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many precious volumes in this book, because he provides generous translations of key
passages from the ones he discusses, we come away with clear ideas about their
structures and contents. His translation is flawless and elegant. There are only two
places where I would offer a different interpretation. Instead of translating ming and
an as "light" and "darkness" (p. 65), I would suggest "public" and "secret." This
would make an-shen "secret gods," which is much better than the sinister sounding
"gods of darkness." This is also consistent with his later translation of ming-an ch'a-
hao as "public and secret verification titles" (p. 146). The other suggestion is to
translate k'ou-t'ou san-mei as "lip service samadhi" instead of "other oral teachings of
samadhi" (p. 80).

Precious volumes, as Overmyer eloquently argues, "stake out a territory of their
own," occupying a space "between the realms of ordinary popular religion and
orthodox Buddhism" (p. 281). One cannot have a full understanding of Chinese
religions without a knowledge of this tradition. Thanks to his dedicated research
resulting in this important work, future students interested in this subject now have
an indispensable guide.
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The trajectory of nationalism in China is commonly traced through the activities
and ideologies of people who either aspired or were destined to participate in the
formation of a state. In her study of peasant society in the northern Yangzi delta,
Kathy Le Mons Walker sets out in search of an alternative nation, one defined by
community rather than by the state. This is a neo-Gramscian project, as Walker's
citations and terminology make clear, and it runs into some of the same theoretical
problems encountered by the Subaltern Studies Collective in its early work. These
are, in brief: can the subaltern speak? Can the subaltern be represented? Is the
subaltern an autonomous subject?

The book focuses thematically on developments during the late Qing and early
Republic when Nantong, Haimen, and coastal lands further north were being yoked
to the modernizing projects of Zhang Jian (1853-1926). Nantong lies on the other
side of the Yangzi River from Shanghai. The river, as Walker makes clear, constituted
a great divide between south and north of the Lower Yangzi Delta—Jiangbei and
Jiangnan, Subei and Sunan. Wealth and poverty, different sets of economic and social
relationships, are demarcated by its course. In the late Ming and Qing periods, to
which Walker pays attention early in the book, these contrasts were already apparent.

Zhang Jian, the subject of an early biography by Samuel Chu, provides a key to
the process of modernization in Nantong. Much of Walker's study is devoted to
documenting and analyzing the economic changes consequent on Zhang's creation of
an industrialized cotton industry in the northern delta. Factories, banks, and extensive
cash-cropping fundamentally changed landholding patterns and economic relations
in the affected counties. The cotton industry, in combination with modern banks,
brought the northern delta into the ambit of the world economy via Shanghai.
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These economic changes provide the context for Walker's speculations on the
nature of peasant modernity in a semicolonial context. Her thesis is that a "truly
autonomous nationalist discourse" (p. 21) can be located in the resistance of the
northern delta peasantry to the initiatives of a modernizing landlord elite. This
discourse she differentiates from elite nationalism, which, a la Partha Chatterjee, "was
in large part a derivative discourse" (p. 13). By nationalism, in the case of the
peasantry, Walker refers not to a state-centered ideology. Rather, she desires to
"examine the nation as both analytically and historically separate from the state," and
finds in the northern delta tantalizing suggestions of "the formation of a peasant
nation" (p. 248). This nation-in-the-making is "an 'unbounded' community, founded
not on the delineation of nation-states but on peasant visions of 'what the nation
should be' " (p. 249).

Apart from some haziness in her elaboration of the term "nation," the main
difficulty she has in defending this thesis is a lack of insights into peasant mentality.
She ably documents both changing economic relations in the northern delta as land
reclamation and a modernized cotton industry got underway, and is able to link this
to tenant rebellions in the 1920s. She cannot, however, actually document the
"alternative nationalist critique of modernity built on ideas of autonomy, equality,
and social justice" (p. 229) that she posits. Although the context for peasant uprisings
in the early twentieth century was clearly different from that of uprisings a century
earlier, it is not clear how the peasants viewed their actions. Collective action on the
part of tens of thousands of tenant farmers in alliance with petty urbanites is advanced
as evidence of new, supralocal social formations arising out of a changing peasant
society, but examples of collective action by many thousands of peasants can certainly
be found in earlier periods. Much has to be made of the "petty urbanites" for any
difference in the peasant's "imagined community" to be established.

Popular religion offers one avenue of insight into peasant culture, and in an
interesting prelude to the main part of the book, Walker discusses the bondservant
uprisings in the northern delta in the late Ming with specific reference to religion as
the peasantry's means of organizing, expressing, and understanding their social
circumstances. It is a pity that this rich domain was not exploited in her research on
the twentieth century. Religion, it is clear, had not gone by the board in the
intervening centuries: Walker refers to the plethora of Buddhist and Daoist temples
in the northern delta. Something which she does not mention was that this was also
one of the most fertile fields for Catholic missionaries (arguably a factor of relevance
to the semicolonial condition). The first Chinese bishop was appointed to the diocese
of Haimen. Perhaps sources were a problem here. Walker draws fruitfully on detailed
studies undertaken by Chinese historians in the 1950s, but religion—and especially
Christianity—were not matters with which they were much concerned.

This is a highly engaged, theoretically ambitious study conducted in difficult
terrain. Walker has properly sought for a way of accounting for the world of the
peasants of the northern delta as reconceptualized by themselves under the pressures
of a semicolonial regime. The absence from her book of peasant voices points to a key
methodological problem in any such historical research. Contemporary students of
peasant societies at least have informants. Peasants of early twentieth-century Subei
left the historian no words by which to judge their actions.
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