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Preface

It is startling to realize that research for this book began more
than a decade ago. At the outset, the doctoral dissertation that makes up
the core of the present volume was to be an examination of the interplay
of class and kinship in late imperial Southeast China, illumined by in-
depth study of the lineage feuds for which the region is famous. I found
the impersonal, commercialized aspects of the feuds particularly in-
triguing. Kinship groups frequently hired outside mercenaries to fight
their battles, and compensated the families of poor lineage members
who volunteered to serve as “substitutes” (dingxiong) when feud vio-
lence prompted official investigation by confessing to crimes they had
not committed. I hoped to expand on what we already knew about such
practices by examining feud-related confessions and depositions housed
in the Routine Memorials of the Board of Punishment Archives (xingke
tiben), a rich source of data newly available to foreign scrutiny. Qing
law required that magistrates investigate homicides, and feuds produced
homicides and thus, presumably, archival documents. My seemingly
simple task would be to sift through the vast number of routine memo-
rials in order to find those relating to feuds from my chosen region. The
logic was compelling enough to convince the Committee on Scholarly
Communication with the People’s Republic of China (as it was then
called) to send me to the Number One Historical Archives in Beijing, for
the 1986-87 academic year.

It took about six weeks of anxious searching through the Board of Pun-
ishment archives to realize that Qing bureaucratic methods were not
what I had supposed: the information on feuds simply was not there, or
at least not in sufficient concentration for my research to yield the an-
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ticipated results. Law or no law, Qing magistrates preferred not to inter-
vene in feuds and feud-related homicides unless absolutely necessary.
There was of course a certain logic at work here, since feuds were messy
affairs, intimately linked to local power structures, and unlikely to be
resolved rapidly and neatly. Unless a feud was unusually and visibly
violent, it made sense for career-minded officials to ignore such local
violence as much as possible.

Under these circumstances, I had no choice but to revise the topic of
my dissertation research. Happily, the documents that I did unearth on
feuds suggested possible leads. These documents frequently mentioned
brotherhood groups and secret societies in the same context as lineage
feuds, and new questions led to new research. I had assumed, again
somewhat naively, that feuds and “‘secret societies” would belong to dif-
ferent parts of the world of late imperial China. Lineage feuds would be-
long to the realm of kinship and territoriality, already well explored by
Maurice Freedman, among others, whereas secret societies belonged to
what we call in the current Chinese context the ““floating population,”
people forced by demographic or socioeconomic change to abandon their
homes and seek their fortunes elsewhere, often in ways that the state
defined as criminal. The fact that Qing officials writing about the prob-
lems of governing the Southeast Coast did not make such a distinction
suggested that a closer examination of these brotherhood groups and
their relationship to local society might be justified, even if this required
sorting through the vast literature (in several languages) on secret soci-
eties and rebellion.

This book is the product of that examination. Although I could not
have imagined at the outset the shape the book would eventually as-
sume, it remains to some degree a study of class and kinship in late im-
perial Southeast China, even if neither of these important concepts re-
ceives careful and direct consideration. Indeed, throughout this volume
I stress the closeness of brotherhood associations and secret societies to
lineages, villages, and religious groups rather than the distance of these
groups from the central institutions of rural life. There is no doubt that
most members of brotherhood associations had been marginalized in im-
portant ways, and that they can be viewed as an underclass. At the same
time, their own experience of ““class” as well as the organizational and
cultural tools they used to protect themselves drew heavily on the world
whose margins they occupied. The fictive kinship ties created through
brotherhood associations constitute the most obvious of these tools. I
found, in short, that opposing class and kinship proved clumsy and
anachronistic in the context of late imperial Southeast China.

Instead of class and kinship, this study examines the emergence and
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evolution of a tradition of popular organization. I begin with the prolif-
eration of brotherhood associations in the early Qing period, and argue
that although both brotherhoods and blood oaths have long been part of
Chinese social practices, bands of men joining together through a blood
oath and calling themselves a “brotherhood association’ (hui) appear in
unprecedented numbers in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,
particularly in Southeast China. I end in the early nineteenth century, at
the time when the Qing suppression of the Lin Shuangwen rebellion in
the late 1780’s forced members of the most famous brotherhood associa-
tion, the Heaven and Earth Society (Tiandihui), to flee their homes in
the Southeast Coast, taking refuge in other parts of South China, South-
east Asia, and, eventually, in Chinatowns throughout the world. This
episode surely did much to set the stage for the violent nineteenth-cen-
tury confrontations between the Qing state and secret societies, mani-
fested through frequent rebellions.

Between the beginning of the tradition and its flight from Southeast
China in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, I examine
various aspects of what I call the “early’” history of Chinese brotherhood
associations. These aspects include the relationship of the brotherhood
association to local society, to popular culture, to violence and to the
state. At the risk of oversimplification, I find that many early brother-
hood associations were known and recognized parts of local society, tol-
erated, if grudgingly, by local elites and even local officials. Their initia-
tion rituals, so often described as “exotic,” actually drew on popular
religious traditions, and would have been understood by the vast ma-
jority of commoner Chinese of the late imperial era. Indeed, the claim of
brotherhood associations and secret societies to access to supernatural
power must account for much, their attractiveness, since joining such
associations carried a considerable risk of punishment and there were
other, less dangerous, ways of pursuing mutual aid—which is what most
brotherhood members claimed to have sought in joining. In some in-
stances, these religious “beliefs’” might explain the hostility of brother-
hood associations and secret societies toward the state. More frequently
the combination of state hostility to popular association, and the in-
volvement of many brotherhood groups in predatory violence, prompted
confrontations that led to rebellions. The hostility of the state toward
brotherhood associations, as well as the fact that virtually all the source
materials used in the course of this study were produced by government
investigations into brotherhood activities, has meant that a study of
popular organization is at the same time a study of state-society rela-
tions in late imperial China. A final comparison of the roles played by
Chinese brotherhood associations in China and in the Chinese commu-
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nities of precolonial and colonial Southeast Asia suggests some of the
characteristics of the late imperial order in China.

The list of those who contributed to this project is long. In subject
matter and methodology the study reflects preoccupations similar to
those of Philip Kuhn, my mentor and dissertation adviser. My debts to
him will be obvious to all those who know his work.

The Committee on Scholarly Participation with the People’s Republic
of China, the Fulbright Foundation, the Foreign Languages Area Schol-
arship Fund, the Whiting Foundation, the Center for Chinese Studies in
Taipei, and the University Research Council of Southern Methodist Uni-
versity all provided funding.

Chinese libraries and institutions that facilitated research include: the
Qing History Research Institute in Beijing; the Number One Historical
Archives in Beijing; and the libraries of People’s University, Beijing Uni-
versity, Beijing City, and the Institute of Sciences, all in Beijing. In Fu-
jian, I was fortunate to be able to make use of the libraries of Fujian Nor-
mal University, Fujian Provincial Library (both in Fuzhou), as well as the
library of Xiamen University. In Taipei, the libraries of Academia Sinica
and the Taiwan Provincial Library all proved useful. In North America, I
have exploited the holdings of the Harvard-Yenching and Widener librar-
ies at Harvard University, as well as the libraries of Southern Methodist
University, Princeton University, McGill University, and the Université
de Montréal. The kind and competent souls at the Interlibrary Loan Of-
fice of Southern Methodist University’s Fondren Library deserve special
mention for their unfailing efforts on my behalf.

In China I benefited enormously from the assistance of Chen Chun-
sheng, Chen Kongli, Chen Zhiping, Dai Yi, Ju Deyuan, Kong Xiangji, Li
Hua, Lin Tiejun, Liu Ruzhong, Liu Wei, Liu Yongcheng, Luo Ming, Wang
Lianmao, Wang Sizhi, Wei Qingyuan, Yang Guozhen, Zheng Zhenman,
and the members of the History Department and the staff of the Rare
Books Library at Fujian Normal University, in Fuzhou. In Taiwan, Lin
Man-houng was a gracious and informed host. Chen Ch’iu-k’un and
Ch’en Yung-fa were also extremely helpful at Academia Sinica, and
Chuang Chi-fa was yet again a junzi at the National Palace Museum.

People who read all or part of the manuscript at various stages include:
Robert Antony, Peter Bol, Timothy Brook, Tom Buoye, Sharon Carstens,
Timothy Cheek, Kenneth Dean, Josh Fogel, Barend ter Haar, Mary
Heidhues, Philip Kuhn, Harry Lamley, Dian Murray, Susan Naquin, Dan
Orlovsky, Evelyn Rawski, John Shepherd, Woody Watson, Jim Wilker-
son, and Jane Kaufman Winn. Their assistance is warmly acknowledged.
Muriel Bell, Bobbie James, John Feneron, and Shirley Taylor of Stanford
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University Press deserve thanks for their professionalism and affability
in preparing the manuscript for publication.

It is customary on occasions such as this to thank one’s family for
their forbearance. However, neither my wife nor my two sons knew me
before 1 began this project, so it is perhaps more appropriate for me to
express my hope that they will not be overwhelmed by a liberated hus-
band and father.

D. O.
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A Note on Conventions

All place names, personal names, and Chinese terms are ren-
dered in pinyin. Dates are given according to the Chinese calendar in the
following manner: QL 35.5.3 (1770). The reign periods of the Qing em-
perors are abbreviated as follows:

Shunzhi (SZ) 164461 Daoguang (DG) 1821-50
Kangxi (KX 1662—-1722 Xianfeng (XF) 185161
Yongzheng (YZ) 1723-35 Tongzhi (TZ) 1862-74
Qianlong (QL) 1736-95 Guangxu (GX)  1875-1908

Jiaging (JQ) 1796-1820 Xuantong (XT) 1909-11I
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Map 1. Taiwan and adjoining areas of Southeast China




Brotherhoods and Secret Societies
in Early and Mid-Qing China






INTRODUCTION

Chinese Brotherhoods and Secret
Societies Through the Opium War

In the early 1990’s, while teaching in Dallas, Texas, I was invited
by a community college at some distance from the metropolitan area to
give a general lecture on “China.” This lecture was part of a semester-
long series of events designed to bring the culture of the larger world to
a somewhat inaccessible part of the American Midwest; if memory
serves, ““China’” was to be followed the next week by a performance of
the Nutcracker Suite. After my slide slow, calligraphy demonstration,
and Chinese lesson (all well received), and a brief lecture on “Confucian
Influences on the Chinese Revolution’ (less well received), I opened the
floor to questions. One of the first had to do with ““Chinese ninja,” by
which the student meant, of course, Chinese secret societies.

As this anecdote suggests, many people otherwise ignorant of China
and Chinese history are aware of and intrigued by Chinese secret soci-
eties. And despite its inaccuracy, the manner in which the student re-
ferred to secret societies—as “‘Chinese ninja”’—reveals much about the
nature of this continuing fascination. Chinese secret societies, together
with Fu Manchu and Bruce Lee, Chinatown Asian gangs, and world-wide
Triad-run narcotics networks, connect China and the Chinese to images
of sinister violence. Such images, as Harold Isaacs has shown, make up
an important part of the larger package of American stereotypes of the
Chinese.!

I wish that I could promise that this study will rip the cover off Chi-
nese secret societies, exposing the terrible mysteries at their core. In a
way, I suppose it does, but the “secret” of ““secret societies” here revealed
is unlikely to satisfy those seeking exoticism and mystery. Instead, the
present volume uses Qing archival information to restore Chinese secret
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societies to the social, historical, and cultural contexts that gave rise to
them. Although from a contemporary perspective these contexts are dis-
tant, and hence exotic, secret societies themselves lose much of their
mystery when understood in the framework of late imperial Chinese so-
ciety and culture. In a nutshell, I argue that secret societies were infor-
mal, popular institutions, created by marginalized men seeking mutual
protection and mutual aid in a dangerous and competitive society. The
goal of this book is to chronicle the emergence and proliferation of these
organizations, to examine their relationship to local society and popular
culture, and to probe their relationship to the Qing state.

Let me begin with definitions and precisions. The “secret society” is
more properly understood as one variety of the “brotherhood associa-
tion,” a category I have created to encompass a range of popular fraternal
organizations that flourished in the early and mid-Qing period. In China
proper, I identify three types of such organizations, although in the Chi-
nese diaspora, brotherhood associations also took the forms of the
kongsi of Southeast Asia and the tong of North American Chinatowns,
important additions to the lexicon of brotherhood practices. Within
China, the least complex brotherhood association was the simple broth-
erhood, established by a small number of people for the immediate pur-
poses of mutual aid. One good illustration of this simple brotherhood
was the burial society (generally known as Father and Mother Society—
fumuhui) in which relatives or neighbors contributed small amounts of
money to a common fund so that they could bury their parents. Other
simple brotherhoods facilitated protection of crops, or self- and mutual-
defense for members. Still others could be predatory rather than (or as
well as) protective. There is no reason to assume that all brotherhoods,
however small and simple, began in innocence.

Alongside the simple brotherhood was the named brotherhood, groups
that banded together and selected a specific two-character name for their
group, followed by the character hui, meaning “‘society.” Some of these
differed little from simple brotherhoods; others, like the Tiandihui, were
secret societies employing rituals and symbols with apocalyptic and oc-
casionally political connotations. The decision to name one’s brother-
hood clearly meant something, if only a slightly more formal elaboration
on age-old brotherhood practices.

Secret societies, which emerged in the mid-eighteenth century, were
one variety of named brotherhood; every secret society we know of used
the three-character formula associated with the named brotherhood. Se-
cret societies were groups that employed “esoteric” symbols and rituals
to attract followers, and they are distinguished from simple and named
brotherhoods by their special language and symbolism. However, not all
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bands that used this formula can be called secret societies in any mean-
ingful sense, and even groups like the Heaven and Earth Society, which
appear to conform to the definition of secret society in some instances,
take on other meanings in other contexts.

Blood oaths provided the cultural means by which fraternal organiza-
tions bound themselves together. A blood oath frequently accompanied
the formation of even simple brotherhoods, although there are instances
of simple brotherhoods formed without blood oaths. Virtually all named
brotherhoods and every secret society I have ever encountered also em-
ployed a blood oath. The decision whether to employ a blood oath to
cement a brotherhood was important, for blood oaths often signified
more than mere “fictive kinship” at both the popular and elite level. On
the one hand, blood oaths carried connotations of solemn purpose in
dangerous circumstances, and they were frequently associated with re-
bellion. On the other hand, blood caths also carried the taint of barbarian
license, or dark, dangerous, heterodoxy.

Blood oaths and simple brotherhoods have long pre-Qing histories. Re-
bellions, which require considerably more organization than simple
brotherhoods, have throughout Chinese history employed blood oaths as
well as some variety of what might be called ““brotherhood ideology.” An
important finding of this book, however, is that named brotherhoods and
secret societies appear rarely in pre-Qing China, and only begin to prolif-
erate during the eighteenth century. This is the basis of my claim that
we are dealing with a new social institution. I locate the initial impulse
behind the proliferation of such associations in the violent and mobile
society of late imperial China’s Southeast Coast, where, according to ar-
chival records, they first appeared in significant numbers.* In this region,
the wars of the dynastic transition and the demographic explosion of the
eighteenth century, among other causes, served to marginalize signifi-
cant numbers of men—often younger men—from the structures of line-
age and village life. Some took to the road; others were simply pushed to
the edges of community life. In either case, such men frequently founded
brotherhood associations to seek mutual assistance and protection in a
precarious world.

The seemingly innocent pursuit of mutual aid in eighteenth-century

* Catalogues of archival documents concerning ‘‘secret societies,” a subcategory of
“‘popular movements,” available at the Number One Historical Archives in Beijing,
reveal that the vast majority of such cases of which the Qing were aware occurred in
the Southeast Coast. There were surely similar developments in other parts of China.
It is intriguing, nonetheless, that Entenmann 1982: 22932 cites evidence suggesting
that the very similar guluzi bandits in eighteenth-century Sichuan may have had their
roots in the Southeast Coast.
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Southeast China cannot, however, explain a keen interest in Chinese
ninja in late twentieth-century Texas. The pursuit of mutual aid does
not seem to require secrecy, nor is it generally exotic in any sense of the
word. Indeed, the rise of mutual benefit societies during a similar period
in Western Europe led, among other things, to the formation of trade
unions and the birth of modern actuarial science (to facilitate calcula-
tions of how much to invest in funds dedicated to members’ medical
benefits).2 Although these are both important topics, I suspect that nei-
ther was of particular interest to my audience in Texas. Another impor-
tant aspect of this book is thus to explore the connections between mu-
tual aid and the more spectacular history of secret societies: their
““esoteric” rituals and symbols, their frequent involvement with crime,
and their role in violence against the state.

Some of these connections are neither spectacular nor esoteric. The
same impulses that drove marginalized men to band together in pur-
suit of mutual aid could also lead them toward crime and banditry, and
there is little reason to highlight the particular contributions of brother-
hood associations in this context. Similarly, crime and banditry often
prompted state intervention, which in turn often prompted resistance
from brotherhood associations and secret societies. Again, this struc-
tural explanation of the involvement of secret societies in anti-state vio-
lence requires little attention to the special organizational or cultural
characteristics of the societies themselves.

Such a structural explanation is incomplete, however, and we cannot
understand the connections between mutual aid and brotherhood asso-
ciations without considering ideological and cultural factors. For ex-
ample, an important ideological factor was the Qing decision to prohibit
and indeed severely punish a wide variety of organizational practices as-
sociated with brotherhoods and secret societies. Here, indeed, is one rea-
son why eighteenth-century Chinese in search of mutual aid might band
together in secret organizations: such organizations were illegal and car-
ried significant risks. At the same time, however, Qing laws were nu-
anced, despite their overall harshness; one could pursue mutual aid
without employing the rituals and symbols that aroused the anger of the
state. The fact that many chose to employ just such rituals and symbols
even though they were well aware of the risks involved suggests that we
take these rituals and symbols seriously. Secret society members drew
these rituals and symbols from the realms of popular religion in order, as
they believed, to add a layer of supernatural protection to the more secu-
lar protection sought in joining a brotherhood association. From the per-
spective of the Qing state, the propagation of such charismatic religious
beliefs meant that secret societies were “heterodox” as well as simply
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illegal. At a certain level, the exorcistic and shamanistic aspects of secret
society ritual practices can be understood as a cosmological challenge to
the power of the “son of heaven’” and the state apparatus he commanded.

The Lin Shuangwen uprising of 178788 on Taiwan, which provided
the historical context in which secret societies took on their specific
meaning for the Qing state, stands as the central event examined in this
book. Though it was founded in the early 1760’s, the Heaven and Earth
Society (Tiandihui), the most famous of Chinese secret societies, did not
achieve notoriety—indeed, was not even known to the emperor and
most Qing officials—until Lin’s rebellion. Lin was himself a Tiandihui
member, and elements of his uprising clearly drew on Tiandihui sym-
bolism, even if we cannot attribute the cause of the rebellion to the Tian-
dihui. Lin’s uprising lasted more than a year, and its suppression counted
as one of the Qianlong emperor’s ““ten great campaigns.”’3

The Qing state unsurprisingly placed the blame for the uprising on the
Heaven and Earth Society, and it devoted enormous energy not only to
suppression of the rebellion but also to the search for the society’s
origins. This search involved frenzied efforts in southern Fujian and
northern Guangdong to locate the society founders, and in some areas
took the form of house-to-house investigations. The many arrests and
summary executions occasioned by these investigations prompted resis-
tance on the part of desperate members of brotherhood associations,
some of which had apparently been devoted solely to mutual aid before
finding themselves caught in the Qing dragnet. The last decade of the
eighteenth century thus witnessed a protracted confrontation between
the state and brotherhood associations in the Southeast Coast: arrests,
rebellions, and executions punctuated the end of the reign of the Qian-
long emperor and the beginning of that of Jiaqing. This decade of con-
frontation, along with the scandalous corruption of Heshen and the
death of the Qianlong emperor, may well have signaled the end of the
long period of High Qing peace and prosperity and the beginning of the
troubled nineteenth century.

A more concrete result of this decade of confrontation was the flight
of secret society masters and members from the original Tiandihui base
areas in the Southeast Coast. Initially, most sought refuge in inland
areas of South China, spreading the influence of the Tiandihui through
Jiangxi, Guangxi, Hunan, Guizhou, Yunnan, and elsewhere. Others fol-
lowed the increasing migration to Southeast Asia, where the Tiandihui
joined other brotherhood associations that flourished throughout the
nineteenth century as important sociopolitical mechanisms for the
growing numbers of Chinese who migrated to the kingdoms and colo-
nies of the region.* The same forces brought Chinese secret societies to
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the Chinatowns of Europe and the Americas, where they began to take
on their modern image as “/Chinese ninja.”

It would be an exaggeration to describe the Lin Shuangwen rebellion
and its aftermath as a transformative moment in the history of Chinese
secret societies. After all, secret societies employing heterodox rituals
and symbols had existed before Lin’s rebellion, and innocent brother-
hood associations devoted to mutual aid continued to exist after Lin’s
rebellion. Yet there is no doubt that these episodes redoubled the Qing
hostility toward the Tiandihui and other such societies, and that Qing
suppression not only spread the influence of the society throughout
many parts of China but surely also forced the society in the direction of
consistent resistance to Qing authority.

This study examines the emergence and proliferation of brotherhood
associations as informal institutions created by young men marginalized
by the violence, mobility, and socioeconomic changes of the region and
period, and it studies the relationship of these associations to the ortho-
dox structures of the social order, to popular culture, and to official ide-
ology. The early history of the brotherhood associations was diverse:
brotherhoods could be large or small, innocent or predatory, quiescent or
rebellious. It was also a fragmented history and should not be reduced to
a single narrative. It might be possible, were one seeking such a narra-
tive, to view the proliferation of the brotherhood associations as part of
the changes associated with China’s “early modern’ order, when young
men, marginalized by demographic and socioeconomic change, sought
protection and security in new social forms. But brotherhood associ-
ations never fulfilled this potential: the Chinese state continued to con-
demn and harass brotherhoods, and the kinds of economic development
that might have reabsorbed marginalized groups did not occur until well
into the twentieth century. Brotherhood associations thus remained an
important organizational resource for desperate, frightened men, but
could not offer the promise of lasting security. Most associations and
secret societies appear from archival records to have been small and
ephemeral, easily initiated, and just as easily disbanded.

I conclude my research before the first Opium War, and examine only
some of the initial waves of the flight of Tiandihui members out of their
original base areas. This means, unfortunately, that further research will
be required to link the implications of the present work to our under-
standing of the great wave of mid-nineteenth-century rebellions and in-
deed to the decline of the late imperial order. My choice to focus on the
early history of brotherhood associations and secret societies grew in
part out of the fact that, with the exception of extremely detailed re-
search into the date and venue of the founding of the Tiandihui, this
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early period has been relatively neglected, particularly in English-
language historiography. Methodological considerations also played a
role; I have tried, where possible, to place brotherhood associations in
their local settings, and therefore an expansion of the research focus
would require inclusion of more such settings, thus unduly encumbering
an already dense work. The remainder of this introductory chapter dis-
cusses the various settings—historiographical, geographical and histori-
cal, and documentary—that have guided the research and writing of
this book.

The Historiographical Setting

A brief summary of the historiography of brotherhood associations
and secret societies will bring into sharper focus the interpretive per-
spectives already suggested. Such a summary is particularly necessary in
a field as crowded as that of Chinese secret societies, where the historio-
graphical setting is as important as the historical and documentary en-
vironments. Happily, Dian Murray’s Origins of the Tiandihui provides a
masterly synthesis of the huge literature on secret societies, thus liber-
ating other historians to pursue more narrowly focused research.5 For
the purposes of this introduction, I thus reduce this vast tradition to four
major schools: Republican-period Chinese-language scholarship, most
frequently identified with the works of Xiao Yishan and Luo Ergang;
Western-language scholarship of the 1960’s and 1970, generally asso-
ciated with the work of French scholar Jean Chesneaux; research pro-
duced at various points during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries
by Western scholar-officials in the employ of colonial governments (or
treaty port authorities, in the case of China) often attempting to govern
substantial Chinese population<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>