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This course reading...

- Draws on the lived experiences of Zhang Jinjian (1902–1989), an Anyang native and
American-trained political scientist.

- Explores the history and politics of China in the twentieth century to provide
comparative perspectives for the study of democracy, democratization, and Europe.

- Is ideal reading for students of Politics, History, Asian Studies, Cultural Geography,
Europe, Democracy, Democratization, and Cultural Anthropology.

Why did China become a single country unlike Europe? Can birthplace still be called 
home anymore in the twenty-first century?

One man’s story from Anyang may provide answers to these intractable conundrums. For 
centuries China was, just like Europe, a patchwork of ancestral homes and familial roots 
that rallied people’s lives and careers around local gentry elites. The political and 
intellectual revolutions of the twentieth century shattered the lifeworld of “old” China such 
as Anyang on the Central Plain.

Unlike their forefathers, most men of letters began to pursue diverse careers, loosened 
their links with their ancestral origins, and, if at all, only returned there late in life. Zhang 
Jinjian (1902–1989), our protagonist, an Anyang native and American-trained political 
scientist, fought to remodel the age-old gentry localism, and carried it into the young 
Republic of China founded in 1912. The effort eventually failed during the Communist 
revolution. Under the totalitarian regime, Anyang was reduced to little more than an 
administrative entity devoid of its cultural uniqueness. In the failure, however, both the 
place and Zhang’s experiences pointed to the road not taken in modern China—an 
alternative to the rootless People's Republic.
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Why has there been a widespread sense of homelessness in China in the recent 
decades? Can native place still be called home in the twenty-first century?

One man’s story from Anyang – a county in the North China Plain – may hold answer  
to these intractable conundrums.

Anyang was established as a county when China became a unified empire in the 3rd 
Century BCE. For centuries, the local people made the county their home, where they 
buried their ancestors and dwelled with their kinsfolk. Talented sons of gentry families 
could pursue careers in the larger world through civil service, but it was in Anyang that 
their civil-examination-based careers began, and eventually it was here that they  
returned to for rest.

The political and intellectual revolutions of the 20th century shattered this life-world  
of “old” China and transformed the meanings of life and place in Anyang. Unlike their 
forefathers, most educated men now pursued diverse career patterns, loosened links  
with their ancestral home-place, and rarely returned once they were gone. Despite these 
disruptions and destructions, Zhang Jinjian (1902-1989), an Anyang native and American-
trained political scientist, launched a campaign to renew and remodel the age-old gentry 
localism, and bring it into the young Republic of China. The effort was eventually crushed 
in the Communist revolution, after which Anyang was reduced to little more than an 
administrative entity in a totalitarian regime. In its failure, however, the experiment
shows the road not taken in modern China and reveals an alternative to the rootless 
People’s Republic.

Yongtao Du PhD is Associate Professor of History of East Asia at Oklahoma State University.


