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PREFACE

This is a study of the rationale, methods, and effects of the sys-
tem of control over rural China as exercised by the Ch'ing govern-
ment during the nineteenth century. Owing to the limited availability
of relevant information and my desire to bring this study to a close
within a reasonable period of time, I do not propose to explore every
aspect of the subject or to give a full account of those aspects with
which I deal. Some omissions are in fact quite conspicuous. For in-
stance, the ethnic minorities that dwelt in some parts of the empire
as well as the rural inhabitants of its outlying regions are not con-
sidered. I hope, however, that despite the lacunae that remain, the
results presented here will convey a tolerably clear impression of
the situation that prevailed in the empire during the period.

Such a study may serve some useful purposes. Imperial China was
an agricultural country in which rural inhabitants constituted the over-
whelming majority of the population. No discussion of Chinese his-
tory or society can be adequate without taking into account the im-
pact of the government upon the millions that lived in the villages
and the attitudes and behavior which the people exhibited under vari-
ous conditions at various periods of time. The nineteenth century
is particularly interesting, for it was a period of dynastic decline
and political transition. A study of rural China during this period
will reveal some of the forces and factors that contributed to the de-
cline of the imperial system and will perhaps also furnish useful clues
for interpreting the historical developments of later times.

Descriptions and narratives of Chinese rural life in the nineteenth
century are not lacking, but they are often not the results of careful
investigation. Few of them offer painstaking analyses of the phenom-
ena observed; some contain a variety of misconceptions and misin-
terpretations, The unresolved divergencies in interpretation that
abound in some of these writings often prove bewildering to the read-
er. There is a need for a more systematic treatment of the matter—
a need which the present study presumes partially to fill. Moreover,
although much has been written on the general administrative sys-
tem of the empire, relatively little has been written either in Chi-
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nese or in Western languages on its structure and functioning at the
lowest administrative—or rather subadministrative—level. An im-
portant aspect of the imperial system has thus been neglected. By
showing, as I have tried to do, how the imperial government under-
took to maintain control over the inhabitants of the countryside, how
these inhabitants reacted to that control, and how the natural and his-
torical environment influenced both the operation of the system of con-
trol and the behavior of those that came under its sway, I have at-
tempted to arrive at a more or less adequate view of the matter and
at the same time to dispel some of the major misconceptions that have
gained currency in certain quarters.

To approach this aim I have striven for concreteness and precise-
ness in presentation, even at the risk of burdening the reader with
cumbersome details. I believe that only in this way can the picture be
brought into sufficiently sharp focus to give an accurate impression.
Such an approach has channeled my efforts into a historical rather than
a theoretical treatment of the subject. I am concerned, in other words,
with exhibiting the relevant situations and processes that had historical
reality at a given time rather than with general concepts or inclusive
schematisms for universal application. I have tried to scrutinize each
set of facts from as many different angles and in as many different
situations as the data permit. And as the full significance of any insti-
tution or set of institutions cannot be grasped without reference to the
historical and social context, I have often found it necessary to deal
with matters that transcend the subject of immediate concern or to
allude to situations that extend beyond the period under consideration.

SOURCES

The use of source material requires care. Writings on China and
things Chinese of the nineteenth century are readily available. How-
ever, information directly germane to the present investigation is not
too ample nor is every bit of it trustworthy. How to treat such materi-
al constitutes a methodological problem.

Rural inhabitants of imperial China were mostly illiterate. Their
workaday conditions and doings did not as a rule engage the attention
of those who could write and therefore remained largely unrecorded.
Officials and scholars who made frequent references to "'the distress
and sufferings of the people' were more likely to repeat generalities
than to portray the concrete realities of rural life. Moreover, the

relatively small amount of pertinent information which I have been
able L0 muster trom diverse Chinese sources does not always fully

or directly serve my purpose. It has been said that the historian of
primitive economic life must usually be content with documents pre-
served only in fragments and written by men who knew nothing of the
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problems that interest us today. Dealing with a relatively recent peri-
od of Chinese history and having a comparatively large amount of ac-
cessible material to draw upon, I am more fortunate than the his-
torian of primitive economic life. Nevertheless, I cannot help wishing
that the writers of Chinese documents had anticipated some of our
problems and needs. Writers of the nineteenth century often left be-
hind them pieces of tantalizing information but stopped short of making
the matters sufficiently transparent to readers of a later age. Or, as
in other instances, useful data concerning one locality or one period
are found in a certain source, but comparable or matching records for
other localities or periods are unavailable anywhere.

Owing partly to an actual dearth of material and partly to the limited
amount of records to which I had access, the data used in this study
are not uniformly adequate or evenly balanced. The resulting view of
rural China is thus a mosaic of historical fragments, with better defi-
nition and fuller details at some places but with gaps or areas of hazi-
ness at others. To compensate for this defect and to guard against
misunderstanding, the following expedients were sometimes resorted
to. Whenever possible, the locality and time of each piece of informa-
tion is indicated so that the reader may appraise not only the perti-
nence of the individual items cited but also the validity of the conclu-
sions based upon them. In some instances a limited quantity of data
relative to conditions prevailing before or after the nineteenth cen-
tury was used to help fill some of the inevitable gaps.

Allowance for possible biases or inaccuracies in the material used
presented another problem. Official documents, from which a consid-
erable amount of information was drawn, were written almost ex-
clusively from the government's standpoint. Moreover, officials in
the imperial days were prone to exaggerate, to tone down, or to white-
wash matters as convenience or necessity dictated. They were in-
clined to regard the reports required of them as an annoying routine
to be dispatched with as little fuss about accuracy as possible. Docu-
ments that involved matters of grave consequence were given more
careful treatment, but with a view not to insuring exactitude or truth-
fulness but rather to making certain that the officials concerned might
not be implicated or contract greater responsibilities than they had to.

Local gazetteers, which furnished a good deal of indispensable in-
formation, were written often with little more objectivity or accuracy
than were government documents. Some of these records of local con-
ditions, events, and personalities were more painstakingly or com-
petently done than others; but a considerable number are marred by
the partiality, dishonesty, or carelessness of contributors. The local
gentry and in some instances the local officials who dictated the actual
contents as well as the editorial policies of the works sponsored by
them, were too often not above prejudice or selfishness. The fact that
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any single gazetteer was written by a number of persons whose schol-
arly qualifications were not uniformly high and who frequently executed
their assignments with poor coordination and inadequate supervision, !
points to the possibility of unintentional errors and omissions, even
where willful misrepresentation was not practiced. A well-known Chi-
nese historian went so far as to say that local gazetteers were among
those categories of writings to which credence could not be lent. * Most
of the gazetteers contain sections dealing with geographical and re-
lated matters. Even there the data are too often inadequate and inac-
curate. In many instances later editions of a gazetteer reproduced
entries from editions compiled decades or centuries earlier without
making necessary provisions to reflect whatever changes may have
taken place during the interval and without warning the reader of the
fact. Occasionally, in small or remote localities, a dearth of reliable
information prevented even the most conscientious compilers from
producing satisfactory records. 3

Private writings posed no less a problem. The authors of these be-
longed to the literate segment of the population, and many of them
were gentry. Their views and attitudes were therefore similar to
those of the writers who drafted government documents and compiled
local gazetteers. Writing in a private capacity, they may well have
been freer than the writers of government documents to state the truth
as they saw it and to express their convictions as they wished. But
there is no assurance that they were on that account necessarily free
from bias or inaccuracy.

All this points to one conclusion: circumspection is required in using
source material. I have avoided using any writing that appears to be
of doubtful reliability; but in a few instances I had to choose between
using doubtful information and having no information at all and took
the lesser of the two evils. The margin of error was narrowed by
checking such information against the known historical background
and against accounts given by Western writers whenever available,
and by making due allowance for biases or distortions where these
were known to exist.

Western writers, particularly those of the nineteenth century who
were in China to witness happenings and conditions of the empire,
have furnished much useful information. The fact that they came from
lands with widely different cultural traditions gave them certain ad-
vantages denied to native writers. They were free from the intimate
prejudices of the latter and could observe the developments with some
detachment. Furthermore, being in a strange land where even items
of everyday life demanded reflection, they were likely to discern sig-
nificant facts that easily escaped the notice of native writers. For in-
stance, the vivid descriptions of rural scenes and activities found in
some Western writings would have been regarded by Chinese writers
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as too commonplace to merit recording. This is not saying that West-
ern writers of the nineteenth century did not have disadvantages of
their own. They were often inclined to interpret Chinese ways and
institutions in terms of their own societal background; few of them
escaped entirely the distorting effects of what may be called "cul-
tural apperception. ' And, owing to personal idiosyncrasies, pre-
possessions, or sheer incompetence, some of them gave accounts that
are misleading or confusing.® I found it no less necessary to exercise
caution in using Western writings than in using Chinese material,

I used information relative to conditions prevailing later than the
nineteenth century when I felt that such information would shed light
on the period under investigation or when data directly pertinent to
that period were not available at the time of writing. Obviously there
is some risk in using such material. But as the changes that occurred
in rural life during the nineteenth century and in the opening decades
of the twentieth do not appear to have been extensive or basic, any
error that may result from inferring earlier conditions from accounts
of later situations would not materially affect the accuracy of the pic-
ture. ° It may be noted also that I made use of such accounts sparingly
and in only a few instances.
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