Praise for The Wobbling Pivot
“Pamela Crossley, a leading historian of the Qing Empire, has hit upon a genuinely
novel and stylish way of telling the story of China’s modern transformations. She
strikes a good balance between offering up big arguments and supporting them
with revealing details, and she excels at limning connections between collective
actions and state responses to unrest two centuries ago and patterns of protest and
repression in the current era of Internet petitions and text message mobilization.
The result is truly impressive, a high-level work of synthesis that is informed by
deep knowledge of the past yet speaks with immediacy to the concerns of the
present.”
Jeffrey N. Wasserstrom,
University of California-Irvine,
author of China in the 21st Century:
What Everyone Needs to Know
“Pamela Crossley’s book gives readers a new and original perspective on modern
Chinese history by moving its focus away from the politics of the centre to give us
a greater understanding of how China’s regions and minorities have shaped this
multi-voiced society in its transition from empire to nation-state.”
Rana Mitter,
University of Oxford
“Original, conceptually bold, and unusually engaging. Crossley offers her readers
a broader and deeper meditation on the shape and significance of China’s historical
trajectory, one that may indeed make Chinese history more meaningful in the
context of teaching undergraduates.”
Bryna Goodman,
University of Oregon
“The Wobbling Pivot is refreshingly ambitious in its interpretation of the whole
scope of Chinese history since 1800. Its analysis of the often disastrous extremes
of state authoritarianism and local implosion is told with a telling eye for detail
that will grip general readers and specialists alike.”
Frank Dikotter,
School of Oriental and African Studies,
University of London,
and the University of Hong Kong
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Foreword
and Acknowledgments

T

put the pieces of Chinese history since roughly 1800 into a shape
that makes sense to me. Nevertheless, I have attempted at every step to supply
the reader sufficient pieces that he or she may rearrange them if the need to create a
more sensible shape is felt. In scope and in content, this book can do no more than
complement the dozen or so excellent books on modern China already in circulation.
For a wealth of colorful detail or lengthy biographical digression, superb alternatives
may be found. For incisive analysis and theoretical sophistication, there are also a
handful of monographs that do what this book will not do. But for a narrative of
scope and color sufficient to engage the reader of any level of knowledge about China,
combined with a thematic orientation that I hope will interest specialists in the field,
this book may, at present, stand alone.
This book has been strongly influenced by very recent scholarship in Chinese,
most of which has not been cited in the book because of our assumption that the
overwhelming majority of readers would be best served by being directed to works
in English. Fortunately, all but the most current Chinese scholarship is reflected in
the most recent works by historians and others writing in English. For that reason,
I have attempted to include the most recent studies on the relevant subjects.
Otherwise, I have included works chosen for their enduring impact, unique coverage, past points of view of which we should be reminded or best synthesis of complex subjects. Very many superb works have not been included, either because of my
length considerations for the manuscript or because they are specialized to the
degree that professionals will necessarily know them already and general readers will
be unlikely to have a direct need of them. I regret that the printed medium imposes
this rigidity upon us.
Some proper names and terms in the book have retained familiar forms, in contradiction of the rules of contemporary pinyin transliteration and of logic (for example,
making English plurals of Chinese words or using mistaken English transmogrifications that have subsequently taken on a life of their own). These include but are not
limited to: Canton (Guangzhou, not Guangdong), Howqua, Yangtze, Taipings, Yung
Wing, Panthays, Boxers, KMT, Chiang Kaishek, Soong May-ling, Peking University,
Jimmy Yen, Hu Shih, and so on. In addition, foreign treaties and events related to
HIS BOOK HAS
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foreign relations retain whatever English name they assumed at the time: Treaty of
Nanking, Convention of Peking, Tientsin Massacre, Rape of Nanking, Shanghai
Communiqué, and so on.
It is impossible to name all the people who have influenced the generalities and
particulars of this narrative. They are teachers, friends, colleagues, students, visiting
research scholars, editors and the superb manuscript reviewers recruited by WileyBlackwell. I must thank Jon Taylor and Patrick Francis for early research assistance,
Christopher Wheeler and Tessa Harvey for having encouraged the project and Tom
Bates for seeing it through production. Naturally, I claim all errors of fact and ask the
reader to delay judgment on errors of interpretation.
Pamela Crossley
Norwich, Vermont

Prelude

T

classical Chinese philosophy, the Zhongyong – frequently cited in
English as The Doctrine of the Mean – is a long meditation on the constancy of
true virtue in times of change and temptation. In the interpretations of Chinese philosophers, the key to constancy was the ability of the man of perfect morality to allow
unconsidered sincerity to guide his every action. Early political commentators in
China considered The Mean as the ability of the sovereign to keep the state and the
society balanced through all manner of turmoil, through the power of his virtue. In
1947, Ezra Pound first published his translation of the classic as “The Unwobbling
Pivot.” The title captures a persisting historical impression of an impartial and omnipresent state, oriented toward the unchanging fixtures of the material and the metaphysical world – the Pole Star, the dao, the ideal of benevolent government. What is
striking to the historian is not any peculiarity of Pound’s famous translation, but the
precise contrast between the persisting ideal of unwobbling virtue in the person of the
political leader and the reality of wobbling policy on the part of the state.
Inconstancy, flexibility, and a measure of cynicism have historically been the ingredients of government survival in China. In response to imbalances in the relationship
between the state and the community, Chinese governance has swung between strategic and ideological imperatives for centralization at one extreme, and economic and
social imperatives for decentralization at the other. Inside these cycles has been another
set of epicycles, between initiative and power concentration at the center, and initiative and relative independence in the localities. All countries have periods of relative
tranquility and of unrest. What is striking about the Chinese case is the constitutional
opposition of perpetual resistance – peaceful or violent – between the localities and
the center, a single process producing both stability and instability. Modern states in
China, like their counterparts everywhere else, have several times in the past hundred
years attempted to dismantle the complex self-sufficiency of the localities. Yet contemporary China finds itself again dependent upon a compact that strongly resembles
the traditional one – in quality if not yet in magnitude – between center and locality,
between state and society. In the historical pattern, it has been impossible to change
Chinese government substantially from the center; instead, rebel kingdoms and
regional insurgencies have tested their growth against the restraining power of the
HE WORK OF
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center, and sometimes won. How well such an ecology of power can support the
needs of a modern state, or even a superpower, is a question raised with increasing
urgency by observers within and without China. It is the ability to allow the pivot to
wobble but not fall that has been the political art of the state in China for the last four
hundred years and probably more, with a single dramatic exception in the later twentieth century.
Before about 1500 imperial government around the world was premised on a surface tension between coherent, resilient, complex local organization and a central
authority of limited but precise reach. The key to stability lay partly in the ratios of
size and wealth between the center and the locality. Hypertrophy at the local level
could generate rebel states or policy imbalances that would allow concentrations of
wealth, influence and military power in certain regions, fracturing the integrity of the
realm. All this was true in China as well, and the Song empire may in some ways have
represented a practical optimum in the ratios between center and locality, at least
between 1000 and 1200. The Song economy was marked by agricultural productivity,
burgeoning trade, and the ability to sustain a military force that not only fought two
northern empires to a standstill, but remained the last Eurasian empire to resist the
Mongols before the Song collapse in 1279. During the Mongol period, cultural and
political China was reunited for the first time in three centuries, and the borders governed from China expanded to a size that approximates the size of the People’s
Republic of China. But the Mongol approach to government was to keep the center
small – very small, in comparison to the Song – and to distribute peacekeeping and
judicial functions to the provinces, particularly to aristocrats and professional bureaucrats tied to the capital in various ways.
The basic ratios of government size and income of the Ming and Qing periods
approximated the scale of Yuan government much more than that of Song. Reliance
upon the ability of the locality to feed itself, protect itself, and resolve its own internal
conflicts was fundamental to government practice. In the early fourteenth century the
Ming Yongle emperor experimented with massive court projects (including the Zheng
He voyages and the building the Forbidden City in Beijing), but these were exceptions to the basic pattern of the era. The thinness of the government layer in the Ming
period and vitality of both rural and urban organizations left the imperial order suspended in a delicate balance that could be easily disturbed. Unlike the Song, the Ming
government was not good at transferring rapidly increasing local wealth to itself and
its organs of adjudication, control, and defense. The Ming dynastic order collapsed
not due to invasion by an overwhelming foreign force, but as a result of the explosion
of organized regional opposition and even more organized nascent imperial orders at
the borders. In the middle seventeenth century, the Qing conquest empire undertook
to govern China on largely the Ming pattern, but diminished the depth of government even more by stretching a government apparatus the size and cost of the Ming
over a territory that grew to be nearly twice as big, and within a century and a half
became twice as populous.
The Qing balance between center and periphery was even more delicate than the
Ming, partly by design: The Qing found that a light and highly delegated political
apparatus suited the exigencies of the conquests that continued in south China,
Yunnan, Mongolia, Turkestan and Tibet. Stability was the zone of balance between the
threat of government terror, at one end, and the threat of popular violence at the
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other. It was a mechanism governed by popular tolerance, despite the claims of imperial
omnipotence. From the Han period on, imperial edicts and imperially-approved social
philosophy – usually called “Confucian” in English-language scholarship – had
manufactured the image of a unified government apparatus under the guidance of
morally-cultivated rulers and officials. Yet even in those days the Han government was
flexed not only by popular resistance but by organized protests among its officials and
scholars waiting to become officials. Many historians in the twentieth century have
dismantled the illusion of government from the center legitimated by fulfillment of an
ideal of “benevolent government,” seeing in it a refusal to acknowledge local autonomy and the state’s persisting need to negotiate with it. The history itself suggests
something more: That the dependence of the small state on the huge society had the
elements of a constitution, observed in not only policy but in legislation and ideology.
It generated instability through state terror and frequently insuperable local disorder,
but also stability through locally-shaped economic and trade patterns and a state economy that, for long periods of time, rested relatively comfortably on the shoulders of
farmers and tradesmen.
When the outward conquest was completed in the eighteenth century the process
of inward conquest continued, with some parts of the empire enduring sporadic
revolts or secessionist movements and the occasional rise of rebel kingdoms. These
episodes of local hypertrophy were generally met not by intensified centralization or
thickening of the government on the ground, but by further delegation of power to
perceived agents of order in the localities. The pattern resembled some earlier dynamics in Chinese history (particularly the Tang), in medieval Europe, and, in many ways,
in the Russian and Ottoman empires of the eighteenth century. It was a strong contrast to other empires, such as France and England, which were increasing the size and
wealth of government in rough parallel to the growing wealth of the society as a
whole. As a trend it was a contrast to the life of the Qing court and the style of central
Qing rule, which in its cultural and structural aspects showed a strong kinship with
nearly all other early modern Eurasian rulerships. These elements of Qing emperorship aside, the scale and the grasp of Qing government over its territories was on a
divergent trajectory from many other early modern empires.
In the ensuing two centuries, the space and the regional economic and environmental diversity that the sequential governments in China have attempted to control
remained about the same as the under-governed mid-Qing. The precarious balance
between center and locality was fatally disrupted by a confluence of many disparate
factors in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Economic and cultural influences
spread with a speed and volume not possible in earlier centuries. International currency became a set of standardized materials and practices, challenging the techniques used locally by old governments to adjust trade and taxation. Imperialism
resulted in the further restriction of income for the state and a swelling of the wealth
of merchant communities at Canton and Shanghai, beyond the ability of any government to restrain. Opium became the basis of a potent and coherent network of trade
and management that battled the organizational strategies of all governments globally. Such influences affected many other societies, though the Qing may have been
particularly ill-prepared to mitigate them. They faced peculiar obstructions, including Japan – a neighbor that adjusted quickly and aggressively to global changes, and
at every point from the later nineteenth century to 1945 fused its industrialization,
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wealth accumulation and military aggrandizement to the inability of a government in
China to re-center itself and gain traction. When the Qing empire died of the effects
of dismemberment from within and without, virtually no fiscal or political space that
could support a new government could be found. Attempts to reunite the country
by military exertion never penetrated beyond an alliance of intact regional autonomies. For more than three decades China and its bordering regions suffered from
absence of normative government or protection from brutal foreign invasion. In 1949
one military displaced another, but under the leadership of a generation intent upon
establishing a government of sufficient size and depth to reverse the effects of decades of local hypertrophy. The project for large government mutated, for various
reasons, into a project for totalizing the relationship between the individual and the
state. The result was the novelty of a hypertrophied center, resembling nothing that
had happened previously in Chinese history. The reversal failed spectacularly, at
immense cost to individuals and to eastern Eurasia generally. The nature of the failure, as well as its magnitude, illuminates the history of stable and productive interdependency of state and locality in China, and clarifies the dynamics of the aftermath
of the failed experiment. Though the Chinese political systems have not conformed
to a European understanding of representative government, they have been based on
principles of popular tolerance. The present government may be swinging back
toward the center of the arc, for much the same reasons that earlier orders based in
China did so.

Further reading
Ezra Pound saw the secret of the classic as the message that “absolute sincerity under
heaven can effect any change.” Mathews’s definition of the title’s meaning is “without
inclination to either side and admitting no change.” Pound’s quotation on The
Unwobbling Pivot is from Confucius, p. 95. The characterization of Pound’s title “The
Unwobbling Pivot” is from Wendy Stollard Flory’s “Confucius against Confusion:
Ezra Pound and the Catholic Chaplain at Pisa,” p. 155. Pound’s translation and commentaries have been revisited in the recent study by Feng Lan, Ezra Pound and
Confucianism (2005); see especially pp. 42–4 where Feng speculates on the technical
reasons for Pound omitting the last seven chapters of the Zhongyong. The title “The
Wobbling Pivot” has been used once before, in 1972, by J. Z. Smith in an article on
the illusion of chaos in some systems of religious thought – a parallel to the discussion
here of apparent chaos in Chinese society and politics.
For an introduction to the theoretical issues of overall wobbling of the modern
state in China, see Chen and Benton, Moral Economy and the Chinese Revolution
(1986); Shue, The Reach of the State (1988); Kuhn, Origins of the Modern Chinese
State (2002); and Thornton, Disciplining the State (2007).
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