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Research on the Environment and Society of the Middle Region of the
Yangzi River during the Song Period: Centered on Water Utilization, Popular

Beliefs, and Ethnic Groups

Preface

It is an honor to be asked to provide a brief preface for Chen Xi’s Chinese
book. The English title of the book would be Research on the Environment
and Society of the Middle Region of the Yangzi River during the Song Period:
Centered on Water Utilization, Popular Beliefs, and Ethnic Groups. Professor
Chen brings fresh viewpoints and an interdisciplinary analysis to this ambitious
project. She received her professional training as an historian at Wuhan
University, located in the geographical area that she has researched. Indeed, her
university overlooks the massive East Lake and is only about three kilometers
from the Yangzi where the Han River adds to the eternal flow of the “Long
River.” I think her special attention to the awesome wonder of this region of
the Yangzi River basin might well have grown out of her personal roots in
Nanning, Guangxi province on the Yong River at a point not far downstream
from where the Zuo River flows into the Yu River. Having observed the social
and economic importance of the confluence of these rivers in Guangxi, Chen
Xi no doubt quickly acquired a profound appreciation for much more grand
case of the middle region of the Yangzi River. What was more important than
mere geographical or environmental background was of course her curiosity
and inquisitiveness, which she by nature possesses to an exceptional degree. |

can testify to that inquisitiveness and interest in local cultures because it was so
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pronounced when she did research with me for a year in 2011-2012 at Arizona
State University.

She had come to Arizona State University as a visiting scholar with a
grant from the China Research Council to advance her research related to this
book project. During our almost weekly discussions, her intellectual curiosity
extended far beyond her scholarly inquiry and professional research into her
topic, for she demonstrated a curiosity about local people and culture to a degree
that I rarely observe in Chinese friends who visit my university. As she walked
around campus and the city, she seized more opportunities, than most others I
have hosted, to engage local people in conversations about what they were doing
or thinking. Of course, her facility in English helped, but far more important
was her friendly disposition and ability to connect and converse with almost
anyone. In addition to conversations with ordinary local people, she took the
opportunity to talk with professors who had expertise in areas somewhat related
to her research. Although my university did not have specialists on her particular
research topic, Chen spoke with various professors from different fields whose
expertise provided useful points for her to reflect upon. For example, she had
discussions with our renowned Religious Studies Professor Anne Feldhaus,
who has published books on popular deities in India, especially female river
goddesses. She was even curious enough to attend and to participate in my class
discussions on Chinese history. At first, I thought she was wasting her precious
research time especially when she came to my introductory undergraduate
classes; however, it became apparent to me that she was acquiring a more
concrete sense of how I as one particular American thought through historical
issues and materials. I also had more extended discussions outside of class with
Professor Chen than with other visiting Chinese scholars. Those discussions
resulted in our co-authored article using Zhu Xi’s experience in drought-relief
measures and ritual practices to explore local religious practices in Nankang and
how Zhu Xi was later presented in Ming local gazetteers. Professor Chen was the
principal author of the article. In our writing of both English and Chinese versions,
Professor Chen acquired a more specific sense of differences in the academic culture
of journal articles in North America and China. I am happy to see that the article’s

research outcomes are incorporated into a section of her book.
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The ultimate goal of Professor Chen’s book is to provide an in-depth
examination of the social changes of the middle reaches of the Yangtze River in
the Song dynasty in order to contribute to our understanding of the diversity and
complexity of regional development during the Song period. For example, she
utilizes archaeological findings of recent decades and geographical observations
and maps to complement narratives based upon what is preserved in recorded
history. Her ability to incorporate social science methodology and ideas was
enhanced in her earlier experience doing field research in the Yangzi area in
a team of social scientists from Hong Kong. She also explores interactions
between the Song imperial government and the indigenous peoples, who were
labeled “Man” (i.e., “southern barbarians™) in historical records, to supplement
what we know about changes in local society and culture during the Song. And
her use of Zhu Xi’s words and deeds in response to drought in Nankang, and
also local gazetteers, enables her to shed light on the religious attitudes and ritual
practices in that area since the Song. Such explorations add nuance and texture
to our picture of society and life during the Song.

I first became acquainted with Chen Xi in the fall of 2003 in a nationwide
intensive workshop for graduate students in Song history run by Professor
Bao Weimin in Hangzhou. During that year, I was a Fulbright Researcher at
Peking University’s Center for Studies of Ancient Chinese History. That fall
semester I was helping, another friend Professor Deng Xiaonan, to guide Peking
University graduate students in reading and discussing American research on
Song-era history. Since it was relatively rare at that time for graduate students
elsewhere to hear directly from American scholars, Professor Deng delegated
me as her representative to participate in Professor Bao’s workshop. I had first
become acquainted with Bao Weimin at China’s first international Song history
conference in 1985 when my one of my teachers, Mr. Deng Guangming, selected
Bao to accompany me on a research trip to Yongkang. Mr. Deng Guangming’s
first book and also my own first book were focused on Chen Liang, and our
discussions of Chen Liang’s life and thought cemented a special connection
between us. Therefore, Professor Deng wanted to facilitate my goal of visiting
Chen Liang’s local area, which was at that time still off-limits to foreigners. I

still have fond memories of the trip to Yongkang with Bao Weimin and spending
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the night in a cave with a few local officials because the cave was where Chen
Liang had hosted Zhu Xi for discussions eight centuries earlier. A calligraphic
scroll commemorating that visit still hangs on the wall of my home, and this
scroll greeted Professor Bao Weimin in February 2015 when he visited my
home with an interview team from CCTV. Chen Xi is thus a part of an important
lineage of scholars in China, and I feel privileged to know many of them. When
I think of one enduring Chinese friend, I easily drift off into fond memories
of many other Chinese scholars, who have helped to introduce me to a new
generation of intellectual, for example, from Mr. Deng Guangming to Bao
Weimin to Chen Xi.

From that beginning, I had an impression of the scholarly potential of
Chen Xi. When I visited Wuhan University in 2010 and gave a lecture there,
another enduring friend Professor Yang Guo strongly recommended that Chen
Xi come to Arizona State University as a visiting scholar. Having had an
opportunity during my visit to Wuhan to have discussions with Chen Xi, I was
happy to request that my university invite her as a visiting scholar. In addition
to our conversations and collaboration on the article, Professor Chen was a
tremendous help when I planned and hosted a conference with specialists on
the Confucian Classics from East Asia. I had never hosted such a conference
and had limited support from my university, so Professor Chen’s help in many
matters was crucial to the conference’s success. Through those experiences
and continuing communications, I have continued to delight in talking with her
and learning from her research and her inquiring mind. Her abilities to utilize
several disciplines and to pursue new questions and to present challenging ideas
are characteristics of growing numbers of Song scholars in China and abroad.
Even if we might and when we disagree on some point, we will be enriched
by reading along as she explores water utilization, popular customs and ethnic
relations in the middle region of the Yangzi River during the Song. The diversity
and complexity she maps will surely contribute to our better understanding of
the local environment and society during the Song.

Hoyt Cleveland Tillman

Professor, Arizona State University School of International Letters &
Cultures
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Peking University, International Academy of Chinese Studies, Guest
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