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Chinese Anthropology and its Domestication Projects: Dewesternization, Bentuhua and 

Overseas Ethnography 

 

Introduction 

In the 1960s, Brazilian scholar Darcy Ribeiro employed the term “antropologadoros” (those who were 

trained as an anthropologist but at the same time remain as part of the Other and/or as the object of 

study) to emphasize a difference between anthropologists in what was called the First and Third 

Worlds. Ribeiro’s term provide an interesting point of departure toward understanding the predica-

ments of anthropology in peripheral countries and their politics of affiliation. One of the main is-

sues at stake is the invisibility of other anthropologies. Being aware of the predicaments, anthropol-

ogists working in non-hegemonic centers have been trying to re-imagine and re-cofigurate the disci-

pline with various experiments such as ‘indigenous’ anthropology or “non-Western” anthropology 

(Fahim and Helmer 1980), ‘anthropologies of the South’ (Krotz 1997, Quinlan 2000),  ‘peripheral 

anthropologies’ (de Oliveira 1999), or ‘world anthropologies’ (Restrepo and Escobar 2005, Ribeiro 

and Escobar 2006). This article is to examine the aspirations and experiments in domesticating an-

thropology in China by looking at several moments of its development. The objective here is not to 

retrace the history of the discipline in China in detail, but to identify some initiatives and move-

ments of creating the conditions for the emergence of an epistemological potential, while placing 

anthropology in China within the broader context of modern division of intellectual labor and pow-

er relations. 

 

Domesticating a discipline from the West  

At the beginning of the 20th century, earlier conservative opinions that viewing western values as 

something complementary to Chinese ideas were soon replaced by a rather radical ideology of west-

ernization. It was believed, among Chinese intellectuals of the time, that the modernization of China 

should be inevitably accompanied by Westernization. Because of its cultural and geographical prox-

imity, Japan became a model for Chinese modernity in the nineteenth and early twentieth century. 

Various western sociological and anthropological works were translated into Chinese via Japanese 

translation. Generally (if not simplistically) speaking, in the north of China, anthropological research 
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carried the imprint of British and European theories as well as sociological interpretations of an-

thropology, while the American vision of anthropology with close relation to historical and archeo-

logical research had a stronger influence in the South of China.1 Following the path of Western an-

thropology, researches on “primitive” peoples of minorities were conducted by Chinese scholars. 2. 

One scholar (Smart 2006) argues that, before 1949 the Chinese “adopted Western approaches 

wholesale and the discipline was primarily formed based on a Western model”.  

However, apart from translating canonical works and familiarizing Chinese students with various 

research paradigms, pre-1949 anthropologists (and, by implication, sociologists and ethnologists as 

the distinction was blurred) did argue that social sciences needed modification and adaptation before 

being applied in China. Most of the first generation scholars’ concern was the “domestication of the 

new social sciences by providing them with a Chinese context” (Dirlik 2012: 17). They engaged pre-

liminary discussions and experiments on the question of zhongguohua (中国化, make it Chines). Some 

sociologists argued that a “sinicized” sociology would result from collecting and organizing tradi-

tional Chinese societal and historical materials, and combining them with selective Western theories 

(Sun 1948).  From a different perspective, Wu Wenzao, while admitting that “Sociology, in the mar-

ket of cultural knowledge, is still a sort of imported product [in China]”, made insightful remarks on 

“sinicized sociology” (社会学的中国化, shehuixue de zhongguohua). He suggested to start working with 

“hypothesis” – a theoretical framework established in Western academia--first; then to proceed with 

field verification in order to generate a new synthesis of theory and reality. With his students, Wu 

promoted “community studies” (社区研究, shequ yanjiu) - field investigation of a relatively small social 

group or communities – as a part of the “sinicization” project. They applied a functionalist ap-

proach to the in-depth individual communities. Not focusing on a single aspect of a society, such as 

kinship or customs, they studied the communities as a whole since all parts are interrelated organi-

cally. Fei Xiaotong’s Peasant life in China is a good example of this point. It was regarded as ‘a land-

mark in the development of anthropological fieldwork and theory’ (Malinowski 1939). Later in Mau-
                                                 
1 Pre-1949 anthropology/ethnology in China was divided into two schools. In terms of research, the northern school, 
based at Yenching University, conduced village-based fieldwork on Han-majority populations, while the southern 
school, consisted of archaeologists trained in ethnology and sinology based at the Academia Sinica, did research on eth-
nic minorities in border areas and research on archaeological materials.  
2 For instance: Ling Chunsheng’s investigation on the Hezhe minority in North East of China; survey on Miao minority 
in Hunan conducted by Ling Chunsheng, Rui Yifu and Yong Shiheng; and Lin Yaohua’s study on Yi minoriy in 
Liangshan. 
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rice Freedman’s 1962 Malinowski Lecture, he encouraged social anthropologists to study societies 

with long and complex histories, believing that the future course of anthropology lies in this type of 

study.  

With the triumph of revolutionary forces in China in 1949, the course of domesticating anthropolo-

gy and other social sciences continued, but followed a different direction: de-westernization in con-

junction with the Communist state’s ideological and political agenda. Social sciences were forced to 

discard their Western bourgeois background and to integrate with socialism. Whereas experiences 

from Soviet Union, China’s only important foreign policy ally, were desired and adopted. Marxist-

Leninist-Stalinist approach to the study of minorities exerted a dominant influence. Books and prac-

tices of Soviet ethnology were introduced to China and quickly took over the established Euro-

American anthropological theories. 

Apart from the structural ramifications of developing a hierarchy of institutes of ethnic minority 

studies both at national and provincial levels, another key Soviet influence was the actual definition, 

identification and classification of Minzu minorities (a Minzu 民族, translated as “nationality” at that 

time, who should have a common territory, language, economic form, and similar psychological characteris-

tics). Anthropologists and ethnologists were pressed into the giant project of Minzu shibie (民族识别, 

identification and classification of Minzu minorities): a series of expeditions wherein scholars, pri-

marily anthropologists, ethnologists and linguists, as well as government officials, set out to deter-

mine the ethno-national composition of the so-called “unified multinational country” of China. By 

means of this project, the state determined the names, numbers and internal composition of China’s 

officially recognized Minzu which were therefore vested with assumed equal political, economic and 

cultural rights.3  

By 1956, another major survey (少数民族社会历史调查, shaoshu minzu shehui lishi diaocha) was launched 

to investigate the societies and history of ethnic minorities which were regarded as backward, or as 

“vivid fossils” of social history. Over 1700 researchers and officials participated in the survey and 

made a comprehensive investigation of minority groups on issues of productivity, relations of pro-

                                                 
3 Theoretically the Classification project was guided in accordance to Stalin’s definition on Minzu, however, in practice 
traditional ethno-taxonomic knowledges in China were also brought into service, as recalled in the experiences of schol-
ars such as Fei Xiaotong (1997), Lin Yaohua (1984), and Ma Yao (1982). 
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duction, class structure, religions and customs. Based on a presupposed idea of progress ethnic 

groups were furthermore identified as temporally different, belonging to particular stage in the uni-

versal trajectory of historical progress (the primitive, slave or feudal modes of production). They 

were expected to “evolve” to more “advanced” stages via the “civilizing mission” of the Han Chi-

nese, and to be homogenized into a united modern state. Ethnic minorities were therefore regarded 

as the “savage within” or “enemies” of modernity and the state. In a similar spirit, a survey on lan-

guages of minorities was also conducted and Latin alphabetic writings were invented for some mi-

norities after Romanization scheme had been applied to Mandarin Chinese (Fu 1959, Sun 1999).  

The domestication project went even beyond the discipline and extended to its practitioners: having 

received a western education made anthropologists and other social scientists the target of suspi-

cion. Political stigmatization replaced academic discussions. Anthropology, along with various other 

disciplines such as sociology and psychology, came to be regarded as “bourgeois social sciences”, 

which served the cause of imperialism and colonialism, and were therefore proscribed. Some re-

nowned anthropologists were categorized as “rightists” and stripped of academic positions and 

teaching responsibilities. Afraid of being associated with “bourgeois disciplines”, researchers found 

themselves under the shelter of Minzu yanjiu (minority studies) during the Sino-Soviet honeymoon 

period and later after the split with the Soviet “elder brother” at the beginning of 1960s recast them-

selves as “primitive society historians”. 

In his Sage of Anthropology in China, Guldin (1994) referred that the post-1949 disciplinary reorganiza-

tion as a “Maoization” or a form of “sinicization”. Indeed, after Mao's appropriation of Marxism, all 

the social sciences in China including anthropology went through a process of being "domesticated" 

according to political demands. The debate over the notion and formation of Minzu and its transla-

tion among historians and ethnologists in the 1960s was a good example.4  However, similar to the 

                                                 
4 In 1954, Fan Wenlan, an influential historian stated that Han minzu had taken shape when the Qin united China in 221 
BCE, by applying Stalin’s four common theory. It stirred a series of debates on the definition of minzu as well as its his-
torical formation. Some scholars, citing Stalin’s claim that minzu was only a product of capitalism, concluded that Han 
minzu could only be formed after the Opium War, namely, when capitalism began to spread in China, however whether 
the minorities were minzu became another issue. Some scholars suggested that minorities were not minzu but buzu (trans-
lating from the word ‘narodnost’ in Russian), a stage between tribe (buluo) and nation (minzu) in the Marxist linear social 
trajectory. Unexpectedly, ethnic peoples felt insulted with such a proposition, which forced those scholars to reconsider 
and modify their argument. The debate, going beyond academic discussions, was orchestrated in accordance to the po-
litical environment. In 1962 a conference was organized to examine the use of term in translation of Marx, Engles and 
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Chinese appropriation of Marxism, ambiguities and incoherence were also built into the disciplinary 

dewesternization. In opposition to Guldin’s idealist opinion, some scholars have proposed using the 

notion of “internal colonialism” (Gladney 2004) or “Communist Civilising project” (Harrell 1995) 

to understand the implication of national minority politics and the role of anthropology and ethnol-

ogy. As Nicholas Tapp (2002: 65) has concluded, the Classification project "looks in retrospect like 

one of the great colonising missions of the twentieth century, a huge internal 'self-Orientalizing' 

mission designed to homogenise and reify internal cultural differences in the service of a particular 

kind of... cultural nationalism”.  

In brief, post-1949 anthropology (and ethnology) in China, drifting from Wu Wenzao’s zhongguohua 

project, was converted into a technique of social control aiming at managing the relations between 

ethnic minorities and powerful central government. The “dewesternization” project did not produce 

what Freedman expected for a ‘Chinese phase’ in anthropology; instead it implicated the discipline 

into the projects of nation-state building and modernization predominantly based on Western per-

spectives on development and progress.  

 

Bentuhua (indigenization) of Anthropology since the 1980s 

The end of the Gang of Four era in the late 1970s marks the start of the halting emancipation of the 

social sciences in China. After more than twenty years of political turmoil, academic life was pro-

gressively returning to normal. Anthropology as a discipline was re-recognized in the 1980s, and 

many regional traditions of anthropology were re-established. Elder generation anthropologists were 

brought back into various research units and institutions, and a new generation of researchers 

stepped into the spotlight. With the increased enrollment policy of Chinese higher education, the 

number of students (both undergraduates and postgraduates) majoring in anthropology also in-

creased, so did the number of returned foreign-educated scholars. Anthropology’s revival was also 

marked by a concerted effort to translate Western authors into Chinese. Works of anthropology, 

                                                                                                                                                             
Stalin and scholars finally agreed upon consistently employing the term minzu in all cases, to all the minorities, whatever 
their stage of development. See Fan 1954; Wang Jianmin et al 1998; Ya and Sun 1979.  
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which were inaccessible in the previous period of de-westernization were translated into the Chinese 

language.5  

An important feature of post-1980 anthropology lies in an increasing study on Han Chinese society, 

combining both historical research and anthropological fieldwork. A series of rural studies or village 

studies resulted in monographs on a variety of themes (Jing 1996, Wang 1997, Yan 1996, Liu 2000, 

Zhang 2003, Zhao 2003). This new feature of anthropological research echoes the rapid rate of rural 

urbanization and economic development after the introduction of economic reforms in the late 

1970s. Another research direction involves revisiting and re-examining previous fieldwork sites, and 

providing new theoretical insights to the disciplinary development by keeping a historical continuity. 

On the other hand, the tradition of studying ethnic minorities and producing descriptive studies of 

their rituals, social organizations and religions has continued under the disciplinary rubric of ethnol-

ogy. Somehow, a simplistic distinction between ethnology and anthropology seems established in 

China and the dual roles of anthropologists and ethnologists become distinct: classic ethnology is 

focused on the “internal Other”, while anthropologists focus primarily on various aspects of Han 

Chinese studies. However, the picture is more complex: within the world of minority studies, an in-

terest in anthropology also exists as some scholars may wear two hats and deal with both anthro-

pology and ethnology. Influenced by Western anthropology from a perspective of Barth, Anderson, 

and Gellner, and by post-colonial theories, particularly Said’s Orientalism, they are not comfortable 

with conventional Soviet historical evolutionary perspective. For them, interest in anthropology 

doesn’t simply result from a doubt of the continued relevance of a search for untouched and radical-

ly different cultures. It is a strategy to gain access to study Han society, and it also implies a willing-

ness to negotiate with the authorities on the established categories of academic discourse and to de-

velop a critical anthropology independent of state ideology and intervention.  In this sense, the dif-

ferences between the old guard of ethnology and western influenced anthropology is something 

more than the academic division of labour, it can be related to a different vision on the nature of the 

discipline as a whole. Therefore the revitalization of anthropology in post-1980 is not only a re-

recognition and reorganization of the discipline, but also a discursive intellectual orientation.  

                                                 
5 For the development of anthropology in China after the 1980s, see Hu Hongbao 2006.  
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At the center of the intellectual orientation was the discussion of bentuhua (本土化, indigenization, or 

nativazition as used by Chinese anthropologists). It is an old question pronounced from a different 

perspective: if Zhongguohua (making the social sciences Chinese) implies a perspective burdened with 

culturalist readings shaped by the legacies of imperial Chinese historiography, bentuhua (make the 

discipline local) reveals a resurgence of local consciousness with a different sense of the local which 

is “still juxtaposed to the national, but it is increasingly a product not just of localized parochialism, 

a retreat from the national, but of interactions between the global and the local that cut across the 

boundaries of the nation, projecting the local into transnational spaces” (Dirlik 2003, 19). Though 

sometimes “bentuhua” would also be pronounced with strong political implication along with the 

“development of sociological theories and methods with Chinese characteristics” which places it 

within a socialist political program defined by Deng Xiaoping, the shift from Zhongguohua to bentuhua 

did show the willingness and efforts of anthropologists to escape from political engagement.  

In the 1990s, bentuhua appeared as a prominent keyword standing out in the development of anthro-

pology in China.6 In 1999, an international conference “Indigenization of anthropology in China” 

was organized in Guangxi followed by publication of the conference proceedings. It’s agreed among 

the scholars that bentuhua is an inevitable path for social scientists in non-Western regions due to the 

inability of Euro-American social sciences to constitute a relevant and liberating discourse in the 

context of local societies. However, how to materialize bentuhua remains unsettled: some (Huang 

2001) see it as learning from the West by applying selectively western theories and methodologies 

on Chinese soil, while some (Zhang, 2001) insist that bentuhua is about developing applied anthropo-

logical research by placing the discipline “in the service of ordinary people and of social develop-

ment” and the discipline should “contribute to social, economic, and even political development by 

providing knowledge and views grounded in reality”, becoming part of the political decision-making 

process. Some (Bilik 2001) just emphasizes that the issue of bentuhua should be understood as part 

of the modernization process in China, without further clarifying necessary approaches. In a way, 
                                                 
6 The discussion was inspired by similar discussions in Taiwan, starting from late 1970s, zhongguohua (sinicization) fea-
tured as an important issue among Taiwan anthropologists and sociologists. The conference “Sinicization of social and 
behavioral sciences” held in 1980 to advance the discussions and the papers were published and grouped from three 
perspectives: theoretical framework, methodology and empirical research. See Yang and Wen 1982. A follow-up confer-
ence which also included scholars from Mainland China was held in 1983. However, starting from 1990s, discussions 
and research on sinicization inclined more toward Taiwanhua (Taiwanization) in order to adjust to changes in the larger 
environment. See Chang 2005.  
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most of the discussions still focus on arguing about the necessity of bentuhua instead of how to 

achieve it. On the one hand, Chinese anthropologists agree that objective of bentuhua is to generate 

ideas, concepts and debates which should be informed by hermeneutics between their own and oth-

er cultures and their anthropologies, in order to create a more relevant, autonomous and progressive 

anthropology.  But their research focuses exclusively on Chinese society (both Han and non-Han), 

and they are also lack the ambition to take on questions of a more general rather than a China-

specific nature. This bentuhua movement developed a kind of “local” anthropology in its narrow 

sense by studying the issue of Chinese anthropology in their “continued insularity of a self-

contained ethnographic field” (Pieke 2009): in this way old ideas are merely recycled and new ones 

are still imported from an external (usually Western) source, while Chinese anthropological works 

merely provide particularist empirical data and support. The discussion of bentuhua is necessary but 

far from sufficient, and the reflection needs to be moved further and especially beyond a mimetic 

position.  

 

“Overseas Ethnography”: a new approach 

Since the end of the 1990s, a new research trend has been developing in China, which promotes 

haiwai minzuzhi (海外民族志, overseas ethnography). The term “overseas ethnography” already re-

veals the dilemma of anthropology in China: overseas implies the notion of “going out” but anthro-

pology as the study of other cultures should have already involved “going out” in the first place. 

While looking at the history of anthropology in China, some earlier endeavours on “overseas eth-

nography” can actually be found in Wu Zelin’s (1930) dissertation on examination of racial “atti-

tudes” in America; Li Anzhai's (1937) study of the Zuni; Francis Hsu's (1963) comparative study of 

Indian, American, and Chinese cultures, as well as Fei Xiaotong's (1948) travelogues of America, 

however, predominantly Chinese anthropological research has always been conducted “at home”, 

either on the internal Other – ethnic minority groups or Han society. Therefore, overseas ethnogra-

phy is regarded as a crucial element that has always been missing from Chinese anthropology, a di-

mension that Chinese anthropologists have never reached. In November 2009, a forum on 

“Overseas Studies in China” was organized in Guangzhou. At this forum scholars expressed strong 

interests in developing and promoting overseas ethnography, defined as “a research and narrative 

method situating in the Chinese context and employing Chinese as its academic language” (Wang 
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2011). It involves ethnographic description of people, things and objects primarily exist outside of 

China. Anthropologists view the promotion of overseas anthropology as a way to contest for 

knowledge production and control: it is regarded as a way to construct one’s own narrative of the 

world and, by doing so, one’s role is shifted from the “object of study” to the “studying subject” 

(Gao 2010).  

Along with academic discussions, some universities such as Peking university, Xiamen university 

and Zhongshan university established Ph.D. or post-Doctoral programmes on overseas ethnogra-

phy studies. In 2011, the “Institute of Global Ethnology and Anthropology (IGEA)” was inaugurat-

ed at Minzu University in China, co-founded by the State Ethnic Affairs Commission and Minzu 

University.7  One of its objectives is to promote overseas ethnography research, “to meet the need 

of China’s economic rise, changing of development mode, prosperity of national culture, construc-

tion of political civilization and academic innovation.”8 Apart from organizing a series of “overseas 

ethnographic studies workshops”, IGEA launched an annual funding scheme in 2012 to offer fi-

nancial support for overseas fieldwork of Master and PhD students from across the country. An 

Overseas ethnography book series has been published since 2009. These descriptive ethnographies 

cover various aspects, such as social organizations, daily life, politics and the religions of the socie-

ties in which the authors lived and studied such as United States, Thailand, France, India and Malay-

sia.  

Take some representatives works from the book series for example, Gong Haoqun’s Believers and 

Citizens (2009) focuses on the relationship across religion, public life and citizenship in modern 

Thailand. She examines how citizenship, defined as an abstract unity of right and obligation, has 

been represented and established on three levels: institution, identity and practice in a Thai village. 

Li Rongrong (2012), through her fieldword in a small town in California, discusses ordinary Ameri-

cans’ experiences, embodiment and interpretations as individuals and explores the dynamics be-

tween individualism and society in the USA. Xiang Biao’s prize winning work Global "Body Shopping 

(2007), translated into Chinese, has also been included in this collection. His multi-sited ethnogra-

phy revealed, in great detail, a configuration of the India-based, global labor management system in 

the IT industry known as “body shopping,” focusing specifically on its operations through Hydera-

                                                 
7 This is partly due to the special status of Minzu University which is directly under the administration of the SEAC. 
8 See http://igea.muc.edu.cn/en/lan_ztlist.asp?ztid=14 
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bad, India, and in Sydney. This collection of works not only breaks with a pattern of Chinese an-

thropology studying primarily only China, they also bring different insights from Western observers: 

for example Xiao Biao recognizes how being Chinese and male provides certain kinds of access that 

being white and female would forbid. Li Rongrong also introduces a comparative aspect by looking 

at the concept of “individual” (geren, 个人) in contemporary Chinese society.  

The central idea of “overseas ethnography” lies in the concept of altering the balance of power rela-

tions by adopting overseas societies and particularly Western societies as the study object. If ethnog-

raphy can be regarded as the collective narrative and discourse on certain groups and communities, 

it also implies a certain power over the study object: the power of analysis, of definition, of categori-

zation. Scholars suggest that by engaging in this new form of ethnography, China will no longer pas-

sively undergo the Western gaze and the zhongguo huayu (中国话语, Chinese discourse or discourse of 

China) (Xu. J 2009,  Xu. X et al. 2008) should and will find its voice. It implies not only “a shift of 

studying object”, but also “redefine the mental state of the research subject” and reflects the aca-

demic ambition of Chinese scholars in what has been called “China’s century” (Gao 2010). In other 

words, Chinese anthropologists suggest that the agency of overseas ethnography should be under-

stood in terms of a resistance again hegemonic anthropological dynamics. If anthropology  from the 

West is seen as “a primary, active 'gaze' subjugating the natives as passive 'object'”, borrowing from 

Rey Chow (Chow 1993: 51), then the returning of gaze from overseas ethnography would be seen as 

“simulated gaze”, and:  

This gaze, which is neither a threat nor a retaliation, makes the colonizer 'conscious' of himself, leading to his need to 

turn this gaze around and look at himself, henceforth 'reflected' in the native-object. 

In this sense, the returning gaze should be understood as a constructive move instead of being 

merely a reflective resistance or even a threat. It might be still early to predict or to evaluate the im-

pact of these new initiatives which are still in the process of taking shape; however, it has to be 

acknowledged that they are meaningful in altering the “where” of the discipline and its knowledge 

production: Chinese anthropologists are not merely passive “native informants” confined to study 

their own culture and providing information for theoretical analysis. However, after engaging with 

the issue of “where”, the question of “how” remains essential. Or if doing overseas ethnography 

means Chinese anthropologists finally have a voice in participating the construction of the view of 

the world, next question to ask is in what or whose “language”?  The greatest challenge lies in de-
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veloping paradigms and interpretative frameworks, rather than simply reproducing ethnological 

works by replicating the templates of metropolitan schools.  

If most of the discussions among overseas ethnography scholars still focus on the urgent nature and 

the disciplinary importance of this trend, there is comparatively less discussion devoted to the ques-

tions of methodologies. Two perspectives proposed by Professor Wang Mingming are worth not-

ing. Professor Wang suggested a China-centered worldview, derived from an ancient cosmology as 

an alternative to the Euro-American version of anthropology. To summarize and to forecast an-

thropological studies in China, he has developed the concept of the “Three Rings” (Wang 2006): the 

inner ring concerns local studies of the Han Chinese society; the second focuses on the research of 

non-Han peoples in China; and the third refers to studies done by Chinese outside of China. The 

theory of “Three Rings” might remind us of the ancient Chinese cosmology which places China as 

an inner “civilizational” core, and different degrees of “barbarians” at different layers of the periph-

eries, however, it works in a rather different manner by focusing primarily on the relations and in-

teractions of humans and things in their spatial and temporal dimensions, and on the fluid nature of 

boundaries between multiple centers and peripheries. Avoiding adopting conceptual tools such as 

“civilization”, “nation”, “culture” and “state” etc., professor Wang hopes to construct a view of a 

world system which puts China at the center but at the same time de-essentialisesChina as an un-

problematic national or civilizational existence.   

Another inspiring perspective is to explore the historical potentials of Chinese knowledge. There has 

been a long history and tradition of writing descriptive narratives of other cultures and people in 

China. These writings could be regarded as a sort of prototype ethnography. These writings, having 

existed long before the “anthropological enlightenment” brought by Western scholars, contained 

mythological, cosmological, geographical and historical aspects, and could be seen as sources for 

future anthropological theorizing. Therefore, apart from extending new geographical sites, re-

discovering, re-reading and re-examining of ancient writings of early Chinese travelers and diplo-

mats to other Asian even European regions could become another inspiring line of exploration. The 

approach is to explore potentials of alternative normative and theoretical thought enshrined in 

knowledge tradition and even life practices in China. The category of analysis in these classic 

writings dismisses the guiding concepts such as “society” and “culture”, it involves holistic narra-

tives of a cosmos (or a world system) manifested in a multi-level and multi-boundary power differ-

ential relations. A re-reading of these texts not only calls into question the concept of universality, it 
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also opens a space of visibility and enunciability for other forms of knowledge and epistemologies 

which are different from the subject-object anthropocentric world-view.   

Reflections and Conclusion  

With its relocation to a Chinese context, anthropology is inevitably accompanied by a process of 

domestication and indigenization. The recent overseas ethnography represents an interesting variant 

on the ‘anthropologies of the South’ and could be served as an interesting point of exploration to 

“de-colonise” the discipline and to transform the modern intellectual division of labour, not only 

because China’s economic ascendency places it in a unique position, but also because of its rich 

knowledge potentials to contribute to a pluriverse of knowledge practices. However the question of 

“how” needs to be further explored, and methodologies need to be defined and refined. Returning 

to China’s traditions may have the potential for alternative narratives, however, as China itself be-

comes part of a global structure of power and anthropology has been very close to the nationalist 

project of the State, scholars should be cautious about the trap of developing a sino-

centric new hegemony.9 In this regard, valuable lessons could be borrowed from the development 

of recent historical research. Chinese historian Ge Zhaoguang (2010) proposes the research scheme 

“understanding China from the perspectives of its neighbours and peripheral regions” (从周边看中

国, cong zhoubian kan zhongguo) to avoid the inadequacies of a unitary approach. He urges us to over-

come the Sinocentric model/concept of tianxia (天下, all-under-heaven) – traditional vision of world 

order which presents the relationship of China to the rest of the world is that of the superior polity 

to the subordinate ones – and to conduct a more comprehensive and systematic study of China 

through the eyes of its neighbouring countries and regions, especially in the field of intellectual his-

tory.  

Therefore, transdisciplinary research would be one direction to follow in this quest, as anthropolo-

gists are not the only ones who have this agenda for a more balanced academic production system. 

For instance, in the field of literature, David Wang Der-Wei (2015) proposes to rethink the critical 
                                                 
9 In a similar fashion, Taiwan historian and politician (Minister of Education from 2000 to 2008) Tu Cheng-sheng 
(1997) introduced his “concentric circle” (tongxintuan) theory compiling “getting to know Taiwan”. Tu interpreted this 
theory as “having its base on Taiwan, concerning China, and having a foot in the international arena” (lizu Taiwan, 
guanhuai Zhongguo, jinru shijie). This perspective claims to emphasize Taiwanese subjectivity, positioning it at the centre in 
order to understand its surrounding world, but it has been severely criticized by fellow historians as an approach to 
serve a political agenda.  



13 

paradigm of modern (Chinese) literature in terms of “literary thought” (wenlun, 文论). As opposed to 

“literary theory” which derives its intellectual exercise and rhetorical protocol from Western dis-

course and tries to generalize literature phenomena always in an ahistorical manner, (Chinese) “liter-

ary thought” tries to “explain the role literature plays in a civilization and to describe literature and 

literary works in terms that have resonance in other areas of intellectual and social life. It aims to 

bring the very factor of historical contingency into consideration and highlights the generic hybridity 

in the practice of literature.  

Furthermore, another aspect should also be taken into account to re-conceptualize anthropological 

research in China. For too long, the West remains the benchmark for Chinese evaluation of China’s 

development and Chinese intellectuals continue to refer to Western modernity as the only path of 

China’s modernization and progress. This is partly due to China’s “semi-colonial” history. Western 

colonial control in China did not fully rely on a sustained military occupation and this experience of 

incomplete colonization has had profound effects on the way that modernity was understood in 

20th-century China. As a result, Chinese nationalist elites were much more willing (or eager) to ac-

cept Western modernity without questioning it. When anthropologists and other social scientists 

talk about comparison, they almost invariably refer to the West, however ignoring the fact that the 

outside world is much larger than their favourite other. In this regard, concerns and experiments for 

“other anthropologies” mesh with the post-colonial critique. Reflections on the geopolitics of 

knowledge and transdisciplinary collaboration with post-colonial scholars would only benefit the 

initiatives of Chinese anthropologists. For instance strategies proposed in works like Asia as Method 

might be rather inspirational (Chen 2010: 223): 

Rather than being constantly anxious about the question of the West, we can actively 
acknowledge it as a part of the formation of our subjectivity. In the form of fragmented pieces, 
the West has entered our history and become part of it, but never in a totalizing manner. The 
task for Asia as Method is to multiply frames of reference in our subjectivity and worldview, so 
that our anxiety over the West can be diluted, and productive critical work can move forward. 

   

Thus, Chinese anthropologists should look beyond the binary of the West and the Rest and look 

towards other regions such as Asia, Africa and South America, so as to discover new categories, new 

methodologies and practices by inter-referencing and multiplying the frames of reference. Moreo-

ver, colonial anthropology is not entirely a thing of the past and not wholly a thing of the West (van 

Bremen 1996: 40). Apart from incorporating 'subaltern epistemologies', the recovery of non-dualist 

Western traditions such as phenomenology would be another way to develop alternative styles of 
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reasoning and argumentation. This direction converges with the recent “world anthropologies” pro-

ject/network, which invites anthropologists turning to each other with an attentive eye to epistemic, 

epistemological and political differences and explores the possibility of establishing new conditions 

and terms of engagement among anthropologies on a global level10. It calls for collaborative efforts 

of anthropologists both from the peripheries and the centre, as the problem is neither a Chinese or 

Asian one, nor a problem of the South, but rather the relationship of the social sciences to political 

power more generally and globally. If such a project were ever to be entertained seriously, anthro-

pology could be the avant-garde of the transformation of the modern intellectual division of labor.  

 

 
 

 

 

 

  

                                                 
10 For more information, see their website: http://www.ram-wan.net/index.html 



15 

Work Cited 

Asad, T. 1979. 'Anthropology and the colonial encounter', The Politics of Anthropology: From Colonialism and Sexism Toward a View from 

Below: 85-94. 

Ben-Ari, E. 1999. 'Colonialism, Anthropology and the Politics of Professionalisation', in J. v. Bremen and A. Shimizu (eds.), Anthro-

pology and Colonialism in Asia and Oceania, 382-409. Hong Kong: Curzon. 

Bilik, N. 2001. 'Chinese Openness and Anthropology's Nativization', Chinese Sociology & Anthropology, 33(4): 49-58. 

Bilik, N. 2001. 'Quanqiuhua shiye xia de zhongguo minzu guanxi yanjiu: neishi zijue yu zhengyi (Ethnic Relations in China under 

Globalization: Reflexivity, Self-Consciousness and Justice)', zhongyang minzu daxue xuebao (Journal of Minzu University of China), 38(4): 49-

58. 

Chakrabarty, D. 2000. Provincializing Europe : postcolonial thought and historical difference. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press. 

Chang, M. 2005. 'The movement to indigenize the social sciences in Taiwan: Origin and predicaments', in J. Makeham and A.-c. 

Hsiau (eds.), Cultural, Ethic, and Political Nationalism in Contemporary Taiwan: Bentuhua, 221-60. New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Chen, K.-H. 2010. Asia as method: Toward deimperialization. Duke University Press. 

Chow, R. 1993. Writing diaspora: Tactics of intervention in contemporary cultural studies. Indiana University Press. 

Davis, D. and Harrell, S. 1993. Chinese families in the post-Mao era. Univ of California Press. 

De Oliveira, R. C. 1999. 'Peripheral anthropologies" versus" central anthropologies', Journal of Latin American Anthropology, 4(2): 10-31. 

Dirlik, A. 2000. 'Theory, History, Culture: Cultural Identity and the Politics of Theory in Twentieth-Century China', Development and 

Society, 29(2): 73-104. 

Dirlik, A., Li, G. and Yen, H.-p. 2012. Sociology and anthropology in twentieth-century China: Between universalism and indigenism. Hong Kong: 

Chinese University Press. 

Duara, P. 2009. 'The Nationalization of Anthropology: Japan and China in Manchuria', in E. Tagliacozzo and A. Willford (eds.), 

Clio/Anthropos: exploring the boundaries between history and anthropology, Stanford: Stanford University Press. 

Fahim, H. and Helmer, K. 1980. 'Indigenous anthropology in non-Western countries: a further elaboration', Current Anthropology, 

21(5): 644-63. 

Fan, W. 1954. 'Shilun zhongguo zi qinhans shi chengwei tongyiguojia de yuanyin (On the Causes Giving Rise to China as a Unitary 

Nation since the Qin and Han Dynasty)', Lishi yajiu (Historical Research), (3): 15-25. 

Fei, H.-T. 1939. Peasant Life in China: A Field Study of Country Life in the Yangtze Valley. London: Routledge. 

Fei, X. 1985 [1948]. Meiguo Yu Meiguoren (America and Americans). Beijing: SanlianPublishing House. 

Fei, X. 1992. From the Soil, the Foundations of Chinese Society. CA: University of California Press. 

Fei, X. 1997. 'Minzu yanjiu: jianshu wode minzuyanjiu jingli he sikao (My Experience and Thoughts on Minzu Studies)', Beijing daxue 

xuebao. Zhexue shehui kexueban (Journal of Peking University, Philosophy and Social Sciences), (2): 1-17. 

Fu, M. 1959. 'Jianguo sanshiwunianlai minzu yuyan keyan gongzuo de fazhan (The development of minority languages studies since 

the founding of the People's Republic)', Minzu yuwen (Minority Languages of China), 5: 1-8. 

Gao, B. 2006. 'Renleixue guowai minzuzhi yu zhongguo shehuikexue de fazhan (Overseas Ethonography and the Development of 

Chinese Social Sciences)', Zhongshan daxue xuebao. Shehui kexueban (Journal of Sun Yatsen University. Social Science Edition), (2): 20-33. 

Gao, B. 2010. 'Haiwai minzuzhi: Fazhan zhongguo shehuikexue de yige lutu (Overseas Ethnography: An Approach to Develop Chi-

nese Social Sciences)', Xibei minzu yanjiu (Northwestern Journal of Ethonology), (1): 20-33. 

Gao, B., He, M. and Zhuang, K. 2010. ' Zhongguo haiwan yanjiu xia (Overseas research in China, second part),' Kaiwang shidai (Open 

Times), (2): 4-40. 

Ge, Z. 2011. Zhai zi Zhongguo : chong jian you guan "Zhongguo" de li shi lun shu (Dwelling Here in China: Reconstructing the History of the Concept of 

China). Beijing: Zhonghua shuju. 

Gladney, D. C. 1996. Muslim Chinese: ethnic nationalism in the People's Republic. Cambridge, MA: Harvard Univ Asia Center. 



16 

Gladney, D. C. 2004. Dislocating China: Muslims, minorities, and other subaltern subjects. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Guldin, G. E. 1994. The saga of anthropology in China: from Malinowski to Moscow to Mao. New York: ME Sharpe. 

Harrell, S. 2001. 'The anthropology of reform and the reform of anthropology: anthropological narratives of recovery and progress in 

China', Annual Review of Anthropology, (30): 139-61. 

Harrell, S. 2013. Cultural encounters on China's ethnic frontiers. Seattle: University of Washington Press. 

He, X. 2000. 'Lun renleixue de bentuhua he guojihua (The Indigenizationn and internationalization of anthropology)', Guangxi minzu 

daxue xuebao (Journal of Guangxi University for Nationalities), (1). 

Hsieh, J. 1987. The CCP's concept of nationality and the work of ethnic identification amongst China's minorities. Institute of Social Studies, The 

Chinese University of Hong Kong. 

Hsieh, J. 1987. The CCP's concept of nationality and the work of ethnic identification amongst China's minorities. Institute of Social Studies, The 

Chinese University of Hong Kong. 

Hsu, F. L. 1963. 'Clan, caste and club: A comparative study of Chinese, Hindu, and American ways of life': Princeton, NJ: Van 

Nostrand. 

Hu, H. 2006. Zhongguo renleixueshi (History of Chinese Anthropology) Beijing: Remin University press. 

Hui, W. 1995. 'The fate of “Mr. Science” in China: the concept of science and its application in modern Chinese thought', positions, 

3(1): 1-68. 

Iredale, R. R., Bilik, N. and Guo, F. 2003. China's minorities on the move: selected case studies. New York: ME Sharpe. 

Jing, J. 1996. The temple of memories : history, power, and morality in a Chinese village. Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press. 

Kipnis, A. B. 1997. Producing Guanxi : sentiment, self, and subculture in a North China village. Durham, NC: Duke University Press. 

Krotz, E. 1997. 'Anthropologies of the South - Their rise, their silencing, their characteristics', Critique of Anthropology, 17(3): 237-51. 

Krotz, E. 1997. 'Anthropologies of the South Their rise, their silencing, their characteristics', Critique of Anthropology, 17(2): 237-51. 

Kuwayama, T. 2004. Native anthropology : the Japanese challenge to Western academic hegemony. Rosanna, Vic.: Trans Pacific Press. 

Kuwayama, T. 2004. 'The ‘World System’of Anthropology: Japan and Asia in the Global Community of Anthropologists', in S. Yam-

ashita, J. Bosco and J. Eades (eds.), The making of anthropology in East and Southeast Asia, 35-57. New York: Berghahn Books. 

Li, A.-C. 1937. 'Zuni: Some Observations and Queries', American Anthropologist, 39(1): 62-76. 

Lin, Y. 1947. Liangshan yijia (The Lolo of Liangshan). Shanghai: Shangwu yinshuguan. 

Liu, X. 2000. In one's own shadow: An ethnographic account of the condition of post-reform rural China. Berkeley: Univ of California Press. 

Ma, R. June 2010. 'The Soviet Model’s Influence and the Current Debate on Ethnic Relations',  Global Asia. 

Ma, Y. 1982. 'Woguo xinan minzuyanjiu de huigu yu zhanwang (Review and Outlook of the Minzu Research on Southwest China)', 

Yunnan shehui kexu (Social Sciences in Yunnan), (1): 18-26. 

Marcus, G. E. 1999. Critical anthropology now : unexpected contexts, shifting constituencies, changing agendas. Santa Fe, N.M.: School of American 

Research Press. 

Mignolo, W. 2000. Local histories/global designs : coloniality, subaltern knowledges, and border thinking. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University 

Press. 

Nandy, A. 1983. The intimate enemy : loss and recovery of self under colonialism. Delhi: Oxford. 

Pan, J. 2009. 'Jiegou zhongguo shaoshuminzu: Qudongfangxuehua haishi zaidongfangxuehua (Deconstructing China's Ethnic Minori-

ties: Deorientalization or Reorientalization?)', Guangxi minzu daxue xuebao (Journal of Guangxi University for Nationalities), 31(2): 11-7. 

Pieke, F. 2009. 'Introduction: A Chinese century in anthropology?', Social Anthropology, 17(1): 1-8. 

Qiao, J., Li, P. and Ma, R. 2001. Ershiyi Shiji de Zhongguo Shehuixue yu Renleixue (Anthropology and Sociology in China in the Twenty-first centu-

ry),. Gaoxiong: Liwen wenhua. 

Quinlan, T. 2000. '‘Anthropologies of the South’The practice of anthropology', Critique of Anthropology, 20(2): 125-36. 

Restrepo, E. 2011. 'Politics of ignorance in the transnational field of anthropology', Postcolonial Studies, 14(3): 299-312. 

Restrepo, E. and Escobar, A. 2005. '‘Other Anthropologies and Anthropology Otherwise’Steps to a World Anthropologies 



17 

Framework', Critique of Anthropology, 25(2): 99-129. 

Ribeiro, G. L. and Escobar, A. 2006. World anthropologies: disciplinary transformations within systems of power. Oxford, UK ; New York: Berg. 

Rong, S. and Xu, J. (eds.) 1998. Renleixue bentuhua zai zhongguo (Nativization of Anthropology in China). Nanning: Guangxi University of 

Nationalities press. 

Said, E. W. 2000. Reflections on exile and other essays. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press. 

Shuping, H. 2001. 'Sinicizing Anthropology: Theory, Practice, and Human Talent', Chinese Sociology & Anthropology, 33(4): 7-19. 

Siu, H. F. 1989. Agents and victims in south China : accomplices in rural revolution. New Haven: Yale University Press. 

Smart, J. 2006. 'In search of Anthropology in China: A discipline caught in the Web of nation building Agenda, Socialist Capitalism, 

and Globalization', in G. L. Ribeiro and A. Escobar (eds.), World Anthropologies: Disciplinary Transformations within Systems of Power, Ox-

ford: Berg Publishers. 

Spivak, G. C. 1990. The post-colonial critic: Interviews, strategies, dialogues. New York: Routledge. 

Sun, B. 1989 [1948]. Dangdai zhongguo shehuixue (Sociology in Modern China). Shanghai: Shanghai shudian. 

Sun, H. 2000. 'Zhongguo shaoshu minzu yuyan diaocha huigu (Review of the Investigations on Minority languages in China)', in B. 

Yu and Z. Hua (eds.), Zhongguo minzu yanjiu nianjian, 87-103. Beijing: Minzu chubanshe. 

Tapp, N. 2002. 'In Defence of the Archaic: A reconsideration of the 1950s ethnic Classification Project in China', Asian Ethnicity, 3(1): 

63-84. 

Tu, C.S. 1997. ‘yige xin shiguan de dansheng’ (The Birth of a New Historical Perspective), Dangdai, 120 (August): 20-31. 

Wang, D. D. W. 2015. The Lyrical in Epic Time: Modern Chinese Intellectuals and Artists through the 1949 Crisis. New York: Co-

lumbia University Press. 

Wang, J. 1997. Zhongguo min zu xue shi: shang, 1903-1949 (The History of Ethnology in China: part I, 1903-1949). Kunming: Yunnan Jiaoyu 

chubanshe.  

Wang, J. 2013. 'Zhongguo haiwai minzuzhi yanjiu de xueshu (The The Academic History of the Research on Overseas Ethnography 

in China)', Xibei minzu yanjiu (Northwestern Journal of Ethonology), 78(03): 18-27. 

Wang, J., Zhang, H. and Hu, H. 1998. Zhongguo min zu xue shi: xia, 1950-1997 (The History of Ethnology in China: part II, 1950-1997). 

Kunming: Yunnan jiaoyu chubanshe. 

Wang, M. 2002. 'The Third Eye Towards a Critique of Nativist Anthropology'', Critique of Anthropology, 22(2): 149-74. 

Wang, M. 2006. Meiyou houmen de jiaoshi (A Classroom without Backdoor: Essays on Anthropology). Beijing: Renmin University Press. 

Wang, M. 2011. 'haiwai minzuzhi’ (The So-Called Overseas Ethonography)', Xibei minzu yanjiu (Northwestern Journal of Ethnology), (2): 

116-29. 

Wu, C. L. 1930. Attitudes Toward Negroes, Jews, and Orientals in the United States. H. L. Hedrick. 

Wu, W. 1990. Wu Wenzao renleixue shehuixue yanjiu wenji (Collected Works of Wu Wenzao on Anthropological and Sociological Research). Beijing: 

Minzu chubanshe. 

Xu, J. 2009. 'Cong bentuhua dao zhongguo huayu (From Indeginization to Chinese discourse: Turning point in the development of 

Chinese anthropology)', Huanhua xueyuan xuebao (Journal of Huaihua University), 28(3): 1-6. 

Xu, X., Wang, M., Xu, J. and Wang, M. 2008. 'Renleixue de zhongguo huayu: Diliujie renleixue gaojiluntan yuanzhuohuiyi jishi (On 

the Discourse of China in Anthropology-A Recording of The 6th Summit Forum on Anthropology)', Guangxi minzudaxue xuebao 

(zhexue shehuikexue ban) (Journal of Guangxi University for Nationalities, Philosophy and Social Sciences Edition), 30(2): 86-93. 

Ya, H. and Sun, Q. 1979. 'Jianguoyilai minzu lilun zhanxian de yichang lunzhan - cong hanminzu xingcheng wenti tanqi (A Debate on 

Minzu Studies - Discussing from the Formation of Han Minzu)', Minzu yanjiu (Ethnic Studies), (2): 3-8. 

Yan, Y. 1996. The flow of gifts : reciprocity and social networks in a Chinese village. Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press. 

Yang, B. 2009. 'Central state, local governments, ethnic groups and the minzu identification in Yunnan (1950s–1980s)', Modern Asian 

Studies, 43(03): 741-75. 

Yang, G. and Li, Y. 1990. Xiandaihua yu zhongguo lunji. Taipei: Guiguan Publishing. 



18 

Yang, K.-s. and Wen, C.-I. (eds.) 1982. Shehui Ji xingwei kexue yanjiu de Zhongguohua (The Sinicization of social and behavioral science research in 

China). Nankang, Taipei: Insitute of Ethnology, Academia Sinica. 

Yang, M. C. 1945. A Chinese Village: Taitou, Shantung Province. New York: Columbia University Press  

Yoshihiro, I. 2003. 'Anti-Manchu Racism and the Rise of Anthropology in Early 20 th century China', Sino-Japanese Studies, 15: 7-26. 

Zhao, X. 2001. 'Chaoyue bentuhua: Fansi zhongguo bentu wenhua jiangou (Beyond indigenization: Reflection on Chinese native 

culture construction)', Shehuixue yanjiu (Sociological studies), (6): 56-72. 

Zhao, X. 2003. Quanli yu gongzheng: Xiangtu shehui de jiufen jiejue yu quanwei duoyuan (Power and Justice: Dispute Resolution and Multi-authorities 

in a North China village). Tianjin: Tianjin guji chubanshe. 

Zhou, D. 1997. 'Zhongguoshi renleixue yu renleixue de bentuhua’ (Anthropology of Chinese style and Indigenization of Anthropolo-

gy)', in S. Rong and J. Xu (eds.), Renleixue bentuhua zai zhongguo (Nativization of Anthropology in China), 68-74. Nanning: Guangxi Universi-

ty of Nationalities press. 

Zhuang, K. (ed.) 2004. Shikong chuanxing, zhongguo xiangcun renleixue shiji huifang (Travels in Space and Time: Looking Back at A Century of 

Chinese Rural Anthropology). Beijing: Renmin University Press. 

Zhuang, K. (ed.) 2008. Renleixue jingdiandaodu (Understanding Anthropology). Beijing: Renmin University Press. 


