth-century
social theory, they have assumed that the trajectories of change that
occurred in Europe were the norm and that if something like the Industrial
Revolution took place in Europe but not in, say, China the proper line of
inquiry was to ask what went awry in the Chinese case.

Contesting this approach frontally, Wong and Pomeranz insist upon the
need to engage in two-way comparison, Wong using the phrase
“symmetric perspectives” to describe this process, Pomeranz, “reciprocal
comparisons.”16 Freed of Eurocentric presuppositions about normative
trajectories of change, both scholars, when they look at the economic situ-
ations of Europe and China (or, in Pomeranz’s case, parts of Europe, parts
of China, and parts of India and Japan) in the latter half of the eighteenth
century, find a remarkable degree of parallelism. “In key ways,” Wong
states, “eighteenth-century Europe shared more with China of the same
period than it did with the Europe of the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries.” And Pomeranz makes a similar point in more nuanced spatial
terms, observing that in the middle of the eighteenth century

various core regions scattered around the Old World – the Yangzi
Delta, the Kant™plain, Britain and the Netherlands, Gujarat – shared
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some crucial features with each other, which they did not share with
the rest of the continent or subcontinent around them (e.g., relatively
free markets, extensive handicraft industries, highly commercialized
agriculture).17

Given the largely common economic circumstances prevailing between
parts of Europe and parts of Asia at this time, the key question for both
Wong and Pomeranz shifts from what went wrong in Asia to what made
possible the radically discontinuous economic change that occurred in
Europe after 1800 – first in England and then in other European core areas
– and did not occur even in the most highly developed regions of the Asian
continent. Although both scholars, in responding to this question, agree
that technological innovation along with the shift to new sources of energy
(coal) in England were of critical importance, Wong also emphasizes the
liberating function of certain structural features of the evolving European
political economy (states, for example, that stood in a competitive rela-
tionship with one another), while Pomeranz develops an explanation that
lays greater stress on factors external to Europe, in particular its involve-
ment in a new kind of trading system and the windfall the New World and
its resources provided.18

Although Wong asserts at one point that his work “is primarily a book
about Chinese history and secondarily a book about European history,”19

and although when dealing with China he is exquisitely sensitive to the
need to approach its history without blinders carried over from the history
of Europe, my distinct sense is that “China” is not what the book is princi-
pally about. The supreme value of Wong’s book, for me, is its careful
construction and elaboration of a fresh and more even-handed way of
doing comparative history, one that does not privilege the historical path
followed in one part of the world over those followed in other parts and
therefore frees us to ask questions of any part’s history that are not, as it
were, preloaded. In Pomeranz’s study, the overall approach places less
exclusive emphasis on comparison (even though the spatial field of compar-
ison is wider than Wong’s) and is more single-mindedly focused on the
question of the divergent economic trajectories taken by Europe and East
Asia after the mid-eighteenth century. Although seriously concerned with
showing “how different Chinese development looks once we free it from its
role as the presumed opposite of Europe and…how different European
history looks once we see the similarities between its economy and one with
which it has most often been contrasted,”20 his paramount objective is to
shed light on the substantive question of how the modern world economy
came into being. Pomeranz too, therefore, like Wong, although devoting
much space to China and caring a great deal about getting his China stories
right, is ultimately interested in matters that transcend Chinese history.

Application of the designation “China-centered” to scholarship (such as
that of Wong and Pomeranz) that so clearly pertains to world history
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(regardless of whether this scholarship is primarily comparative or also
pays serious notice to conjunctures and influences) seems obviously inap-
propriate. The same, moreover, may be argued with respect to studies that
look at China as part of a broader regional system in Asia. Regions, as
intermediate categories between individual states and the world, have their
own historical dynamic and must therefore (we are told by those who
study them) be scrutinized from a region-centered perspective. Takeshi
Hamashita,21 for example, wants us “to understand East Asia as a histori-
cally constituted region with its own hegemonic structure” – a region that
“entered modern times not because of the coming of European powers but
because of the dynamism inherent in the traditional, Sinocentric tributary
system.”22 The tributary system, inaugurated by China many centuries
ago, formed a loose system of political integration embracing East and
Southeast Asia. More than just a relationship between two states, China
and the tribute-bearing country, it also at times encompassed satellite trib-
utary relationships – at various points, Vietnam required tribute from
Laos, Korea while tributary to China also sent tribute missions to Japan,
and the kings of the Liuqiu (Ry�ky�) Islands during the Qing/Tokugawa
had tributary relations with both Edo and Beijing – thus forming a
complex web of relationships throughout the region.

The other key feature of the Asian regional system, according to
Hamashita, was economic. A network of commercial relations (often
multilateral in nature), operating symbiotically with the tribute system,
developed in East and Southeast Asia, closely intertwined with the
commercial penetration of Chinese merchants into Southeast Asia and the
emigration there of workers from South China. “The relationship between
tribute goods and ‘gifts’ was substantially one of selling and purchasing.”
Prices of commodities “were determined, albeit loosely, by market prices in
Peking.” In fact, from the late Ming on, Hamashita argues,

it can be shown that the foundation for the whole complex tribute-
trade formation was determined by the price structure of China and
that the tribute-trade zone formed an integrated “silver zone” in
which silver was used as the medium of trade settlement. The key to
the functioning of the tribute trade as a system was the huge
“demand” for commodities outside China and the difference between
prices inside and outside China.23

(The importance Hamashita attaches to regional economic integration, it
may be noted, is one of the more salient ways in which his analysis departs
from earlier accounts of the “tributary system” by Fairbank and others.24)

Although China is an absolutely fundamental part of Hamashita’s
region-centered perspective (indeed, he frequently uses the term
“Sinocentric” to describe it), it should be evident from the foregoing para-
graphs that a China-centered approach would be inadequate for
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understanding the Asian regional system he elaborates.25 This becomes
even clearer in another part of his analysis, in which he advances the
notion that the sea was as important a locus and determinant of historical
activity as the land in Asia. Although we are accustomed to viewing the
Asian region as a collection of landed territorial units, it may also be seen
as a series of interconnected “maritime regions” stretching from Northeast
Asia all the way to Oceania. Once we adopt this sea-centered geographical
perspective, Hamashita shrewdly suggests, it is easier to understand why
intra-Asian political relationships developed as they did over the centuries:

The states, regions, and cities located along the periphery of each sea
zone … [were] close enough to influence one another but too far apart
to be assimilated into a larger entity. Autonomy in this sense formed a
major condition for the establishment of the looser form of political
integration known as the tributary system.26

The adequacy (or sufficiency) of the “China-centered” approach may
also, in certain instances, be called into question in regard to scholarship
that is far more directly and extensively concerned with Chinese history.
A good illustration would be my most recent book, History in Three
Keys: The Boxers as Event, Experience, and Myth (1997). Certainly, in
large portions of this work I make a sustained effort to get inside the
world of the Boxers and other Chinese inhabiting the North China plain
in the spring and summer of 1900, and in this respect the approach may
be viewed as China-centered. But I’m also interested, albeit to a much
lesser degree, in the thoughts, feelings, and behavior of the non-Chinese
participants in the events of the time and frequently point out commonali-
ties between the Chinese and foreign sides, suggesting an approach that,
at least at certain junctures, is more human-centered than China-centered.
(I will return to this point later.)

Finally, and most importantly, as I make clear throughout, my main
purpose in the book is to explore a wide range of issues pertaining to the
writing of history, “the Boxers functioning as a kind of handmaiden to this
larger enterprise.”27 This is rather different from the usual procedure in
historical studies. It is not at all uncommon in such studies (not just in the
Chinese field but in others as well) for authors to conclude by situating
their findings in a broader frame of reference, in the hope of enhancing the
significance and importance of their work. In History in Three Keys, I start
right off with the broader question and never really let go of it. Although I
use the Boxers as an extended case study, moreover, I make it clear, espe-
cially in the concluding chapter, that there is no necessary or exclusive
connection between the Boxers and the larger points I am interested in
exploring. Many other episodes of world history could serve equally well.
The main object of the book is to say something not about Chinese
history, but about the writing of history in general. And there’s nothing
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especially China-centered about that.28 (For a more detailed discussion of
the larger historical issues dealt with in the book, see Chapter 8.)

Research on non-Han ethnic groups29 points to another arena of histor-
ical scholarship that is not especially well served by China-centered
analysis. Such research has taken a variety of forms. A small but unusually
talented coterie of historians have in recent years injected new life into the
question of the Manchuness of the Qing empire, looking at such topics as
the evolution over time of Manchu identity (cultural and/or ethnic), the
special character of the Qing frontier, the multiform nature of Manchu
rulership and its contributions to the functioning of the Qing imperium,
important Manchu institutions (most notably the Eight Banners), the
contribution of the Manchus to twentieth-century nationalism, and so
on.30 Often supplementing Chinese sources with those in the Manchu
language and sharply contesting the old view that the Manchus were
largely absorbed or assimilated into a “Chinese world order,” these
scholars are in broad agreement that, as one of them has phrased it, “the
notion of Manchu difference mattered throughout the [Qing] dynasty.”31

Indeed, several of them have used such phrases as “Qing-centered” and
“Manchu-centered” to highlight this very difference.32 The argument is
not that the Manchus weren’t, in important ways, a part of Chinese
history, but, rather, that Chinese history during the final centuries of the
imperial era looks very different when seen through Manchu eyes. To view
the parts taken by the Manchus in this history from a Han Chinese
perspective – the conventional assimilation or sinicization model – is there-
fore to invite the same kinds of distortions that result when Chinese
history is depicted in Eurocentric terms.

If Manchu difference mattered throughout the Qing, a major (although
not the only) reason for its mattering was that the Qing was a conquest
dynasty that brought China and eventually Inner Asia under the Manchu
sway during this period. It was a quite different story in the case of other
non-Han groups, such as (to cite one of the more important examples)
Muslim Chinese. Muslims in China also raise questions concerning the
aptness of the China-centered approach, but because their experience over
the centuries has been very different from that of the Manchus the sorts of
questions they raise also are different. One difference from the Manchus is
that although Muslims at various points in time (above all, the Yuan
dynasty) served as high officials they never ruled China as a group, in the
sense that the Manchus (and Mongols) did. Another difference is that
Muslims were (and continue to be) linked, albeit to varying degrees and in
widely different ways, to a religion – Islam – that is of non-Chinese origin
and worldwide embrace.

As both Dru Gladney and Jonathan Lipman have insisted,33 Muslims
in different parts of China (even in some instances within a single
province) also tend to be very different from each other. Some Muslims,
many of the Uyghurs, for example, in present-day Xinjiang (an area that
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until its subjugation by the Qing in the eighteenth century had been situ-
ated outside the Chinese realm), although inhabiting a space that is
politically China, do not speak Chinese and tend to identify culturally and
religiously more closely with their counterparts in the Central Asian states
to the north than with Han Chinese. Other Muslims, scattered in various
places throughout the Chinese realm, are descended from families that
have lived in China for generations, speak one or another form of Chinese,
and are indistinguishable in many aspects of their lives from non-Muslim
Chinese. In recent centuries, in short, individuals in China could be both
Chinese and Muslim in a vast array of different ways, making it hard to
claim (as was done in the People’s Republic in the 1950s) a “unified
‘ethnic consciousness’ ” for Sino-Muslims.34

Given the heterogeneous character of the Muslim population of China,
the argument could be made, at least in theory, that while a China-
centered approach would be clearly misguided if applied to the
Turkic-speaking Uyghur population of Xinjiang,35 it ought to be perfectly
appropriate in the case of more acculturated Muslim Chinese. A key
feature of the approach, after all, is that it seeks to cope with the immense
variety and complexity of the Chinese world by breaking it down into
smaller, more manageable spatial units, thereby facilitating close scrutiny
of the whole range of local variation (including religious, ethnic, and social
difference).36 As it turns out, however, even in the case of Chinese-
speaking Muslims, China-centered analysis can present problems. Lipman
provides a fascinating illustration of the potential complications in his
discussion of Muslims in a subprovincial part of Gansu in the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries. The political center of Gansu and the center of
Chinese-oriented economic life throughout this period was Lanzhou, the
provincial capital. But Lanzhou, situated on the edges of two distinct
Muslim spheres – one around Ningxia, the other centering on Hezhou –
would from a Muslim perspective be considered a peripheral area. And,
conversely, Hezhou, some sixty miles southwest of Lanzhou, although for
Muslims (who constituted 50 per cent of its population in the nineteenth
century) a major commercial and religious center, “would be the periphery
of the periphery in any China-centered mapping.” In other words, a
China-centered mapping would be insufficiently sensitive to aspects of
social, economic, and religious existence that were of vital importance to
the Muslims of Gansu. Beyond this, moreover, it would more than likely
have the drawback of presenting an undifferentiated picture of the
province’s Muslim community, flattening out its members’ diversity, when,
as Lipman clearly demonstrates, Muslims in different parts of the province
– and how much more would this be the case nationwide – in fact occu-
pied a wide range of different social and occupational niches (and took
different parts vis-à-vis the state), sometimes engaged in violence against
each other, and were anything but unified in the nature and degree of their
religious commitments.37
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The new work on Manchus and Muslims relates to a much broader
scholarly concern in recent years with the whole minzu (“nationality” or
“ethnic group”) question in China. Energized in part by Han-minority
tensions on China’s peripheries, in part by growing interest in and sensi-
tivity to multicultural and multiethnic issues globally, this concern has
been discernible in writing on the Uyghurs, Mongols, Tibetans, Yi, and
many other groups.38 Insofar as it challenges the notion of a transparent,
unproblematic “Chineseness,” complicating this category and forcing us
continually to rethink its meaning, it has understandably not been very
hospitable to China-centered analysis.

If a China-centered approach is not especially well equipped to address
the distinctive perspectives and experiences of non-Han communities
within China, it also poses problems in regard to Han Chinese who have
migrated to places outside the country – another phenomenon that has of
late attracted growing interest in the scholarly world. Chinese migration
abroad is an enormously complicated subject, which scholars are only now
beginning to conceptualize anew.39 Certain of its characteristic features
derive from broader (and prior) patterns of migration within China, and
insofar as the focus is on the “push” part of the process – the factors that
favored decisions to migrate, whether internally or overseas, from a
specific part of the country – the sensitivity of China-centered analysis to
local particularity and variation is of potential value. But even at this stage
we begin to encounter problems. Although local conditions of impoverish-
ment or social unrest were fairly widespread in both North and South
China in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, migration overseas
originated largely from specific locales in the southern provinces of Fujian
and Guangdong, rather than from the northern part of the country. A
major reason for this had to do with the access these places had to highly
developed Chinese networks in a few southern treaty ports and, above all,
the British colony of Hong Kong. These “in-between places,” to use
Elizabeth Sinn’s apt phrase, served as points of transit or hubs, enabling
people, goods, remittances, and even the bones of the dead to move, in one
direction or the other, between villages in South China and destinations all
over the globe. Migration, using such networks, became for families in
certain parts of the south – and even in some instances for entire villages
and lineages – a prime economic strategy.40 It was manifestly part of the
regional and global systems discussed earlier.

At this point in the migration process, the utility of the China-centered
approach as an exclusive – or even a primary – avenue to understanding
becomes seriously diminished. The most obvious reason, of course, is the
fact of important links with locales outside China. Once Chinese settled in
Java or California or Lima or Pretoria, whether temporarily or perma-
nently, even if they remained in important ways embedded in Chinese social
and historical narratives, they also became integrated into Indonesian,
American, Peruvian, and South African histories. Their adaptations to a
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