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Preface

THE UNIVERSITY OF CHICAGO
DEPARTMENT OF HISTORY

1126 EAST 59TH STREET
CHICAGQ « ILLINOIS 60637
U.S.A.

It is a great honor for me to introduce Mr. Huang Chien-ch'un’s book.
His study is a splendid contribution to the historical literature on the 1911
Revolution as well as on Chinese secret societies overseas. Huang's primary
theme is the significant and many faceted contributions to the Republican
Revolution made by the Singapore Chinese. This work supplements Yen
Ching Hwang's The Overseas Chinese and the 1911 Revolution With special
reference to Singapore and Malaya {Oxford University Press, 1976]. Even
though not all Singapore Chinese belonged to secret societies, eighty to ninety
percent did, and so Mr. Huang tends to use the two categories
interchangeably.

Mr. Huang points out that the Singapore Chinese, like most Chinese
overseas, were especially aware of the Manchu government's impotence and
incompetence internationally. They found themselves sadly vulnerable because
of the Chinese government's inability to protect them. The overseas Chinese
emotional identification with their homeland as a nation-state among other
nation states became the basis of their support for the revolution.

The Singapore Chinese contributions to the revolutionary cause were
threefold. Perhaps the most crucial contribution was financial support for the
revolution; they financed several of the major revolutionary uprisings.

Second, Singapore's secret societies provided important military leadership
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Preface

and manpower. These were especially important in the T'ung Meng-hui's
‘Teochew and Huichow uprisings. Thirdly, Singapore provided a secure haven
for revolutionary organizations and refugees.

The book is cast in the traditions of Chinese historiography.
Essentially, it is constructed as a study of the activities and thought of
politically significant personalities. Yet Mr. Huang's focal points — secret
societies and the social, economic and political aspects of a specific locale's
non-clite population—reflect recent trends in Western historiography.
Although local social history and the study of popular movements has enjoyed
a prominence in historical scholarship on Westem society for several decades,
it has only recently emerged as an important research focus in the field of
modern Chinese history. This trend does mark a new promising phase in the
development of historical scholarship.

Local social history in the West can be safely identified as a post-World
War Il phenomenon, although its roots can be traced back to a few decades
before that. Until the late nineteenth century, the only local history done in the
West would hardly qualify as social history in the modern sense. It was the
kind that had developed in English during the seventeenth century: the family,
feudal manor and county histories, written, often by the clergy, completely for
the glory and edification of the upper classes. This was a perfect match for
mainline nineteenth century history that focused on the lives and deeds of Great
Men: kings and presidents, nobles and generals. In fact, even the tradition
Chinese local gazetteer (Fang-chih) was far closer to present-day local social

history than the European local history of five decades ago.
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The major change in the nature of local history research took was the
emergence of the French Annales school, the ideal of which was to capture the
past tout-court: the economic, social, cultural, geographical and psychological
aspects all in one entity. It was the founders of this school—men like Emest
Block and Lucian Febre—who originated the concept of local or regional
history. The focus of their work was no longer on elites or ruling classes, but
on the masses of common people. By the 1960s and 1970s, historians of
Europe and America turned from the traditional history of society's
"establishment” to the study of "popular” movements and organizations, and
on even further to the study of society's disadvantaged and outcasts -
criminals, popular religious movements, secret societies, and the like.-

Another prominent historiographical trend during the same period has
been the appropriation of concepts and methodologies from the various social
sciences to study and analyze the past. Mr. Huang's work also reflects this
phenomenon. For example, he uses the concept of "symbiotic participation” to
clarify and explain the Revolutionary Party's relationship to secret societies.
Another example is his extensive use of graphs and charts to consider the
quantitative aspects of Singapore society and its relationships to the A
revolutionary movement and secret societies.

Finally, I would note a few other merits of the book. Huang has made
good use of English language scholarship on the subject, reading some of the
more important work on the topic by Mary Rankin, Wang Gungwu and
Edward Rhoads. The author has also graced his volume with over two dozen

instructive and relevant illustrations. Lastly, although Huang's predominant
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orientation is local social history, his work is, unlike most in the genre, written
with some literary elegance.
Guy Alitto

Protessor of History

November, 1987
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