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as the Chinese humanities canon, whereas China studies outside of China
has its roots in Cold War-era Area Studies specializations, which grew
out of the post—-World War II geopolitical priorities of the United States
(Wallerstein 1997). The significance of this lies in the difference between
a civilizational and a geopolitical approach to “China.” The former is
humanistic and the latter is adversarial; likewise, the former is primarily
motivated by an imperative to enrich and appreciate the historical-cultural
canon, while the latter is driven by the imperative to understand a sig-
nificant (and potentially rival) “other” to the Euro-American “self.” Both
approaches can share similar pitfalls, namely state-centrism and ethno-
national essentialism.

Awrea Studies

What it takes to be considered an Area specialist is not complicated: some-
one with sufficient language proficiency to focus their research in a given
place (usually defined by country or region), using primary resources. This
need not be a foreign country, though the implicit assumption is that this
is often the case. China studies, therefore, is a subfield of East Asian stud- |
ies populated by specialists across social scientific disciplines: political sci-
ence, history, anthropology, sociology, economics, geography, and so on.
Although the geopolitical assumptions of Area studies have been critiqued
in several disciplines (Walder 2004), the geographical commitments nec-
essary to conduct research in anthropology, geography, and history have
kept runaway universalisms in check with the steady onslaught of evidence
that place matters, places are different, and difference is fundamental to
the functioning of globalization as we know it. Yet, this has not addressed
the epistemic rupture between China studies and globalization studies.

Tur PrROBLEM

The crux of the problem lies in the role of the state in relation to glo-
balization as imagined after the end of the Cold War, Not just any state,
but the difference between immediate Cold War victors on the one hand
and China on the other. The hegemonic narrative of globalization—that
of universalizing economic liberalism along with ever-deepening global
integration—has assigned an exceptional position to the United States and
Western Europe as primary drivers of a process in which “inexorable market
and technological forces...take shape in the core of the global economy
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and radiate out from there,” to “impact” the rest of the globe (Hart 2002:
13). Social scientific literature is rife with such framings (Zheng 2002;
Nissanke and Thorbecke 2006; Black and Brainerd 2002), which deny
agency to “the local” and conceive of globalization as a teleological rather
than dialectical process. On the other hand, China had been assigned a
passive role insofar as China’s post-1989 transformations were generally
understood as resulting from “the impact of globalization,” on domestic
politics, culture, and economics (Zheng 2004 ). This is a problem because
globalization has been framed as a unidirectional process; something to
which China “responds” or “adapts” as part of its linear trajectory toward
liberalization.

Globalization as we know it would not exist without China’s transfor-
mations, which facilitated the entrée of 400 million newly disempowered
laborers into the world market, thereby enabling vast transformations in
global industrial and agricultural production now understood as typical
of corporate globalization (Muldavin 2003). Yet, it has proven very dif-
ficult, even in the context of a putatively more open post-1989 world, for
social scientific inquiry to engage this fact without falling into one of three
traps engendered by state-centrism, identified by Brenner (2004). The
first is spatial fetishism, which holds that space is timeless and static and
therefore immune to the possibility of historical change that deviates from
the dominant telos. The inevitability narratives and “impact models” (Hart
2006) of globalization are one example of this, which tend to overlook the
dynamism between China’s domestic transformations and global capital in
the dialectical constitution of the global economy. The second is method-
ological territorialism, which assumes that all social relations are organized
within discreetly bounded territorial containers, generally contiguous with
national territory. It is through such thinking that some aspect of ‘global-
ization’ can be talked about as influencing “China” as a whole rather than,
say, a discreet group of officials in a particular town who then exert power
over a particular neighborhood which may or may not have links to other
places within or beyond China (Bair 2009). The third trap, methodological
nationalism, is closely related insofar as it assumes that the nation-state
is a coherent unit of analysis; that social relations are homogenous across
national space and are organized at the national scale. This is particularly
evident in Anglophone and Sinophone discourses on “China,” as though it
were actually a monolithic unit driven by a coherent centralized state. The
subsequent section discusses how this trap is especially evident in academic
discourses within and about China.










































