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Northeast Eurasia as a Historical Centre: A Perspective to Understand the Rise and Fall of Northeast
China 13
Song Nianshen

Abstract: This paper examines the history of the northeastern part of the Eurasian continent from a longue durée
perspective. Rather than a marginal region, this part of Eurasia was a central area of human activities. The rich
historical heritage of the region cannot be monopolized by any single nation-state in contemporary era. Instead,
we should restore the local dynamics in a broad geographical, political, economic, and social context. In the
course of thousands of years, several dynasties and empires have emerged here, making it one of the main driv-
ing forces of early globalization. More importantly, this frontier region directly stimulated the processes of na-
tion building and state building in its vicinity in the 19th and 20th centuries, and became a testing ground of mo-
dernity for many countries. In the post-Cold War era, Japan, China, North Korea, South Korea, and Russia be-
gan to re-recognize the geopolitical importance of this multilateral frontier and look on it as an important entry
for regional and global economic cooperation. However, only a comprehensive understanding of the internal his-
torical development of the region would allow us to gain insight into its social and ecological structure and real-
ize why it is deeply problematic if the frontier building efforts focused exclusively on economy and marketiza-

tion.

Keywords: northeast Eurasia, frontier, nation-state, globalization, modernity

The Industrial Work-Unit Society in Northeast China and Its Transformation: A Historical Sociologi-

cal Examination 25
Xie Wen

Abstract: From the perspective of historical sociology, the article explains the trajectory of socio-economic trans-
formation in northeast China by exploring the interactions between the work-unit (danwei) system and the in-
cremental market-oriented reform. Transcending the ideal-type description of danwei, the article underscores
the heterogeneity within the danwei system, geographical variations in the constitution of local society, and un-

even nature of the incremental market reform. In northeast China, the abundance of factories established for na-
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tional industrialization enabled the formation of an “industrial danwei society” at the early stage of the market
reform. Against such a backdrop, the radical reform of the state sector in the 1990s produced a series of unin-
tended consequences. The collapse of medium- and large-sized enterprises led to a concentration of power to the
local government, engendered a polarized employment structure, reinforced the importance of guanxi, and ini-
tiated the exodus of young professionals. Rather than witnessing the rise of market ethos, northeast China has

morphed into an acquaintance society in the reform era.

Keywords: work-unit system, incremental reform, northeast China, historical sociology

The Kaiyuan Old City as A “Modern” Monument: Regional Change and the Issue of Modernity in

Northeast China in the Perspective of Historical Marginalization 45
Liu Yan

Abstract: It is a well-established perspective in the study of modern northeast China to focus on the modern
transportation hubs, industrial bases and central cities of the entire region. In order to overcome the essentialism
of this perspective, the author attempts to track the formation, change and modernization of the region in the
perspective of historical marginalization. By “historical marginalization” is meant the historical process in which
the current marginalized Kaiyuan Old City was shaped. From an ancient frontier hub to the modern peripheral
old town, the historical evolution of Kaiyuan shows that the time when it lost its traditional advantage due to
the modernization of northeast inner Asian frontier was exactly the time when northeast China rose as a modern
region and the frontier of Asian industrial civilization. On the other hand, the decline of the old city is not a lin-
ear process, and its industrial ruins are standing memorials of the historical possibility of changing a falling des-
tiny in a time when northeast China enjoyed its prime as the “eldest son of the Republic.” The significance of
northeast China as the “eldest son of the Republic” lies not in the development achievements of the region itself,
but in its key role in the alternative modernity logic of socialist China. Therefore, the current desolate Kaiyuan
should be considered as the inscription of two modernities: the well-established modernity shaping the industri-

al northeast China and the alternative modernity bringing northeast China up as the “eldest son of the Republic.”

Keywords: northeast China, Kaiyuan Old City, regional change, historical marginalization, modernity

The “Northeast Phenomenon” as A Developmental Proposition: Thirty Years of Study on the “North-
east Phenomenon” 54
Tian Yipeng & Kang Wenjia

Abstract: Since the 1990s, as propositional summaries of the studies of regional social changes in the context of
social transformation in northeast China, the authoritative media and the political and academic circles have fol-

lowed the “phenomenological logic” to carry out continuous tracking research and policy interventions with re-
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