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6  Introduction:The Lay of the Land and the Origins of the Chinese People

been one of the largest and most productive economies on earth and the
dominant military and cultural power in East and Central Asia. Then, in the
mid-19th century, came what Chinese history textbooks and politicians of-
ten refer to as a “national humiliation ” The industrialized nations of the West
and Japan invaded China, took its resources, dominated its markets, stunted
its economic growth, and mistreated its people. Now, in 2008, after more
than a century of poverty, war, and revolution in which it had been dismissed
as the “sick man of Asia,” China was back on the road to wealth and ready to
join the ranks of the developed industrialized nations as an equal.

Most American spectators approached the Beijing Olympics with a very
different idea of China’s history. The American media portrayed the games

as China’s “coming-out party.” The picture created for the American public
* was one of a country emerging from centuries of isolation and/or a country
“opening” to the capitalist, democratic West after decades of control by an
anti-Western Communist leadership. American journalists and spectators
tended to interpret much of what they noticed in Beijing—Starbucks coffee,
rock and roll, and Chinese fans’ enthusiasm for American basketball stars like
Kobe Bryant, for instance—as encouraging signs of “opening” Americans
were also quick to point to evidence that China’s Communist leadership had
not completely signed on to the spirit of “openness.” Much was made, for ex-
ample, of continued government blocking of politically sensitive Web sites.

These two versions of Chinese history—one Chinese, the other American
—are mutually contradictory. On the one hand, we have invasion; on the
other, self-imposed isolation. Both stories are fundamentally wrong. China’s
history is not a drama of strength and glory, downfall at the hands of West-
ern imperialists, and redemption through rapid economic growth, nor is it
an object lesson in the dangers of isolation and the value of open doors and
open markets.

The goal of this book, the first of two volumes, is to trace Chinese history
from its beginnings around 10,000 BCE through the reign of the Qianlong
emperor (r. 1736—1796) of the Qing Empire (1644—1912). Volume Two will
pick up the story in the Qianlong reign and take it into the first decade of the
21st century CE. Together, the two volumes will tell the story of China in a
way that goes beyond the simple but misleading narratives of glory to down-
fall to redemption or of isolation to opening.

During the millennia covered in volume one there was, in fact, no one
nation or state corresponding precisely with the people and territory of the

contemporary People’s Republic of China. The story of China’s past presented
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huge landmass: in many cases, what we now refer to as “China” has been home
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Y, we observe the emergence of a unified, modern natio -state, the
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addition to the Han (who comprise 91.5 percent of China’s population), China
has fifty-five other ethnic groups, or “minority nationalities” they are called
in China.
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8  Introduction: The Lay @.s the Land and the Origins of the Chinese People

and government action and the ethnic, economic, and cultural transforma-
tions that follow continue in the 21st century as Han Chinese migration
changes the ethnic composition of the western areas of Tibet and Xinjiang,
and as the market economy and globalization change the lifestyles and cus-
toms of all Chinese, the Han majority and the many ethnic minority peoples.

The homeland of lhn people is that area which geographers refer to
as “China Propex”T [ tefritory includes the drainage areas of three major

. tiver systenjs and ﬂrn/qmvﬁﬁmﬁwm” theYellow River in the north, the Yangzi
River in the centeyyany the Xi (West) River in the south. The area includes

|} the Central Plairs, the Yangzi Valley, the Guangdong (Canton) Basin, and the
Sichuan Basin—the latter relatively isolated behind mountain ranges and
(until recently) the forbidding Three Gorges of the Yangzi River. China Proper
is well suited to settled agriculture and is the area in which the Han Chinese
came to be the dominant ethnic group by the tenth century.

China Proper itself may be divided into two parts, north and south. The
line of division is created roughly by the Qin (or Qinling) Mountains, running
along the Han River until the river turns south, and then cutting across to

N the Huai River and following its path to the Yellow Sea. North China is rel-
atively dry and cool. The soil and climate are suitable for the cultivation of
millet, barley, wheat, and soybeans. South China is a place of heavier rainfall
and is blessed with an abundance of rivers and lakes. The soil and climate are
suitable for irrigated rice agriculture. As we shall see, south China was orig-
inally home to many ethnic groups other than the Han. Some remain today
as ethnic minorities; others were gradually absorbed or displaced as Han Chi-
e migrptjon, supported by military force, changed the ethnic composition
réconomy of this fertile area.
anding in contrast to China Propenis

t area that we will refer to as
eriphery includesTibet, Xin-
churia.! These areas have historically
omelands of people offier than the Han ethnic group. Relations
e predominantly Han people of China Proper and the various
peoples ¢f China’s Inner Asian periphery have been characterized at times by
trade, #nd at other times by warfare. Government based in China Proper
sometimes conquered and administered parts of the Inner Asian periphery.
At other times, nomadic confederations, kingdoms, or imperial states ruled
over parts of the Inner Asian periphery, asserting their identity against and
variously trading and/or fighting with the states of China Proper. Occasion-
ally Inner Asian peoples subjugated and ruled northern portions of China
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Proper or even, in the cases of the Mongols and the Manchus, brought all of
China Proper under their control. Also peripheral to China Proper was the
island of Taiwan, lying 150 miles (240 km) off the southeast Chinese coast.
Only in modern times, under the Qing dynasty (1644—1911), did a govern-
ment based in China Proper build an empire that included the entire Inner
Asian wmﬁvrm@ and the island of Taiwan.

wmowwo and Provinces §>
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It would be historically inaccurate to assign a single ethnicidentity to W\v\ one
of the regions of the Inner Asian periphery or Taiwan and to assume that it
has always been the homeland of that particular ethnic group. Many peopl
have come and gone, fought, intermarried, and melded with one another,
not just in these outlying areas, but even in China Proper itself. Nonetheless?
it is useful to make some general statements about the major ethnic grou
of Taiwan and the Inner Asian periphery.

Taitvan yas originally inhabited by aboriginal people whose native lan-
mcw/MM € related to the Polynesian languages of the Pacific islands. Migra-
tion of Han Chinese from the mainland, gradual and small in numbers at first,
increased markedly in the 17th century. Han Chinese migrants clashed with
the aboriginal people, pushing them up into the mountains. In 1684, the Qing
government incorporated the island as a prefecture of Fujian province, thus
marking the beginning of Taiwan’s administration from the mainland.? Be-
fore the third century CE, the southwestern areas of Yunnan, Guizhou, and
Annam (now northern Vietnam) were also parts of the periphery of China
Proper. The numerous ethnic groups of these areas, including Hmong (whom
the Chinese refer to as Miao), Dai, and Annamese, interacted with Chinese
migrants and with the imperial states that absorbed what became China’s
southwestern provinces and, at times, Annam as well.

To the west of China Proper, at elevations of 6,500 feet (2,000 m) and
more above sea level, lies the area inhabite! by Tibetan people. This includes
the contemporary Xizang Autonomous Region (Tibet), Qj ghai province,
some of the western fringes of Sichuan and Gansu inces, and parts of
northern Yunnan province. The Tibetan region consists largely of sparsely
inhabited plateaus on which nomadic herders of sheep and yak eke out a liv-
ing. In river valley areas, sedentary farmers cultivate barley, potatoes, and
other crops. Over a period of time, but particularly in the eighth century, the

o4




10 Introduction:The Lay of the Land and the Origins Q.%a Chinese People

Tibetans converted from their animistic religion, Bon, to Buddhism—although
retaining many of the elements of Bon, so resulting variety of Bud-
dhism has distinct Tibetan characteristics.
To the northwest lies the [Xi jiang Uighur Autonomous Region. This area

has been home to various pepple, including Buddhis kingdoms (during the
Tang period) and, more recentl e Uighur an er Turkic peoples whose
religion is Islam and who sometimes refer to the area as “East Turkestan.” The
center of Xinjiang is dominated by the forbidding Taklamakan Desert. At the
outer edges of this desert area are rich oases fed by run-off from the snow-
covered Tian and Kunlun Mountains. In the northern corner of Xinjiang the
Zunghar Basin (Zungharia) is defined and watered by the Altai and other
mountain chains. Together, these various mountain chains define Xinjiang,
dividing it from the other Central Asian Turkic lands, while the trade routes
across the desert and down through the Gansu Corridor (that finger of In-
ner Chinese cultivated land lying between the Gobi Desert and the Tibetan

J Plateau) bring the area into commercial and cultural contact with China
\" Rroper. Thus the people of Xinjiang have functioned as middlemen, agents
ade and cultural exchange between Turkic Central Asia and Han China

% roper, developing their own mixed cultural identity in the process. The in-
dependence of the Central Asian states after the fall of the Soviet Union re-

invigorated the old{rade routes: Xinjian
contact between Chg Proper and
ary Inner Mongoli

o the mor
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and, :/M? 4 grasslands that have supported nomadic pastoral
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luding th§ U (duying the Tang dynasty) and the Xiongnu (during the
Qi m.ﬂmwﬁ riods)~The nomadic economy relied on a triumvirate of an-
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ain functions as a route of
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for wool and food, horses for warfare and communications, and
mels for transport. The tribal peoples of the grasslands would sometimes
orm larger federations, the largest and most significant being that formed
by the Mongol leader Chinggis Khan. The relations of the nomads of the
steppe with the settled agricultural people of China Prop
trade to raiding to conquest. To the east of Mongolia lie} Manchuria} In pre-
modern times, this area was populated by tribal peqples who prakticed a
combination of farming, animal husbandry, hunting, and trading,
As we move on through the histories of the peoples and kingdoms, the

wars, the cultures, and the remarkable individuals who came and went on this
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vast stage that we call China, we will be harking back to these basic geo-
graphical areas and features, adding refinements here and there and taking
note of change over time. We will also be referring to China’s provinces.

From the Qin dynasty (221206 BCE) through the present time, Chinese
governments have divided their territories into larger administrative units
that we generally call “provinces.” In some periods, two or more provinces
and their governors would be grouped together under a governor-general.
Each province was subdivided into a number of counties. At times there
would be an administrative layer consisting of a number of counties between
county and province. Provincial and county boundaries and even names changed
over the years. Nonetheless, there is enough stability in enough of the provin-
cial names that it is useful to become familiar with them as they appear on a
contemporary map of the People’s Republic of China. The names and bound-
aries of China’s provinces reflect the country’s multi-ethnic character and the
way in which China Proper became the economic, political, military, and cul-
tural center of a country that includes the Inner Asian periphery.

China Proper consists of nineteen provincial-level units. In the north are
Shandong, Hebei, and Shanxi, with Shaanxi and Gansu in the northwest.
Gansu is the province whose “corridor” reaches up toward the oases of Xin-
jiang and thus carried trade over the famous “Silk Road” to and from the Cen-
tral Asian kingdoms and beyond. Straddling the border of north and south
China are Jiangsu, Anhui, Henan, and Hubei provinces. The Yangzi River
flows through all four, bringing with it the blessings of irrigation and trans-
port and the curse of periodic floods. Firmly in the south we have Zhejiang,
Jiangxi, Hunan, Fujian, Guangdong, and Hainan. In the mountainous south-
west lie the provinces of Yunnan, Guizhou, and Sichuan.

Also in the southwest is the Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region, a moun-
tainous region with a sizeable population of non-Han peoples collectively re-
ferred to as“Zhuang” China’s “Autonomous Regions” (there are five of them)
are provincial-level units whose populations have a majority or a very sizeable
minority of non-Han people. The logic behind the autonomous regions is to
provide a degree of self-rule to the non-Han people who have historically been
the majority population in these peripheral areas. In the same way, ethnic mi-
nority areas within some provinces have been designated as autonomous coun-
ties or autonomous prefectures. In practice, the “autonomy” has been largely
ceremonial, as Han Chinese Communist Party bureaucrats hold real power.

China’s Inner Asian periphery includes both provinces and autonomous
regions. The Tibetan ethnic area is divided among the Tibet (Xizang) Au-
tonomous Region, the province of Qinghai, and a number of autonomous
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counties and prefectures inYunnan, Sichuan, and Gansu provinces. In the ex-
treme northwest, the Uighurs and other Turkic Muslim groups make up a
slim majority of the population of the Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region.

The Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region, bordering on Gansu and Shaanxi, is
home to alarge population of Hui people—Chinese Muslims who trace their
descent from Arab and Central Asian Muslim traders who came to China cen-
turies ago. The Hui are a minority even within Ningxia. Mongols likewise are
a minority in the Inner Mongolia (Nei Menggu) Autonomous Region.
Manchuria, where the overwhelming majority of the people are Han Chi-
nese, is divided into China’s three northeastern provinces: Heilongjiang,
Jilin, and Liaoning, A few rural areas that have Manchu communities have
been designated as autonomous counties or prefectures.

Villages, Towns, mﬁm Cities

st of their time in their home villages and
found msg. EQEQ in “family, fields, and ancestors.” For most of Chinese
history the best arrangement, from the point of view of both government
and the farmers, was a system of independent land holding by small family
farmers. Family identity and solidarity was very strong—the ideal was to
have “three generations under one roof” In practice, this was rarely achieved
for long, as families went md.ocmv naturad cycles of growth and con m hactiof.
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some permanent shops, and various discrete market areas, each dedicated
to a particular product or craft. Marketing would be on a regular schedule,
generally once every three or five days, for a few hours on each designated

market day.

Each of these standard market towns would be linked to two or thre
larger “intermediate” market towns, which occupied a position between the
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€ natural environment o
nm:nmg of trade, administration, and higher culture. Towns and cities and
town and city people thus take up a disproportionate amount of the atten-
tion of students of Chinese history.

China’s towns and cities are as varied as its landscape—from the flat, dry,
and dusty cities of the north, laid out in squares, to Sichuan’s Chongging in the
southwest, where the streets writhe up and around (and, in the future, will
punch through) the hills, to canal-laced southern cities like Suzhou and Ningbo.
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Some towns had exclusively commercial functions, while other towns, and
virtually all cities, were both administrative and commercial centers.

There was an ideal model, informed by cosmological principles, accord-
ing to which a city should be constructed.® This model called for walled and
moated rectangular cities laid out on a north-south axis, horizontal and ver-
tical streets, palaces in the center of the city facing south, and markets in the
shady position to the north. When it came to real-life urban construction,
Chinese rulers were practical, not slaves to tradition or to one ideal model.
Some capital cities more or less approximated the ideals expressed in the
classical model; others followed quite different plans.® Some cities, for ex-
ample, had designated marketplaces (but generally not in the north), while
in others (such as the Northern Song capital of Kaifeng), business took place
everywhere. City walls often departed from the ideal square model to ac-
commodate natural features like rivers or hills. Tang Chang’an had the im-
perial palace on the northern edge of the city, facing south. The Mongol Yuan
nmw:& of Dadu placed the imperial palace in the center, according to the clas-
fsical model. So too did Ming- Qing Beijing, which was built on the site of Dadu.

ller cities were often walled (some were not), and could be roughly
% udre, rectangular, or even round.

1 hether it is the urban md&aoﬂ:ﬂmsﬁ and #m culture, the world of the

—=archeo ogists discovered the fossilized remains of over forty
Homo erectus individuals in a cave at Zhoukoudian, near Beijing. “Peld

and other Homo erectus, whose fossilized remains have been &mooﬁu‘wm at 099.
sites in QES were once-theughtto-have-
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ies of mitochondrial DNA. The latter studies indicate that all humans—

Chinese included—share a common ancestral origin in Africa. If this is the
case, then “Peki
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wwowﬁ. may have DecIrpop ated m. DY n\zmwmﬁonm from two separate directions.
One route brought people from Africa to the Eurasian continent, across
Central Asia and Siberia and thus down into northern China. Another route
brought people to South China via Southeast Asia."!
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Whatever their origins and genetic background, modern humans Ewm.gnmm

numerous regions of China before and &E&um the time of the Neolithic wg-
or.&oa Swma some ten

r discoveries of Neolithic mmaﬁdmaﬁm allow us to piece to-
gether the mﬁoQ of the development and interaction of more than a dozen
distinctly separate Neolithic cultures in China. Cultural interaction led to the




