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Preface

The problem with “China,” “Chineseness,”
and “sinicization”

This book, at its core, aims to shed light on identities that many people
seem to take for granted. What does it mean for someone to be Chinese,
Vietnamese (“Viet” is the ancient pronunciation of “Yue”), or Southeast
Asian? As a person of Eurasian descent, I’ve been taught to say that I am a
mixture of seven different European ethnicities onmy father’s side –Welsh,
Irish, Swiss,German,English, Scottish, andDutch – andonly one ethnicity
on my mother’s side: Chinese. Clearly, something is amiss. After all, it is
not as though the genes on my European side are any more differentiated
than they are onmy Asian side.What if mymother had instead stressedmy
heritage as Shaoxing-ese, Hakka, Nanping-ese, Shandong-ese, Cantonese,
Taiwanese, Chaozhou-nese, Hokkien, andHainnanese?1 This latter way of
discussing one’s “Chineseness” may seem unfamiliar or absurd to the
contemporary ear, but why would such a way of carving up one’s East–
West bloodline be any less valid than the “7+1 = 8” formula that my
parents taught me, which is generally accepted by people on both sides of
the Eurasian Continent? The way we conceive of ethnicities in China
reflects not only the West’s engagement with China as an allegedly mono-
lithic culture with a homogeneous history and people, but also a sinocentric
way of viewing, constructing, and reconstructing Chinese identity from
within the Chinese mainland and its far-flung diaspora as well.

Every form of identity carves boundaries and assembles some aspects of
the self into a package that distinguishes itself in a particular way. While
calling oneself “Chinese” functions no differently than any other type of
identity, the category of “Chinese” is distinctive in a few ways. First, it is
massive in its scope and the sheer number of diverse peoples that it covers.
The contemporary label “European”may at first glance seem comparable
with the term “Chinese,” and yet, even with all the recognized diversity of

1 I have just randomly made up and picked a few possible ethnic groupings that seem to
correspond in specificity to the European labels.

ix



the “Europeans,” such a term may not even approach the geographical
and ethnic scope of what is encompassed by “Chinese.”2 Being
“Chinese” assumes an ethnic identity that is intimately linked to a vast
cultural history. Even though such a tradition narrates its history accord-
ing to a continuous, linear trajectory starting from legendary heroes at the
dawn of civilization to modern times, such a simplified history is still
incredibly broad and inclusive. There are few types of cultural identifica-
tion in the rest of the world that can compare in terms of inclusivity,
except perhaps the relatively recently constructed identity “the West,”
which, intriguingly, often contrasts itself with “the East,” and locates its
roots in ancient Hellenic culture dating from Homeric times. Even in the
case of so-called “Western” culture, one would be hard-pressed to discuss
it in the singular, as Chinese culture is often presented, and as though
there were but a single, continuous ethno-political entity dating from the
ancient sages to today.

Also outlandish is the claim that Chinese people all somehow share the
same genetic heritage. While a myth of shared descent is characteristic of
many ethnic claims, any historian of China will quickly realize that
thinking about Chinese people in terms of a single ethnicity is especially
fraught with problems. This is due to the relative permeability throughout
the ages of the boundary between what was considered to be inside and
outside, or what was Hua-xia (or Han or Chinese) or not, as well as the
all-inclusive manner in which Chinese imperial states gobbled up and
incorporated those surrounding them into the administrative and cultural
fold of the Chinese state.

Chineseness is often expressed these days in terms of theHan ethnicity.
Both ethnonyms, “Chinese,” and “Han,” are exceedingly problematic
and to a large extent informed bymodern notions of the nation.3 Scholars
have worked on various concepts of Chineseness during specific periods
of Chinese history, and some have even used databases to collect data on
various usages of ethnonyms such as “Han,” from the earliest available
records.4 But to date, no comprehensive account that provides an arc for
the development of Chinese concepts of an ethnic or cultural self has been
forthcoming.

2 Another interesting comparison might be to “South Asian,” or “Arab.”
3 See Lydia Liu, The Clash of Empires: The Invention of China in Modern World Making
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2006), p. 80. For the recent history of ethnic and
racial classification schemes, see Thomas Mullaney, Coming to Terms with the Nation:
Ethnic Classification in Modern China (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2010), and
Frank Dikötter, Discourse of Race in Modern China (Stanford: Stanford University Press,
1994).

4 Ma Rong at the Institute of Sociology and Anthropology at Peking University has com-
piled an extensive database of uses of the term “Han” throughout Chinese history.
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So that we might come to terms with what it means to be Chinese or
Han, I offer the following suggestions: rather than assume that “large,
continuous, and homogeneous” was the natural state for China and its
peoples, I ask that we take a close look at the ways in which such
qualities have historically been fought for and only accepted after
much time and contestation, if wholly or at all. As for the notion that
“Chinese” is a relatively homogeneous and stable identity, I suggest that
we focus on the mechanics of one’s identification with Chinese culture
as one way of deciphering when, where, and how individuals think of
themselves and others as Chinese as opposed to smaller, more local
forms of ethnic or regional identification (such as Chaozhou, Hakka,
Hokkien, Taishan, Fuzhou, and Putian). By examining the mechanics
of Chinese identity as it functioned in history, we will break down the
act of identifying oneself or another as Chinese (or, in this book, we will
use the more relevant labels of “Hua-xia” or “Zhu-xia,” “Central
States,” etc.) into component parts. Such parts consist in the various
functions and reasons for naming, presenting, and maintaining a sense
of self and other within specific contexts. In this book, for example, our
focus on contexts of naming and constituting self and other –which, to a
large extent, concern relationships of power – will help us better under-
stand how an appeal to a single, unified identity such as the Hua-xia has
been part of the political and cultural landscape of China since ancient
times.

This book examines the predecessor to the Chinese self – the Hua-xia –
by offering a case study of the cultures and peoples associated with its
ancient southern frontier: the Yue/Viet. It pores over the pre-imperial and
Qin-Han period (221 BCE–220 CE) textual corpus, pitting conceptions
of Yue identity against the presumed central identity of the Hua-xia, or
Zhu-xia. Analyzing rhetorical strategies, common tropes, and other types
of representations of the other, I show the extent to which articulations of
the self and Yue other were shaped by specific contextual needs or
political exigencies. In addition, I provide an extensive discussion of the
various geographies and nomenclature of Yue, as well as a review of
current theories in linguistics and archaeology concerning the ancient
peoples and regions of the southern frontier that are traditionally linked
to the Yue. This establishes a non-textual background for the study of
Yue identity in the ancient South, which in turn casts the textual evidence
in relief, helping reveal the limitations and biases of our literary sources on
the Yue.

By revisiting the question “What is ‘Chinese’?” via the question, “Who
were the ‘Yue’?” in the pre-modern history of the South, I touch upon
general questions relating to processes of identity construction,
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preservation, and destruction in the early history of East Asia.My abiding
hypothesis is that early empires and the imperial logic of centrality – the
latter of which began well before the actual establishment of the Qin
Empire in 221 BCE – played an important role in the unification of a
Hua-xia center and self, and, hence, the construction of marginal others
in the process. The logic of centrality and centeredness, which was
accompanied by a cluster of cosmological concepts such as harmony,
universality, and the gravity of the central body, served as an underlying
and foundational conceptual framework for constructing the self and
other.

Critical to such an analysis is the question of how the logic of centrality
relates to the historiographical conceit of sinicization, or, the notion that
cultures along the periphery of the Central States regions assimilated into
Hua-xia culture by adopting it wholesale. Should we accept at face value
its implicit assumption that Hua-xia peoples and cultures from the North
swept across the Southlands with such political, military, and cultural
force that the Southerners were naturally swayed and won over by it? The
model of sinicization, which functions much like Confucius’ depiction of
the gentleman whose De-virtue德 blows over petty people like wind over
grass, is clearly a gross oversimplification of modes of cultural change in
Chinese history. Yet it remains a stalwart paradigm that has not been
rectified, ousted, or challenged significantly, at least not for the early
period. In this book, I emphasize ways in which early authors of classical
Chinese texts center the Hua-xia self while decentering the other, thereby
showing how the model of sinicization is intrinsic to Hua-xia perspectives
on the other from very early on. This will help contextualize the very tools
of historiography that we have inherited and that continue to exert a force
in scholarship today.

The importance of the Yue – or, at the very least, local peoples inhabit-
ing the South (who may or may not have identified as Yue) – as powerful
actors in the ancient past serves as testament to the immense diversity and
complex history of the East Asian mainland. As this book will show,
certain scholarly approaches, as well as the many textual sources on the
Yue themselves, are mired in identity politics and enmeshed in the inter-
ests of various nationalities and/or ethnic and social groups. The history of
peoples associated with the term “Yue” has thus been swallowed up not
just by time, but also by a dominant historiography that assumes that
sinicization was the core, triumphant process at work. This book will offer
a reformulation of the sinicization paradigm while also helping chisel
away at incumbent interpretations of China – its history and identity –

as amonolithic (i.e., “large, continuous, homogeneous”) whole. Through
the lens of how the Yue other was constructed, described, discussed, and
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studied, I will establish a space for understanding the extent to which
diverse, indigenous inputs and agents from the South featured in the very
creation of Hua-xia and Yue identities.

In examining modes of constructing the self and southern other, we
shed light on the very ways that the history of Chinese engagement in the
South has been written. I do not ask that we completely throw out the
model of sinicization, but I hope that we would approach it critically and
come to terms with the ways in which it may be shaping our understand-
ing of the past. If there is historiographical merit to the concept of
sinicization, then it is only after the boundaries of time and place have
been constructed and the limits and extent of such a process have been
set. On the other hand, perhapsHua-xia culture never really dominated in
the South until the last 500 years or so. If the logic of Hua-xia centrality
and its concomitant notion of sinicization lead us to a false understanding
of the early history of identity relations in that region, then we will need to
establish an alternative model of understanding southern and Hua-xia
interactions: perhaps by redefining what Hua-xia meant in the context of
the early history of the South (i.e., by viewing it as a constantly evolving
concept), or by delving into the concepts of local cultures, syncretism,
hybridity, and syncretic/hybrid cultures in more detail.
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Part I

Orientations: definitions and disciplinary
discussions





Introduction: concepts and frameworks

This book is rooted in a great irony of Chinese history: what was once
considered the dreaded ends of the earth during the classical and early
imperial periods over time came to represent the epitome of Chinese
culture. The ancient Yue 越, with its associated peoples, cultures, and
lands, was transformed in the Chinese South from other to self, foreign to
familiar, theirs to ours, and non-Central States to “China.” Cantonese,
the language spoken in modern Hong Kong andGuangdong Province, as
well as other neighboring areas, is referred to as the “Yue language,” even
though it is primarily a Sinitic language and not what the natives of
the region would have spoken in early times.1 Chinatowns throughout
the world attest to the far-flung influence of the Sinitic Yue legacy.
Even the identification of the Han Chinese as Tang ren (唐人 people of
the Tang Dynasty), used mainly by overseas Cantonese and some over-
seas Min-nan and Hakka peoples and referring to all Chinese as a whole,
is linked to the South. Lastly, many renowned scholars of the second
millennium CE either came from the South or lived much of their lives
there. In addition to the exodus of elites during certain major periods of
northern turmoil or conquest, extensive migrations to south China, along
with the unending trickle of northern migrants seeking political refuge,
farmland, and business opportunities throughout the first and second
millennia CE, helped transform the entire Southland from native Yue
to Sinitic Yue and, hence, to what could be understood in some contexts
as quintessentially Chinese.

Meanwhile, in Vietnam – or “South of Yue” – people see themselves as
descendants of the Yue and use Yue history and identification as a means
of distinguishing themselves from the Han or Chinese people and state.
The story of the naming of the state of Vietnam during the early 1800s
reflects the ways in which the identification of “Yue” was contested and

1 Its links to the native, non-Sinitic languages of the region remain largely unrecognized and
understudied.
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negotiated on both sides of the Sino-Viet border to make claims to Han
and non-Han legacies.2 Most histories of Vietnam include a dedicated
section to the ancient kingdom of Southern Yue (during Han imperial
times) as a critical part of early Vietnamese history.3 Vietnam’s strategic
co-optation of the culture and history associated with ancient Yue pro-
vides an alternative example of how the term has been altered and reused
in a different guise to support identity and nationalism.

Both Chinese and Vietnamese cultures share the valuable history of the
Yue. Peoples from both regions and later eras interacted with the various
meanings of Yue from the ancient tradition to help decide on important
matters of identity and politics. But what was this ancient tradition of Yue
that they interacted with? What were the various meanings associated
with the term, its peoples, and cultures? This book sheds light on how,
even in ancient times, people fashioned and refashioned their own iden-
tity and that of the Yue, long before the rise of either concepts of “China”
or “Vietnam.” It describes the contours of a relationship – that between
the Hua-xia 華夏 (the blossoming, or efflorescent Xia [of the Xia
Dynasty]) self and the descriptions of their alien Yue counterparts to
the far southeast and south.

Given the nature of the ancient accounts I will be looking at, all of
which derive from texts and were recorded in Chinese, we will not be able
to garner very much about how Yue people self-identified or expressed
themselves. This raises an important question: How does a historian of
texts go about investigating a group that left no written record but none-
theless helped deeply shape the dominant group’s self-identity and his-
torical trajectory? The answer, I believe, lies in the stated goals of my
inquiry and narration of the past. Instead of providing a straightforward,
factual account of who the Yue were and how they thought of and
grouped themselves, I aim to show how early Chinese texts reveal a
different reality about the Yue. Such a reality describes not who they
were exactly or how they identified or grouped themselves (although
this is sometimes hinted at), and not even what they said or thought
about themselves. Rather, such a reality contains a substantial degree of
imagination – by viewing the foreign other through the warping lens and

2 See Kate Baldanza, The Ambiguous Border: Debate and Negotiation in Sino-Viet Relations in
the Fifteenth and Sixteenth Centuries, forthcoming, for a thorough retelling of how Vietnam
got its name. As Baldanza narrates, the reigning Emperor of the Nguyễn Dynasty of
Vietnam, Nguyễn Phúc Anh, proposed the name “Nanyue [Southern Yue]” to the
Jiaqing Emperor of the Qing, requesting the latter’s acceptance and formal recognition
of it. This name was summarily rejected by the Qing because it might have been perceived
as laying claims to the then-Qing provinces of Guangdong and Guangxi.

3 See Keith Taylor, The Birth of Vietnam (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1983).
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perspectives of an ever-changing self, we reveal important aspects
about how a certain culture wished to see, build up, and maintain its
own self-image.

This retelling of the Yue suggests that the making of Yue as an identity
or concept in ancient texts is akin to an activity – a process – of comparing
oneself to the other, of gazing into what were perceived as the depths of
otherness so as to reveal, maintain, mitigate, or strengthen some per-
ceived aspect of the Hua-xia self. Indeed, the relative absence of the Yue
voice and perspective in the texts of ancient China makes it impossible to
answer, let alone ask, certain questions. But this does not render the texts
themselves useless. By focusing our inquiry on perceptions and represen-
tations of identity, I hope to let the texts tell us what they can about the
ancient past. Rather than test what the Hua-xia said about the Yue as
people or cultures in terms of an objective reality, or assume that what
they said about the other was true in fact, I examine how the term “Yue”
wasmeaningful as a label, which in turn saysmuch about what the ancient
Chinese thought about both themselves and the alien others to their
South.

Coming to terms with how the ‘Yue’ in ancient accounts were
described helps us piece together the ways in which the Hua-xia people
constructed their own identities vis-à-vis southern difference. Such an
inquiry should help us understand how southern peoples and cultures
were perceived in ways unique to the southern frontier and its special
environments. It is by elucidating characteristics of the southern other –
and asking why such characteristics were chosen to be worthy of mention
or discussion in the first place – that the representations of the self emerge
in sharper focus.We thus begin to fathom the limits of the presentation of
both self and southern other in the ancient textual tradition.

Changing concepts of Yue and Hua-xia identity would have played a
large role in shaping real, concrete political actions and policy. Thus, the
study of Yue identity not only provides a deeper understanding of the
intellectual history of North–South cultures and encounters. It can also
serve as a backdrop to the history of human action and the eventual
transformation of the ancient South into something both quintessentially
Chinese and Vietnamese.

Ethnicity plays a key role in our inquiry. Most frequently, the type of
identity that casts Yue as a foil to Hua-xia is ethnicity. Even though the
term “Hua-xia” (sometimes also “Zhu-xia,” or, “the varied Xia”) osten-
sibly has political connotations by pointing to the many descendants of a
so-called Xia polity (c. 2000–c. 1600 BCE), authors of Warring States
times (c. fifth–third century BCE) did not use such a term for its political
value. Instead, they invoked Hua-xia as an identity that transcended
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contemporary, political, or state groupings.4 Similarly, even though the
term “Yue” is also related to a prominent political state in later Zhou
times (sixth–fourth centuries CE), such a term also comes to transcend
political boundaries as it develops in the literature as a southern foil to the
Hua-xia.

Viewing Hua-xia and Yue primarily through the concept of ethnicity
will center our discussion around cultures and a sense of their inherited or
acquired group identities, rather than any and all forms of identity. To be
sure, we will have to address political identity to a certain extent, espe-
cially when exploring the multifaceted ways in which terms associated
with the Yue are used in the literature. But by searching for Hua-xia and
Yue as ethnonyms, or analyzing them in terms of what we would call
“ethnicity,” we can formulate a more precise theory concerning the
origins of Chineseness as an ethnic concept. We can also better observe
how ethnicity was maintained and preserved in the early history of China.

Jonathan Hall, a scholar of ancient Hellenistic identity, has proposed a
useful definition of ethnicity that is grounded in the notion that ethni-
cities, while there might be a strong biological component, are at base
constructed categories. Ethnicity, for Hall, grounds identity in a shared
myth of descent and a shared association with a specific territory.5 As thus
conceived, ethnicity is an open, malleable social construction capable of
changingwith time and place. Such a definition is general enough to allow
for varying claims on ethnicity but specific enough to distinguish ethnicity
from other forms of identification such as nationality, kinship, and cul-
ture. It is important to note that one’s sense of shared, ethnic territory is
often not separate from one’s sense of shared descent, as original ances-
tors are necessarily locatable to a specific place and time. In this book, I
expand upon Hall’s concept of ethnicity to include the following three
criteria: a shared myth of descent, a shared association with a specific
territory, and a shared sense of culture. This way of understanding
ethnicity renders problematic any conception of Chineseness as a pri-
mordial, essential, and, indeed, biological marker of much significance.

4 The traditional understandings of Chinese history start with the Xia Dynasty, followed by
the Shang and then the Zhou. While the existence of the latter two have been confirmed
through archaeological and textual data, the existence of the Xia as a polity or dynasty is
still much contested by scholars. K. C. Chang believes that there is good reason to think
that the Xia corresponds to an archaeological culture called the Erlitou 而里頭, which
dates to 1900–1350 BCE. See K. C. Chang, “China on the Eve of the Historical Period,”
in Edward Shaughnessy andMichael Loewe, eds., The Cambridge History of Ancient China
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), pp. 71–73.

5 JonathanHall,Ethnic Identity in Greek Antiquity (Cambridge: CambridgeUniversity Press,
1997), p. 32.
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The criterion of a shared sense of descent helps clarify that ethnicity can
be dependent “not so much on real descent as on the symbols of descent
and the individual’s belief in them.”6 It also helps distinguish ethnicity
from other identifications such as nationality and culture, more strictly
understood. Nationalities can be based solely on geography (territory)
and politics, but ethnicities are different because they incorporate a group
consciousness, mythic or not, of one’s origins and ancestors. Similarly,
ethnicities can be distinguished from culture insofar as they include a
notion of shared descent. Many people can share the same culture,
defined as the shared habits and practices of people living in similar
environments, without having to share the same myth of descent.7 But
when a people shares a myth of descent, a geographic location, as well as a
sense of culture, it is fair to refer to them in terms of ethnicity.

Inscribing difference: identity as an ascribed
taxonomic landscape

Judith Butler has famously referred to identity as performance, or stylized
acts.8 Identity can indeed be fruitfully discussed in such constructivist
terms, and in this book I subscribe to a thoroughly constructivist way of
approaching the concepts of identity and ethnicity. But rather than focus
on formulations about performance and the dramatic act of expressing
the self and other, I wish to draw our attention to larger social, cultural,
and political processes of labeling, inscribing, classifying, and delimiting
others. For example, of the ancient Yue peoples and cultures we know
very little about the performative, stylized acts of identity enacted by the
Yue themselves, especially with regards to the active construction of their
own self-identity. We are mostly only privy to descriptions written by
Hua-xia elite outsiders about the Yue, or to the act of ascribing identity to
someone outside the self. Even though “performance” is a perfectly
acceptable way of understanding such a manner of constituting the
Hua-xia self through the Yue other, I am not convinced that it

6 Mark Elliott, The Manchu Way: The Eight Banners and Ethnic Identity in Late Imperial
China (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2001), p. 17.

7 Culture and ethnicity can be deeply related, thusmaking it difficult to distinguish between
the two. Sow-theng Leong points to competition with others as a factor that helps carve an
ethnicity out of people with a shared culture. While she does not give a definition of
ethnicity, she provides us with a possible source or reason for its emergence, along with its
clear connection to culture. Sow-theng Leong, Migration and Ethnicity in Chinese History:
Hakkas, Pengmin, and Their Neighbors, Tim Wright, ed. (Stanford: Stanford University
Press, 1997), pp. 19–20.

8 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York:
Routledge, 1990).
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