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that country magistrates handled as routine or minor matters. Based on an analysis 
of 291 cases from the archives of Ba, Baodi and Nanbu counties, Sommer finds 
that local officials demonstrated much greater flexibility and pragmatism in 
adjudicating these routine cases than when handling major cases involving wife 
sales. Besides the codified law, other considerations including specific 
circumstances in the cases and local customs could all lead the magistrate to 
approve a mediated settlement or reach a decision that was designed more to 
resolve the problem at hand than to strictly enforce the law. In this regard, 
Sommer finds the Qing civil justice system closer to Kishimoto Mio’s idea of 
“compromise through balance” than to Philip Huang’s idea of “adjudication by 
the code” (pp. 370–75). His findings will inspire new debates and inquiries in the 
field of Qing legal history concerning the actual operation of the local courts. 

This fascinating book is a masterpiece for a variety of reasons and should become 
an instant classic. It undoubtedly solidifies Sommer’s reputation as a leader and one 
of the most innovative scholars in the fields of Chinese legal, social, and gender 
history. It opens up entirely new research horizons and will remain essential for 
anyone interested in understanding the law, family, gender and sexuality in late 
imperial China and their implications for comparative history.  
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The Yongli Chemical Industries (hereafter referred to as Yongli) was a major 
Chinese manufacturing conglomerate whose products included soda ash and 
ammonium sulfate. It was founded in 1917 by Fan Xudong, a graduate from 
Japan’s Kyoto Imperial University with a degree in chemistry. Around the time of 
Yongli’s founding, a key player in the soda ash market was Brunner Mond, a 
leading British company with vast resources. In 1926, Brunner Mond was 
reorganized as the alkali division of Imperial Chemical Industries Ltd (hereafter 
referred to as ICI) with a registered capital of £65 million. ICI not only controlled 
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over three quarters of the domestic alkali market in Great Britain; it dominated the 
market in both China and Japan (p. 4). 

Man Bun Kwan, author of this book, is associate professor of history at the 
University of Cincinnati, USA, who specializes in modern Chinese business and 
economic history. In 2014, Palgrave Macmillan published his book Beyond 
Market and Hierarchy: Patriotic Capitalism and the Jiuda Salt Refinery, 
1914–1953. As the title suggests, the book examines the history of the Jiuda Salt 
Refinery during the first half of the twentieth century. 

This book is a companion volume to Kwan’s book on the Jiuda Salt Refinery. 
In one sense, this study seeks to answer the question of how Fan and his colleagues 
challenged Brunner Mond’s virtual monopoly and ultimately divided the China 
market with one of the most formidable chemical cartels of their time. It also aims 
to explain key issues involved in catch-up industrialization, including channels of 
technology diffusion, absorption gap, adaptation of a novel technology, 
management of network resources, and the creation of a hybrid organization for 
the purpose of indigenizing imported technologies (p. 7). Finally, it strives to 
illuminate the nature of the relationship between Yongli as a private enterprise and 
the various regimes during the period under scrutiny. 

From the beginning, Yongli was confronted with challenges from problems 
involving technological transfer, business organization, and market competition. 
Technologically, the major industrial process for producing soda ash was the 
Solvay process, developed into its modern form by Ernest Solvay during the 1860s. 
As the modern industrial standard, however, a Solvay plant was also expensive to 
erect and demanding in engineering. The Solvay process required moving large 
volumes of gases and liquids with precise and continuous calibration of the amount, 
pressure, and temperature of input and output at each stage (p. 27). Through 
experiments, persistent efforts, and perseverance, Fan and his colleagues succeeded 
in adapting the Solvay process to local conditions in Tianjin. 

Organizationally, Yongli wrestled with the issue of how to indigenize the 
Western limited liability joint-stock company, resulting in a hybrid of practices 
both modern and traditional as well as Western and Chinese. On one hand, the 
company was organized as a limited liability corporation with the requisite board 
of directors in contrast to the prevailing form of unlimited liability enterprises at 
the time. On the other hand, the company retained elements of Chinese business 
practices such as guaranteed dividend. While investors’ liability was limited to the 
amount of their subscriptions, the shareholders enjoyed a fixed return on their 
investment as holders of preferred shares (p. 22). 

In terms of the environment in which Yongli operated, Fan and his colleagues 
were confronted with the formidable challenge of how to overcome the virtual 
monopoly of China’s soda ash market by Brunner Mond. As the author reveals, 



Book Reviews 516

instead of promoting technological transfer of the Solvay process, Brunner Mond 
did everything it could to maintain its technological edge and its hold on the China 
market. Having succeeded in mastering the Solvay process and reducing 
production costs after 1926, Fan and his colleagues tried to break ICI’s virtual 
monopoly of China’s soda ash market by exploiting ICI’s vulnerability in Japan. 
This strategy worked. In addition to reducing Yongli’s inventory and lowering its 
production costs, the strategy compelled ICI to cooperate with Yongli by 
becoming Yongli’s exclusive agent in Japan for three years beginning in late 1928 
(pp. 58–59). By 1937, Yongli had managed to divide China’s soda ash market with 
ICI at the ratio of 55–45 in favor of Yongli (p. 74). 

As Yongli succeeded in breaking ICI’s virtual monopoly of China’s soda ash 
market during the 1930s, it also expanded its activities to include the 
manufacturing of ammonium sulphate. Similar to the soda ash process, the 
engineering technology for ammonium sulphate was a closely held secret under the 
control of international cartel led by ICI and Interessen-Gemeinschaft 
Farbenindustrie A.G. (hereafter referred to as IG Farben). The ICI and IG Farben 
dominated the China market for chemical fertilizers. Together, the two companies 
accounted for an average of 86 percent of ammonium sulphate imports into China 
from 1929–32 (p. 92). As someone who had long made self-sufficiency his mission 
for China’s basic chemical industries, Fan Xudong offered Yongli’s service to build 
a plant to manufacture ammonium sulphate with a production capacity of one 
hundred tons upon learning of the Guomindang government’s plan to establish a 
state-owned plant to manufacture ammonium sulphate in 1930. After a series of 
petitions to the Guomindang government and complicated negotiations involving 
the ICI and IG Farben, Nanjing approved Yongli’s plan in late 1933. Over the 
next several years, Fan and his colleagues not only succeeded in acquiring the 
necessary technology for manufacturing ammonium sulphate but also indigenizing 
it by handling equipment bidding and purchases from vendors in the U.S., Great 
Britain, Germany, Sweden, and Japan (p. 104). Having overcome all the 
difficulties and challenges, production of ammonium sulphate began in February 
1937 at its Nanjing plant. 

Finally, this study reveals a complicated relationship between Yongli and the 
various Chinese regimes. Yongli sought to secure and even rely on state support 
while remaining a private firm, as the state attempted to subject Yongli to greater 
regulation and control. During the first decade of its existence (1917–27), Yongli 
received support from the Beiyang government in the form of gabelle (salt tax) 
waiver. After its establishment in 1927, the Guomindang government unveiled an 
ambitious plan to achieve economic self-sufficiency by building state-owned soda 
ash, ammonia, nitric and sulphuric acid plants (p. 65). Caught between the ICI’s 
dominance of China’s soda ash market and the government’s plan to develop 
state-owned chemical industries, Yongli strived to pursue a third path of national 
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development by maintaining its status as a socially responsible private enterprise 
while simultaneously securing government support (p. 47). The evidence indicates 
that Yongli did secure government support in the form of reduced rate of rail 
transport, gabelle, export, and transit duty waivers (p. 69). The strongest indication 
of government support of Yongli as a private enterprise was the government’s 
approval of Yongli’s plan to build a plant to manufacture ammonium sulphate in 
1933. 

After the Sino-Japanese War erupted in 1937, Yongli rejected collaboration 
with the Japanese and continued its quest for national salvation through 
industrialization by private enterprise in China’s interior. Yongli sought and 
secured continued government support after the war began, receiving close to 
fifteen million (constant 1937 price) in subsidies and loans (pp. 156–57). Still, 
Yongli became a target of government efforts to bring private enterprise under its 
control, if not outright ownership. For instance, in April 1938 the Ministry of 
Finance informed Yongli of its intention to convert its promised 
three-million-yuan subsidy into shares, potentially making the state Yongli’s 
majority shareholder (p. 137). Fan and his colleagues rejected this intrusion and 
declined the government’s offer. It was only after lobbying and negotiations that 
Yongli allowed to receive the three million yuan as a subsidy, thereby averting a 
government annexation attempt (pp. 137–38). Yongli’s wartime efforts to secure 
state funding for chemical plants and the government attitude and policy toward 
Yongli’s efforts reveal a fundamental conflict between the Guomindang’s ideology 
of the developmental state, which emphasized state ownership of defense-oriented 
heavy industries, and Yongli’s preference for private enterprise as the means to 
develop of China’s chemical industries. After the war ended, Yongli entered a 
difficult period of transition. Ravaged by years of warfare, hyperinflation, a poor 
economy, and labor trouble, Yongli proposed to convert itself into a joint 
state-private enterprise in 1950 (p. 160). It officially became one two years later, in 
July 1952. 

Drawing from company documents, government archives, and personal 
correspondences, this study succeeds in reconstructing Yongli’s establishment, 
growth, and nationalization under three different regimes. It also demonstrates that 
Yongli was indeed a “crossvergent hybrid” in that Yongli was not only Western in 
design, technology, and organization; the company was deeply embedded in 
China’s social, financial, and political networks from which it drew support and 
resources (p. 199), a fact that contributed to making Yongli a rare case of stunning 
success in catch-up industrialization. It is recommended reading for scholars of 
modern Chinese business and economic history. 

Morris L. Bian is professor of history at Auburn University. His recent 
publications include “Redefining the Chinese Revolution: The Transformation 
and Evolution of Guizhou’s Regional State Enterprises, 1937–1957,” Modern 
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China (May 2015) and “Explaining the Dynamics of Change: Transformation and 
Evolution of China’s Public Economy through War, Revolution, and Peace, 
1928–2008,” in State Capitalism, Institutional Adaptation, and the Chinese 
Miracle, ed. Barry Naughton and Kellee S. Tsai (Cambridge University Press, 
2015). 
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