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Introduction: Empire and Local Society Revisited:
“South China Studies” and the “New Qing History”

Over the past twenty years, two approaches to late imperial Chinese history,
the so-called “South China Studies school” and the “New Qing History school”
have made especially notable contributions. The “South China school”, at least in
terms of how it is perceived by the wider academic community, is generally seen
as exploring issues of lineage, ritual practice, local society, regional difference,
and the relationship between state and society through fieldwork and the use of
locally produced sources. This approach thus emphasizes a bottom-up view of
Chinese history. “New Qing History” is generally understood as attempting to
situate the Qing Empire in an Inner Asian context by considering the relationship
between the state and its institutions, and to emphasize the use of non-Chinese-
language sources. This is in contrast to a traditional Sinocentric approach to Qing
history. Although scholars from both “schools” have never assumed there were
any particular barriers between them, they nevertheless differ in terms of their
conceptualization of problems; objects of study; wuse of sources, and
methodological priorities. As a result, there has been little conscious effort to
place the two subfields into dialogue, even though they partially overlap in their
chronological focus and share a number of common concerns. In the past decade a
new generation of “South China” scholars has moved beyond their eponymous
region, while the perspective of “New Qing History” has gradually expanded from
the imperial state to local society. The intersection or intermingling of these two
subfields has already begun.

In terms of epistemology, both “schools” have their own particular
approaches with regard to the logic of human behavior. That is, they both address
the question of how people build relationships and construct communities,
societies, or states. The South China approach is traditionally associated with
village- level studies, but it could potentially see even the Forbidden City as a kind
of “village” and the emperor as one of its residents. Similarly, even before the
“New Qing History” became caught up in the question of whether a given state

and its territory should be labelled the “Great Qing” or “China”, it was already
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concerned with how people moved about and lived within that territory. This
epistemological stance derives the object of “history” from the activities of human
communities and people’s worldviews. A social science model like this, which
takes the logic of practice as an explanatory mechanism, may ameliorate the
tendency within the discipline of history to overemphasize the role of the “state. ”
In particular, it may help us penetrate the fog of false dichotomies: state and
society, China or Great Qing. It may also shed light on the present character,
limitations, and dilemmas of the discipline.

The perspectives and methodologies presented in these six papers are inspired
by both the “South China School” and “New Qing History.” Whether they are
called “schools” or not, scholars perceived to belong to either subfield vary in
terms of their views, perspectives, and methodologies. This has encouraged the
authors here to place these research approaches into dialogue with one another.
During our research, we have each attempted not only to create some sort of
dialogue between the two, but also to transcend informal barriers and polemical
disputes that have from time to time arisen within one field or the other. Our
discussions touch on a range of different regional societies and communities,
includingZhili, Beijing, Fujian, Mongolia, Xinjiang, and Tibet. We have drawn
on sources in both Chinese and non-Chinese languages to explore different
dimensions of regions and communities traditionally considered Han or non- Han,
sinicized or not, simultaneously from top-down and bottom-up perspectives. We
consider questions of mobility, migration, Qing Empire, the Eight Banners
system, law and the legal code, coastal regions and borderlands, and the
formation of Inner Asian frontier societies.

>

Yuanyuan Qiu’s paper, “Lands, Succession, and Clans,” illuminates the
state- society interface under the Eight Banners system. Following the shift of the
political center of Chinese state to North China in the Jin and Yuan dynasties,
state power penetrated more deeply into society in this region. In the Qing, two
sociopolitical systems predominated in local society: the Eight Banners, into
which “bannermen” were organized, and the prefectural system, which held
jurisdiction over “commoners.” The compositions and social attributes of these
populations were significantly different, as were the means of state administration

and the penetration of state power. Qiu emphasizes that the Eight Banners system,
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not just regional factors, had a decisive impact on the rural grassroots organization
of this region, which previous scholarship has assumed to be simply “Chinese, ”
until as late as the twentieth century. Banner social and economic organization
offers a fresh perspective for exploring the rural society, ethnic relations,
government and other issues of the Qing dynasty.

Cheng-Heng Lu’s case study of the Shi Clan bridges not only the two
methodologies outlined above, but also the geographic division between North and
South China. In the mid-Ming, following the reformation of the salt policy and
the Wokou ( Japanese piracy) crisis in Fujian, the Shi lineage was formally
registered in Quanzhou as a salt- producing household. The Ming- Qing transition
and the coastal evacuation policy in the early Qing devastated the region’s social
structure, including the Shi lineage. In 1665, Shi Lang, a member of the Shi
lineage, rebuilt the lineage’s great ancestral hall in its original location even before
the evacuation policy had been repealed. In 1668, Shi Lang and his family were
offered a place in the Eight Banners system and moved to Beijing, so a sub- group
of the larger lineage, the Shi Banner family, began to live in Beijing as
bannermen. The empire gradually began to utilize the Eight Banners system to
incorporate existing Chinese lineages. In order to maintain this system of
dominance, Qing emperors tolerated the Shi Banner family’s illegal conduct.

Boyi Chen further illuminates the Qing coastal evacuation, an early-Qing
order that forced people who lived one the southeastern coast to move inland in
order to curtail anti- Manchu activities. He uses this case as a means to re- examine
the formation of the border in a Han local society. According to Chen, the social
transformation of the Zhangpu County under the Ming- Qing transition provides an
example of how the evacuation operated in a “small” southeastern local society
while demonstrating some distinctive features of the late imperial state. Chen
traces the precise boundaries of the evacuation’s exclusion zone in a coastal county
for the first time. This allows him to show how an existing landscape of forts and
fortified villages reflected the rise and decline of local powerholders. Based on
this ebb and flow of local power, the Qing state began to regulate the registered
households more strictly, insinuating state power at the local level. The author
concludes that even in a supposedly “traditional” Han region, the empire still

needed to handle “border” problems and social complexity just as it did in the
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“non-Han” areas. This was the process of late imperial state formation in
practice.

Ranging in geographic focus from the imperial capital and the Zhili region to
the southeast coastal frontier, these first three articles constitute a coherent unit.
They illuminate the linkages between different institutional structures and policy
implementation in “China Proper” under the early Qing regime.

The latter three articles, turn their attention to “Outer China, ” yet retain this
focus on institutional connection and regional differentiation. They address certain
crucial points of scholarship in the “South China School” and “New Qing
History”: the relationship between ( frontier) society and the ( central)

’

government, or the “periphery” and the “metropole”; the construction and
reconstruction of identity, and trans-regional ethnic and legal negotiations.

Wei- Chieh Tsai’s research focuses on Mongolized Han Chinese settlers and
their descendants in Outer Mongolia. After Outer Mongolia submitted to the Qing
Empire in 1691, the policy of Mongol-Han segregation was extended by the Qing
government to Outer Mongolia. In spite of the segregation policy, some Han
Chinese settlers ( mostly merchants and farmers), in violation of Qing laws,
married Mongol women, raised children, adopted Mongol ways of life, and
managed to live peacefully with the Mongols in Mongolia. Drawing on Mongolian
and Chinese sources, this paper delineates their background and life in Mongolia,
demonstrates their changing legal status and culture, and illustrates the critical role
of the Great Shabi, the lay disciples of the Jibzundamba Khutugtu, in this
process. This paper explores the criteria that Han Chinese settlers and their
descendants needed to meet in order to be accepted and integrated into the
borderland society, and the way state policies and laws imposed limits on that
integration. In this case, we see how Han Chinese responded to local Mongol
authority below the central state and even within the state managed to evade state
sanction and surveillance.

Eric T. Schluessel describes another type of imperial “infiltration” of the
northwestern region. The late- Qing reintegration of Xinjiang into the empire was
not only a political and military event, but also one that effected a transformation
in the region’s cultures and societies. This article investigates the religious life of

Hunanese people in Xinjiang during that time, focusing on their worship of the
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deities Dingxiang Wang and Fangshen. These two deities’ various legends reflect
the experiences of Xiang Army soldiers on their march from Hunan and their
development of a sense of belonging after settling in Xinjiang. This article
reconstructs the origins of Dingxiang Wang through scattered oral histories and
written records, placing the two deities’ stories into transregional context.

Ling-Wei Kung uses legal cases in The Manchu and Mongolian Routine
Memorials of the Lifanyuan to discuss interactions between Qing imperial discourse
and Mongolian religious traditions from the perspective of legal pluralism and
legal practices. The worship of the Gelug tradition was a key tenet of Qing
cultural policy in Mongolia. Nevertheless, at times Buddhist monasteries would
take advantage of the patron- priest relationship to legitimize the subordination of
dependent populations, acquisition of livestock and expansion of socio-economic
influence. The Qing dynasty gradually developed methods to regulate Mongolian
monks in order to limit the aggrandizement of the monasteries, even as it
patronized specific religious leaders in Mongolia. Meanwhile, the indigenous
traditions of Mongolian Buddhism actively competed with the Gelug powers that
were officially supported by the Qing court. Cases involving Mongolian monks in
the recently- published Manchu and Mongolian Routine Memorials of the Lifanyuan
profoundly reflect the conflicts between Mongolian Buddhism and the Qing
imperial order. The tensions between Mongolian Buddhists and the Qing
authorities in the legal cases point to the broader dynamic of interactions between
the metropole and the periphery.

These six articles, with different perspectives and approaches, integrate
earlier scholarship on the late imperial period and indicate how our current work
can build on it to further enrich historical understanding. The articles show that
while the Qing Empire intervened in different regions, the extent of regional
integration varied considerably. In the hinterland, the empire utilized lineage
organization and the heritage of previous administrative institutions such as the
lijia and baojia to govern, with some influence from the Eight Banner system. In
Outer China, religious organization and legitimization reflected the political and
legal authority in a pluralist context. The assimilation of religious frameworks and
ritual practices was part of the integration of different peripheries into the empire,

although this process was never complete.
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“New Qing History” and the “South China School” are not homogenous
“schools” and the scholarship within the groups is diverse in their approaches.
Although “New Qing History” tends to focus more on “ethnic identity” and
“ethnicity”, its analysis of identity is generally grounded in religious and cultural
institutions. The “South China School” places methodological priority on the
intersection of social history, institutional history, and anthropology. There is no
reason to see these approaches as intrinsically limited to certain regions or to either
“metropole” or “periphery”. Hence, it is better to view these “schools” as general
tendencies or approaches.

Our articles share a number of common themes and objects of study: the
utilization of institutions by groups of higher or lower status (Lu and Tsai),
adaptations to new institutions ( Qiu and Chen), the adaptation of legal or
religious institutions ( Kung and Schluessel), how people used lineage to rebuild
local power (Lu and Chen), how power expands into new regions ( Qiu and
Schluessel), and how people utilized imperial and religious laws for their own
benefits (Tsai and Kung). Our attention on groups inside and outside the borders
(Chen and Tsai), legal practice on the ground ( Qiu and Kung), and connections
between homeland and new settlements (Lu and Schluessel) reveal a diverse
empire in terms of political institutions, law, civilian and military migration,
ritual practice, and economic activity.

All errors are our own. We respectfully request your comments.

Boyi CHEN
Department of History

Washington University in St. Louis





