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[ Seminar Abstract])

Prof. Jane Kate Leonard's Visit to
Hong Kong Baptist University

Between 20 and 21 June 2000, Faculty of Social Sciences, Hong Kong Baptist University, organized a series of

lectures on “The Development of Social Sciences in the 215 Century.” Jane Kate Leonard, professor of history at the
University of Akron and well-known specialist in the field of modern Chinese history, was invited to deliver a
lecture on “The Myth of the Qing State.”

Prof. Leonard’s academic career is marked with significant accomplishments. She has taught at a number of
institutions of higher learning in Australia and the United States. With numerous research grants that she received,
like the National Endowment grant for Humanities, Fulbright grant, Chiang Ching-guo foundation and two American
Council of Learned Societies grants, she is a frequent visitor to major archives and libraries in Europe and Asia. Her
well-acclaimed publications are listed below:

e Wei Yuan and China Rediscovery of the Maritime World (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1984)

e (co-edit) 7o Secure Security and Wealth: The Qing Imperial State and Economy, 1644-1911. (Ithaca: East
Asian Program, Cornell University, 1992)

e “Controlling from Afar” The Daoguang Emperor Management of the Grand Canal Crisis, 1824-1826. (Ann
Arbor: Center for Chinese Studies, University of Michigan, 1996)

o (co-edit) Scholarly Research on Chinese Business History: Interpretive Trends and Priorities for the Future.
(Armonk: M. E. Sharpe, 1999).

Her extensive background in research and teaching enabled her to embrace a wide perspective over the development
of historical scholarship in general, and of China studies in particular. Her lecture challenges some overlooked and
mistaken views about late imperial China. What follows is the abstract of her paper.



In this paper, I examine new directions in the scholarship on Qing local governance and the relationship between the
imperial state and the sub-county social-economic community. By assessing recent studies of the practical operation
of Qing government in a range of discrete regional environments, we can test the usefulness of current interpretive
approaches to one of the most vexing and significant questions in the Qing history field today. Specifically, how do
we account for the Qing leadership’s continuing commitment to bureaucratic retrenchment and the limited vertical
reach of its governing mandate at the local level?

To answer this question [ will re-examine the limited governing mandate of the Qing state and the strategies that it
used to cope with long-term changes and short-term contingent crises at the local level and highlight the interplay
and shifting roles of bureaucratic, sub-bureaucratic, and extra-bureaucratic elements in the practical operation of
local government in differing regional contexts, including urban Shanghai, two rural communities in northeast
Guangdong, the border province of Yunnan, coastal seafaring locales, and the Inner Asian borderland dependency of
Altishahr.

I argue that the Qing imperium should be characterized as a system of “indirect” rule, similar to that found in many
other pre-modern civilizations, because it consisted of a broad but limited superstructure that rested on a foundation
of regionally distinct, semi-autonomous local governing units. These local units were composed of a unique and fluid
mix of formal and informal power groups that reflected the convergence of unique economic, historical, social, and
geopolitical conditions with newly emerging problems that threatened imperial security and social stability. In each
case, the boundaries between state power and local prerogatives were functional ones, with the state responsible for
narrowly defined strategic tasks and local power holders responsible for the practical management of issues
connected to economic livelihood and social custom. Yet, in practice, the boundaries between state and society were
never so clearly or neatly drawn. When strategic need led to state intervention in the local social-economic arena, the
Qing leadership did so with four governing strategies. For new problems, associated with long-term social-economic
change, the Qing leadership did, in fact, expand the vertical reach of bureaucratic government at the sub-county
level, and they also created permanent agencies to deal with specific security problems, such as the management of
maritime trade (Qing maritime customs) and the new Inner Asian borderland dependencies. However, for the
resolution of urgent, short-term problems and crises, they tended to rely on long-established governing practices that
were temporary in nature and included the recruitment” of private human and material resources, the appointment of
ad hoc bureaus (ju), and the temporary appointment of “irregular” officials whose experience and special expertise
could be utilized to reinforce the normative but fragile structures of imperial governance at the local level. These
approaches to local governance that relied on temporary strategies and informal power groups reaffirmed and
perpetuated the long-term pattern of bureaucratic retrenchment, and they created a dynamic tradition of local
autonomy in matters of economic livelihood and social customs that survives to the present.

These observations about the indirect and regionally diverse character of Qing imperial government suggest the need
to revise earlier interpretations of the nature and mandate of the Qing state and to consider that what we have
previously characterized as coercive, ineffective, and corrupt might equally be described as flexible and responsive
to multiple local governing realities. Finally, in our present scholarly environment of post-modernist despair over the
futility of historical reconstruction, these observations also highlight the value of maintaining a low-level of
interpretive generalization that preserves the unique and the different and avoids the preoccupation with similarity
that results from over-generalization and the social scientific quest for universal models.

(Information Unit)



