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For decades, the victory of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) has been 
fascinating historians of modern China who work outside of the People’s 
Republic of China. After recognizing the complexity of the Chinese Revolution, 
they have tended to focus on specific regions, applying the approaches of a 
variety of disciplines including sociology, a trend that gave rise to the field of 
“base area studies,” marked by the publishing of Mark Sheldon’s The Yenan Way 
in 1971. This new book by Chen Yao-huang is another remarkable contribution 
to the study of base areas. With it, he has filled the gap in knowledge about the 
CCP’s origins and its growth in Hebei province, a strategically important 
gateway between the CCP base areas in mountainous Shanxi and the productive 
provinces in east and northeast China. Chen argues that the economy and society 
of Hebei before the Sino-Japanese War that began in 1937 were agrarian and 
fragmented. The leadership of Li Dazhao, one of the CCP’s founding fathers and 
the head of the Hebei CCP until his death in 1927, was similar to that of the head 
of a Confucian patriarchic clan in an area without conditions for a Communist 
revolution. With the death of Li, the Hebei CCP fell into such chaos that its 
history pre-1937 was a series of episodes of internal power struggle, betrayal and 
failure. The Hebei CCP did not improve its dark situation until 1938, when the 
regular troops of the CCP’s Eighth Route Army infiltrated Hebei en masse and 
began a guerrilla war by exploiting the losses of the Nationalists to the Japanese. 
Backed by the military power of guerrilla forces, the Hebei CCP implemented 
the instructions of the CCP’s national leaders in Yan’an, the CCP’s wartime 
capital, and launched the “Campaign of Rental and Interest Rate Reduction.” 
Through this campaign, the CCP replaced the ruling rural gentry class and 
became the controlling force over rural Hebei. When the CCP launched full-scale 
civil war against the Nationalists, it intensified this relatively mild campaign into 
the violent agrarian reform that would radicalize the rural area in preparation for 
total mobilization. Chen describes in detail the social tension as well as the 
tactics that the CCP used to control rural Hebei. By destroying the ruling gentry 
class, the CCP created a new rural society under its command. 

Chen’s argument is based on his comprehensive library and archival research 
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on the Hebei CCP. The bibliography includes the collection of official Hebei 
CCP and CCP Center documents and the CCP’s official histories and scholarly 
works published in the Chinese mainland and Taiwan, Japan, and the West, in 
addition to archival materials. This book is therefore highly informative, with 
difficult-to-obtain details, and provides an excellent guide for further studies on 
the CCP in Hebei.  

In addition to this contribution, Chen has also attempted to create a bridge 
between Chinese-speaking scholars and China specialists in the West. He 
introduces Western scholarly works to the former, who are eager to learn the 
approaches and apply them to their field of study. At the same time, he uses his 
recent research to comment on the influential Western works. By doing so, he 
reminds his Chinese-speaking audience of the deficiencies and errors in the 
Western works. He also tries to dialogue with interested Western scholars by 
raising questions about issues related to research on pre-1949 rural northern 
China. For example, Chen challenges Ralph A. Thaxton’s view that the riots 
among salt farmers resulted from the expansion of the Nationalist state into rural 
China, which deprived the salt farmers of their livelihood. Chen proves that the 
Nationalist government liberalized the salt trade in Hebei in the early 1930s and 
started cotton-planting projects to help salt farmers develop a more profitable 
business. Unfortunately, this promising project encountered technical 
deficiencies and was not initially a success. And just as it was about to bear fruit, 
it was disrupted by the Sino-Japanese War. 

Chen’s admirable efforts to link Chinese readers to the Western scholarship 
may, however, have distracted him from his thesis. The most important period of 
the Hebei CCP was between 1942 and 1947. During that period, a set of events 
occurred that shaped the Hebei CCP and gave the birth to its cross-province 
integrated hierarchy, which Chen intended to examine. Among these events were 
the destruction of the Jizhong base area (Central Hebei) in the spring of 1942, the 
Rectification Campaign, Mao Zedong’s remarkable policy change in the fall of 
1943 that foreshadowed a set of events including the Hebei CCP reorganization 
after its army pushed into Northeast China after Japan’s surrender; the 
CCP-Nationalist skirmishes and their escalation to full civil war from the fall of 
1945 to the spring of 1947; the radicalization of the CCP’s social reform from 
1946 to 1947; and the CCP’s military victory in the Battle of Shijiazhuang in 
1947. Unfortunately, Chen devotes most of his attention (77% of his material) to 
the pre-1942 period and does not mention these events, let alone analyze their 
impacts on the Hebei CCP.  

In addition, his book attempts to examine the entire history of the Hebei CCP, 
from its beginning to its victory, an impossible task without an appropriate 
approach. Hebei province was merelya geographic concept from the mid-1910s 
to the spring of 1949, when Hebei province once again had a unified 
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administrative system. Rather than tracing individual CCP administrative units, 
such as the Jin-Cha-Ji (Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei) base area, as previous scholars 
have done, Chen’s book attempts to cover the CCP’s growth in a large and 
diverse area and over a long period, during which Hebei endured two major wars 
and numerous minor conflicts.  

Rather than explaining his approach, he begins his book by implying that 
China specialists in the West approach China with seemingly ethnic-racial biases, 
and that “many Chinese scholars have been working to reconstruct the Chinese 
history according the Chinese people’s own experience.” Chen’s empirical 
approach would thus amount to a critique of such “Westerners’ biases” (p. 1). 
Had he defined his approach and focused his attention on one or two aspects of 
the pre-1949 Hebei CCP, such as the evolution of its leading provincial agency, 
he would have addressed the pre-1949 Hebei CCP’s milestone events mentioned 
above and would have explained their impacts on shaping the cross-province 
Hebei CCP. The result of such an approach would have been greater coherence, a 
lack of which is one of the principal shortcomings of this book.  

This lack of coherence might be attributable to Chen’s insufficient efforts in 
textual analysis. Chen’s library and archival research, mentioned earlier, was so 
extensive that it covered all of the accessible documents of the CCP Center and 
the Hebei CCP in addition to the collected documents of the CCP provincial 
authorities of Beijing, Shandong, Anhui, Guangdong and Hubei. The 
overwhelming quantity of documents may have made it impossible for him to 
conduct all the needed textual analysis. These documents not only illustrate the 
CCP’s policy changes but also reveal the reasons behind them and the processes 
of their development. (My monograph, A Springboard to Victory: Shandong 
Province and Chinese Communist and Financial Strength, 1937–1945 [Leiden: 
Brill, 2011], was based on my research on the Shandong CCP during 1936–1945. 
This research represented at most about 5% of Chen’s listed archival and 
published CCP documents.) However, these documents were written poorly, 
using the bloated and logically fragmented jargon of the CCP, via Chinese 
translations of Marxism-Leninism. A scholar without training in Marxism, 
Leninism, and Maoism and without good knowledge of the history of the CCP 
and the Communist Party of the Soviet Union might find it hard to understand 
the CCP documents in their roughly written language, let alone to interpret them 
in context, without intensive textual analysis in the context of specific operations. 
Chen acknowledged this formidable challenge, saying that “[i]n the era of 
information explosion, we should put more consideration into the question of 
how to absorb the rapidly increased amount of historical documents rather than 
how to access them” (p. iv). It is unfortunate that he did not focus more effort on 
textual analysis.  

Textual analysis of the type mentioned, that is, the ability to identify key 
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documents from among a group and to analyze their political and even ad 
hominem contexts, helps in dealing with the tremendous volume of accessible 
CCP documents. Proficiency in textual analysis is related directly to the future of 
the study of the CCP in Taiwan, an issue that Chen raises at the beginning of this 
book. Chen must have encountered difficulties in analyzing and interpreting 
these documents, a skill that requires a high degree of knowledge of Communist 
doctrines and history. Chen’s unsatisfactory textual analysis could be a result of 
insufficient training in the fields mentioned above. Chen might feel that courses 
in Marxism, Leninism, and Maoism should be taught in Taiwan, but he does not 
address this matter. Instead, he states with religious emotion in his preface that he 
has to “surrender to the Lord” (p. v) the great question of the direction of the 
study of the CCP in Taiwan. 

Despite those shortcomings, this book is informative. It not only 
demythologizes the CCP’s pre-1937 efforts in Hebei but also explores many 
specific historical issues, such as Liu Shaoqi’s contribution to the reorganization 
of the Hebei CCP and the failure of the CCP uprising in East Hebei in 1938. It is 
a book worth reading.   
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Professor Goble’s new book explores the medical writings of Buddhist priest and 
physician Kajiwara Shōzen (1265–1337). Goble convincingly argues that 
Shōzen’s massive medical compendia—Ton’ishō (1304) and Man’anpō 
(1327)—represent a turning point in the history of Japanese medicine. Ton’ishō, 
which is some 3,000 folios in length, was the first Japanese-language medical 
work, and the first meant for wide circulation. Man’anpō, composed in Chinese 
and written for a more scholarly audience, has about 6,800 folios. Both works 
draw heavily on printed medical works from Song and Yuan China and constitute 
the “first substantial updating of Japanese understanding of Chinese medical 
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