
 

 

University of North Carolina at Greensboro 
HIS 511C - Seminar in Historical Research and Writing 

Popular Protest in Chinese History 
Spring Semester 2013       M 3:30-6:20pm 
MHRA 3204 
Instructor: James A. Anderson 
Telephone: (336) 334-5209 
Office: MHRA 2111 
E-mail: jamie_anderson@uncg.edu (This is the best way to contact me throughout the week.) 
Course web site: http://www.uncg.edu/his/docs/Anderson_index.html 
 
Office Hours: MW 10:00-10:50 a.m., and by appointment 
 
Introduction: 
 
This course will examine the nature of popular protest in Chinese history.  Topics examined 
during the semester will include the role religion played as a source of social volatility in 
traditional Chinese culture and society, peasant revolutions, the May Fourth Movement, popular 
protest in the rise of nationalism and communism, and domestic political protest since the 1949 
founding of the People’s Republic of China.  Most importantly, students in this course will be 
responsible for individual research projects, for which they will locate and use historical source 
materials, written and oral, published and unpublished.  Comparing and analyzing a variety of 
primary source materials, students will write their own histories of Chinese popular protest and 
in the end develop their skills in observing societies with different origins than their own.   
       
Students taking this course should reach the following goals by the end of the semester: 
 

� Construct persuasive written arguments with the use of primary source materials as 
supporting evidence. 

� Utilize the latest methods of Web-based technology to communicate with fellow 
students. 

� Understand better the effect the ancient past has had on the modern world.  
� Exhibit self-motivation and self-expression by exploring and asking questions 

regarding historical topics beyond personal life experiences. 
 
Course Requirements 
 
I expect all students to attend and participate in all class meetings. Moreover, the completion of 
all written assignments is necessary for a passing grade.  No "incompletes" will be given for this 
class.  Please remember to plan ahead!  Because this class is both Writing Intensive (WI) and 
Speaking Intensive (SI), I have incorporated opportunities for criticism and improvement 
following the first writing and speaking assignments.  I will also require that all students 
establish e-mail accounts with Internet access. This course will occasionally involve interaction 
between the instructor and students outside of the lecture period. Please set up these accounts as 



 

 

soon as possible. If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact me. 
Grading (Undergraduates) 
 
Research exercises    20% (average of grades for three assignments) 
Historiographical essay (4-5 pages)  10% 
Class presentations         20% (10% each) 
Final paper (15-20 pages)   30% 
Class participation    20% 
 
Grading (Graduate students) 
 
Final paper (25-30 pages)   50%  
Historiographical essay (4-5 pages)  10% 
Class presentations   20% (10% each) 
Class participation    20% 
 
Detailed Description of Graded Assignments 
 

1. Research assignments 
 
All undergraduate students will be required to complete a series of research exercises during the 
course of the semester.  Each assignment must be completed by the assigned due date.  Detailed 
descriptions of these assignments will be included at the end of this syllabus.  Here is a summary 
list of these assignments: 

1. Project Description (Due February 11) 
2. Preliminary Bibliography (Due March 4) 
3. Critique of a Peer’s Paper (Due April 22) 

 
2. Historiographical Essay 

 
A historiographical essay is a critical overview of a variety of historical interpretations of an 
oftentimes narrowly focused topic.  Such essays can take different forms, and we will discuss 
these forms during this course.  All undergraduate students in this class will produce a 4-5 page 
historiographical essay, in which they will compare the main arguments of the 6-10 secondary 
sources they have located for their research paper. 
  

3. Class presentations 
 
All students will be required to give two presentations to the class during the semester.  We will 
discuss the nature of these presentations later on in the course.  All students enrolled in this class 
must attend a speaking workshop on February 11th. 
 

4. Final Paper 
  



 

 

All students will produce a research paper, based on both primary and secondary sources, by the 
end of this semester.  Paper topics may vary by individual interest and focus on specific events, 
but the general theme all students will examine will be the nature of popular protest in Chinese 
society from the Late Imperial era to the modern period.  Please remember that the quality of 
your writing, particularly the clarity and persuasiveness of your argument, will factor into the 
final grading. Late papers will be penalized half a letter grade for each day beyond the original 
due date. 
 
All students will supply briefly annotated bibliographies with their final essays.  An annotated 
bibliography is a list of books, articles, and documents, in which each entry is followed by a brief 
description of the source itself. These descriptions, or annotations, are provided to advise the 
reader on the accuracy and usefulness of the materials you have cited in your bibliography.   
 
Please remember that all students will submit preliminary versions of their annotated 
bibliographies in class on March 4th.   For a better sense of what it entails to create an annotated 
bibliography, I urge everyone to visit the Cornell University Library's web site at 
http://olinuris.library.cornell.edu/ref/research/skill28.htm.  This page contains a very good 
overview of the process. The Cornell Library’s tutorial page, titled “Skill Guides: How to Find 
Specific Resources,” is filled with other useful information.  This page may be found at 
http://olinuris.library.cornell.edu/ref/tutorialsguides.html. 
 
 

5. Class Participation 
 
Discussion and the exchange of ideas are very important components of this course. Everyone 
will be required to participate, and you should feel free to ask questions in every class. Each 
student will come to class having read the texts and prepared to discuss them. I will not hesitate 
to call on all students to participate. However, you should feel free to speak with me before class, 
if you find it difficult to speak in a public setting. In that case, you may submit your questions 
before each class in writing.   
 
Note: I ask that all students bring in two discussion questions for each chapter from the texts that 
we will discuss during the first weeks of the semester.  I will collect these questions at the 
beginning of class. 
 
Web Site contributions 
 
I have created a web site for this classroom, which you and I will continue to expand as the 
semester progresses. Together we will discuss options for the expansion of the course web site 
during the first weeks of class. Students also can access course information, such as scheduled 
events (i.e. the syllabus you now hold in your hand), as well as links to web sites of interest to 
our class. I urge everyone to visit the site Critical Thinking on the Web: A Directory of Quality 
Online Resources (http://austhink.com/critical/) before "surfing" through these on-line materials. 
Moreover, I may include additional materials on the library's Electronic Reserve list. Please refer 



 

 

to the class Web site periodically for such materials. 
 
 
 
Required Reading 
 
1. Yang, Jisheng, Edward Friedman, Jian Guo, and Stacy Mosher. Tombstone: The Great 

Chinese Famine, 1958-1962. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2012.  ISBN: 
9780374277932. 

 
2. Wang, Zheng. Never Forget National Humiliation: Historical Memory in Chinese Politics 

and Foreign Relations. New York: Columbia University Press, 2012. ISBN: 
9780231520164.  

 
3. Mertha, Andrew. China's Water Warriors: Citizen Action and Policy Change. Ithaca: Cornell 

University Press, 2008.  ISBN: 9780801446368. 
 
4. Yang, Guobin. The Power of the Internet in China: Citizen Activism Online. New York: 

Columbia University Press, 2009. ISBN: 9780231144209. 
 
5. Rampolla, Mary Lynn. A Pocket Guide to Writing in History. New York: Bedford/St.  

Martin's Press, 2010. 7th Pocket edition. ISBN: 9780312610418.  
 
All other materials, if any, for this course will be available on electronic reserve.
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READING SCHEDULE 

WEEK'S TOPIC READINGS AND DISCUSSION 

 
January 14: Course “nuts and bolts” and 
topical introduction  
 

 
 
                  

January 21: Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. holiday. Classes 
dismissed; offices closed.  

 
January 28: Forms of Popular Protest in 
Mao's China 
 
Skills Discussion: Choosing a research 
topic; finding sources 

 
Required Readings: Yang, Tombstone: 
The Great Chinese Famine (Chapters 1-7). 
 
Rampolla, A Pocket Guide to Writing 
History (Chapters 1-2). 
 

 
February 4:  Forms of Popular Protest in 
Mao's China (cont.) 
 
Skills Discussion: Various styles of history 
writing 

 
Required Readings: Yang, Tombstone: 
The Great Chinese Famine (Chapters 8-
15). 
 
Rampolla, A Pocket Guide to Writing 
History (Chapter 3, pp. 22-39). 
 

 
February 11: Speaking Workshop  
 
Skills Discussion: Writing a History Paper 
 

 
Required Reading: Rampolla, A Pocket 
Guide to Writing History (Chapters 4-5). 
 
SPEAKING CENTER WORKSHOP 
 
Research Assignment #1 due in class. 
 

 
February 18: Library Workshop (3:30-
4:30pm) and Student Conferences 
 

 
 

 
LIBRARY WORKSHOP 

 After 4:45pm: class time reserved for 
student conferences to discuss 
preliminary bibliographies. 
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February 25: Popular Unrest in Rural 

China, modern-day environmental 
activism. 

 
Skills Discussion: Plagiarism and 
Documenting Sources 
 

 
Required Reading:  
 
Ho-fung Hung, “Changes and Continuities 
in the Political Ecology of Popular Protest” 
(e-reserves) 
 
Mertha, China’s Water Warriors 
 
Rampolla, A Pocket Guide to Writing 
History (Chapters 6-7). 
 

 
 
March 4: Class Presentations 
 

 
Class Presentations 

 
Research Assignment #2 due in class. 

 
 
March 11: Class Presentations 
 

 
Class Presentations 

 
 

MONDAY, MARCH 11 th  
 

HISTORIOGRAPHICAL ESSAYS DUE 
IN CLASS 

 
 

SPRING BREAK: 9-17 March, No Class Meetings. 
 

WEEK'S TOPIC READINGS AND DISCUSSION 
 
March 18: Spring 1989 Demonstrations, 
Film Discussion 
 

 
Film: Gate of Heavenly Peace 

 
 March 25: Nationalism and State Power 

Since 1989  
 

 
Required Reading: Wang, Never Forget 
National Humiliation: Historical Memory 
in Chinese Politics and Foreign Relations. 

 
 
 April  1: Chinese Intellectuals and the 

State Since 1978 
 

 
Required Reading: Yang, The Power of 
the Internet in China: Citizen Activism 
Online. 
  

 
April 8: Rural Protest in China, Film 
Discussion 

 
Film:  Ruby Yang, The Blood of Yingzhou 
District  
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April 15 : Class Presentations 
 

 
Class Presentations 

 
 

MONDAY, APRIL 15 th 

 

 
FIRST DRAFT OF PAPER  
DUE IN CLASS (two copies) 

 
 
April 22:  Class Presentations 
 

 
Class Presentations 

 
Research Assignment #3 due in class. 

 
 
April 29: Class Presentations 
 
 

 
Class Presentations 
& Final Remarks 
Last Day of Class 

 
 

MONDAY, APRIL 29 th   
 

 
GRADUATE RESEARCH  

PAPERS DUE 
 

 
MONDAY, APRIL 29 th   

  
  

 
UNDERGRADUATE RESEARCH 

PAPERS DUE 
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Appendix #1: 
 

RESEARCH ASSIGNMENT #1: PROJECT DESCRIPTION1 
 
Due: Monday, February 11, in class  
 
Assignment: On a sheet of paper, please type the following: 
1. List your General Topic 
2. Come up with a more specific Research Question (one sentence) 
3. Write one (1) paragraph describing how you will answer this question 
4. Append a list of one (1) primary and one (1) secondary source appropriate to your question. 
Remember: all of these may well change in the next few weeks, but I’d like to see you try to 
sketch out a project as soon as possible. 
 
Explanation of the Assignment: 
 
1. General Topic: 
Here I am asking for the research theme that first caught your eye.  It is necessarily broad and 
descriptive. 
 
2. Research Question: 
Every historian begins her/his research with a question. The question helps to determine what 
you hope to uncover about your general topic. Your topic may be the Boxer Rebellion, but, as 
your professor will probably say to you, “What about the Boxer Rebellion?” In other words, what 
are you hoping to find out about your topic? It is important to have a research question (or 
perhaps one or two questions) before starting to do your research, or else you won’t know what 
to look for. Keep in mind, too, that it is very common for your question to change as you do 
research.  
 
Keep in mind that there are several kinds of questions. The weakest questions require a 
description for their answer. Hence the question “What happened during the 1989 Tiananmen 
student demonstrations?” requires only that you find some texts about the students 
demonstrations and report back about them. In a way, such a question is more suited to 
journalism than it is to history. A second, more impressive question is one that requires analysis 
in answering it. This question, “What did the organizing tactics of Tiananmen demonstrators tell 
us about the prevalent political climate of Chinese society in 1989?” clearly requires you to do 
more than simply file a report.  It requires you to think about the meaning of your topic to 
particular people in particular circumstances. This is the stuff of history. 
 
Your research question is something that you should keep in the forefront of your mind for the 
entire semester. Constantly ask yourself “Why am I reading [whatevever source]? What am I 
looking for?” Your research question will guide your reading appropriately. 

                                                           
1  A special word of thanks to Professor Rick Barton for his assistance with the description of these 
assignments. 
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3. Brief Description of the Project: 
Explain to me how you think you will pursue the research question you have just asked. You 
might discuss the kinds of sources you know (or hope) are available, and suggest some 
preliminary conclusions to your question. I only need a short paragraph here. 
 
4. A List of Two Sources: 
Please provide the bibliographic information for one primary source and one secondary source 
that you feel will be relevant to your topic. Should you be at a loss for sources, you might consult 
the bibliographies in our course materials, or you can speak with me. If you are having trouble 
keeping primary and secondary sources straight, please refer to the Library of Congress’s 
reference page (http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/ndlpedu/start/prim_sources.html) for this topic.  
The University of Washington (my alma mater) Suzallo Library’s web page “Using Primary 
Sources on the Web” (http://www.lib.washington.edu/subject/History/RUSA/) is also a very 
useful resource, although the documents available for topics in Chinese history are somewhat 
more limited than is the case in other areas of history.  
 
A tip on formulating Research Questions: [taken from Gregory G. Colomb et al., Craft of 
Research, p. 44] 
It may help in formulating your Research Question to work through the following sequence of 
questions. 
1. Name your topic: 
 “I am studying [topic] 
2. Imply your question: 
“because I want to find out who/how/why ________________ 
3. State the rationale for the question and project: 
“in order to understand how/why __________________ 
 
 
Words of Wisdom: Make Use of Note cards 
Make sure you are well stocked with note cards. Note cards are the researcher’s best friends. I 
find it best to extrapolate a concept or topic from the quotation you are making note of and 
record it in the upper left corner. Try to be consistent in coming up with categories. In the upper 
right, you might note either the type of source (primary v. secondary), or something more specific 
(like the genre of the source). The point of a note card is not to copy down lots of information - 
that would be wasting your time. The point of a note card is to construct a reminder to yourself of 
sources that contain evidence relating to a particular topic/concept. Then when you sit down to 
write your paper, you can collect all your note cards and set them out before you; as you set out 
to write each section, you can pull all the note cards pertaining to the section at hand. It will save 
you lots of time flipping through books or large, unorganized notebooks. 
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Appendix #2: 
 

RESEARCH ASSIGNMENT #2: PRELIMINARY BIBLIOGRAPHY 
 
DUE: Monday, March 4, in class 
 
Assignment: 
1. Prepare a preliminary bibliography for your topic. This bibliography should include 8-12 
items, divided into the following categories (arrange works alphabetically within each section): 
I. Primary Sources: I expect to see 1-3 listed. 
II. Secondary Sources 
A. Books (I expect 4-6) 
B. Articles (I expect 2-4) 
 
2. Provide a short annotation with each bibliographic entry that includes a 1-2 sentence rationale 
for that source (i.e., why you think it’ll be useful). You may place this comment immediately 
after the bibliographic entry. 
 
Reminders: 
A. Remember that primary sources are those written during the period you are studying; 
secondary sources are analyses by modern writers. 
B. Books: often there will not be a book on your specific topic. Most scholars look for books to 
provide general or background information on the time period, region, or concept that interests 
them. You ought to be able to find books relatively easily by using any of the bibliographies 
listed on Bob Gaines’s History 511 Web-page or my own web page. 
C. Articles: while it is generally harder for students to find articles than books, the reward is 
much greater. Articles, if well selected, often pertain more directly to the topic at hand and often 
provide much more specific interpretations against which you can shape your own argument. To 
find articles, use bibliographies and footnotes in books you have located, and/or the on-line 
databases, such as Expanded Academic Index, Web of Science, and JSTOR located on the 
library’s Electronic Databases page. 



 

 

11 

Appendix #3: 
 
 

RESEARCH ASSIGNMENT #3: CRITIQUE OF PEER’S PAPER 
 
DUE: Monday, April 22, in class 
 
Assignment: 
Write a short (no more than 2 page) critique of your colleague’s paper. Provide two (2) copies of 
that critique (one for your colleague, and one for me). 
 
Components of the Critique: your critique should cover some or all of the following areas 
and/or questions. 
 
1. Thesis/Argument: What is the argument of the paper? Is it clearly identified? Does the author 
maintain it throughout the paper? Does he/she successfully prove his/her point? How might the 
argument be strengthened? 
 
2. Historiography:  If appropriate, comment on how well the author situates his/her paper in the 
existing literature. That is, has the author examined the existing literature? How does his/her 
paper contribute to, modify, or reject the existing literature? 
 
3. Evidence: Does the author possess sufficient evidence of sufficient quality to support his/her 
argument? Or does the evidence suggest something else? Does the author explain his/her 
evidence, or does he/she assume that you will see the importance of it? If the latter, how might 
he/she improve his/her discussion of the evidence? 
 
4. Structure:  Is the paper well organized? Could you follow the line of the argument? If not, 
how might the organization of the paper be improved? Remember that the ideal paper is like an 
assembly line, with each paragraph adding a bit more to the product until the conclusion, at 
which point you have a unified, coherent whole.  Look for superfluous paragraphs and/or areas 
where expansion of the theme is necessary. 
 
5. Style: Be careful and kind here.  Everyone possesses an individual style. Still, you might well 
consider how the author’s style helps and/or hinders the paper. 
 
6. Citations: Does the author cite sources in a consistent way? Do the citations (either footnotes 
or endnotes) provide the needed support for the argument? That is, are they useful or are they 
peripheral to the argument? 
 
7. Grammar and Typos: does the paper contain grammar errors and/or misspelled words? You 
only need comment on this if there is a serious problem (anyone can leave a few typos, but it’s 
only worth commenting upon if they become so numerous as to detract from meaning). 
 


