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PREFACE AND AC KNOW LEDG MENTS

In the past de cade, for reasons of temperament and circumstance, I have 
immersed myself in university activism. Among  others, I have supported 
gradu ate student  unionization, opposed the off shored branding of educa-
tion and the casualization of  labor regimes at New York University (nyu), 
worked to shine a light on the horrifi c  labor abuses tolerated by nyu in its 
construction of a campus in Abu Dhabi, or ga nized against nyu’s physi-
cal expansion in and destruction of its New York City neighborhood in 
Greenwich Village, helped lead the movement of no confi dence against 
nyu’s erstwhile president John Sexton, and worked for many years in the 
Faculty Senate against the overwhelming trend  toward the dilution of 
faculty governance in academic aff airs and the hypostasized growth and 
gross empowerment of administrative managerialism at the nyu– New York 
campus and in nyu’s global imperium. I also have spent the past de cade 
writing and then trying to fi gure out how to turn  these critical essays into 
the academically— demanded and— validated monograph: such is the grip 
of convention, even for someone such as myself, who other wise has fl outed 
a good number of its dictates. Fi nally, I deci ded to ignore the convention: 
 these are and  really should be linked essays. Th ey are thematically linked 
by a long- standing intellectual- historical proj ect and problematique; and 
they are linked by my sense of a necessary critical politics that is at once 
scholarly and born of my life as a professor of Chinese history and activist 
at nyu at this par tic u lar historical juncture.

Th e essays  were written in the shadow of the historical transformations 
in China and the institutional transformations shaping my everyday life 
at nyu, transformations that feature the centrality of both China and nyu 
to what I deem to be noxious neoliberal trends of and in the world  today. 
I have written widely for an internal nyu audience on my sense of  those 
transformations and their trampling of academic integrity, faculty auton-
omy, and intellectual life. Th e topics covered in this book can be considered 
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my sense of transformations in China. Th e essays cannot help but refl ect 
the fact that the institution for which I work is run according to many 
antidemo cratic, retrograde culturalist, po liti cally oppressive, and unjust 
economic princi ples, whose 1930s and 1980s/1990s Chinese intellectual 
instantiations I examine and critique  here. In  these days of generalized 
market- centrism, ahistorical globalism, antilabor consumerism, and pur-
portedly apo liti cally “correct” culturalism, this book of critical refl ection 
pres ents itself as a history of the pres ent; that is, it is emphatically in and of 
its global and local place and its time, although alas it can only ever be quite 
imperfectly so.

More happily,  these essays also are the product of many years of interac-
tion with and learning from a number of  people in my life, many of whom 
have defi ed conventions in one way or the next. I am pleased to acknowl-
edge them  here. Harry Harootunian has long been as steadfast and chal-
lenging an interlocutor as he has been a generous friend and mentor; Lin 
Chun continually has inspired me with her personal integrity, intellectual 
honesty, and po liti cal acumen; Dai Jinhua has been a constant source of 
friendship and grounded feminist critique of the inequalities and injustices 
of Chinese and global society and culture; and Angela Zito’s deeply ethical, 
thought- provoking, and humorous approach to life and the acad emy have 
been a steady cause of stimulation and enjoyment. I am fortunate to know 
and to have worked with each of them. I also want to salute  here my com-
rades at nyu(- ny): our strug gles must continue, in solidarity and in hope!

Many marvelous gradu ate students, now in the professoriate or other 
 careers, have been central to the conceptualization and writing of diff  er ent 
parts of this book over the years it has taken to produce it. I want to ac-
knowledge in par tic u lar Nakano Osamu, Chen Wei- chih, Maggie Clinton, 
Zhu Qian, Max Ward, Lorraine Chi- Man Wong, Jane Hayward, and Andy 
Liu. In classes and beyond, they accompanied me on a program of theo-
retical and empirical reading, while intellectually challenging me at  every 
step. My nyu life would be much impoverished  were it not for the serious-
ness and serendipity of  these students and of their worthy successors.

Over the years  these essays have taken shape, I have received funding 
and assistance from vari ous places for other proj ects.  Th ose proj ects  were 
not completed, as it was  these studies that continually grabbed and held 
my attention. So, I owe very belated thanks to the acls/neh Area Studies 
Fellowship, the once intellectually vibrant nyu International Center for 
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Advanced Studies (now defunct), the Modern History Institute at the Aca-
demia Sinica in Taiwan, and the Department of History at Tsing hua Uni-
versity in Beijing. At some point, each gave me money and/or time and/or 
space to work, think, and engage in dialogue. In Taipei, Peter Zarrow, Yu 
Chien- ming, Shen Sung- ch’iao, Julia Strauss, and P’an Kuang- che helped 
make my stay productive and enjoyable. At Tsing hua, Wang Hui, Ge Fei, 
and Qi Xiaohong  were particularly helpful. In addition, I have been invited 
to many places to pres ent parts of most of  these works. Henrietta Har-
rison invited me to Harvard’s Fairbank Center; T. J. Hinrichs had me to 
Cornell; Andre Schmid and Ken Kawashima arranged for two visits at the 
University of Toronto; Bryna Goodman or ga nized a talk at the Univer-
sity of Oregon. Bruce Cumings invited me to the University of Chicago; 
Eugenia Lean hosted me at the Columbia Modern China Seminar; Jane 
Hayward invited me to Oxford; Viren Murthy asked me to pres ent at a 
joint University of Chicago/ People’s University conference in Beijing and 
subsequently, along with Louise Young, invited me to the University of 
Wisconsin– Madison. Dai Jinhua had me to the Beijing University Depart-
ment of Chinese; Wang Hui arranged for me to teach some of this material 
at Tsing hua; Lin Chun invited me to the London School of Economics; 
Michael Dutton and Sanjay Seth had me at Goldsmiths; and the amazing 
Harriet Evans coaxed me to pres ent at the University of Westminster. Fi nally, 
Tina Chen lured me (in winter no less!) to Winnipeg. Discussions with var-
ied audiences assisted me in clarifying the arguments and pushed me to 
be more intellectually ambitious. Naturally,  those named and  those not 
are absolved of any responsibility for what I made of their contributions, 
comments, critiques, and skepticisms.

Parts of this book have been published elsewhere. Portions of the fi rst 
essay  were published in Th e Material of World History, edited by Tina Mai 
Chen and David Churchill (2015); a very preliminary version of the second 
essay was published in Historien: A Review of the Past (Greece 2005); and 
another version has been published in Chinese in an anthology edited by 
Lydia Liu, titled, in En glish, World Order and Civilizational Stages: New 
Th eories and Scholarship (2016). Parts of the fourth essay  were published in 
Chinese in Marxism and Real ity (Beijing 2013) and other parts in bound-
ary 2 (2005); a portion of essay fi ve was published as part of the afore-
mentioned boundary 2 article. Th is previously published material has been 
thoroughly reworked.
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I thank my editor at Duke University Press, Ken Wissoker, for his solid 
support for me and my work. I am particularly grateful to the readers for the 
press who challenged, encouraged, and assisted me in innumerable ways. 
Th e copyeditor, Sheila McMahon, was heroic in her eff orts. Fi nally, I am 
obliged to my student Xu MengRan, who helped me prepare the manu-
script for fi nal submission and to Zhu Qian for the index. As I have now 
come to expect, the production team at Duke was spectacular.

As always, my  family has supported me in big and small ways. At an 
early moment in writing, my  mother, Dolores Karl, generously lent me her 
 house on Long Island to use as a retreat; she kept siblings, kids, and dogs 
at bay for the requested period of time. While I was  there, Charlie and Lee 
ensured I had good food and companions at least once a week. Miranda 
Massie provided an early sounding board for some of the work as it was 
being thought. Th e Bell/Calhoune/St.  Vil/Ennis/Massie families— adults 
and kids— have kept me laughing, com pany, and tethered to life as it is 
lived in real time. And through every thing, F. David Bell was a challenging 
and marvelous best friend and partner: for his consistent ability— despite 
all—to fi nd levity in our lives, I dedicate this book to him. I am deeply 
grieved that he did not live to see this book published. He was and  will 
continue to be my personal spark, my very own concept of magic.



Introduction
Repetition and Magic

Just when they seem engaged in revolutionizing themselves and  things, in creating 
something that has never yet existed, . . .  they anxiously conjure up the spirits of 
the past to their ser vice and borrow from them names,  battle cries and costumes in 
order to pres ent the new scene of world history in this time- honored disguise and 
this borrowed language.
— karl marx, Eigh teenth Brumaire

In the late 1930s and early 1940s, Wang Yanan, an economic phi los o pher 
and prominent cotranslator (with Guo Dali) into Chinese of David Ricardo, 
Adam Smith, and Karl Marx’s three- volume Das Kapital, among  others, 
published a series of critiques of con temporary po liti cal economic theory 
in vari ous social scientifi c journals in China of his day.1 With topics rang-
ing over aspects of “the economic” as science and social practice, as philoso-
phy and concept, nine of the essays  were reprinted as a book in 1942.2 Th e 
anthology’s lead piece, “On Economics,” announces Wang’s basic position: 
“Economics is a science of practice [shijian de kexue]; it is a science that 
forms itself in the course of practice; and it is only in its signifi cance and 
utility in practice that it can be correctly and effi  caciously researched and 
understood.”3 Rejecting economics as  either pure theory or pure empiricism, 
Wang was adamant that “the economic” was a philosophy of  human be hav-
ior and thus, as an academic disciplinary practice, should retain and be 
based in a dynamic relation to everyday materiality. Th e economic as 
a social phenomenon had to be derived from and return to historicized 
practice as a  matter of and in the very conceptualization of social life at any 
given moment in time. For Wang, attempts to grasp economic concepts 
ahistorically— through the externalization of concepts that detaches them 
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from the social realities and the historicity of their own emergence— were 
no more than manifestations of metaphysical or idealist ideology. By the 
same token, he maintained that the opposite of metaphysical idealism, that 
is, positivistic empiricism, was also untenable as it represented an evasion 
of universal economic laws established in and by capitalism as a global 
pro cess. While metaphysical idealism was too removed from everyday life 
and social practice in its insistence on ahistorical categorical absolutes, 
positivism served to bypass the unevenly structured materiality of global 
social practice through an overemphasis on specifi city and a rejection of 
structural analy sis.4

On Wang’s account, in the 1930s and 1940s, the two malevolent trends 
of idealism/metaphysics and positivistic empiricism  were exemplifi ed in 
China and globally by two fl ourishing con temporary schools of econom-
ics: the Austrian School (metaphysical) and the (German) New Historicists 
(positivistic empiricism). Wang reserved his most scathing critique for the 
Austrian School, which, he believed, had thoroughly infi ltrated global 
mainstream and jejune Chinese economics circles with simplistic theories. 
For Wang, the Austrian School was the more dangerous  because it appeared 
the most commonsensical.5 Yet the positivist- empiricist trend as exempli-
fi ed in the German New Historicists was also troubling to Wang, as many 
economists of the time (in China as elsewhere) seemed content to delve into 
endless empiricist detail, thus forsaking attention to theoretical systematic-
ity, historicized social practice, and conceptual rigor. In Wang’s estimation, 
the endless pileup of empirical detail merely led to a historical analytical 
impasse of repetitive diff erence, particularly, as was usually the case, when 
such empiricism was unaccompanied by historically cogent and materially 
specifi c conceptualization.

In accordance with his jaundiced view of the major global trends, 
Wang’s assessment of social scientifi c inquiry, including economics, in 
the China of his day was also withering. His general observation on this 
issue pointed to what he deemed the worst of all worlds in China’s re-
search practices since the late nineteenth  century.  Th ese practices entailed 
the necessary  wholesale importation into China of po liti cal economy as 
a discipline and science due to imperialist capitalism and its attendant 
cultural- intellectual impositions; the subsequent ill- fi tting application of 
this imported discipline and science to Chinese real ity; and, fi  nally, the 
arrival by Chinese scholars at what appeared to be an altogether logical 
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choice of conclusions:  either the theories  were faulty and one did not need 
them  because Chinese real ity exceeded or lagged  behind the theorization, 
or the theories  were fi ne and Chinese real ity was somehow at fault for their 
ill fi t.  Th ese two conclusions, Wang noted, corresponded almost exactly to 
empiricist exceptionalism (a wing of the positivist camp) and metaphysical 
universalism. One par tic u lar target of Wang’s critique in the 1930s for his si-
multaneous propensity  toward empiricist exceptionalism and metaphysical 
universalism—as well as for what Marx might have called his conjury of the 
past to minimize the newness of the pres ent— was the economist and  later 
(in)famous demographer Ma Yinchu.6 In the late 1930s, Wang castigated 
Ma for his willful distortion of Adam Smith’s liberalism and his neglect of 
the historical conditions through and in reaction to which Smith produced 
his late eighteenth- century study, Wealth of Nations (which had been fully 
translated by Wang and Guo Dali in the late 1920s).7 According to Wang, 
Ma’s distortion of Smith and neglect of China’s specifi c history had become 
the premise of his famous book, Transformation of the Chinese Economy 
[Zhongguo Jingji Gaizao].8 Of par tic u lar concern to Wang was Ma’s cavalier 
attitude  toward concepts along with the way Ma based his argument about 
the reform of the Chinese economy upon a condemnation of the Chinese 
 people for being a “loose plate of sand” (yipan sansha), referring to their 
lack of po liti cal organ ization.9 According to Wang, this “looseness” seemed 
to demonstrate for Ma a Chinese hyperindividualism, proving that “the 
Chinese  people do not need liberalism” of  either the po liti cal or the economic 
variety.10

In his equating of the particularity of China’s sociopo liti cal structure to 
the concept of liberalism and his consequent distortion of the historicity of 
China and of the concept of liberalism, Wang accused Ma, among other 
 things, of “playing” (wannong) with concepts,  here specifi cally by reducing 
liberalism to a purported individualism that equated in China to a lack of 
po liti cal organ ization. Th is conceptual “playing” allowed Ma (and  others, 
such as close associate and Fudan University economist Li Quanshi) to 
acknowledge a given concept as the basis for a given theory (thus, to recognize 
its supposed universalism), reduce the theory/concept to a commonsensi-
cal or vulgar core (thus to turn the theory into an ahistorical metaphysics), 
proclaim the reduced core irrelevant for China  because China’s real ity did 
not fi t its (now distorted) content (hence to exceptionalize China), and 
thence to proceed to analyze China’s situation as if it  were divorced from 
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theory, as if concepts fl oated  free of and could be abstracted from the ma-
teriality of their relevance, and as if China’s real ity  were entirely outside the 
realm of common theorization and historical materiality. In Wang’s analy-
sis, Ma’s simultaneous discarded universalism and derived exceptionalism 
was no mere methodological choice. Rather, it became and was intended 
to be a truth- claim about Chinese exceptionalism that could only ever be 
intensely ideological.11 Th at is, rather than exploring categorical abstrac-
tions in their concrete historical content and manifestations, Ma appeared 
to be appealing to a category- free content that seemed to transcend history 
altogether.12 Wang encapsulated this type of conceptual conjuring and ideo-
logical ahistorical claim to truth  under the rubric of the “magic of concepts” 
(gainian de moshu).13

Th e “magic of concepts” is a felicitously suggestive formulation. Taking 
a cue from Wang Yanan’s phrase in relation to the prob lem of history as 
repetition and conjury named in Marx’s Eigh teenth Brumaire, the current 
book explores some of the normative conceits— concepts— that have come 
to inform the study of modern Chinese history, not only in the United 
States but in China and more generally.14 By the same token, the following 
essays are sometimes not so much about China as such as they are about 
conceits— concepts—of history, philosophy, and culture as thought through 
China in the 1930s and 1990s. Let me explain: Th e normative conceits of 
social scientifi c inquiry taken up in the following essays  were systemati-
cally established in the 1930s in China (although most had piecemeal 
origins from an earlier period) through a number of contestations and 
debates enmeshed in ongoing global and Chinese discussions over the 
nature of conceptualization in the context of a global crisis in political- 
economic approaches to history more generally. Th e essays in this book 
refl ect on and document some of the contours of  those contestations and 
debates, many of which revolve around the content and scope of what con-
stitutes “the economic” in concept and social life. In the wake of the demise 
of Maoist socialism and global revolution in the 1980s and 1990s, many of 
the formerly most contested of  these conceits  were rediscovered or rede-
ployed to become the central pillars of social scientifi c and humanities in-
quiry for a new age of global Chinese studies, in China as elsewhere. While 
some find in this redeployment evidence for a rupture in or a continu-
ity of Chinese historical inquiry within a strict national historicist peri-
odization (ruptural  because the supposed linearity of “modern Chinese 
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history” was severed by the so- called aberration of socialism; continuous 
 because China’s 1930s modernization can be sutured to the 1990s pursuit 
of cap i tal ist modernization as if socialism meant nothing), the following 
essays reject such a national historicist method or premise. Instead, I sug-
gest that a more productive way to think of  these redeployments is in the 
terms of repetition off ered by Marx in the Eigh teenth Brumaire. My point 
is emphatically not to erase the socialist moment but rather to track how 
it has become eminently erasable through the resumption of normative 
(cap i tal ist) social scientifi c conceptualization in the 1990s. Th e monologic 
dialogues I am setting up, therefore, primarily are between the 1930s and the 
1980s and 1990s; in this sense, I am not aiming (and failing) at tracking 
the furious po liti cal  battles of the 1980s over the prospects for socialism in 
China. Th at latter very impor tant task is being undertaken by  others and 
elsewhere.15

To my end, the essays in this book track loosely or rigorously the multi-
faceted discussions in China and globally in the 1920s–1940s (glossed as 
“the 1930s”) as well as in the 1980s–1990s on “the economic” and its con-
ceptual links to social practice and social life more generally. I pay more 
attention in both eras to the academic rather than the Party or po liti cal side 
of  these debates. Th e attempt is to understand how certain central con-
cepts emerged— through an alchemy of common sense, debate, scientifi c 
truth- claim, and global scholarly consensus—as settled concepts of his-
torical inquiry, which then become repeated in diff  er ent eras, as if de facto 
and yet de novo. Th is is the prob lem named by repetition in Marx’s sense. 
Th at is, repetition is a form of temporalization, an understanding of his-
tory as hereditary through a performative enactment of a spectral return, 
ghosts oft en “resuscitated in mythical form” in the ser vice of a reactionary 
politics.16 Repetition then is a prob lem of the dead haunting the living— 
what Marx called the vampiric— that produces a sense of ostensible con-
tinuity, or yet again, of never- ending circling. Marx evokes the vampire 
fi gure to name a po liti cal economy of the dead: a world soaked in blood 
and hauntings. I argue that the vampiric nature of the po liti cal economy of 
the modern world can be demonstrated in a historiography of magical con-
cepts in social scientifi c inquiry. To illustrate this, each essay moves be-
tween the 1930s and the 1990s, where the move- between is intended not to 
erase the existence of the  middle— that is, the oft en- dis appeared socialist 
moment— but rather to illustrate how the very occlusion and disappearing 



6 INTRODUCTION

of the socialist moment help produce the historiographically repetitive 
magic of concepts that, in the practice of social scientifi c inquiry, erases 
challenges to its own normative assumptions through its smooth renarra-
tion of history in “objective” terms. Th at is, crudely, socialism is treated as 
unobjective and thus ideological, while cap i tal ist social science is consid-
ered normative and hence objective; this allows for the challenge that was 
socialism to be dismissed without serious analy sis. Th us if in the 1930s the 
conceptual landscape was open to debate and question— where concepts 
 were acknowledged to carry ideological weight— aft er the beginning of the 
1980s and certainly by the 1990s, the landscape came to be foreclosed by the 
repudiation of critique and the rewriting of histories in globally accepted 
“objective” scholarly terminology, where ideologies are hidden in cap i tal-
ist (social scientifi c) normativity. In this sense, then, the relation of the 
vantages between and within each essay is at once conceptual and material, 
where each takes on both a self- contained and a connected set of issues. 
Th e internal and external relations within and among them are products 
of  actual material linkages; but more explic itly in this book, they are pre-
sented as products of the conceptual confl ations created by and through 
par tic u lar social scientifi c premises of comparison and equivalence. Th ey 
are, in other words, connected through ghostly conjury, repetition, magic.

Rather than take China’s 1930s as continuous with (or ruptural from) the 
1980s–1990s  under the rubric of a supposedly singular national- cultural 
subject of history called “China”— a China that seemingly went off  the 
(cap i tal ist) tracks in the 1950s–1970s, only to rejoin  those (cap i tal ist) tracks 
in the 1980s onward— I seek to trou ble the stable subject of a singular na-
tional history or conceptual community, not by deconstructing the state’s 
narrative nor by denying the deep historicity of China as a sometimes- 
unifi ed polity or loose and dispersed historical unity in heterogeneity, but 
by taking diff  er ent eras within the supposed national time- space and the 
similar conceptual languages within the supposed  wholeness of “Chinese 
academic language” as prob lems in comparison and of critical repetition. 
As Marx evokes in the Eigh teenth Brumaire, conceptual conjury is oft en 
mobilized to envelope history in a “magic cap,”17 to produce history as a 
prob lem of continuity, to dress up dissimilar but seemingly repetitive events 
in disguise and re- pres ent them as new. In this sense, my intranational 
comparative strategy intends to bypass ongoing and by now (in my opinion) 
altogether dead- end debates in the China fi eld about continuity and rup-
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ture in China’s modern history while at the same time reconfi guring how 
we might speak of this history as both Chinese and global. In view of the 
fact that debates on the economic are not unique to China even though 
they occurred in China in unique ways, the relationality and comparabil-
ity critically exposed and historically elaborated in the essays in this book 
focus on how “the economic” came to be detached from a historical phi-
losophy of everyday life and practice in the 1930s and some of the ways this 
detachment came to be critically apprehended. Th is detachment helped 
render economic categories transhistorical, which in turn helped yield a 
fl at terrain of history usually glossed as national space or transnational 
region, national history, world history, or some other spatialized and natu-
rally temporalized category of an untroubled chronological variety. Th is 
fl atness was taken up anew in the 1980s and 1990s in the name of profes-
sional and objective inquiry  aft er the supposed more ideologically charged 
socialist period. Th e book’s essays thus individually and collectively also 
address philosophical prob lems of comparability/equivalence and historical 
conceptualization, as well as historical prob lems of the relationship between 
concept and practice. In this reading, the magic of concepts, as the name of 
the prob lem of uncritical historical repetition and truth- conjury, is a crucial 
trope for and entry into my discussions and elaborations.

Of Magic and Concepts

A long anthropological tradition takes magic as a ritualized key to everyday 
practice in precapitalist (“primitive”) socie ties. A more recent revision of 
that tradition has critiqued the opposition between magic and rational-
ity, primitivity and modernity by demonstrating that the operations and 
the productions of magic in and by socie ties are thoroughly enmeshed in 
modern pro cesses. Of course Marx long ago asserted and demonstrated, 
through his analy sis of the commodity fetish, the essentially enchanted na-
ture of the modern world. Th ree major historical approaches to magic have 
evolved and been developed from the anthropological/so cio log i cal lit er a-
ture: a Weberian approach to the role of charisma in leadership regimes, or 
charisma as the magic of the leader; a Foucauldian/Heideggerian approach 
to repre sen ta tion in relation to “the real” where the two are, to one degree 
or the next, set in opposition to one another; and a Marxist/Benjaminian 
approach to commodity fetishism as an ideological and social form of 
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reifi cation.18 Each of  these illustrates a certain aspect of the relationship of 
magic to modernity, where magic operates not as the primitive remnant 
or occulted exotic but rather as a crucial aspect of the very modern global 
pro cesses of state formation, language- real ity mediations, social formation, 
and cap i tal ist po liti cal economic procedures. Each paradigm suggests, in 
addition, a relationship of magic and conjury to modern temporality and 
social conceptualization. Indeed, as Jean Baudrillard noted some time ago 
in addressing the prob lem of the “magical thinking of ideology”: “Ideology 
can no longer be understood as an infra- superstructural relation between 
a material production . . .  and a production of signs. . . .  Ideology is thus 
properly situated on neither side of this split. Rather, it is the one and only 
form that traverses all the fi elds of social production. Ideology seizes all 
production, material or symbolic, in the same pro cess of abstraction, re-
duction, general equivalence and exploitation.”19

My interest does not reside in adjudicating among the vari ous ap-
proaches. Rather, I suggest how we might cast the prob lem of magic into a 
historical frame: when and how did magical thinking— here specifi cally in 
the realm of the economic— become pos si ble and relevant in China? When 
and how did the economic become ideology, if we understand ideology 
in Baudrillardian terms as a pro cess of “abstraction, reduction, general 
equivalence and exploitation” tied not only to a local social formation but 
a global set of contingencies and structures fi gured in the (inevitable) non-
correspondence between concept and material history? Is “magic” a pro cess 
only of negative conjury, of fetishization and repetitive performativity, or 
can magic point to something more socially generative and critical?

Working backward from the questions raised above, philosophically we 
can say that magic evokes certain lived dimensions of temporal disjuncture 
forced by the modern generalization of abstraction and the condition of 
historical displacement. As the sociologist Henri Lefebvre noted in this 
regard, magic evokes a past that has dis appeared or is absent; as part of social 
life, it resurrects the dead or the absent by achieving a “repetition or the 
renewal of the past.” In this sense, magic “can challenge what has been ac-
complished and act as though what is is not.”20 For Lefebvre, this  imagined 
renewal and repetition of the past represents a form of everyday life that 
does not allow for an accumulation of time in the manner understood by 
historians or social scientists as chronological linearity or national conti-
nuities. Rather, the centrality of magic to the ostensibly seamless establish-
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ment of a relationship between past and pres ent precisely signals a form of 
nonaccumulation. Th at is, magic can signal productively the reorganiza-
tion of time around a series of moments that may recall, but cannot be 
said to be continuous with, one another. Th is form of temporality is what 
critic Daniel Bensaïd has called “punctuated anachrony,”21 a syncopated 
quality that can help explain why everyday life—as moment and routine, 
as repetition and renewal— forms the crux of Lefebvre’s philosophical and 
historical investigations into modernity. As creative mediator, magic is 
crucial to the necessary ambiguity of modern everyday life: it is part of the 
quotidian suturing of incommensurate temporalities and thus participates 
in the disjunctive rituals that comprise the everyday. At the same time and 
oft en more persuasively or in more saturated fashion, in practical social 
life, magic is crucial as ideological illusion.22

In this dual but oft en contradictory sense—as necessary suture and as 
illusion— magic suggests a lived form of reciprocal historicity mediated 
by disjuncture rather than continuity.23 It thus can indicate how modern 
temporality can be understood and articulated as objectifi ed experience, 
even as it is constructed out of severe historical displacement.24 Ritual and 
magic hence are part and parcel of conventionalization, by helping render 
the modern experience of sociotemporal displacement into an objectifi ed 
quotidian.25 Yet, as anthropologist Marilyn Ivy has cogently put it, it is the 
conventionality of ritual and magic that compels belief: “Only the force of 
society can insure that the conventional is believable.”26 To the extent, then, 
that social- scientifi c languages and concepts create conventionality both in 
academic inquiry and as a general common sense— thus, to the extent that 
 these concepts mediate between past and pres ent in a seemingly seamless 
“objective” fashion, abolishing temporality even as they appeal to continuous 
chronology— they fall squarely within the realm of conceptual (as opposed 
to lived) magic as  here understood.

Th e prob lem of magic also suggests epistemological issues in the prac-
tice of conceptual history. As historical phi los o pher Reinhart Koselleck has 
noted with regard to conceptual histories: “Investigating concepts and their 
linguistic history is as much a part of the minimal condition for recogniz-
ing history as is the defi nition of history as having to do with  human 
society. . . .  Any translation [of concepts] into one’s own pres ent implies a 
conceptual history. . . .  Obviously, the reciprocal interlacing of social and 
conceptual history was systematically explored only in the 1930s.”27 Indeed, 
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as a historical datum, a concern with concepts as abstractions— their 
linguistic and historical specifi cations as well as their realms of reference— 
was shared by many scholars and activists in China, as elsewhere, in the 
1930s and beyond. Th us, while numerous debates in China at the time— 
including the social history debate and the agrarian economy debate, 
among  others— were about the urgency of con temporary revolutionary 
politics, as historian Arif Dirlik has argued,28 yet they  were also and 
importantly about specifying the scope of concepts that could mediate dif-
fer ent yet common realities of and in the 1930s world.29  Here, Koselleck’s 
periodizing— originally derived from German scholarly practice but readily 
recognizable as transcending that par tic u lar historical case—is indicative 
of the global cap i tal ist 1930s experience of general dislocatedness and crisis, 
the increasing domination of abstraction over life in general, and the cor-
responding desire to fi x understanding of that generalized condition into 
universal “objective” conceptualization.

By the same token, Koselleck’s caution that concepts have a linguistic 
history is at the same time obvious and endlessly complex as a histori-
cal prob lem; yet it is just part of the larger issue raised by conceptual his-
tory. For, although we can certainly register the historical specifi city of the 
1930s as an extended moment during which the historicity of concepts and 
their linguistic defi nitions/equivalences  were confronted quite directly in 
China as globally, our concern cannot stop at the idealist level of concep-
tual history as a linguistic, translational, disciplinary, or even functional 
history of concepts. Th at is, rather than be limited by what, in current 
academic parlance, goes by the methodological label of the translatabil-
ity of, or establishment of, equivalence between concepts— whether from 
foreign to native soil or from past to pres ent/pres ent to past30—we need to 
be attentive to the historical conditions of necessity for the incorporation 
of concepts, not only as textual aff ect but as material eff ect into specifi c 
historical situations. In this sense, while many recent theorists have taken 
up the question of translation as the crux of the philosophical prob lem of 
sociohistorical forms of mediation, they oft en do not specify that this form 
of mediation is par tic u lar to the historical conditions of modernity. In 
other words, they do not recognize adequately, as part of their interpretive 
practice or premise, that the re- enchantment of the world in and through 
the dominance of the commodity form raises the prob lem of “translatabil-
ity” as a historical/philosophical prob lem of a particular form of mediation 
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specifi c to an era of social abstraction where “equivalence” can only be 
given in the abstract. Without this specifi city, the historical problematic 
of translatability cannot exist philosophically as a historicized prob lem of 
abstraction pertaining to a par tic u lar extended historical moment. Rather, 
it can only exist as a mechanical prob lem of language equivalence.  Here, 
then, for translation as a method to have historical analytical purchase be-
yond a mechanical or technical applicability, it must be seen as a par tic u lar 
historicized form of mediation, as part of the complex prob lem of modern 
historical abstraction.31

In this regard, we should recognize, as anthropologist James Cliff ord 
writes, that “all broadly meaningful concepts . . .  are translations, built from 
imperfect equivalences.”32 By the same token, as I just argued, a focus on 
translatability as (the search for) equivalence is insuffi  cient to historical 
explanation and problematization. Instead, what is needed is attention to 
what historical anthropologist John Kraniauskas analyzes as the contested 
and violent material pro cess rendering translation historically necessary to 
produce and reproduce the global uneven pro cesses of historical materi-
alization characteristic of modernity.33 Th is is what Brazilian literary critic 
Roberto Schwarz calls, in an ironic or even sardonic gesture, “misplaced 
ideas.”34 Th is pro cess of “misplacement” (so close to, but so far from, dis-
placement!) is rooted in modern imperialist- colonialist encounters:  those 
encounters that produced global unevenness as a necessary premise of all 
social relations, meanwhile producing abstraction as a necessary mode of 
social reproduction. In other words,  these are not  matters merely of dis-
cursive appropriation, of genealogies of par tic u lar words (vocabulary or 
language change) or repre sen ta tional practices in disciplinary regimes 
or techniques. Rather,  these are issues embedded within and produced 
through the broad historical conditions informing and forcing appropriative 
activity, as a  matter of language and power, to be sure, but, more materially, 
as a  matter of and in the production of the everyday and its conceptual-
ization as an uneven yet simultaneous form of modern global social life 
within the abstracting pro cesses of cap i tal ist expansion and reproduction 
in diff  er ent local parts of the globe si mul ta neously.

Th us, unlike Koselleck or Cliff ord, whose formulations of the prob lem of 
equivalence ultimately are irresolvable ( there can never be perfect linguis-
tic, historical, or social equivalence),35 the “magic of concepts” or magical 
concepts, in Wang Yanan’s sense as well as in the sense evoked in the essays 
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in this book, does not register only a linguistic, self- refl exive, or method-
ological impasse. For, all of  those merely lead to a historical- conceptual dead 
end or increasingly circular or involuted modes of analy sis that ultimately 
lead to claims of cultural or historical exceptionalism. Rather, the “magic 
of concepts” is at one and the same time a condemnation of a lack of 
historical- conceptual refl exivity as well as a potentially generative call for 
an engagement with the conceptual complexity of history as lived global 
and local experience and social practice. It is from the specifi city of  those 
pro cesses of production and reproduction of the social experience of every-
day life that the signifi cance and utility of vari ous concepts for analy sis 
of social life are derived. It is also from that experience that  these con-
cepts gain the ability to indicate the contours of a pos si ble futurity that 
is of the world rather than exceptionally apart from the world as  either a 
utopian nowhere or an idealized recovery of some distant (non ex is tent) 
past. What the magic of concepts indicates is that to ignore the dialectic 
between concepts, history, and the pres ent/ future is to deny the relational 
temporal dimensions of the historicity of concepts. And, to do that is to 
engage in sleights of hand, methodologically and, more importantly, ideo-
logically. Indeed, denying such a dialectic upholds a pursuit of normative 
conventionalization and thence of a po liti cally and socially truncated ver-
sion of extant common sense, in which futurity— and with it, politics— can 
be erased as utopian and thus unthinkable.

China Studies, Concepts, Translations

While the relationship of concept to history has arisen insistently in China 
studies— most recently, since the 1980s onset of the rethinking of the role of 
Marxism/Maoism in Chinese history— discussions of and proposed reso-
lutions to the concept/history prob lem oft en continue to be stuck in a cycle 
of nativist/foreign (Chinese/Western) claims. In the most general of terms, 
recently what we can call China- centered scholars ( those who take the 
contestation of Eurocentrism in history as a key target of critique so as to 
recenter Chineseness) as well as “national essence” (guocui) scholars ( those 
who take the discovery of the revival and/or survival of native traditions as 
a key goal of writing history and understanding the past) insist that foreign 
(“Western”) concepts can only ever collide with Chinese real ity, that such 
concepts can never be adequate to China’s real ity. Th is nativist or neonativ-
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ist tendency ( whether invoked by Chinese or non- Chinese scholars, by 
national essence or anti- Eurocentric scholars) recapitulates a frequent re-
frain in area studies more generally. Th at is, the area (whichever one) is so 
historically diff  er ent and unique as to be sui generis, culturally so diff  er ent 
as to be describable only in its own conceptual terms. Yet prob lems raised 
by the adequacy of concepts to history cannot be construed so narrowly 
as a prob lem of the operationalization of native method, as a genealogy of 
native concepts, or as the establishment of pure equivalence in application 
between a unique culture and a set of concepts derived from a geo graph i-
cal or temporal elsewhere.36 For, it is the specifi c conditions through and in 
which concept and history are mediated— the structured historical condi-
tions demanding mediation— that must form the core of concern among 
 those analyzing disjunct histories ( whether the disjunctures are spatial or 
temporal or, more likely, both), if reifi cations of imputed native authenticity 
or of some external conceptual unity are not to be elevated and valorized. Th is 
prob lem is discussed variously in the fi rst and fourth essays in this book in a 
relatively concerted fashion. For example, as discussed in the fourth essay, 
so far as Wang Yanan is concerned, China’s conditions  were  shaped by 
what he called its “hypocolonized” (cizhimindi) situation in the global 
1930s.37 Putting aside for the moment the contestedness of the term hypo-
colonization and its relation to semicolonization (prob lems that are par tic-
u lar to a form of Chinese historiography), we can recognize this condition 
(what ever it might describe or name) as one of forced mediation. In such 
a condition of historically forced mediation, as Roberto Schwarz points 
out, “anyone who uses the words ‘external infl uence’ is thinking . . .  of the 
cultural alienation that goes with economic and po liti cal subordination.”38 
Since the pro cess of subordination—or of historico- cultural alienation—is 
raised by the prob lem of concept- history mediation in the era of imperial-
ism as a violently enforced necessity, asserting an au then tic native real ity in 
the form of a primordially existing social excess outside conceptualization 
and historical materialization can only appear as evasion, ideology, or, in 
short, magic. What appears—or what some analysts wish to preserve—as a 
social space of untouched authenticity can only be the mystifi ed or reifi ed 
domination of concepts over life.

It is precisely from the premise of global cap i tal ist unevenness that Wang 
Yanan refused the idea that  there is a primordial Chinese social real ity outside 
conceptualization and historical materialization. For him, the geo graph i cal 
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prob lem of “Eurocentrism” was the historical prob lem of capitalism. As he 
recognized,  there is a historically specifi c experience to which the impor-
tation of concepts corresponds. In addressing this issue in the 1930s, Wang 
Yanan wrote witheringly of  those who mobilized a China- centered, self- 
referential conceptual universe to grasp their current situation: “If they 
want to understand  things this way as a mode of ‘self- fulfi llment,’ of course 
they are  free to do so; but they actually are advocating for it: using conclu-
sions that bear no relation to real ity in order to suit the demands of real-
ity.”39 For Wang, this so- called nativist- based methodology only managed 
to evade substantive engagement with China’s con temporary (nonreduc-
ible) prob lems. Not only did it work to inscribe an enduring China as 
a mythical real standing outside the historicity of imperialist- cap i tal ist 
imposition, but it also inscribed a counterpart “West” that was also outside 
history. It failed, then, to grapple with the actuality of abstracted social 
relations as a fact of the modern cap i tal ist world. With his deep suspicions 
about Chinese exceptionalism as well as a culturally reduced “West,” and 
his simultaneous cautions about proper thinking about po liti cal economic 
theoretical concepts, Wang’s concern about imported concepts rarely re-
volved around their applicability to China or their “sinifi cation,” as it  were. 
For such concerns he had only contempt. Instead, his concern was with 
the coerced ways in which conceptual imports arrived (through cap i tal ist 
imperialism and invasion, thus as commodities in a fully fetishized and 
ideological sense) and the consequently mechanical or slavish ways in which 
many in China  either “applied” them or rejected them out of hand. Indeed, 
Wang’s emphasis on the dialectic between practice and concept points to 
the inevitable mediated nature of conceptualization in an era of forced inter-
action (the inevitably mediated nature of the temporal pres ent of global 
capitalism).

In Wang’s understanding, the importation into China of po liti cal eco-
nomic theory was irrevocably marked by the continuously violent and 
ongoing historicity of incorporation, and the concrete materiality of the 
transculturation and enforced modes of mediation as actually lived social 
pro cesses. Th e question posed for Wang hence was not  whether imported 
theory and concepts fi t Chinese real ity or Chinese real ity fi t imported theory 
and concepts: this mode of posing the question was a red herring as well as 
an alibi for lazy thinking. In Wang’s view, the tendential global reach of cap-
italism through its violent expansion over the world already had imposed 
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upon all countries and socie ties a partially universal character in the form 
of a shared set of economic, social, po liti cal, and cultural problematics. 
 Th ese shared problematics  were the inevitable condition produced by and 
resulting from the historical formation of capitalism as a global systemic 
structure and the increasing abstractions in and of life. To the extent that 
post– Opium War China (1840s and beyond) had become fi rmly embed-
ded in the global cap i tal ist system— a fact that, for Wang, was not in 
doubt— classical or postclassical po liti cal economy, which derived from 
and arose to explore and explain capitalism,  were eminently relevant to 
China’s con temporary real ity. And yet for Wang the generalization of capital-
ism and of the economic theory tied to it clearly did not erase the historical 
specifi city of China’s current situation. To the contrary, it rendered that 
temporal specifi city—or contemporaneity— historically concrete, globally 
synchronous, and legible. In other words, China’s specifi city could be seen 
only in relation to the generality rendering it vis i ble. In this sense, capitalism 
and China could not be treated as external to one another; they had to be 
seen and researched as mutually constitutive of, albeit obviously not reducible 
to, each other.

 Here, the fact of a universalizing capitalism was not the problematic 
aspect of the use of po liti cal economic theory in China, as universalizing 
capitalism had forced China into po liti cal economy’s theoretical and material 
ambit. Global capitalism could not be understood without China; China 
could not be understood without global capitalism. What most troubled 
Wang was the magic wielded by his fellow economists and social scientists 
(Chinese and foreign), who erased the global generality of the current situ-
ation, so as to protect a purportedly enduring and untouched Chinese real-
ity— a genuine and unsullied native sphere— outside it. Th is magic already 
had become a method and an ideology; it had become a widespread and 
seductive pro cess of conjury premised upon retrospectively constructed 
false temporal (national) continuities as well as conceptual confl ations and 
reductions. Its primary content was the instantiation of an ahistorical cul-
turalist essence attached to a would-be nation- state, serving not to connect 
China to its history and past but rather to sever China from historicity 
in general and from the con temporary moment in par tic u lar. Yet, by the 
same token, Wang was also quite certain that  those who denied China’s 
specifi city in order to apply some set of theories from “advanced” countries 
and philosophies in mechanical and unmediated fashion  were also at  great 
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fault. Indeed, his lifelong proj ect was to think through and elucidate how 
Chinese real ity and global universal cap i tal ist socioeconomic theory could 
be united analytically, historically, and for the specifi cation of a global 
pres ent and a national  future, whose futurity could not be foretold.

In Wang’s view, it was necessary to turn attention to the concretiza-
tion of the philosophy of po liti cal economy in China as a specifi c practice 
linked to its global systemic nature. It was, hence, futile to concentrate on 
the foreign origins of the concepts. A critique of Eurocentrism— its pos-
ited unitary historical teleology, and its linguistic- discursive impositions— 
was necessary but not adequate. In this sense, Wang’s endeavor, at its most 
abstract, can be seen as answering Henri Lefebvre’s demand that modern 
philosophy be recalled to its original vocation by “bringing it back into the 
sphere of real life and the everyday without allowing it to dis appear within 
it.”40 Th e essays in this book are intended as a modest contribution to that 
proj ect as against the detachment of philosophy and the economic from 
everyday life as adequate to sociohistorical inquiry.

The Essays

Each of the essays that compose this book was written for a specifi c occa-
sion or in answer to a specifi c historical question raised in the China fi eld 
or in academic practice generally. Th ey  were written over a period of a 
de cade and intended, originally, to be craft ed into a monograph. I instead 
have deci ded to just leave them as intellectually connected essays. Each 
essay, therefore, is a self- contained argument while also receiving amplifi -
cation and elaboration in relation to the other essays. Th e topics represent 
some of the  things I have been thinking and teaching about for the past 
de cade. Th ey also can be considered as a fi rst approach to Wang Yanan and 
his circle of thought. A monograph that takes up Wang more centrally is in 
pro gress; I hope  there to elaborate more clearly on some of the emergent 
themes  here, and to take up interlocutory aspects of Wang’s thought that 
are inadequately developed in the pres ent volume.41

Th e fi rst essay, “Th e Economic, China, World History: A Critique of Pure 
Ideology,” explores the recent debates about the nature of the eighteenth-  and 
twentieth- century Chinese economy. Th e essay examines the instantiation 
of an ideology of “the economic” as a form of implicit or explicit compari-
son that sutures past to pres ent in magical fashion. Fundamentally antihis-
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torical, “the economic” is an empiricist conceptual methodology that now 
dominates—as it did in the 1930s, albeit diff erently— much inquiry into 
modern Chinese history. Th e essay discusses how “the economic” became 
a dominant mode of writing world history: critically in the 1930s and nor-
matively in the 1990s.

“Th e Economic and the State: Th e Asiatic Mode of Production” moves 
to a discussion of the centrality of the untheorized central state in Chinese 
history. By exploring the signifi cances of the Asiatic mode of production as 
a form of statist culturalism—in the 1930s and, in a very diff  er ent register 
with utterly diff  er ent resonance, in the post- Mao period— this essay brings 
to visibility the magic of the ahistorical state as a default narrator or narra-
tive center of national and imperial thinking.

“Th e Economic as Transhistory: Temporality, the Market, and the Aus-
trian School” and “Th e Economic as Lived Experience: Semicolonialism 
and China” both centrally take up Wang Yanan and his critique of liberalism 
and incipient neoliberalism (the Austrian School) from a non- Communist 
Marxist perspective. Wang’s critique of the Austrian School of economics, 
as discussed in the third essay, along with his elaboration of “semicolonial-
ism” as the lived experience of imperialist capitalism in China’s 1920s–1930s, 
as discussed in the fourth essay,  were intended to bring economics back to 
its roots in everyday life. Th e reappearance in the 1990s of the doctrines of 
neoliberalism (in Hayekian form) and issues of semicolonialism (in cultural 
postcolonial form) are taken up in counterpoint.

Th e fi nal essay, “Th e Economic as Culture and the Culture of the Eco-
nomic: Filming Shanghai,” compares two fi lms about Shanghai— one from 
the end of the 1940s and one from the 1990s— and about economy, culture, 
and China’s  imagined historical trajectory. Th e comparative discussion illu-
mines how the economic becomes thoroughly culturalized by the 1990s. A 
brief aft erword concludes the volume.
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Introduction

Epigraph: Karl Marx, Th e Eigh teenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte (New York: 
International Publishers, 1994).

 1 Wang Yanan is known in China—if he is known at all outside Xiamen and 
his native Hubei—as the translator of seminal texts in po liti cal economy. His 
renditions (with Guo Dali) of Adam Smith, David Ricardo, Karl Marx (Capital, 
vols. 1, 2, and 3), and a host of  others  were  until recently considered standard 
translations of  these classic texts (all the works since have been retranslated 
several times). Born in Hubei Province in 1901, by the early 1920s, Wang 
attended Wuhan Zhonghua University, where he studied sociology and eco-
nomics in the education department. In the late 1920s and 1930s, he studied 
in Japan and traveled to Eu rope, coming to Marxism at that time. He did not 
join the Chinese Communist Party  until 1957, when he was imminently to be 
denounced as a “rightist” and hastily enrolled in a bid to protect himself. As 
the long- time president of Xiamen University in Fujian— appointed to that 
post by Mao Zedong in 1950— Wang’s philosophical work soon gave way to 
pedagogical issues. Wang died in 1969. His fi nal illness was apparently pre-
cipitated by the Cultural Revolutionary strug gles at his university campus. His 
reputation was restored in the early 1980s, and his collected works  were edited 
and published by a specially convened collective at Xiamen University, albeit 
just in time for the turn away from Marxist po liti cal economy in China’s Deng-
ist era. He is now remembered in Xiamen as a martyr, while his economic 
philosophy is rarely considered at all, clearly deemed outdated and too Marx-
ist for con temporary times. Th e Wang Yanan Institute at Xiamen University, 
for example, is entirely given to research into econometrics; no one  there does 
research on Wang or on economic- intellectual- historical issues.

 2  Th ese nine essays  were reprinted in 1981 as part of a larger anthology of 
Wang’s work, published in connection with his po liti cal rehabilitation. Cita-
tions throughout are from the 1981 edition.

 3 Wang Yanan, “Jingji kexue lun” [On economics], in Wang Yanan Jingji 
Sixiangshi lunwen ji (wynjj), ed. Xiamen Daxue jingji yanjiusuo (Shanghai: 
Renmin chubanshe, 1981), 1. Translations are mine  unless other wise noted.
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 4 “Jingjixue yu zhexue” [Economics and philosophy], in wynjj, 59–71.
 5 See his extended critique in “Zhongguo jingji xuejie de Audili xuepai jingji 

xue” [Austrian School economics in China’s economics circles], in wynjj, 
148–71. See also the third essay in this book.

 6 Ma Yinchu (1882–1982) had degrees in economics from Yale and Columbia; 
in 1916 he was invited by Cai Yuanpei to head up the Beijing University 
economics department.  Aft er a stint with the Nationalists (gmd), whom he 
criticized and by whom he was imprisoned, Ma deci ded to remain in China 
 aft er 1949. President of Beijing University  aft er 1951, he became infamous in 
1957 for proposing population control to Mao Zedong. Th is led to his con-
demnation as a “rightist” for demographic Malthusianism. He died shortly 
 aft er his po liti cal rehabilitation in the 1980s and is remembered as a hero and 
martyr in China and abroad.

 7 Prior to Wang and Guo’s translation of Adam Smith,  under the title Guofu 
Lun [On national wealth],  there existed an earlier translation by Yan Fu, 
titled Yuanfu [Th e origin of wealth]. For the consistent confl ation in Chinese 
scholarship of the two translations, see Hu Peizao, “Dang bian Yuanfu yu 
Guofu Lun” [Let’s distinguish Yuanfu from Guofu Lun], Xueshu Yuekan 
[Academic monthly] 9 (2012): n.p.

 8 Ma Yinchu, Zhongguo jingji gaizao [Tranformation of the Chinese economy] 
(Shanghai: Shangwu yinshuguan, 1935).

 9 Th is is a direct reference to Sun Zhongshan’s ill- advised notion that 
 because the Chinese  people  were a “loose plate of sand,” one could cre-
ate a politics and a social ethic ex nihilio, as it  were. Ma’s use of the term 
clearly is intended to echo albeit alter Sun’s idea. Mao, of course, famously 
declared China’s peasants “blank paper” upon which any narrative could be 
written.

 10 Wang, “Jingji kexue lun,” 5. In the 1950s, Wang also critiqued Ma’s demo-
graphic theories, although not for Malthusianism but from the standpoint of 
Ma’s distortions of the relationship of “surplus population” to “the economic” 
in a broad sense. Unlike Ma, Wang understood “surplus population” as the 
result of cap i tal ist primitive accumulation and its related social structure. 
See Wang Yanan, Makexi zhuyi de renkou lilun yu Zhongguo renkou wenti 
[Marxist population theory and China’s demographic prob lems] (Beijing: 
Kexue chubanshe, 1956), 2, 19. Th is issue  will be further elaborated in my 
forthcoming monograph on Wang and his interlocutors.

 11 In Ma’s case, this ideological magic underpinned the egregious analogiz-
ing forming the basis of his reform proposals: that China’s desperate social 
unrest and economic prob lems of the 1930s could be seen as analogous to 
Wang Mang’s (45 bce–23 ad) Han- era social unrest and economic prob lems. 
Since the unrest had led to the Wang Mang Institutional Reforms (Wang 
Mang gaizhi), it followed for Ma that learning from this ancient ancestor 
would allow China to select the proper reformist institutional path to resolve 



NOTES TO INTRODUCTION 169

the prob lems presented in the 1930s. Wang found this analogical method 
completely fl awed. In a diff  er ent essay, Wang accused Japa nese scholars of 
this kind of analogical ahistoricity; in par tic u lar, he sarcastically noted the 
Japa nese propensity to attribute eighteenth- century French physiocratic 
thought to the more general Eu ro pean fascination at the time with the Chi-
nese classics and Chinese society (chinoiserie), allegedly pointing to China 
as an origin of one of Eu rope’s most infl uential economic theories. Th is, too, 
Wang found laughable. See Wang Yanan, “Zhengzhi jingjixue zai zhongguo” 
[Po liti cal economy in China], in wynjj, 117–47, esp. 118.

 12 For the relation between abstractions and concrete historical content, see 
Massimiliano Tomba, Marx’s Temporalities, trans. Peter D. Th omas and 
Sara R. Farris (Chicago: Haymarket Books, 2013), 119–21.

 13 Wang, “Jingji kexue lun,” 5.
 14 Marx, Th e Eigh teenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte.
 15 For example, Isabella Weber, a PhD candidate at Cambridge University, is 

currently involved in a research proj ect intended to dissect the economic 
conceptual roots of the socialist market economy of the 1980s, an excavation 
that goes back to the socialist calculation debates of the 1920s and 1930s.

 16 Tomba, Marx’s Temporalities, 38.
 17 Karl Marx, “Preface to the First Edition,” in Capital, vol. 1, trans. Ben Fowkes 

(New York: Penguin, 1990), 91.
 18 For a useful discussion, from which my summary is derived, see Peter Pels, 

“Introduction: Magic and Modernity,” in Magic and Modernity: Interfaces of 
Revelation and Concealment, ed. Birgit Meyer and Peter Pels (Stanford, CA: 
Stanford University Press, 2003), 1–38.

 19 Jean Baudrillard, For a Critique of the Po liti cal Economy of the Sign, trans. 
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Chapter 1. The Economic, China, World History

  Epigraph: Walter Benjamin, “Conversations with Brecht” in Understanding 
Brecht, trans. Anna Bostock, 105–21 (London: Verso, 1998).

 1 For a recent exploration of modernization as discourse in the Chinese historical 
case, see Pan Guangzhe, “Xiangxiang ‘xiandai hua’: 1930 niandai Zhongguo sixi-
angjie de jiepou” [Th e imaginary of “modernization”: An anatomy of the 1930s 
Chinese intellectual world], Xin Shixue [New history journal] 1, no. 5 (2005): 
85–124. Th e Hegelian version of the argument has been common in the China 
fi eld at least since Prasenjit Duara’s Rescuing History from the Nation: Question-
ing Narratives of Modern China (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996).

 2 Giovanni Arrighi, Adam Smith in Beijing: Lineages of the Twenty- First 
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University of Minnesota Press, 1994). Th e Journal of Agrarian Change (July 
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