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Going Beneath Grand Narratives to Discover Particular
Paths of 20%-Century Historical Change

HEREAMET R 20 L5 BT ER MRS

A quarter century ago twentieth-century
Chinese history was evaluated largely in terms
of narratives culminating in the establishment
of the People’s Republic of China in 1949. Not
surprisingly these studies, whether Chinese or
foreign, stressed political problems and
highlighted the activities of the Communist
Today,

twentieth-century Chinese history centered on

Party and its leaders. studies of
the Communist Party remain important within
China, but are far less prominent in other
countries, More recent Western studies of
twentieth-century Chinese history have largely
followed historiographical trends begun in
studies of European and American histories.

This has enabled the integration of Republican-era

China into a global framework of economic,
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cultural, and social history that stresses both
parallels and connections between China and
the people and places made important in
historical accounts of Europe and the United
States. China’s integration in a global order
and its economic importance in that order
since the late twentieth century have provided
a contemporary context for historians within
and beyond China to pursue topics after the
fall of the Qing dynasty in 1911 and before the
establishment of the People’s Republic of
China that lead more directly to present-day
phenomena like consumerism and popular
culture. Such studies remind us of how similar
certain elements of Chinese social and cultural
history are to those found in the histories of
the West. A spate of studies on Shanghai in
particular provided much of the material to
affirm China’s importance to more general
trends of twentieth-century cultural history, a
kind of history that displaced in terms of
prominence studies of social, economic and
political history in Western, especially
American historiography.

Given the recently quite different kinds of
scholarship on twentieth-century China by

Chinese

Qiushi’s book on the cigarette market between

and foreign scholars, Huangfu
1927 and 1937 is especially welcome for
several reasons. First, it brings to center stage

economic history, which has been examined
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by historians less fully than other kinds of
history for the Republican era. It details the
operations of firms, explaining to readers the
kinds of challenges a diverse array of firms
successfully faced through changes in their
production processes brought on by new
opportunities and demands; amidst these
changes, craft production, with some changes,
remained a viable form of economic activity.
Second, this book integrates cultural history
with economic -history through its focus on the
cigarette industry. While production issues

the

cultural

are principally economic in nature,

construction of demand involves
components, in particular the creation of the
image of the “modern girl” who smokes, and
the efforts to oppose smoking, especially
among minors, likewise involved cultural
concerns. While parallels and connections to
foreign people and places are clearly presented,
this book also highlights the features of the
history of Chinese cigarette production and
consumption that are more specific to China.
These include the varied roles of the government
in controlling cigarette production and influencing
consumption. The state, for instance, did not
favor factory production over craft production
as we might have expected a twentieth-century
Chinese state aiming to become more modern
would have done. The arena of Republican-era

government policies toward the new capitalist
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economy, in which elements of an older craft-
based commercial economy persisted, expands
the set of political issues usually considered by
historians of this period.

This book offers new insights into both
economic and cultural components of historical
only

bringing these two areas of enquiry together, but

change in Republican-era China, not
also providing a setting to consider the importance
of government policies in shaping the course of
developments missing in accounts of either
political revolution or cultural cosmopolitanism,
two important but basically unrelated grand
Huangfu

Qiushi’s study suggests important elements in

narratives, in today’s historiography.

an alternative kind of narrative that links
political, economic, and cultural aspects of
twentieth-century Chinese history in concretely
new ways, identifying one particular path of
historical change in this complex period of
political confusion, economic uncertainty, and

cultural reconfigurations.

R. Bin Wong, Professor of
History, UCLA.
July, 2015. in Los Angeles
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