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HUAIYIN LI

From Unitary Plurality to Plural Unity
The Politics of Writing about the Beginnings  
of Chi nese Civilization

ABSTRACT The writ ings by Chi nese his to ri ans and archeologists about the or i gins 
of Chi nese civ i li za tion in the past cen tury have transitioned from the old con struct 
of “uni tary plu ral i ty,” or a shared as sump tion of the myth i cal Huangdi (the Yellow 
Emperor) as the pro gen i tor of the only civ i li za tion in the land of Huaxia (proto China) 
while ad mit ting its co ex is tence with other het ero ge neous but in fe rior cul tures, to the 
new par a digm of “plu ral uni ty” or a con sen sus on Huaxia’s in ter ac tion with all  other 
cul tures to form a uni tary Chi nese civ i li za tion that has lasted into the twen ty-first 
cen tu ry. Substantiated by the archeological find ings of the twen ti eth cen tu ry, this 
tran si tion was ul ti mately pro pelled by three in ter weav ing forces, name ly, Chi nese 
re search ers’ ideo log i cal un der tak ings, their fac tional strug gle for ac a demic su prem-
a cy, and com mit ment to lo cal in ter est and iden ti ty.

KEYWORDS Huangdi, Huaxia, uni tary plu ral i ty, plu ral uni ty, re gion al ism

The ques tion of where the ear li est an ces tors of the Han peo ple came from, who 
they were, and what they did that gave rise to what was later known as the  

“Chi nese” civ i li za tion has long fas ci nated many his to ri ans and the like in China. The 
most fa mous among those cu ri ous about their eth nic and cul tural or i gins in early 
China was no doubt Sima Qian (司马迁 145–86 BCE), the grand his to rian of the Han 
dy nasty and au thor of Shiji (史记 Records of the Grand Historian). To ex plain the 
be gin nings of the his tory of the Han peo ple in the first chap ter of Shiji, Sima Qian 
ex er cised pru dence in put ting to gether clues that he had gleaned from per sonal 
jour neys, folk tales, writ ten re cords, and an cient texts. But his nar ra tion of the ge ne
al ogy and achieve ments of the an ces tors of the Han peo ple was also full of imag i
na tion and moral judg ments. Under his pen, the his tory of the Han peo ple be gan 
with the ac tiv i ties of Xuanyuan (轩辕), a leg end ary hero who “cul ti vated mo ral i ty, 
strength ened the mil i tary, coped with the four sea sons, pro moted a va ri ety of crops, 
pac i fied the peo ple, and pla cated the world”; Xuanyuan fur ther defeated Shennong, 
the pre ced ing over lord who had failed to main tain peace and bul lied other tribes, 
and Chiyou, his big gest chal lenger who “re belled and disobeyed” (Sima 1999: 3). 
Xuanyuan there fore won rec og ni tion by all  tribal lead ers as the Son of Heaven and 
established him self as Huangdi (黄帝), or the Yellow Emperor. After his death, the 
state established by Huangdi con tin ued un der his suc ces sors, in clud ing his grand son  
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Zuanxu, great grand son Diku, Diku’s son Yao, and Shun, who was a re gent be fore 
en throne ment. Together, these five ear li est rul ers were known as the Five Lords 
(五帝). They were followed by the Xia, the Shang, and the Zhou dy nas ties, known 
to gether as the Three Dynasties (三代), whose found ers again were all  be lieved to be 
the de scen dants of the Yellow Emperor.

This uni lin ear ac count of the Five Lords and the Three Dynasties as the be gin
ning of Chi nese civ i li za tion, termed Huangdimo nism (黄帝一元论) here, went 
largely un chal lenged un til the early twen ti eth cen tu ry, when Liang Qichao (2018, 9: 
621), a lead ing in tel lec tual and a po lit i cal ac tiv ist pro mot ing gov ern ment re forms, 
ex plic itly questioned in his 1918 es say the cred it abil ity of the “suc ces sions in the same 
line” by the Five Lords. Four years lat er, he fur ther asked about the eth nic or i gins of 
Chi nese civ i li za tion: “Are the Chi nese peo ple na tive to the land or are they of for eign 
or i gins?” and “Are the Chi nese peo ple de scen dants from the same sin gle an ces tor, or 
are they the mix ture of plu ral or i gins from the very be gin ning?” (11: 375, 376).

Liang’s ques tions and in qui ries heralded a cen tu rylong jour ney by Chi nese 
schol ars to look for clues from an cient texts and archeological re mains to trace the 
or i gins and early evo lu tion of Chi nese civ i li za tion. As shown in this study, since the 
1920s, they have ad vanced a se ries of in ter pre tive schemes, rang ing from the ses of 
du al ism and tripartism in the re pub li can years to the o ries of Zhongyuancen trism 
in the Mao ist era, poly cen trism in the 1980s, and neoZhongyuancen trism in re cent 
de cades. Behind the prop o si tion of each con struct were break throughs in archeo
logical ex ca va tion of neo lithic cul tures in dif er ent parts of con tem po rary China that 
stim u lated the re search ers to re think the way orig i nal Chi nese cul tures emerged and 
interacted with one an oth er, as many stud ies have documented (e. g., Keightley 1983; 
Chang 1986; Chang et al. 2005; Liu and Chen 2012; Li F. 2013; ShelachLavi 2015). 
Instead of discussing how ac a demic fac tors, in par tic u lar archeological finds over 
the past cen tu ry, drove the evo lu tion of the afore men tioned suc ces sive con structs in 
explaining early Chi nese cul tures, this study fo cuses on non ac a demic fac tors that have 
re ceived much less at ten tion in the past. Among these are the Chi nese re search ers’ 
po lit i cal iden tity and ideo log i cal com mit ment that influ enced their choice of re search 
top ics and in ter pre tive ap proaches more than any other fac tors; the re search ers’ per
sonal abil i ties to form an ac a demic fac tion and es tab lish dis cur sive he ge mony in the 
field of early China stud ies; and their localist bias that led them to ac cen tu ate and 
over state the role of a par tic u lar re gion in the rise of early Chi nese civ i li za tion. While 
past stud ies have discussed at vary ing lengths some of the non ac a demic fac tors in dif
fer ent forms as shown be low, this ar ti cle of ers a sys tem atic anal y sis of the key as pects 
of all  those fac tors; more im por tant ly, it re veals how those non ac a demic fac tors inter
acted with ac a demic en deav ors to shape the tra jec tory of the evolv ing frame works 
for un der stand ing early China through out the twen ti eth and early twen tyfirst cen
tu ries. The dis cus sion be low be gins with an over view of the var i ous con structs that 
prevailed in suc ces sion over dif er ent pe ri ods, to be followed by a dis cus sion of each 
of the non ac a demic fac tors in the fol low ing sec tions. My em pha sis is on the tran
si tion from Zhongyuancen trism (via poly cen trism) to neoZhongyuancen trism, 
es pe cially how the lat ter re sem bled and de vi ated from the for mer, an is sue that is far 
from be ing clear in the existing lit er a ture. Equal at ten tion is paid to re gion al ist ten
den cies in reinterpreting early China dur ing the postMao era, to show how Chi nese 
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re search ers work ing out side the main stream in sti tu tions resisted or adapted to the 
dom i nant con struct on the or i gins of Chi nese civ i li za tion.

REINTERPRETING CHINA’S BEGINNINGS: AN OVERVIEW
From the 1920s to the 2010s, a va ri ety of in ter pre tive schemes prevailed dur ing 
dif er ent pe ri ods, try ing ei ther to break with or re vive the nar ra tive of Huangdi 
mo nism started by Sima Qian. The re pub li can era saw the pre pon der ance of the the
ory of EastWest du al ism (东西二元论). In archeological stud ies, it is manifested in 
the as sump tion of the co ex is tence of two sep a rate neo lithic cul tures as the or i gins 
of Chi nese civ i li za tion, name ly, the Yangshao cul ture in the mid dle Yellow River 
re gion, which is oft en as so ci ated with the ac tiv i ties of the tribal peo ple un der the 
Yellow Emperor, and the Longshan cul ture in the lower Yellow River re gion, which 
was linked with the ac tiv i ties of the Yi peo ple. In his 1933 study of the or i gins of the 
ear li est Chi nese dy nas ties, his to rian Fu Sinian (2003) ac cord ingly chal lenged the 
tra di tional nar ra tive about the be gin ning of Chi nese civ i li za tion that had cen tered 
on the ac tiv i ties of the Xia peo ple, that is, de scen dants of the Yellow Emperor. Fu 
in stead pro posed that the Yi peo ple and the Xia peo ple con trib uted equally to the 
rise of early Chi nese states, with the Yi ac tive in the east, where the Shang dy nasty 
emerged and ex panded west ward, and the Xia peo ple aris ing from the west, from 
where their in flu ences ex panded east ward, hence his the ory of “east ern Yi ver sus 
west ern Xia” (夷夏东西论) (181–234). Other re search ers added to the Yi and the 
Xia a third group of peo ple as con trib u tors to early Chi nese civ i li za tion, name ly, 
the Miao (known also as Sanmiao, Miaoman, or Jiuni), who were ac tive in the mid
dle and lower Yangzi re gion, hence the the ory of “three ethnicities” (三族) (Meng 
2015: 44–63) or the the ory of “three groups” (三大集团) (Xu X. [1958] 1985: 37–128); 
to geth er, we may group them as the con struct of tripartism (三元论).

The Mao ist era (1950s–1970s) saw the pre pon der ance of Zhongyuancen trism 
(中原中心论). Zhongyuan (中原 Central Plains) re fers to the mid dle Yellow River 
re gion (i. e., west ern, north ern, and cen tral Henan; south ern and cen tral Shaanxi; 
and south ern Hebei), where the Yangshao cul ture and later Henan Longshan cul ture 
predominated; his tor i cal ly, Zhongyuan is also be lieved to have been inhabited by the 
protoHan Chi nese, who as sumed them selves to be Huangdi’s de scen dants. In other 
words, Zhongyuancen trism re sem bled Huangdimo nism be fore the twen ti eth cen
tu ry, in that both em pha sized the cen tral ity of the Zhongyuan re gion in the gen e sis 
of Chi nese civ i li za tion, pos ited the su pe ri or ity of the protoHan peo ple inhabiting 
this re gion over all  other pop u la tions around them, and traced the early his tory 
of protoHan peo ple to the Five Lords. Behind the es tab lish ment of Zhongyuan
cen trism are the many archeological find ings of the Mao ist era, most no ta bly, the 
dis cov ery of the site of the Miaodigou phase 2 cul ture in Shaan County of Henan 
Province in 1956–57, which ar gu  ably established the un in ter rupted evo lu tion from 
Yangshao cul ture through Henan Longshan cul ture to Erlitou cul ture, from which 
the Xia dy nasty pre sum ably orig i nated (An 1959, 1979).

In the 1980s an en tirely new way of interpreting early China thrived among  
Chi nese his to ri ans and archeologists—name ly, poly cen trism (多中心论). Challeng
ing Zhongyuancen trism, archeologist Su Bingqi ar gued in 1981 that, among the  
neo lithic cul tures in dif er ent parts of China, in clud ing Yangshao cul ture in Zhongyuan, 
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Dawenkou and Longshan cul tures in Shandong and neigh bor ing ar eas, Hemudu 
MajiabangLiangzhu cul tures in the lower Yangzi re gion, and other cul tures in 
southcen tral China and along the Great Wall in north ern China, each had its own 
or i gins and char ac ter is tics. Rather than a oneway in flu ence from Zhongyuan to all  
other cul tures as Zhongyuancen trism had as sumed, Su em pha sized that all  these 
cul tures mu tu ally interacted with one an oth er; “while Zhongyuan influ enced other 
ar eas, the lat ter also influ enced the for mer,” hence a va ri ety of “zones, strains, and 
types” (区系类型) (Su and Yin 1981), in the form of “clus ters of stars” (满天星斗) 
as he later de scribed (Su B. 2019: 90–114). Contrary to the con ven tional wis dom 
of equat ing Zhongyuan with the “cra dle of Chi nese civ i li za tion,” Su stated that the 
neo lithic cul tures in Zhongyuan belonged to a “de riv a tive civ i li za tion” (次生型文明) 
whose re mote or i gins should be found out side the Zhongyuan area (Su B. 2016: 16).

Su’s the ory in spired many archeologists in the 1980s and 1990s in their col lec tive 
en deavor to de part from Zhongyuancen trism. They all  be lieved that the or i gins of 
early Chi nese civ i li za tion were mul ti ple and lacked a cen ter (e. g., Tong Z. 1986; Zhang 
Z. 1997).1 Echoing the the o ries of “east ern Yi ver sus west ern Xia” and tripartism be
fore 1949, some archeologists and his to ri ans again em pha sized the mu tual in ter ac
tions of a se ries of neo lithic cul tures be tween Zhongyuan and Shandong (Zhang 
G. 1993; Luan 1996), or the co ex is tence of three or i gins of Chi nese civ i li za tion in 
re gions of the mid dle Yellow River, the lower Yellow River, and the mid dle Yangzi 
River (Han 1996). Especially note wor thy is archeologist Yan Wenming’s (1996) in ter
pre ta tion. Like Su, Yan de nied the su pe ri or ity of Zhongyuan over surrounding ar eas 
in their re spec tive de vel op ment of neo lithic cul tures, nor did he as sume the cul tures 
of the surrounding ar eas as orig i nat ing from, or un der the in flu ence of, Zhongyuan. 
In his words, “Chi nese civ i li za tion did not orig i nate from Zhongyuan only; there 
were mul ti ple cen ters” (14). But Yan did em pha size Zhongyuan’s “role as the hub 
to con nect all  other cul tural zones,” in clud ing the first ring of five zones im me di
ately out side Zhongyuan and the sec ond ring of more dis tant zones be yond the first, 
hence his the ory of “rings of flower pet als” (重瓣花朵) (Yan 1987: 49).

Yan’s the ory heralded the rise of neoZhongyuancen trism (新中原中心论), 
which would come to dom i nate the main stream Chi nese in ter pre ta tion of early 
China in the 2000s and 2010s. Dissatisfied with the in tel lec tual move ment of “doubt
ing the an tique” (疑古) since the 1920s, which resulted in de ny ing the his tor i cal ex is
tence of the Five Lords as well as the even more re mote Three Progenitors (三皇) 
be fore them, his to rian and phi lol o gist Li Xueqin (1994) called for “reinterpreting 
the an tique” (释古) in the early 1990s (19). For him, the leg ends about the Yellow 
Emperor and his de scen dants were not just “il lu sion ary and imag i na tive,” and the 
an cient re cords about the or i gins of the Three Dynasties “should not be de nied” 
(38–45). Li’s call for re build ing the his tory of early China resulted in the launch of 
two statespon sored ef orts, the XiaShangZhou Chronology Project (hence forth 
the Chronology Project) in 1996 and its suc ces sor, the Exploration of the Origins 
of Chi nese Civilization Project (hence forth the Origins Project), in 2001, with the 
es tab lish ment of the au then tic ity of the Three Progenitors and Five Lords (三皇五

帝) and hence the cred i bil ity of fivethou sand years of Chi nese civ i li za tion as their 
ul ti mate goals. Reflecting on the re sults of these pro jects, Li Boqian, the “chief sci
en tist” of the Chronology Project, published in 2008 an ar ti cle ti tled “The Epoch of 
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the Three Progenitors and Five Lords in Archeological Perspective,” in which he uses 
the lat est archeological finds, made pos si ble by the sec ond pro ject men tioned above, 
to evince the au then tic ity of the Three Progenitors and Five Lords by linking each of 
them with a par tic u lar archeological cul ture and spe cific time range.

It should be noted that neoZhongyuancen trism is not the same as the 
Zhongyuancen trism of the Mao ist era. First, it makes se ri ous and sys tem atic at
tempts to au then ti cate the ex is tence of the Three Progenitors and Five Lords by 
com bin ing archeological finds with myth o log i cal texts for the sole pur pose of evinc
ing China’s long his to ry, whereas schol ars of Zhongyuancen trism used ac counts 
of such myth o log i cal fig ures only to evince the uni ver sal ity of the Marx ist the ory 
of so cial evo lu tion in explaining the prim i tive stage of Chi nese his to ry. Second, 
neoZhongyuancen trism does not in sist on the cul tural su pe ri or ity of Zhongyuan 
over surrounding ar eas as Zhongyuancen trism does; in stead, it con cedes to the 
the sis of plu ral ism that had prevailed in the 1980s and ad mits the twoway in ter
ac tions be tween Zhongyuan and surrounding re gions and even the in fe ri or ity of 
Zhongyuan in re la tion to the cul tures out side it. Nevertheless, neoZhongyuan 
cen trism es sen tially re sem bles Zhongyuancen trism in that both em pha size the 
un in ter rupted suc ces sion of neo lithic cul tures lead ing di rectly to the founding of 
the Xia and all  of the Three Dynasties in this ar ea, and both un der score the im por
tance of the Zhongyuan re gion to the gen e sis of Chi nese civ i li za tion by vir tue of its 
geo graphic cen tral i ty, which allowed it to ben e fit from all  other cul tures around it 
(Li B. 1995, 2009; Zhao 2000, 2006).

The prev a lence of neoZhongyuancen trism and its at tempt to turn the my thol
ogy of the Three Progenitors and Five Lords into au then tic his tory (信史) did not 
go un chal lenged since its emer gence in the 1990s. It in curred se ri ous questioning by 
Chi nese his to ri ans and archeologists (Wu 2005; Chen C. 2006; Chen and Gong 2004), 
not to men tion crit i cisms from re search ers out side China over the un re served use of 
the an cient but ques tion able texts, a prob lem that ac tu ally ex ists in both Chi nese and 
Western writ ings on the his tory of early China (see Bagley 1999; Schaberg 2001a, b). 
Nevertheless, by the 2010s, neoZhongyuancen trism had firmly established its main
stream sta tus in Chi nese his to ri og ra phy and ar che  ol o gy. This in ter pre tive scheme is 
con sis tent with the over all char ac ter iza tion of to day’s China by main stream Chi nese 
me dia and schol ars as a na tion of plu ral unity (多元一体). In pres entday Chi nese dis
course, plu ral uni ty, while ad mit ting the co ex is tence of mul ti ple ethnicities and their 
dis tinc tive his tor i cal or i gins and cul tural tra di tions, un der scores the unity of the fift y 
six of  cially iden ti fied ethnicities and their in te gra tion into a sin gle Chi nese na tion 
(中华民族). For his to ri ans and archeologists of neoZhongyuancen trism, the plu ral 
unity of to day’s China has its or i gins at the very be gin ning of Chi nese civ i li za tion; 
for them, plu ral unity means, first of all , the cen tral ity of the Zhongyuan area in the 
un in ter rupted de vel op ment from the Three Progenitors and Five Lords to the Three 
Dynasties, while allowing for its co ex is tence and mu tual in ter ac tion with other cul
tures around this ar ea. NeoZhongyuancen trism thus re vives in large mea sure the 
Huangdimo nism that prevailed be fore the twen ti eth cen tu ry. Adherents of Huangdi
mo nism and neoZhongyuancen trism both be lieve in the au then tic ity of the stories 
about the Yellow Emperor and his im me di ate de scen dants (the Five Lords), and both 
ac cept them and the cul ture they started as the very or i gins of Chi nese civ i li za tion. 
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But there is a sub tle yet sub stan tial dif er ence be tween them: while neoZhongyuan
cen trism pri or i tizes po lit i cal unity over eth nic and cul tural plu ral i ty, hence plu ral 
uni ty, Huangdimo nism be fore the twen ti eth cen tury is best termed uni tary plu ral ity  
(一元多体), for it as sumes the de scen dants of the Yellow Emperor as the sin gle civ i
lized peo ple and Huaxia as the only civ i lized land, but at the same time it also al lows 
for its co ex is tence with dif er ent cul tures within the Chi nese uni verse (or all  un der 
heaven 天下) and does not seek to unify them.

Why, then, did Chi nese schol ar ship on the or i gins of Chi nese civ i li za tion un
dergo a tran si tion from uni tary plu ral ity to plu ral unity in the in ter pre tive con
structs over the past cen tu ry? Archeological ex ca va tions were no doubt the pri mary 
driver be hind the suc ces sion of dif er ent in ter pre ta tions, in clud ing, among oth ers, 
the dis cov ery of the Yangshao cul ture in the 1920s and the Longshan cul ture in the 
1930s that bol stered the the ory of EastWest du al ism be fore 1949; the dis cov ery of 
the Miaodigou phase 2 cul ture that sub stan ti ated Zhongyuancen trism in the Mao 
era; the new or renewed ex ca va tions of Majiabang, Songze, and Liangzhu cul tures 
in the lower Yangzi del ta, Daxi and Qujialing cul tures in the mid dle Yangzi re gion, 
Hongshan cul ture in west ern Liaoning, Qijia cul ture in Gansu and Qinghai, and 
so forth, which in spired the var i ous poly cen tric the o ries in the 1980s and 1990s; 
and, fi nal ly, the reex ca va tion of late neo lithic and early bronzeage cul tural sites 
at Erlitou, Shimao, Xinzhai, and the like that have been used to sub stan ti ate neo
Zhongyuancen trism (see, e. g., Jafe, Campbell, and ShelachLavi 2022). But the 
new find ings in archeological study are not the only fac tor pro pel ling ad vance ments 
in schol ar ship on early China. Various non ac a demic fac tors also in ter vened in the 
pro cess to shape the dif er ent gen er a tions of schol ar ship on the or i gins of Chi nese 
civ i li za tion. Let us first con sider the fac tor of po lit i cal and ideo log i cal in flu ences on 
Chi nese archeologists and his to ri ans.

IDEOLOGY AND POLITICAL IDENTITY
It is a tru ism that ar che  ol ogy is in ex tri ca bly linked with pol i tics. Despite their 
al leged com mit ments to ac a demic rigor in conducting re search and to objectivity 
in interpreting their finds, ar chae  ol o gists through out the world have been sub ject 
to the in flu ences of the his tor i cal and po lit i cal con texts in which they de velop their 
re search agen da. These in flu ences have not al ways been coun ter pro duc tive. Stimu
lated by the needs for eth nic or na tional iden tity and re sis tance to rac ist or im pe ri
al ist biases, the rise of na tion al ist ar chae  ol ogy in many nonWestern countries has 
been con du cive to the cul ti va tion of pride in a spe cific cul tural her i tage and to an 
aware ness of the dig nity of all  hu man i ty. Government funding and spon sor ship have 
been in stru men tal in the implementation of ex ca va tion pro jects that ar chae  ol o gists 
alone can not per form as pri vate in di vid u als. Nevertheless, when the state’s pol i cies 
or po lit i cal agenda de ter mined ar chae o log i cal re search and when ar chae  ol o gists 
acted solely “in the ser vice of the state,” they also ran the risk of hav ing their ex ca va
tions illde fined and their in ter pre ta tion of ar chae o log i cal finds distorted (Kohl and 
Fawcett 1995). Twentiethcen tury China was no ex cep tion. It witnessed the rise of 
na tion al ist ar che  ol ogy in the re pub li can era and re sul tant break throughs in study ing 
early China, which nev er the less yielded to the com mand of Mao ist pol i tics and the 
su prem acy of Zhongyuancen trism for three de cades aft er 1949.
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The pre dom i nance of EastWest du al ism in the re pub li can era can be traced at 
least in part to their re sponse to the hy poth e sis of the Western or i gins (西来说) of 
Chi nese civ i li za tion pro posed by Swed ish ge ol o gist Johan G. Andersson (1874–1960). 
Andersson dis cov ered the very first neo lithic cul tural site in China, name ly, Yang
shao cul ture in Mianchi County of Henan Province, in late 1921. In a 1923 re port, he 
be lieved that the re mains of Yangshao marked “strong Chi nese fea tures” and that 
this cul ture was “de cid edly Chi nese” (Andersson 1923: 32, 34). He thus en ti tled his 
re port “An Early Chi nese Culture.” Nevertheless, based on the strik ing sim i lar i ties 
be tween the or na men tal el e ments of painted pot tery of Yangshao and neo lithic cul
tures in the Middle East, Andersson in ferred that “the tech nique of poly chrome pot
tery was in tro duced from the West” and that “other cul tural and pos si bly also ra cial 
traits were car ried by the same waves of mi gra tion” (41). He fur ther linked his spec
u la tion with ear lier Eu ro pean writ ings on “west ern in flu ences in the early Chi nese 
civ i li za tion,” most no ta bly the work by Terrien de Lacouperie (40–41; see also Chang 
et al. 2005: 2–3; Li F. 2013: 15–17; ShelachLavi 2015: 49–50).

Andersson’s the ory was ini tially well re ceived by Chi nese schol ars in the 1920s. 
However, un like de Lacouperie’s the ory that had en thu si as tic fol low ers among the 
an tiMan chu Chi nese na tion al ists in the last years of the Qing dy nas ty, from which 
they found sup port for their claims of the dis tinc tive ness and su pe ri or ity of the 
Han peo ple over the Man chus, Andersson’s work soon in curred re sent ment and 
re sis tance from the po lit i cally mo ti vated in tel lec tu als in the wake of the na tion al ist 
move ment that ended in the es tab lish ment of the re pub li can gov ern ment in Nan
jing in 1927. To re pu di ate Andersson’s the o ry—and to coun ter bal ance the grow
ing in flu ence of the “doubting the an tique” school among Chi nese in tel lec tu als, Fu 
Sinian, di rec tor of the newly established Institute of History and Philology in Nan
jing, called for the re con struc tion of an cient his tory (重建古史). His top pri or ity in 
lead ing the in sti tute, there fore, was for his col leagues to start archeological ex ca va
tions and find dif er ent or i gins of early Chi nese civ i li za tion on their own, hence the 
ex ca va tion of the tombs of the Shang dy nasty in Anyang of Henan Province and a 
neo lithic site in the sub urb of Jinan of Shandong Province, which led to the dis cov
ery of the Longshan cul ture. The en tirely dif er ent look of black pot tery from the 
Longshan cul ture led the Chi nese archeologists to be lieve that there were two very 
dif er ent or i gins of pre his tor i cal cul tures in China, one in the east represented by 
the Longshan cul ture and the other in the west represented by the Yangshao cul ture 
(Liang S. 1959: 91–98). It was pre cisely the find ings from Anyang and Longshan 
cul ture that prompted Fu Sinian to pro pose his fa mous the ory of the dual or i gins 
of Chi nese civ i li za tion.

In sharp con trast with Fu and other na tion al ist schol ars of the re pub li can era,  
whose dis con tent with the the ory of Western or i gins was mild and gen er ally couched 
in ac a demic lan guage, the main stream his to ri ans and archeologists in post1949 
China condemned the same the ory in a bla tant and highly po lit i cized fash ion. Yin Da 
(1954a), head of the Institute of Archeology in Beijing, attacked the the ory of Western 
or i gins as reflecting the “rac ist bi as” of “the socalled schol ars of Western im pe ri al ist 
countries” (8). In his es say ded i cated to the mem ory of ar chae  ol o gist Liang Siyong, 
who played a key role in the dis cov ery of the Longshan cul ture, Yin Da praised Liang’s 
con tri bu tion in this regard as “a headon, force ful re pu di a tion of the opin ion of the  
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socalled schol ars from im pe ri al ist countries” (8), de spite the fact that Liang had 
ad hered most en thu si as ti cally to the the ory of Western or i gins back in the late 1920s 
and the 1930s. Likewise, Xia Nai (1955), the vice head of the same in sti tute, blamed 
ac cep tance of this the ory among Chi nese schol ars in the 1930s, him self in clud ed, as  
“reflecting their semico lo nial mindset of wor ship ping the West” (4).2

Despite the im por tance of the Longshan cul ture in ex plor ing the be gin nings of 
early Chi nese civ i li za tion, how ev er, the the ory of EastWest du al ism en abled by the 
dis cov ery of this cul ture did not con tinue into the post1949 pe ri od. What prevailed 
through out the Mao ist era was in stead Zhongyuancen trism, a new con struct that 
was sustained by two key as sump tions. The first is that the Zhongyuan area is where 
the Xia dy nas ty, the very first of the Three Dynasties, is lo cat ed; for many Chi nese 
archeologists, the Xia resulted di rectly from an un in ter rupted evo lu tion of neo lithic 
cul tures be gin ning with the Yangshao cul ture, con tinu ing through Miaodigou phase 
2 cul ture and Henan Longshan cul ture, and cul mi nat ing in Erlitou cul ture, which 
was be lieved to be the re mains of the Xia (An 1959, 1981). The sec ond is that Yang
shao and the sub se quent cul tures in Zhongyuan were more ad vanced and so phis
ti cated than all  other cul tures in the surrounding ar eas eco nom i cal ly, tech ni cal ly, 
and po lit i cally (An 1979; see also Ho 1975). Neither of these two points, how ev er, has 
been widely ac cepted by re search ers in the field. Whether Erlitou can be equated 
with the cap i tal city of the Xia re mains highly con tro ver sial among Chi nese arche
ologists, not to men tion the de nial of the his tory of the Xia by many out side China. 
Few his to ri ans or archeologists to day ac cept that ei ther Yangshao or Henan Long
shan was over all sig nifi  cantly more ad vanced than their coun ter parts in the lower 
Yellow River or lower Yangzi River re gions.

The real rea sons be hind the dom i nance of Zhongyuancen trism in the Mao
ist era are po lit i cal. First, all  the preexisting in ter pre ta tive schemes about early 
Chi nese civ i li za tion be came po lit i cally prob lem atic aft er 1949 and there fore had 
to be avoided or com pletely jettisoned. The the ory of Western or i gins was al ready 
de nounced as qua sisci en tific and serv ing only the in ter est of for eign im pe ri al
ism. The “doubting the an tique” in cli na tion among some Chi nese in tel lec tu als 
was also condemned as “driven by a semico lo nial mindset” or “be ing poi soned 
by the schol ars hired by im pe ri al ists” (Xu X. [1958] 1985: 26, 27). Nor could peo ple 
talk about the the ory of EastWest du al ism be cause Fu Sinian, the scholar who 
was most ac tive in pro mot ing it, had gone to Taiwan to gether with the defeated 
na tion al ist re gime in 1949. As a re sult, the only the o ret i cal scheme that remained 
and did guar an tee po lit i cal cor rect ness was Marx ist his tor i cal ma te ri al ism. Back 
in the 1930s and 1940s, sev eral leftwing his to ri ans had tried to re in ter pret the 
prim i tive so ci ety in early China by bor row ing from Marx ism.3 After 1949, a typ
i cal way to nar rate the prim i tive so ci ety as the very be gin ning of Chi nese his
tory in stan dard his tory text books was to com bine the Marx ist the ory about the 
“uni ver sal laws” of the evo lu tion of hu man so ci ety in the prim i tive stage from 
matrilineality to patrilineality with myth o log i cal ev i dence from an cient Chi
nese clas sics as well as archeological finds of the twen ti eth cen tury (E. Tong 1995;  
Nelson 1997: 121–23; Shelach 2004). As a re sult, the var i ous ver sions of the Three 
Progenitors and Five Lords, which had been discredited as false by the “doubting 
the an tique” schol ars of the 1930s, were reintegrated into the nar ra tives about the 
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be gin ning of Chi nese civ i li za tion. And the ac tiv i ties of the Five Lords, according 
to an cient texts, took place mostly in the Zhongyuan re gion, which worked to 
evince Zhongyuancen trism.

The 1980s and 1990s saw the spring of sci en tific re search (科学的春天) or the 
thriv ing of re search ac tiv i ties and free de bate of ac a demic is sues in China un der 
eco nomic re form and open ingup pol i cies. Gone was the highly po lit i cized con
dem na tion based on ideo log i cal claims; the con straints im posed on re search ers 
by the re cur rent po lit i cal cam paigns largely disappeared.4 It was against this back
ground that Su Bingqi pro posed his new the ory of poly cen trism. According to Su’s 
own rec ol lec tion, he had ac tu ally brewed “in no va tive ideas” about early China 
for many years prior to the re form era, but he had to “tuck his tail” (夹着尾巴) 
and refrained from openly expressing his views; in stead he “fo cused on what he 
was expected to do” at that time (Su K. 2015: 9). It was the loos en ing of po lit i cal 
con straints aft er 1979 that allowed him to en ter “the world of free dom” in ac a
demic re search and “fol low what my heart de sired with out transgressing what was 
right” in the same man ner as what Confucius said of him self at age se venty (9). 
Hence his prop o si tion of the fa mous the ory of zones, strains, and types and his 
use of the met a phor of clus ters of stars (or poly cen trism) to de scribe the di verse 
and mul ti ple or i gins of early Chi nese civ i li za tion. Most of the archeological finds 
that con sti tuted the em pir i cal foun da tion on which Su pro posed his the ory of re
gional pat terns and categories had been made dur ing the Mao ist era and ear li er. 
But it was the re laxed at mo sphere of the postMao era that en abled him to openly 
de con struct Zhongyuancen trism.

Su’s the ory of poly cen trism, as men tioned ear li er, is only one of the many new  
the o ries that sur faced in the 1980s and 1990s; for a while, it was also the most 
in flu en tial in the field of pre his tor i cal China, as discussed short ly. Nevertheless, 
what even tu ally prevailed in the 2000s and 2010s was not poly cen trism but neo
Zhongyuancen trism. Key to the suc cess of neoZhongyuancen trism is the tre
men dous ad min is tra tive and fi nan cial sup port that its pro po nents re ceived through 
two fa mous pro jects, name ly, the Chronology Project of 1996–2000 and the Origins 
Project of 2001–16. As Li Xueqin (1999: 49), who ini ti ated the Chronology Project, 
explained it, the pur pose of this pro ject was to en hance “the ex plo ra tion of the roots 
of Chi nese civ i li za tion” and “pro mote the selfes teem and selfcon fi dence of the 
Chi nese na tion and strengthen the co he sive ness of our na tion.” The ini tial pur pose 
of the pro ject, as Song Jian, di rec tor of the State Commission for Scientific Research, 
envisioned it, was to dem on strate the his tor i cal ex is tence of the Yellow Emperor or, 
by ex ten sion, es tab lish the au then tic ity of the his tory of the Three Progenitors and 
Five Lords and thereby af rm the be lief that Chi nese civ i li za tion has a fivethou sand 
year his tory (Song 1996; Li and Lin 2017). The same pur pose mo ti vated the ini ti a tion 
of the Origins Project. As Wang Wei (2008: 254), head of the Institute of Archeol
ogy, explained it, the pro ject of ex plor ing the be gin nings of Chi nese civ i li za tion was 
“ul ti mately a re sponse to the pres sure that Chi nese archeologists and his to ri ans have 
borne for a long time,” name ly, the per sis tent skep ti cism about whether China has a 
his tory of five thou sand years or, in other words, whether the an cient re cords about 
the Five Lords are re al. For a long time, he said, “no solid ev i dence could be pro vided 
for a so lu tion,” and the Origins Project was to solve the prob lem (254).
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These mo tives are un der stand able in the con texts of Chi nese his to rio graphic 
tra di tion and con tem po rary Chi nese pol i tics. The ini ti a tion of the two pro jects 
and the sub se quent pre pon der ance of neoZhongyuancen trism chimed well with 
the state’s call for the “great re ju ve na tion of the Chi nese na tion” in the 1990s and 
2000s when China emerged as a global su per power aft er de cades of rapid eco
nomic growth. To de fine the goals of these two pro jects as en hanc ing the co he sive
ness and selfcon fi dence of the na tion well served the po lit i cal needs of the state. 
In return, the cen tral gov ern ment pro vided these pro jects with gen er ous funding, 
which made pos si ble many archeological ex ca va tions and other re search ac tiv i ties 
un der these pro jects.

Despite the many new find ings and achieve ments un der the two pro jects, some 
of which are truly ex cit ing and ground break ing (see Lee 2002), the pro jects en coun
tered un ex pected crit i cism from among Chi nese archeologists and his to ri ans. In the 
ab sence of re li able ev i dence from an cient texts or archeological re mains to de ter
mine the dates of each of the reigns of the Shang dy nasty aft er King Wuding and 
the reigns of the Zhou dy nasty prior to 841 BC, lead ers of the Chronology Proj
ect en cour aged par tic i pants to have a “free de bate” and con duct a “true, re al is tic 
re search in sci en tific spirit and meth ods” (Wu 2005: 73). Nevertheless, they also 
re quired the twohun dredodd par tic i pants to fin ish their re spec tive tasks within a 
time limit and reach a con sen sus in the con clud ing re port of the pro ject, disallowing 
the in clu sion of dif er ent opin ions (Wu 2005). Despite its ques tion able cred it abil
i ty, the reestablished chro nol ogy of the Three Dynasties was nev er the less of  cially 
published in 2000 (XiaShangZhou Duandai Gongcheng Zhuanjiazu 2000). Nor 
did the Origins Project pro duce the expected re sults. When the achieve ments of the 
pro ject were an nounced in 2018, two years aft er the of  cial con clu sion of the pro ject, 
they were sum ma rized in three sen tences: “Signs of in cip i ent civ i li za tion emerged 
in the Yellow River, mid dle and lower Yangzi River, and west ern Liao River re gions 
circa 5800 years BP; dif er ent parts of China en tered the stage of civ i li za tion 5300 
years BP; and a more ma tured civ i li za tion formed in the Zhongyuan re gion circa 
3800 years BP, which exerted cul tural in flu ences to surrounding ar eas and thus con
sti tuted the core and leader in the gen eral unfolding of Chi nese civ i li za tion” (Ren-
minribao, May 29, 2018). These con clu sions sur prised no one who was fa mil iar with 
the stud ies of early China. Questions such as whether the Five Lords ever existed, 
where they came from, or what they did, which were cen tral to the orig i nal pur poses 
of the pro ject, were not men tioned or an swered at all . Dissatisfied, Li Boqian, who 
con trib uted to the ini ti a tion of the pro ject and did not per son ally par tic i pate in it 
aft er his re tire ment, thus complained aft er the con clu sion of the pro ject that “no of 
cial and in te grated re sult has been made avail  able, and no one knows what ex actly 
the new in ter pre ta tions are about the ques tions that the pub lic is most concerned 
with, such as when China started a civ i li za tion and how the state was formed” (Li 
and Chang 2017: 27). Archeologist Yan Wenming questioned the fea si bil ity of the 
Origins Project from its be gin ning. For him, a com plex ac a demic is sue such as the 
or i gins of Chi nese civ i li za tion could not be solved in the method of “a largescale 
cam paign” and “timed re sults”; “Being a schol ar, one has to be re al is tic and frank, 
let ting peo ple know that this kind of pro ject is un fea si ble and should be avoided at 
all ” (Yan and Zhuang 2006: 12).
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ACADEMIC FACTIONS AND HEGEMONY
In any given pe riod in mod ern China, fac tion al ism has been an other fac tor con
trib ut ing to the prev a lence of a par tic u lar con struct in explaining the be gin ning of 
Chi nese civ i li za tion. While re search ers’ po lit i cal iden ti ties played a key role in shap
ing their in ter pre ta tions of early China as shown above, their abil i ties to mo bi lize 
ad min is tra tive re sources and so cial net works to ad vo cate and per pet u ate their in ter
pre ta tions were equally im por tant in mak ing their own schol ar ship dom i nant in the 
field, thus likely giv ing rise to a schol arly fac tion. A schol arly fac tion is de fined here 
as a group of re search ers who shared the same ac a demic tra di tion and formed a dis
tinc tive cir cle of their own based on per sonal or in sti tu tional ties. To be a leader of 
such a fac tion, the scholar had to be a firstrate re searcher con trib ut ing to their field 
more than any one else within the cir cle. Equally im por tant, he had to be an ac tive 
so cial net work builder and an ad min is tra tive ge nius  able to ac cess var i ous so cial, 
po lit i cal, and fi nan cial re sources; win over gov ern ment sup port and spon sor ship; 
and at tract and pa tron ize fol low ers who con tin ued and ex panded his schol ar ship.

Fu Sinian was one such fac tional lead er. A fa mous stu dent leader dur ing the May 
Fourth Movement of 1919, Fu spent more than six years study ing in Europe aft er ward 
and later be came the di rec tor of the Institute of History and Philology un der the 
na tion al ist gov ern ment in 1928. Discontent with the dom i nance of Western schol ars, 
most no ta bly Andersson, in the field of pre his tor i cal China in the 1920s, Fu (2003: 
12) proclaimed in his guide line for the newly founded in sti tute: “We will es tab lish the 
au then tic ity of a sci en tific Oriental Studies in China!” This was, to be sure, an am bi
tious goal for him to achieve in the late 1920s and 1930s when the coun try was rid den 
with in ces sant war fare. He worked hard to re cruit doz ens of the besttrained schol ars 
into his in sti tute, whose works later in deed exerted a farreaching im pact on the field 
of an cient Chi nese his tory and cul ture. Nevertheless, in the eyes of peo ple out side the 
in sti tute, Su was noth ing more than an ac a demic lord (xuefa). Reviewing the sit u a
tion of his field be fore 1949, Xia Nai wrote in 1955 (6):

Academic lords such as Hu Shi and Fu Sinian turned re search in sti tu tions and 
uni ver si ties into their turfs and thus formed an ex clu sive fac tion. Just like war
lords, they never allowed out sid ers to en croach on their turf while they al ways 
attempted to ex pand their turf into oth ers’ sphere of in flu ence. This at ti tude 
was also seen in archeological work. Diferent re search in sti tu tions di vided the 
ar eas of field work into dif er ent turfs, and they each oc cu pied a turf. Compe
tition took place be tween na tional and lo cal in sti tu tions for con trol of ma te
ri als, as best seen in the ex am ple of a dis pute be tween the Institute of History 
and Philology and the for mer Henan Museum over the ex ca va tions of Xiaotun, 
Anyang, in the au tumn of 1929.

After 1949, un der the in flu ence of the Soviet model of sci en tific re search, in di vid
ual archeologists were no lon ger allowed to work “only according to one’s own in ter
est” or to “do closeddoor re search” (Xia 1953: 38). Instead of lim it ing their re search 
ac tiv i ties to “the nar row cir cle of sci en tific re search un der in di vid u al ism,” archeolo
gists had to show com mit ment to “the col lec tiv ist style of work,” and their re search 
had to be sub ject to the state’s cen tral ized plan ning, as Yin Da (1954b: 68), the head 
of the Institute of Archeology re quired. Given the pre dom i nance of the Soviet model 
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in re search and the su prem acy of Marx ism as the only le git i mate ideology to guide 
archeological and his tor i cal stud ies, it was dif  cult for any scholar to work out side 
the col lec tive re search pro jects spon sored by their home in sti tu tions, let alone form 
a dis tinc tive re search tra di tion or schol arly school of one’s own. The only “school,” if 
any, that was allowed in post1949 China was the Marx ist school, char ac ter ized by 
the un ques tioned ap pli ca tion of his tor i cal ma te ri al ism to all  re search works. This 
does not mean, to be sure, that it was to tally im pos si ble for the most pro duc tive 
and re source ful schol ars to achieve their sta tus as the top au thor i ties and even carve 
out their per sonal spheres of in flu ence in their re spec tive fields. Throughout the 
three de cades of the Mao ist era, Xia Nai was un doubt edly one such au thor ity in Chi
nese ar che  ol o gy, ow ing to his solid train ing, with a PhD de gree, in ar che  ol ogy from 
the University of London and, more im por tant ly, be cause of his sin cere em brace of 
Marx ism as a meth od ol ogy to guide his re search work. It was, in  other words, the 
com bi na tion of au then tic ity in his ac a demic train ing and cor rect ness in his ideo log
i cal ori en ta tion that allowed Xia to be the un dis puted top au thor ity among the Chi
nese archeologists and the leader of the Institute of Archeology for more than three 
de cades (1950–82) (E. Tong 1995).

After the death of Xia Nai in 1985, Su Bingqi emerged as a new au thor ity in  
Chi nese ar che  ol ogy to dom i nate the in ter pre ta tion of early Chi nese cul tures. Beg
inning as a ju nior re searcher in the Institute of Archeology in 1950, Su also served 
as an ad junct fac ulty mem ber in ar che  ol ogy at Peking University aft er 1952. While 
he remained in fe rior to Xia from the 1950s through the early 1980s in terms of his 
in flu ence and po si tions in pro fes sional or ga ni za tions in the same field, Su had the 
ad van tage of teach ing ar che  ol ogy for de cades at the top uni ver sity in China and thus 
build ing a net work through his stu dents, who later came to dom i nate the field in the 
1980s and 1990s. By con trast, with out many stu dents, Xia Nai could only main tain 
loose per sonal ties by pa tron iz ing the ju nior re search ers of his own in sti tute, and his 
in flu ence in ev i ta bly dwin dled aft er his death in 1985. Furthermore, un like Xia who 
per sis tently em pha sized ac a demic rigor in em pir i cal re search and never ven tured 
into con cep tu al iz ing em pir i cal find ings, Su established his in flu ence by pri mar ily 
pro pos ing new in ter pre tive schemes. While he had to keep a low pro file and never 
openly expressed his own ideas about early China when Xia was alive, Su be came 
in creas ingly out spo ken in the 1980s and 1990s, ad vo cat ing the es tab lish ment of a 
“Chi nese school” (or a “dis ci plin ary sys tem with Chi nese char ac ter is tics”) of arche
ological re search on the ba sis of his own the ory of zones, strains, and types (Su B. 
1995: 561). By the late 2000s, his in flu ence had ex panded to such a de gree that, at the 
open ing cer e mony of the twelfth an nual con fer ence of the Chi nese Archeological 
Association in 2009, his stu dent Zhang Zhongpei, now pres i dent of the as so ci a tion, 
an nounced that the or ga ni za tion’s mis sion was to be “deep en ing and perfecting the 
the ory of zones, strains, and types in archeological cul tures, that is, the the ory of 
cul tural ge ne al ogy in the study of archeological cul tures, and ad vanc ing Chi nese 
archeological stud ies by hold ing high the ban ner of Su Bingqi” (Zhang Z. 2009).

While Xia and Su belonged to the first gen er a tion of lead ing archeologists in 
post1949 China, Li Xueqin and Li Boqian can be con sid ered rep re sen ta tive of the 
sec ond gen er a tion of schol ars in the field of early China stud ies. Li Xueqin’s suc cess 
had to do with both his ac a demic in tel li gence and so cial iz ing abil i ties. After quit ting 
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his un der grad u ate study as a soph o more in phi los o phy from Tsinghua University 
in 1952, Li Xueqin joined the Institute of Archeology as a re search as sis tant, where 
he par tic i pated in the com pi la tion of a dic tio nary of or a clebone in scrip tions. Two 
years lat er, thanks to his net work ing ef orts, Li Xueqin joined the Institute of His
tory to be an as sis tant to the in sti tute’s di rec tor, where his re search resulted in the 
pub li ca tion in 1959 of a mono graph, An Outline of the Geography of the Yin-Shang 
Dynasty, when he was twen tyone years old, in ad di tion to a se ries of ar ti cles on 
an cient Chi nese scripts. His ca reer in the same in sti tute in the fol low ing de cades cul
mi nated in his po si tion as its di rec tor in 1991–98. It was dur ing his ten ure as di rec tor 
when Li Xueqin ini ti ated the Chronology Project by us ing his net works in ac a demic 
and ad min is tra tive cir cles. But this pro ject, as noted ear li er, in curred strong dis
agree ment and crit i cism from his col leagues both in and out side China, be cause of 
Li’s ex ces sive use of ad min is tra tive mea sures to en sure the timed com ple tion of the 
pro ject and build con sen sus among the par tic i pants. Li Xueqin’s own lack of sys tem
atic train ing in an cient clas sics and scripts also caused his op po nents to ques tion his 
ac a demic cre den tials (Wu 2005). His call for “get ting out of the era of doubting the 
antique,” for in stance, in curred coun ter at tack from Liu Qiyu (1995), Gu Jigang’s stu
dent, who ac cused Li of lacking the nec es sary train ing and qual i fi ca tions in the study 
of an cient Chi nese clas sics. Thus, while Li Xueqin was suc cess ful in mo bi liz ing po lit
i cal and ac a demic re sources to or ga nize large na tion allevel re search pro jects, his 
in flu ence in the field remained lim it ed, ow ing to the prob lem atic re sults of the pro
jects he stewarded; his pre oc cu pa tion with net work ing ac tiv i ties that prevented him 
from fo cus ing on teach ing and re search, there fore lim it ing the num ber of stu dents 
un der his su per vi sion to con tinue or pro mote his schol ar ship; and, most im por tant, 
the qual ity of his own pub li ca tions, which were rid i culed as “get ting shorter and 
shorter, and thin ner and thin ner” (Li L. 2020: 72).

While Li Xueqin was in stru men tal in mak ing the Chronology Project hap pen, 
Li Boqian played a more im por tant role in car ry ing out this pro ject and steering 
its suc ces sor, the Origins Project, and con trib uted more than any one else in build
ing the neoZhongyuancen trism the o ry. After grad u at ing as a ma jor in ar che  ol ogy 
from Peking University in 1961, Li Boqian stayed at the same school as a fac ulty 
mem ber for the next for tyfive years, where he trained many stu dents. While he 
lagged Li Xueqin in en hanc ing ac a demic work with so cial net work ing and Su Bingqi 
in pro mot ing his own schol ar ship, he chose to col lab o rate closely with Li Xueqin on 
the Chronology Project, serv ing as its chief sci en tist and vice chair of the pro ject’s 
Experts Group. Later he worked with Wang Wei and Zhao Hui to start the pre lim
i nary re search that even tu ally led to the Origins Project, though his re tire ment in 
2006 prevented him from di rect in volve ment in it. As a key and ar dent pro po nent 
of neoZhongyuancen trism, Li Boqian was par tic u larly in ter ested in authenticating 
the leg ends about the Three Progenitors and Five Lords with the lat est archeologi
cal finds, which had been Li Xueqin’s orig i nal rea son for ini ti at ing the Chronology  
Project. Li Boqian published an ar ti cle ti tled “The Three Progenitors and Five Lords 
in Archeological Perspective” in 2008, when he be lieved that the existing archeo
logical work had pro vided enough ev i dence for him to de ter mine the time range of 
each of the leg end ary fig ures and thereby au then ti cate the his tory of the Xia dy nas ty. 
To periodize the Three Progenitors and Five Lords, he matched each fig ure to a  
spe cific archeological cul ture, con clud ing that “the ep och of the Three Progenitors in  
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tra di tional his to ri og ra phy is largely cor re spond ing to the times of paleolithic cul
tures and early to midneo lithic cul tures in ar che  ol o gy, and the ep och of the Five 
Lords cor re sponds largely to the mid to late neo lithic pe riod in ar che  ol o gy” (Li B. 
2008). More im por tant than these leg end ary fig ures is the au then tic ity of an cient 
re cords about the his tory of the Xia dy nas ty. For Li Boqian, the re mains of a large
size city at the reex ca vated site of Wangchenggang of the late Longshan cul ture 
pe ri od, circa 2000 BCE, co in cide with the in cep tion of the Xia dy nas ty; there fore, 
he contended, this city could be de ter mined as Yangcheng, the cap i tal city of the 
Xia dy nasty un der King Yu. Furthermore, he suggested, the reex ca va tion at Taosi 
of Shanxi Province revealed this site to be the cap i tal city of the Xia un der King 
Yao, and the redig ging of the site of Xinzhai and the find ing of a large num ber of 
re mains orig i nat ing from the east ern re gion con firmed the mas sive im mi gra tion 
of Yi peo ple from that re gion to this area un der the rule of Hou Yi, who acted as 
the re gent of the Xia dy nasty according to an cient texts. All these dis cov er ies, Li 
Boqian ar gued, to gether with the ex ca va tion at the fa mous Erlitou site, established 
the au then tic ity of the his tory of the Xia via ev i dence of the ear ly, mid, and late pe ri
ods of this dy nas ty. “The cul ture of the Xia,” he con clud ed, “has even tu ally emerged 
from ob scure and in sub stan tial leg ends to his tor i cal re al i ties in clear vis i bil i ty” (Li 
B. 2016: 6), which, he suggested, ren dered sup port to the chro nol ogy of “the Three 
Progenitors, the Five Lords, and the XiaShangZhou dy nas ties” established by Sima 
Qian (5).

To sum up, the ul ti mate goal of neoZhongyuancen trism, as the works of Li 
Xueqin and Li Boqian dem on strate, is to au then ti cate the nar ra tive of “the Three 
Progenitors, the Five Lords, and the XiaShangZhou dy nas ties” as the be gin ning 
of Chi nese civ i li za tion, and to turn this nar ra tive into au then tic his tory (信史). 
Unlike the Zhongyuancen trism of the Mao ist era, which only se lec tively uses ev i
dence from an cient my thol ogy to dem on strate the uni ver sal ity of the Marx ist the ory 
about the early evo lu tion of hu man so ci e ties and its ap pli ca bil ity to pre his tor i cal and 
an cient China, neoZhongyuancen trism was not in ter ested in Marx ist the ory at all . 
The neoZhongyuancen trists’ goal was to re pu di ate the tra di tion of “doubting the 
an tique” and es tab lish the new par a digm of “ex pli cat ing the an tique” (释古), that is, 
us ing the lat est ex ca va tions, made pos si ble by the gen er ous funding from the gov
ern ment for the Chronology Project and the Origins Project, to con firm the leg ends 
recorded in an cient texts about the be gin ning of Chi nese civ i li za tion.

It should be noted that Li Xueqin and Li Boqian were not alone in ad vo cat ing 
neoZhongyuancen trism for the pur pose of reestablishing the au then tic ity of the 
nar ra tive about the be gin ning of Chi nese civ i li za tion. Their ef orts were con tin ued 
by the next gen er a tion of lead ing Chi nese archeologists, in clud ing, most prom i
nent ly, Wang Wei, di rec tor of the Institute of Archeology of the Chi nese Academy 
of Social Sciences (2006–17), and Zhao Hui, dean of the School of Archaeology and 
Museology (2006–13) at Peking University. Both Wang and Zhao worked closely 
with Li Xueqin and Li Boqian in car ry ing out the Origins Project. Together, they 
turned neoZhongyuancen trism into the new or tho doxy prevailing since the 2000s 
in explaining the or i gins of Chi nese civ i li za tion.

The tri umph of neoZhongyuancen trism, there fore, is a re sult of the in ter
play among mul ti ple ac a demic and non ac a demic fac tors. Breakthroughs in arche
ological stud ies had a clear im pact on neoZhongyuancen trism, distinguishing it 
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from the Zhongyuancen trism of the Mao ist era in their in ter pre ta tions of one key 
is sue: whereas the tra di tional Zhongyuancen trists insisted on the su pe ri or ity of 
the Zhongyuan re gion in cul tural de vel op ment and the oneway cul tural dif u sion 
from Zhongyuan to the surrounding ar eas, the neoZhongyuancen trists ad mit ted 
a twoway ex change be tween the core and pe riph eral ar eas and even the in fe ri or
ity of the core in re la tion to some pe riph er ies in cul tural de vel op ment. But these 
two schools con verged in their shared con vic tion that the Zhongyuan area was 
the hub linking all  other cul tures, thereby forming an in te grated and uni fied civ i
li za tion to be represented by the Xia dy nas ty. The neocen trists went ever fur ther 
than their pre de ces sors in establishing con nec tions be tween the lat est dig gings and  
the tales from an cient texts in or der to prove the truth of the stories about the 
be gin ning of Chi nese civ i li za tion writ ten by Sima Qian more than two thou sand 
years ago. Instead of seek ing truth from facts (实事求是) or establishing ev i dence 
about the be gin ning of early China on the ba sis of sci en tific re search only, the  
neocen trists were mo ti vated to look for ev i dence from archeological re search to 
strengthen the au then tic ity of an cient tales. By fully mo bi liz ing po lit i cal re sources, 
uti liz ing the lat est archeological find ings, and build ing a net work of their own that 
firmly dom i nated the field of early China, the neoZhongyuancen trists succeeded 
in establishing the he ge mony of their the ory in the Chi nese stud ies of early Chi nese 
cul ture and civ i li za tion in the twen tyfirst cen tu ry.

REGIONALIST CONTENTIONS AGAINST ZHONGYUAN-CENTRISM
Despite its pro mo tion by some of the most prominent schol ars from the lead ing 
in sti tu tions in Beijing, neoZhongyuancen trism was far from been widely ac cepted 
in the field; this was es pe cially true among the archeologists and his to ri ans of pro
vin cial in sti tu tions, whose re search agen das were usu ally de vel oped to meet re gional 
needs. Just as China’s eco nomic and gov ern ment sys tems un der went de cen tral iza
tion in the re form era since the 1980s, re search in sti tu tions at the pro vin cial level 
also witnessed grow ing au ton omy dur ing the same pe ri od, as seen in the thriv ing 
ac a demic jour nals, as so ci a tions, con fer ences, and mu se ums ded i cated to the stud ies 
of re gional his tory and ar che  ol o gy. Hence the emer gence of the socalled re gion al ist 
par a digm in which the pro vin cial re search ers and in sti tu tions tended to fo cus on his
tor i cal phe nom ena orig i nat ing from their own ar eas and un der score or even ex ag
ger ate their im pacts on transregional or na tional lev els (Falkenhausen 1995). Behind 
the rise of the re gion al ist in cli na tions was a com plex set of fac tors that served to 
build lo cal iden tity and pro mote lo cal eco nomic in ter ests. Despite their em pha sis on 
the rich ness and dis tinc tive ness of lo cal cul ture and his to ry, how ev er, re gional in sti
tu tions tended to con cep tu al ize local her i tages in terms of their con tri bu tions to a 
co her ent and con tin u ous Chi nese civ i li za tion (Bennett 2012; McNeal 2015; Shelach
Lavi 2019). In the lit er a ture on early China, a sim i lar trend is ob serv able, in which 
the re search ers of dif er ent re gions em pha sized the im por tance of the pre his tor i cal 
cul tures of their own re gions in the emer gence of an in te grat ed, larg erscale cul ture 
in early Chi nese dy nas ties. Nevertheless, while these re gion al ist re in ter pre ta tions 
were gen er ally for mu lated within the grand nar ra tive of early China as an in te grated 
en ti ty, there was no lack of in stances in which they di a met ri cally contradicted the 
Zhongyuancen tric as sump tions.
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Consider first the the sis of Southeast China as the or i gin of Xia cul ture pro
posed by Chen Shengyong in 1991, the di rec tor of the Institute of History of Zhejiang 
Province Academy of Social Sciences. Zhejiang Province is where the key sites of 
the Liangzhu cul ture were found. Chen, there fore, jus ti fied his the sis by pri mar
ily em pha siz ing the im por tance of this lo cal cul ture in the for ma tion of Chi nese 
civ i li za tion un der the Xia. For him, the jade pen dant (玉璜) and jade axe (玉斧), 
as the sac ri fi cial in stru ments of the Xia, orig i nated from the Liangzhu cul ture, and 
the bronze ves sel (ding), as the most im por tant sac ri fi cial con tainer of both the Xia 
and Shang dy nas ties, also had its or i gins in the south east ern re gion. So did the tao-
tie 饕餮 and yunlei 云雷 mo tifs com monly seen on the bronze ves sels of the Xia, 
Shang, and Zhou dy nas ties, which, in Chen’s view, were also de rived from the mo tifs 
inscribed on the jade cong (玉琮) that were char ac ter is tic of the Liangzhu cul ture. In 
ad di tion, Chen ar gues, the ter raced earth al tar, the cal en dar, the burial cus toms, the 
cul ti va tion of rice, and the pro duc tion of silk un der the Xia also had their roots in 
the lower Yangzi re gion where the Liangzhu cul ture predominated. Chen Shengyong 
(1991: 18) con clud ed, “The cul ture of the Xia orig i nated from the south east, and the 
Xia dy nasty arose in the south east.”

Chen’s prop o si tion con tra dicts the con ven tional wis dom about the or i gins of 
the Xia in the west ern part of to day’s China and the con sen sus of Erlitou as the 
Xia’s cap i tal city. To re pu di ate the west ern or i gins of the Xia, Chen questioned Sima 
Qian’s nar ra tive that depicted Yu as one of the Yellow Emperor’s de scen dants, ar gu
ing that Sima Qian’s writ ing reflected his Zhongyuancen tric bi as. Instead, Chen 
contended that Yu was nei ther descended from the Yellow Emperor nor a na tive 
from the Zhongyuan re gion, but a na tive of the south east ern re gion, evidenced in 
Yu’s ac tiv i ties that were closely re lated to Kuaiji of north ern Zhejiang. Chen’s in ter
pre ta tion was re fresh ing in the 1990s, and his em pha sis on the geo graphic dif u sion 
of key cul tural el e ments as clues in the search for the or i gins of early Chi nese cul
tures in spired other archeologists work ing on the same sub ject. A grow ing num ber 
of re search ers have ac knowl edged the dis sem i na tion of the cul tur ally more so phis
ti cated or na ments and tech no log i cally more ad vanced tools and ves sels, to gether 
with their dec o ra tions and cul tural mean ings, from the east ern and south east ern 
re gions to the Zhongyuan re gion, and they gave up their tra di tional as sump tion 
about the su pe ri or ity of Zhongyuan in cul tural and eco nomic de vel op ments. But 
the geo graphic or i gins of such cul tural el e ments found in early Chi nese dy nas ties 
can not be equated with the or i gins of those dy nas ties or the or i gins of the peo ple 
who started those dy nas ties. These cul tural el e ments alone were far from suf  cient 
ev i dence to sub stan ti ate Chen’s hy poth e sis about the south east ern or i gins of early 
Chi nese civ i li za tion.

Another ex am ple of lo cal ism is the hy poth e sis of to day’s Shandong Province  
as “the very cen ter of Chi nese civ i li za tion dur ing the times of Five Lords” pro posed 
in 2007 by Jiang Linchang, a his to rian of Shandong University (16). Like Chen, Jiang 
too dismissed Sima Qian’s Zhongyuancen tric nar ra tive as reflecting only the eth
no cen tric bias of the po lit i cal elites of the Zhongyuan re gion against the states and 
cul tures of surrounding re gions. For Jiang, the peo ple of the east ern Yi, rather than 
the peo ple of the Zhongyuan re gion, were the eco nom i cally and cul tur ally most 
so phis ti cated pop u la tion, as seen in the re mains of the Dawenkou cul ture and the 

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/journal-of-asian-studies/article-pdf/82/4/594/2022544/594li.pdf by U

N
IV O

F TX AU
STIN

 user on 24 Septem
ber 2024



610 THE JOURNAL OF ASIAN STUDIES • 82:4 • No vem ber 2023

sub se quent Longshan cul ture in Shandong Province. “It was the peo ple of east ern 
Yi,” he wrote, “that first en tered the thresh old of civ i li za tion and first established a 
civ i lized state in the age of the Five Lords” (2007: 15); fur ther more, he stat ed, “in the 
dawn of civ i li za tion in our coun try four thou sand to five thou sand years ago, the 
Longshan cul ture of the east and the Liangzhu cul ture of the south east ra di ated the 
brightest light, and the var i ous Longshan cul tures found in the mid dle Yellow River 
re gion and the mid dle Yangzi River re gion were yet to reach that lev el” (16). The Yi 
peo ple, he ar gued, built a state of their own, name ly, the Yu dy nas ty, which ex panded 
mo men tously un der their lead ers Shaohao, Taihao, and, most prom i nent ly, Chi
you, who once defeated Yandi but even tu ally succumbed to Huangdi or the Yellow 
Emperor. Nevertheless, Jiang contended, the Yi peo ple never gave up. They con tin
ued to com pete with the peo ple of the Xia dy nasty from the Zhongyuan re gion and 
even in vaded the Xia, cul mi nat ing in their leader Hou Yi’s act ing as the re gent of the 
Xia for a pe ri od. It was be cause of the Zhongyuancen tric writ ings of Sima Qian and 
other an cient clas sics, Jiang con cludes, that the peo ple of the east ern Yi were mar
gin al ized in the his tory of early China.

A third ex am ple in schol arly ef orts to chal lenge Zhongyuancen trism is the 
hy poth e sis of “Hongshan cul ture as the di rect root of an cient Chi nese cul ture” pro
posed by Guo Dashun, di rec tor of the Institute of Cultural Relics and Archeological 
Studies of Liaoning Province. Guo’s the ory was in turn in spired by Su Qingqi’s prop
o si tion of a “Yshaped cul tural belt” run ning from the Wei River val ley of cen tral 
Shaanxi Province and extending up ward through Shaanxi and then reaching west
ward to the Hequ re gion and east ward to west ern Liaoning, which, Su Bingqi (2016: 
121–24) ar gued, was where the pre his tor i cal cul ture of the Zhongyuan re gion inter
acted with the cul tures from the north to spawn early Chi nese cul ture. The im por
tance of the Hongshan cul ture in the archeological study of pre his tor i cal cul tures in 
China is widely ac knowl edged. Nevertheless, in the eyes of re search ers influ enced by 
the tra di tion of Zhongyuancen trism, the roles of Hongshan cul ture in the for ma
tion of Chi nese civ i li za tion as seen in the XiaShangZhou dy nas ties were mar ginal 
and lim ited be cause of the abrupt end ing of this cul ture, which showed lit tle sign of 
con tin u a tion and dis sem i na tion (Li B. 2009). Rejecting Li’s the sis, Guo em pha sized 
the con nec tions be tween the Hongshan cul ture and Chi nese civ i li za tion. Among the 
cul tural re mains that he interpreted as signs of such con nec tions, he sin gled out a 
fe male head statue found at the Niuheliang site of Hongshan cul ture, interpreting it 
as the ear li est ev i dence of an ces tral wor ship in an cient China—thus nam ing it nüzu 
(女祖) or a fe male an ces tor—and even equat ing it with “the shared an ces tor of the 
Chi nese na tion” (Guo D. 2016: 124). He also high lighted two jade or na ments from 
Hongshan cul tural re mains, dubbed jade dragon (玉龙) and jade phoe nix (玉凤), 
as ev i dence of this cul ture as the or i gin of Chi nese civ i li za tion, as sum ing that the 
two myth i cal crea tures, dragon and phoe nix, are “the most rep re sen ta tive cul tural 
el e ments in an cient Chi nese cul tural tra di tion” (2006: 20). The fact that these or na
ments were used as sac ri fi cial dec o ra tions, he suggested, fur ther re veals the be gin
ning of the tra di tional Chi nese sys tem of rit ual and cer e mo nies (2006).

Zhongyuancen trism, there fore, faced chal lenges from schol ars who found the 
or i gins of Chi nese civ i li za tion out side the Zhongyuan re gion. Common to these 
the o ries against Zhongyuancen trism is that their pro po nents each defended the 
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re gions where they worked and lived as the place from which the ear li est form of 
Chi nese cul ture orig i nat ed. We may thus term this ten dency among such schol ars as 
lo cal loyalism or lo cal ism. Several fac tors ex plain why the localist the o ries came into 
be ing one aft er an other in the 1990s and there aft er. A ba sic rea son, of course, had 
to do with the lat est archeological find ings from the neo lithic cul tural sites in those 
re gions. In all  the ex am ples of lo cal ism men tioned above, how ev er, the archeological 
ev i dence as well as an ec dotes from an cient clas sics pro vided by each of their pro po
nents are sub ject to dif er ent in ter pre ta tions and far from suf  cient to sup port their 
prop o si tions. The socalled nüzu, for in stance, was interpreted by other schol ars as 
merely a sym bol of a de ity sup posed to pro tect the lo cal en vi ron ment or women in 
ma ter nity (Yu 1984; Wang Z. 1988). The socalled sa cred tem ple where the nüzu was 
found, according to Yan Wenming (1992: 44), “is just a place where the statue was 
placed and not a tem ple at all .” Likewise, the “jade drag on” was seen by other re search
ers as re sem bling the shape of a pig or a bear and very dif  cult to be as so ci ated with 
the fa mil iar im age of the dragon (Lin 2006). The scant and du bi ous ev i dence used by 
Guo thus undermined rather than supported his con clu sion about “the Hongshan 
cul ture as the or i gins of China as a coun try with a fivethou sandyear his tory and of 
the cul tural tra di tion of the Chi nese na tion” (Guo D. 2018: 97). Archeological find
ings from the Dawenkou and Longshan cul tures and the Liangzhu cul ture in east ern 
China, of course, are much greater in quan tity and rich in va ri e ties. The polished 
and thinwalled black pot ter ies from the cul tural sites in Shandong Province and 
the re fined jade sac ri fi cial or na ments from the Yangzi delta are much more so phis
ti cated than those found in the con tem po ra ne ous Yangshao and Henan Longshan 
cul tures of the Zhongyuan re gion. But the el e gant ves sels and in stru ments alone are 
not suf  cient in di ca tors of these re gions as the or i gins of Chi nese civ i li za tion. After 
all , the rise of the ear li est Chi nese civ i li za tion, as many re search ers have pointed out, 
is a rather all around pro cess, in volv ing ad vance ments in not just tech no log i cal but 
al so, even more im por tant, mil i tary and po lit i cal di men sions. Technical so phis ti ca
tion in manufactur ing alone is not a suf  cient fac tor in explaining a hugely com plex 
is sue such as the or i gins of a civ i li za tion. In fact, it is pre cisely the vanishing of the 
tech no log i cally more ad vanced cul tures in east ern China that sup ports the prop o
si tion of Zhongyuancen trism. For neoZhongyuancen trist schol ars, the cul tures 
of the Zhongyuan re gion might not be tech no log i cally the most ad vanced, but they 
even tu ally outcompeted the neigh bor ing cul tures by mil i tarily con quer ing, cul tur
ally bor row ing from, and even tu ally as sim i lat ing, the lat ter.

Given the lack of suf  cient ev i dence supporting the var i ous the o ries of non
Zhongyuan or i gins, it is not un likely that non ac a demic fac tors also played a role in 
mo ti vat ing the schol ars from nonZhongyuan prov inces to chal lenge Zhongyuan
cen trism. Historians and archeologists work ing in a lo cal in sti tu tion nat u rally tend 
to de velop an in ter est in the his tory of their own re gions, and the char ac ter is tics of 
the sub ject they in ves ti gate can also likely lead them to em pha size the dis tinc tive ness 
of their find ings and even over state the im por tance of the lo cal cul ture be ing stud
ied for un der stand ing re lated is sues at the na tional level or in a gen eral sense. This 
in cli na tion in turn re flects a de gree of lo cal loy alty that the re search ers are likely to 
de velop in their ac a demic in ter est be cause of their per sonal iden tity with the lo cal ity 
where they are from or where they lived for long. It is not sur pris ing, there fore, that 
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Chen Shengyong, a na tive of Zhejiang Province and an au thor i ta tive his to rian in 
the same prov ince, ad vo cated the the sis of the south east ern or i gins of Chi nese civ i
li za tion by high light ing the unique roles of his prov ince in this regard. So did Jiang 
Linchang of Shandong in defending his prov ince as the place where Chinse cul ture 
orig i nated and Guo Dashun of Liaoning Province in pro pos ing the Hongshan cul
ture in west ern Liaoning as the or i gin of Chi nese civ i li za tion.

Behind the ob vi ous fac tor of lo cal loy alty on a per sonal lev el, how ev er, the fac
tor of re gional in ter est might also come into play in shap ing the schol ar ship on re
gional cul tures. The 1990s and 2000s saw grow ing au ton omy of lo cal gov ern ments 
in pur su ing eco nomic growth in their own cit ies or counties, as a re sult of the grad
ual de vo lu tion of power from the cen tral to lo cal lev els since the 1980s. Promot
ing socalled his tor i cal and cul tural tour ism pro jects be came one of the means for 
lo cal elites to stim u late eco nomic growth and build their com mu ni ty’s iden tity (see,  
e. g., McNeal 2015). Elevating the im por tance and unique ness of lo cal his toric sites 
be came the duty of his to ri ans and archeologists of a given prov ince to jus tify these 
lo cal cul tural and his tor i cal pro jects, the most fa mous ex am ple be ing the sev eral 
sites as so ci ated with the ac tiv i ties of the leg end ary Yellow Emperor, for which a com
pe ti tion has long taken place be tween Shaanxi and Henan Provinces, resulting in 
each an nu ally spon sor ing a grand cer e mony ded i cated to the leg end ary an ces tor of 
the Han peo ple. While Chen’s, Jiang’s, or Guo’s prop o si tions of their own prov inces 
as the or i gins of an cient Chi nese civ i li za tion were not nec es sar ily or di rectly linked 
with such lo cal tour ist pro jects, lo cal so cio eco nomic au ton omy cer tainly en cour
aged re search ers to em pha size and even ex ag ger ate the role of their own re gion in 
the mak ing of Chi nese cul tural and his tor i cal tra di tions.

CONCLUSION
History writ ing is rarely value free. Narrating a past event nec es sar ily in volved the 
his to ri an’s own judg ment, re flec tion, and po lit i cal bi as; the pur suit of writ ing about 
the past “as it is” is a “no ble dream” al ways much de sired by pro fes sional his to ri ans 
but sel dom achieved in ac tu al ity (Novick 1998). Chi nese his to ri ans are no ex cep
tions. Throughout the twen ti eth cen tu ry, Chi nese his to ri ans of dif er ent ideo log i cal 
per sua sions pri mar ily wrote about the his tory of mod ern China to le git i mize the 
ac tions taken by the po lit i cal forces with which they sided (H. Li 2013). The or i
gins of Chi nese civ i li za tion, a sub ject that seems to be re mote from the pres ent, 
are nev er the less closely re lated to pres entday pol i tics on dif er ent fronts in mod ern 
and con tem po rary China. As dem on strated above, a num ber of non ac a dem ic—or 
po lit i cal—fac tors in ter wove with ac a demic break throughs in archeological and his
tor i cal stud ies to shape Chi nese re search ers’ in ter pre ta tions of China’s early cul tures. 
The rise of the na tion al ist rev o lu tion in the late 1920s as well as Fu Sinian’s per sonal 
am bi tion for the re con struc tion of an cient his tory no doubt con trib uted to the con
cep tion and pop u lar ity of the the sis of EastWest du al ism in explaining the be gin
nings of early China dur ing the re pub li can years. Nevertheless, this the sis is sol idly 
based on archeological finds, pri mar ily from the ex ca va tions of Longshan cul ture 
sites in Shandong Province and the tombs of the Shang dy nasty in Henan Prov
ince. Likewise, the end ing of Mao ism and the be gin ning of the re form era defi  nitely 
in spired Chi nese re search ers to think freely about the na ture and mu tual re la tions 
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of dif er ent pre his tor i cal cul tures, hence the rise of var i ous poly cen tric the o ries. But 
the new in ter pre ta tions of ered by Su Bingqi and his col leagues reflected pri mar ily 
the archeological dis cov er ies of the 1970s and 1980s. In other words, archeological  
finds, rather than the po lit i cal agenda of the gov ern ment, mo ti vated Chi nese re search
ers dur ing the re pub li can and early postMao pe ri ods to re in ter pret the or i gins of 
Chi nese civ i li za tion.

On the other hand, much of the re verse can be said about the Zhongyuan 
cen trism of the Mao ist era and neoZhongyuancen trism in the past two de cades. 
These two the o ries, while sim i lar in their as sump tion about the cen tral role of the 
early cul tures of the Zhongyuan re gion in the rise of early Chi nese civ i li za tion, 
served dif er ent po lit i cal pur poses. Zhongyuancen trism, or as sump tions about the 
un in ter rupted in vo lu tion of pre his toric cul tures in the Zhongyuan re gion, the su pe
ri or ity of this re gion over all  other re gions in neo lithic cul tures, and sub se quently 
its key role in cre at ing an in te grated Chi nese civ i li za tion, served well the needs of 
the newly established so cial ist state for jus ti fy ing itself as a his tor i cally le git i mate 
power that con tin ued the long tra di tion of China as a uni fied, mul ti eth nic coun
try. By com par i son, neoZhongyuancen trism thrived aft er 2000 when China was 
emerg ing as an eco nomic su per power ex er cis ing global in flu ence. The pri mary goal 
of neoZhongyuancen trism was to prove the un in ter rupted fivethou sandyear his
tory of Chi nese civ i li za tion. Archeological ex ca va tions and tex tual re search funded 
by the Chronology Project and the Origins Project, there fore, were des ig nated 
only for evinc ing the au then tic ity of an cient leg ends about the or i gins of Chi nese 
civ i li za tion and dem on strat ing the pre sumed the sis of “plu ral uni ty” as a gen eral 
char ac ter iza tion of pre his tor i cal cul tures in early China. The pri macy of po lit i cal 
con sid er ations over took ac a demic com mit ments to de fine the re search agenda and 
pur poses of gov ern mentspon sored in sti tu tions. Not sur pris ing ly, the pub li ca tion 
of the re sults of the Chronology and Origins pro jects has trig gered one of the most 
con tro ver sial de bates in the field of early China, in volv ing par tic i pa tion and wide 
at ten tion by ar chae  ol o gists and his to ri ans from both China and abroad, thus be com
ing an ac a demic event that was truly in ter na tional in scope; ar gu ments were po lem
i cal and at times emo tional be tween those who defended the pro jects and those who 
questioned them.

It is in this light of po lit i ci za tion that the rise of ac a demic fac tions can be prop
erly un der stood. The suc cess of the na tion al ist rev o lu tion in the 1920s, the vic tory of 
the com mu nist rev o lu tion in 1949 and the sub se quent con sol i da tion of the so cial ist 
state through out the Mao ist era, the in cep tion of eco nomic re forms and open ingup 
in the 1980s, and, fi nal ly, the phe nom e nal rise of China as a global power since the 
2000s—all  these de vel op ments mo ti vated Chi nese his to ri ans and archeologists in 
each of these pe ri ods to come up with a re search agenda aimed to meet the need of 
the gov ern ment above them, hence the rise of a new par a digm that came to dom
i nate the field in a given pe ri od. But the in flu ence of the state is not the only non
ac a demic fac tor shap ing the dif er ent schools in interpreting the or i gins of Chi nese 
civ i li za tion in the twen ti eth and early twen tyfirst cen tu ries. The es tab lish ment of 
a par a dig matic he ge mony in the field also had to do with the re search ers’ per sonal 
ef orts and char ac ters. Those who established them selves as au thor i ties in the field 
were in vari ably the peo ple who ex celled in not only re search but also stu dent train
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ing and so cial net work ing. They made huge ef orts to train stu dents for the con tin u
a tion and pro mo tion of their ac a demic tra di tion, as ex em pli fied by Su Bingqi in the 
1980s and Li Boqian in the 1990s. Equally im por tant for them was to build ac a demic 
and po lit i cal net works so that they could fully mo bi lize ad min is tra tive and fi nan cial 
re sources for their re search agen das. This is how Fu Sinian established his lead er ship 
in the field of early China in the re pub li can era and how Li Xueqin and his fol low
ers succeeded in pro mot ing the Chronology Project and Origins Project in the late 
1990s and 2000s. For all  of them, ac a demic suc cess was more than about do ing the 
ac a demic work itself.

Finally, it is worth not ing that not all  re search ers in the study of early China 
were will ing to com pro mise their schol ar ship to meet the chang ing needs of the 
mod ern Chi nese state. After all , those who en thu si as ti cally or ga nized largescale 
re search pro jects by seek ing gov ern ment funds through net work ing belonged to the 
mi nor ity among them. Many re fused to po lit i cize their re search agenda and in stead 
em pha sized dis ci plin ary au ton omy and ac a demic rigor in de sign ing their re search 
and interpreting early Chi nese cul tures. Some of them were openly crit i cal of the 
ex ces sive po lit i ci za tion of archeological and his tor i cal re search in the field as men
tioned above. It is also worth em pha siz ing that, other than the schol ars of the lead
ing re search in sti tu tions and uni ver si ties lo cated in Beijing, there were even more 
re search ers work ing in pro vin cial re search or ed u ca tional in sti tu tions. Many of 
these re gional schol ars also coun tered the dom i nance of Zhongyuancen trism and 
neoZhongyuancen trism with their own in ter pre tive schemes. Unfortunately, these 
re gional stud ies, while in no va tive in interpreting re gional archeological find ings, 
turned out to be no less bi ased than the Zhongyuancen tric con structs that they 
chal lenged. While Zhongyuancen trism is ex plic itly linked with the state’s agenda of 
le git i macy build ing, the re gion al ist in cli na tions reflected more or less the re search
ers’ lo cal iden ti ties as well as the re gional in ter ests be hind their re search pro jects. 
Therefore, aft er a cen tu rylong quest for reconstructing the be gin nings of Chi nese 
civ i li za tion, how to rec on cile be tween what is established from re search and what is 
de sired be yond their find ings re mains a chal lenge that con fronts the re search ers in 
the field.
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NOTES
1. In the fourth edi tion of The Archaeology of Ancient China, Kwangchih Chang (1986: 

234–94) pro posed the con cept of “the Chi nese in ter ac tion sphere,” which also chal lenged the 
nar ra tive of Zhongyuancen trism.

2. Xia Nai wrote this on March 6, 1955, in re sponse to the po lit i cal cam paign against “the 
bour geois thoughts of Hu Shi and his fol low ers” (Xia 2011: 145).

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/journal-of-asian-studies/article-pdf/82/4/594/2022544/594li.pdf by U

N
IV O

F TX AU
STIN

 user on 24 Septem
ber 2024



Li • From Unitary Plurality to Plural Unity 615

3. Influenced by the Marx ist the ory of so cial evo lu tion, many his to ri ans and archeolo
gists be lieved that the leg ends of the Five Lords, in clud ing the socalled vol un tary ab di ca tion 
(chanrang) among some of them, as well as the fa ther less births of the very orig i nal an ces tors 
of the Three Dynasties, were not to tally ground less; these stories were in fact con sis tent with 
the “uni ver sal law” of ma tri ar chy as the dom i nant form of so ci ety in the prim i tive age prior to 
its tran si tion to pa tri ar chy (e. g., Lu 2011; Guo M. 2011: 323; Xu Z. 1958).

4. It is in this con text that Chi nese ar chae  ol o gists reevaluated in the 1980s and 1990s 
Andersson’s role in Chi nese ar chae  ol o gy. Despite the inaccuracies in his in ter pre ta tions of the 
Yangshao cul ture he dis cov ered, Andersson was now de scribed as an “hon est and fairminded 
schol ar” and a “pathbreaker in Chi nese pre his toric ar chae  ol ogy and mod ern field ar chae  ol
o gy” (Chen X. 1992: 93–94).
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