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Abstract and Keywords
This chapter offers a brief review of dominant approaches to placing
early modern China in its world context, discussing major findings,
ongoing debates, and emerging challenges. Attention to different
geographic regions, periods of time, and topics of research, including
economic, political, and cultural and intellectual history, have led to
competing judgements about the degree to which the Qing Empire was
integrated into global developments. Against this background, and with
reference to the case of the Qing official Ghombojab, it argues that the
rise of global history can complement research that focus on the Qing
empire or China as a whole, by emphasizing the differential impact of
global forces on individual Qing subjects and their reciprocal individual
contributions towards shaping those forces.
Keywords: early modern China, Qing Empire, Ghombojab, global history, Mongols, Inner
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The Qing Empire in the Fabric of Global History
China in the World: Competing Perspectives
China’s interactions with the outside world have been intensively
studied. From an overwhelming early emphasis on diplomacy with
European countries, this scholarship has now expanded to cover many
periods, regions, and topics. The rise of global history presents an
opportunity not only to reaffirm the significance and accelerate the
pace of this research, but also to explore new approaches. This short
essay will therefore consider what forms innovation might take, in light
of established and emerging scholarship. It concentrates primarily on
the early modern period, roughly 1500 to 1800, an era that has
provoked conflicting judgements about China’s influence on the world,
and the world’s influence on China.1
Current scholarship in English on early modern and modern China in
the world evolved from the political history of Qing foreign relations
with the West in the period after the Opium War.2 Following an
approach formulated in the 1941 article ‘On the Ch’ing Tributary
System’ by John K. Fairbank and S. Y. Têng, scholars juxtaposed a
‘traditional’ mode of foreign relations, in which Ming and Qing
emperors claimed ritual superiority over other monarchs, with one
developed in Europe and progressively imposed on China after 1842.3
Subsequent research concentrated on war and diplomacy, statebuilding and finance, education and missionary activity, and advances
in science and technology, to see how this ‘traditional’ China, impelled
by foreign demand and example, gradually assumed a new, ‘modern’
form. A smaller cohort of scholars looked back in time from the vantage
of 1842, with most attention falling on western European embassies,
conditions at Canton, and, to a lesser extent, early treaty-based
relations with Russia.
(p.109)

This focus on the West then expanded to include more careful

consideration of the application to non-Western countries of China’s
‘tribute system’, a concept invented to embrace the various ritual,
trade, and diplomatic policies that seemed to distinguish Ming and
Qing foreign relations from European norms. China’s priority, in this
view, was stable, and predictable relations with its neighbours
demonstrated the emperor’s ritual superiority through the reception of
submissive foreign embassies. This was taken to be a mode of
international relations adapted to the cultural and political values
shared in Asia, particularly East Asia. As studies of ideology and written
regulations have yielded over time to more granular analysis of
particular cases, researchers now have a clearer picture of tension and
conflict within superficially harmonious relationships.4 This undercuts
any interpretation of Qing foreign relations based on a neat distinction
between (East) Asian and European countries. Hamashita Takeshi has
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posited that a China-centred ‘tribute trade system’ knit Asia, especially
East and Southeast Asia, into an integrated network of hierarchical
economic and political ties. Because European traders were forced at
first to adapt to this system, Hamashita suggests that important
elements of it survived into the era of treaty ports and helped shape
such ‘modern’ phenomena as Asian nationalism and Japanese industrial
development.5
Research on commodities flowing through Chinese ports, silver above
all, led to an even more dramatic reappraisal of China’s role in the early
modern world. Whereas scholarship on the tribute system typically
limited attention to China’s nearest neighbours and the West, this work
sought to integrate China into a global system in which the New World
played a key part. Whereas politically oriented studies stressed China’s
restrictions on external contact, studies of commodity flows emphasized
a ‘reversal of causality’ by which China did more than Europe to shape
the global economy.6 Some went so far as to assert that in the early
modern period ‘the entire global economic order was––literally––
Sinocentric’.7 Even if these claims prove to be exaggerated, as some
have argued,8 studies of commerce in opium, tea, furs, ginseng, and
other commodities leave no doubt that China’s market stimulated
numerous global trading ventures and helped finance expanding
European power in Asia and the Americas. New appreciation of China’s
cornerstone role in global trade and domestic economic strength
contributed to the influential thesis that parts of China rivalled parts of
Europe as the world’s most

(p.110)

prosperous regions until separated

by a Great Divergence around 1800.9 Climate and the environment are
now joining commodity flows as factors tying China to global trends.10
One strand of what has come to be dubbed New Qing History has
developed comparable findings on very different terrain. Reacting
against an earlier coastal bias that discounted pressing inland concerns
of the empire’s Manchu rulers, and against a conceptualization of the
imperial worldview as monochromatically Sinocentric, this scholarship
made Qing policies toward Inner Asia a political counterpart to
revisionist work on China’s place in world trade. Earlier findings had
foregrounded indicators of China’s decline and alienation from global
trends before the Opium War. New Qing History scholars, by contrast,
noted the achievements the Qing shared with other early modern
empires: between 1600 and 1800 Manchu rulers greatly expanded the
territory under their control; extinguished the formidable Junghar
empire; pushed back Russian expansion by force and kept it at bay by
diplomacy; won the cooperation of the Mongol aristocracy and Tibetan
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Buddhist clergy as well as the Chinese literati elite; and incrementally
deepened centralized control over their subjects while implementing
technological, bureaucratic, and logistical innovations.11
Parallels to this New Qing History can be identified in recent work on
China’s maritime frontier. Just as studying Inner Asia challenged a view
of the Qing state as essentially Chinese, emerging scholarship on the
‘Zheng Family Empire’, which seized Taiwan from the Dutch and held it
against the Qing until 1683, has come to see it as a maritime enterprise
without an obvious Chinese precedent. Just as the Manchus held off
Russian expansion, the Zheng state used diplomacy and military force
to keep the Dutch at bay and protect trade routes stretching from
Cambodia to Japan.12 Nor did Qing victory mark the end of Chinese
interaction with Southeast Asia. Although the vital economic role of
overseas Chinese in Batavia, Manila, and other Southeast Asian
outposts of European empires has long been appreciated, emerging
studies are

(p.111)

illuminating the political role of overseas Chinese,

even the presence of Chinese-dominated micro-states, in what is now
Thailand and southern Vietnam.13
Reconsideration has extended to the intellectual, cultural, and religious
connections between China and the outside world. Work on the Roman
Catholic mission to China as both a scientific and religious enterprise, a
perennial source of interest, is increasingly concentrating on the
interactive nature of these encounters, in which both sides contributed
jointly to forms of knowledge and religious practice that did not belong
entirely to either.14 Similar approaches have been taken to Islam in a
Chinese context.15 Intellectual connections within East Asia, linking
China, Japan, Korea, and Vietnam, are drawing renewed attention, as is
the cosmopolitan interaction between Chinese and Inner Asian cultural
elements, in which ‘Qing rule … fostered the crossing of boundaries, a
mixing and fusion, and ultimately the creation of new forms that
defined a distinctive Qing culture.’16
Aspects of new findings in all of these fields overturn most of the
assumptions prevailing when the ‘tribute system’ model was first
advanced. Where historians once wrote of China between 1500 and
1800 as myopically Confucian, isolated and aloof, and approaching a
political and civilizational dead end, they can now (doubtless nudged
partly by the precipitous rise of contemporary China) point to
commonalities with other parts of a world under the rubric of ‘early
modernity’: economic vitality, political achievement, and intellectual
openness. Yet, by a sort of law of the conservation of decline, those
challenging earlier conceptions of Qing failings often feel compelled by
their awareness of the empire’s nineteenth-century troubles to balance
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positive appraisals with countervailing reference to problems and
stagnation in other spheres—typically, ones they have chosen not to
study in detail. Consequently, our understanding of the Qing Empire as
a whole remains fractured and contradictory, and how best to integrate
these strands of scholarship remains to be determined. In the interest
of brevity, this essay will discuss only one facet of these competing
pictures of the Qing in the world, that involving different spatial scales
of analysis.
(p.112)

A disjuncture remains between how China is treated at the

regional, Eurasian, and ‘truly global’ scales. Much of what we know
about Qing interaction with its neighbours comes from studies with a
bilateral or, at most, regional focus. These show that the Qing Empire
played a major economic and political role along virtually every sector
of its frontier. Fitted together, this tissue of interaction assumes a
continental scale. The political awareness of the Qing state extended at
one time or another to almost every corner of Eurasia, including much
of the Islamic world. In addition to its immediate neighbours, it
conducted correspondence before 1800 with non-contiguous rulers in
Europe, Central, and Southeast Asia, who collectively held territory
from the Atlantic to Korea, and from Bengal to the Arctic Circle. This
correspondence included negotiations on boundaries, alliances, terms
of trade, and other issues of crucial economic and political concern.
Within this vast ambit, the Qing state monitored military movements,
political upheavals, and trade flows, expanding or constricting its range
of contacts as seemed most prudent. Few historians of Qing history
have probed the degree to which this continent-wide awareness added
up to more than the sum of its many regional parts, particularly the
question of how far the Qing state and non-official observers connected
these various strands of activity into an integrated picture.17
If the Qing is increasingly recognized as an early modern Eurasian
power, its ‘truly global’ role remains more ambiguous. Global history,
named after a spatial unit, relies heavily on distance as a metric for
evaluating global importance. If indeed the ‘truly global’ was created by
sustained trans-Atlantic or trans-Pacific, then China was brought into
global history by European maritime ventures that it may have partly
inspired but that it did not directly encourage or plan. This Americacentred criterion relegates China to a passive role, and promotes what
might be called the vending machine model, in which China’s global
importance is limited to serving as an unconscious engine of world
trade: foreigners came to insert silver into a stationary China and
departed with its goods. This model gives license for a convenient
division of labour. Historians of global trade flows can emphasize the
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vast sums slotted into the machine, and the distances its customers
travelled, without needing to discuss how, or even whether, Qing rulers,
officials, and scholars understood the global ramifications of their part
in this exchange, still less how they may have tried to influence global
developments. Historians of China, for their part, can concentrate on
the inner workings of the machine by the study of China’s domestic
economic indicators. Thus, some of the most forceful revisionist claims
for China’s dominant role in a connected global economy have come
from scholars who do not primarily study China or use Chinese sources.
Historians of China seeking to place its economy in a global framework
have overwhelmingly favoured a comparative

(p.113)

approach.18

Missing in this division of labour is the question of how aware Qing
observers were of the world in which they were increasingly enmeshed.
If contact with the Americas is indeed the hallmark of the ‘truly global’,
then it is worth considering whether early modern China can be studied
at this scale except as inspiring and setting conditions for worldshaping enterprises of which Europeans were the sole conscious
architects. One approach would be to study more closely the
engagement of China and the New World before 1800. Although the
Qing Empire neither possessed American colonies nor operated transAtlantic or trans-Pacific vessels, there were Chinese migrants and
goods in the Americas, and Chinese officials and scholars were aware
of the New World through maps and written accounts. Did this
constitute an active engagement before the mid nineteenth century? A
second approach would be to challenge the view that the ‘truly global’
required engagement with the Americas on the grounds that this
criterion overemphasizes long-distance connections at the expense of
other metrics of global significance. In the early modern world, vessels
of European empires monopolized the longest-distance voyages, so
measuring the global by distance perforce emphasizes the European
role. Yet, as a populous and prosperous empire with many neighbours,
the Qing Empire’s position would by contrast be accentuated by a
measure of global importance according more weight to the percentage
of the world’s population, economy, or total volume of trade influenced
by, say, its trade policies or economic trends. How best to balance
possible metrics is a matter of huge complexity; what some may see as
a useful democratization of the criteria of global history may strike
others as an attempt by early modern Asianists to tilt the playing field
in their favour. At the very least, however, historians should ponder
whether the label ‘truly global’ is too easily lent to transoceanic
connections of all sorts, while economic, political, and cultural
interaction between the Qing and its immediate neighbours—in an age
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when the Qing Empire had a larger population than Europe and the
Americas combined—are viewed (through the lens of distance) as of
merely regional importance.
When evaluations of the global engagement of the Qing Empire differ,
they typically split along major historiographical fault lines of spatial
and temporal scale and sub-disciplinary approach: contrasting Inner
Asia with China, especially its coast; the successful High Qing before
1800 with the diminished Late Qing thereafter; and economic, political,
and intellectual developments with each other. It would be unrealistic
to suggest either that historians ignore or renounce these divides,
which have been reaffirmed by generations of inquiry as sensible and
convenient, or that they become expert in the minutiae of all the
economic, political, religious, and intellectual strands tying the Qing
Empire to the outside world across three centuries and thousands of
miles of frontier. The linguistic requirements

(p.114)

alone that such

expertise would demand are staggering to ponder. A more modest goal
for global history in a Qing context is to offer a complementary plane
for pursuing phenomena that remain dimly understood precisely
because they cut across these divisions.

Ghombojab and the ‘Sons of Chaghatai’
Although this essay does not afford space for such a study, even in
miniature, I would like to make a rough sketch of the contours of one
case to show some of the possibilities, and attendant challenges, of
attempting histories cutting across dominant research divisions. In
1725, the Mongolian nobleman Ghombojab completed a brief genealogy
of the descendants of Chinggis Khan whom he, as a member of the
ruling lineage of the Üjümücin tribe, regarded as his lineal ancestor.
Little is known of his life before this point. In 1692, while quite young,
he was granted the title of Bulwark Duke (Fuguo gong), and had five
audiences with the Kangxi emperor by 1709, when he was given in
marriage a member of the imperial clan. By 1715, for reasons unknown,
Ghombojab was stripped of his dukedom. Because his correspondence
with the throne over this matter was conveyed by officials in the
imperial bodyguard, it is possible that he was then a member of that
body and already resident in Beijing. Sometime around 1722, the year
of Kangxi’s death, Ghombojab was put in charge of the Tibetan School,
where he worked alongside members of the Tibetan Buddhist clergy to
train officials in the language skills needed for correspondence and
scholarship. As his position suggests, he was known as someone with a
remarkable mastery of languages.19
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Tucked away in his genealogy, Ghombojab gave the following
description of the progeny of Chaghatai, son of Chinggis Khan:
The imperial prince Chaghatai became khan in the country of the
white-hatted Muslims, and established his capital in the city of
Yarkand. Among his five sons, the eldest Abdula Khan sat on his
father’s throne. His second son, Imamaquli, became khan in
Central Asia and established his capital at Samarkand.
Adaramamad became khan in India and established his capital at
Balkh. The fourth son, Küngkür, ruled as khan in the country of
Rum, and established his capital at Istanbul. The fifth son Temür
ruled as khan in the Red-hatted Urunggh-a country and
established his capital at Bukhara.20
(p.115)

Setting aside its inaccuracies, this passage has two noteworthy

attributes. First, from his vantage point in Beijing, Ghombojab’s
historical vision extended across Islamic Central Asia to India and
Istanbul. Second, several of these names appear here for the first time
in the Mongolian-language historical record. Where did he get his
information?
As a point of departure, let us assume that Ghombojab encountered his
informant or informants in Beijing, most likely within the orbit of the
Qing court. In 1713, the Kangxi emperor informed his Grand
Secretaries, and presumably other courtiers, that ‘the Muslims (Huizi)
of the northwest are of very many kinds, but all are descendants of
Chinggis Khan’.21 In an undated note, probably a record of these same
remarks, the emperor elaborated that after Chinggis had conquered the
‘countries of the Muslims’ he had ordered his sons to rule them, and
although with the passage of time they had gradually exchanged their
Mongolian characteristics for the languages, behaviour, and customs of
Muslims, the rulers of these tribes remained nonetheless descendants
of the Yuan.22
Who in contact with the Qing court had information to offer about these
territories, particularly Central Asia? One possibility were Russians,
who in the early eighteenth century had some contact with most of the
peoples of Central Asia. Conduits for information exchange intensified
after 1676, as envoys, consuls, merchants, and clergy reached Beijing
in larger numbers. Relations with Russia allowed the famous transSiberian mission of 1712–15, sent by the Kangxi emperor to the lower
Volga to meet Ayuki Khan of the Torghut Mongols. Its member and
chronicler Tulišen published an account of his travels in Chinese and
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Manchu, with a map depicting the Qazaqs, India, and the Ottoman
Empire, as well as Moscow and Sweden.
The origins of Tulišen’s mission, however, remind us that long-distance
Eurasian contact did not rely solely on Russian mediation. In 1698,
Ayuki Khan’s nephew had gone on pilgrimage to Tibet via the territory
of his kinsmen, the Junghars, but political tensions left him stranded
and dependent on Kangxi’s patronage. Could information about
Ghombojab’s ‘sons of Chaghatai’ have come from this closely connected
Torghut (Kalmyk)-Junghar network? It is possible to tentatively identify
three of those ‘sons’ as Abdullah, the Chaghataid ruler at Yarkand (r.
1638–67), Imam Quli Khan, a descendant of Chinggis’s son Joci who
reigned at Bukhara (r. 1611–42), and Nadhr Muhammad, another
Jochid who ruled in this period in Balkh (1606/7–41) and subsequently
at Bukhara. Küngkür probably refers here not to the Ottoman sultan
but to his vassal, the Jochid khan of Crimea.23 The first of these four
had extensive contact with the Junghars, and the latter three had
political contact with the Torghuts.24 Their far-flung contacts made the
Torghuts an (p.116) invaluable source of political intelligence to both
the Qing court and the Tibetan Buddhist intellectual world. The
Mongolian cleric and scholar Sum-pa Mkhan-po, who stayed in Beijing
while Ghombojab was still active and was familiar with his list of the
sons of Chaghatai, learned about the Ottoman Empire from a Torghut
informant. This informant may also have supplied his information about
Bukhara, Samarkand, and other parts of Central Asia.25
Behind this diplomacy with the Torghut lay the core interest of the Qing
state in Central Asia: its prolonged conflict with the Junghars, first
under Galdan and then under his nephew Tsewang Rabtan. Galdan had
solidified Junghar domination over the Tarim Basin and campaigned
into Central Asia. It was in the aftermath of his conquests that the Qing
court made its first direct contact, in 1696, with a royal descendant of
Chaghatai.26 As early as 1697, Kangxi knew that Galdan dominated
Muslim states to his west, including (he believed) Bukhara, Samarkand,
and the Qazaqs as well as nearer cities like Yarkand and Turfan. Kangxi
had no wish to aid or annex Central Asian lands, and rejected the offer
of a high-ranking Chinese military officer to ‘lead the Muslims (Huizi) to
attack Galdan’s rear’.27 The proponent of this alliance with foreign
Muslims was Ma Ziyun, a native of Shaanxi and himself a Muslim. In his
private life, Ma had in 1686 summoned and patronized Khwaja ‘Abd
Allah (d. 1689), who instructed him in the Qadiriyya branch of Sufism.
Little is known about how ‘Abd Allah, said to be a descendent of the
Prophet born in Medina and educated in Baghdad and Egypt, had
reached China. By some accounts he arrived by sea, although there is
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evidence that he had travelled in Central Asia.28 In the late seventeenth
century, Sufi networks stretched across Eurasia, and some Sufis played
an important role in Central Asian politics.29 However, we have no way
of knowing whether the scheme Ma put to Kangxi was based on
information, or even strategies, supplied by his Sufi contacts.
Although Kangxi did not adopt Ma’s plan, he remained well aware that
the Junghars were clashing with enemies to their west. This knowledge
was put to use by his son, the Yongzheng emperor, six years after
Ghombojab wrote his genealogy. In preparation for his 1731 campaign
against the Junghars, the emperor sent twin missions to Russia and the
Torghuts, and broached the strategy of sending envoys back eastward
from the lower Volga into Central Asia, to inform Bukhara and the
Qazaqs of the planned Qing attack. For trustworthy agents ‘perfectly
familiar with Muslim affairs’ and able to communicate with the Qazaqs,
he sought assistance

(p.117)

from recently surrendered subjects at

30

Hami and Turfan. The defeat of the Qing expedition that year,
resistance by the Russians, and the emperor’s death in 1735 halted this
strategy.
Another source of information on Mongol Central Asia at the Qing court
were the Jesuits, and indeed in 1729 Prince Yin-xiang turned to Fr.
Antoine Gaubil for historical information about ‘the irruption of
Chinggisid Tartars (Tartares Gengiscaniens) in Asia and Europe’.31
These missionaries also provided information about contemporary
geopolitics that Qing statesmen used in conjunction with other sources.
Between 1722 and 1729, the period in which Ghombojab composed his
list of the sons of Chaghatai, Jesuit cartographers and their Qing
counterparts were busy collecting sources and testimony to create
maps integrating the Qing Empire, Russia, the Junghars, and other
parts of Central Asia.32 Antoine Gaubil mentioned in 1725 a map made
in Beijing based on ‘reports of Tartars come from beside the Caspian
Sea’. In 1729, Gaubil noted that Yongzheng’s brother, who pressed him
for the latest news from Europe, was also collecting information about
Central Asia. When the prince received such intelligence, Gaubil
observed, he ‘first consulted some Muslims here [Beijing], who know
something of their history and of the geography of the Muslim
countries’.33 It is unclear whether the prince turned to some among the
hundreds of ‘Central Asian Turkic-Muslims’ who came to Beijing as
caravan traders, or, more likely, Chinese Muslims residing in the city
permanently.34 Whether or not Chinese Muslims in Beijing kept abreast
of developments in the Islamic world by questioning foreign Muslims,
they certainly did so by other channels. Around 1721 one of
Ghombojab’s colleagues in the Qing bureaucracy, a Muslim official
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named Zhao Shiying, recorded information about the Islamic world
gleaned from a Jesuit, ‘a man of the country of Italy, on the western
outskirts of Arabia (Tianfang).’35
Jesuits used their presence in China to research Central Asia for their
own ends. Over the course of the seventeenth century, they had
systematically probed for a viable overland route from Europe to China.
When the one via Siberia proved stubbornly closed to them, and the
one via Persia, India, Tibet, and Xining too arduous, an ambitious plan
was devised in the early 1690s to staff missions in

(p.118)

Bukhara and

36

Samarkand as a bridge between Persia and Gansu. Although this
project failed, Jesuits in Persia, relying in part on Armenian merchants,
were able to augment overland itineraries from Isfahan to China via
India and Siberia with a third running through Herat, Balkh, Bukhara,
and Turfan.37
Another scholar sifting the various currents of information at Beijing in
this period was Chen Lunjiong. His father, a Fujianese merchant with
experience abroad, had advised the Qing court on how to capture
Taiwan in 1683 and was rewarded with a high position in the Qing
military. French Jesuits, in a 1717 letter home, described their debates
with him over his fierce opposition to Christianity. Chen Lunjiong,
whom he had once taken on a mission to Japan, served in Kangxi’s
bodyguard in the early 1720s and around the end of that decade
composed an account of the eastern hemisphere. Although principally
concerned with the maritime world, Chen’s map and text described
Central Asia, including the Caspian Sea, Siberia, and territories he
described as ‘Galdan’ (the Junghars), ‘Samarkand’ (Muslim Central
Asia), and Persia.38 Chen seems to have had confidence in his
knowledge of Central Asia, for in 1736 he memorialized about Siberia’s
important strategic position relative to the Junghars.39 Chen’s case
reminds us that Inner Asian developments were by no means
overlooked on the maritime frontier. Galdan’s death in the foothills of
the Altai on April 4, 1697, first reported to Kangxi on June 2, was
reported at Nagasaki by a Chinese ship that had put to sea from Ningbo
on July 14.40
Taken individually, none of the conduits of information reviewed here is
a certain source for Ghombojab’s list of the ‘sons of Chaghatai’. This is
perhaps not surprising. A year after Ghombojab completed his work in
Beijing, another genealogy of the descendants of Chinggis, the Histoire
Généalogique des Tatars, was published at Leiden. This was the work of
Abu ’l-Ghazi Bahadur Khan (1603–63), ruler of Khiva, like Ghombojab a
historian and descendant of Chinggis. The content of his work was
gleaned over the course of a life in which he had travelled throughout
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Central Asia and lived in Persia and among the Qazaqs and Torghuts
(Kalmyks). Originally written in Chaghatai Turki, the text was
interpreted into Russian by a Muslim scholar, and then into German by
Swedish prisoners of war. If it is, as the modern scholar Bertold Spuler
has judged, ‘widely defective for the earlier periods’, this is surely due
to the heterogeneous sources from which its author assembled it.41 It
seems likely that Ghombojab’s work was formed by a comparable fusion
of different sources of information ricocheting around the Qing Empire,
particularly Kangxi and Yongzheng-era Beijing.
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(p.119)

The Qing in Global History

Pondering avenues of research that would establish the provenance of
Ghombojab’s list of the ‘sons of Chaghatai’, a small question in itself,
raises larger issues about the scales at which it should be tackled.
There are compelling reasons to study it in the context of Mongolian
history, and indeed this is how Ghombojab and his works have most
commonly been approached. After all, he was born in Mongolia, and his
work, written in Mongolian, dealt with the descendants of Chinggis, a
topic of special concern for the Mongolian aristocracy. His findings
about the ‘sons of Chaghatai’ were influential within subsequent
Mongolian- and Tibetan-language historical works. Yet even
approached as Mongolian history, the bounds of inquiry are blurred. If
Ghombojab was gleaning information from Torghut or Junghar
informants that were in turn aware of the Chinggisid pedigree of other
Central Asian dynasties, then Ghombojab could be seen as a member of
a Mongolian diaspora with entangled genealogical and historical
concerns stretching from the edge of Europe to the edge of
Manchuria.42 Since he likened the pedigree of the Mongol aristocracy
to the ‘flow of the Ganges’, traced its earliest origins back to India, and
had a deep engagement with Buddhism, we can also see him as a
northern member of an Indo-Tibetan intellectual world.43
From another angle, however, the Mongolian and even Inner Asian
scale of inquiry proves inadequate, and it seems more illuminating to
place Ghombojab’s findings in a Qing context that accentuates the role
of Beijing and China. He and many others, from Manchu conquerors to
Mongol aristocrats, Jesuits, Russians, Torghuts, and Bukharan
merchants, converged on Beijing from beyond China proper because of
China’s size and significance as a market, mission field, or source of
income and power. Many of those coming to Beijing were able to
communicate with each other because they had, like Ghombojab,
learned Chinese or Manchu for pragmatic ends, or were able to find
another lingua franca like Latin or Mongolian. Based after 1722 in the
Tibetan School, Ghombojab’s duties led him to work at various times
alongside Manchu, Chinese, Tibetan, and Mongolian colleagues. He
reiterated his list of the sons of Chaghatai in a Tibetan history of China
and Chinese Buddhism. He also translated Buddhist works into
Chinese. As a polyglot with intellectual interests crossing the ChinaInner Asia divide, he had much in common with other Qing
contemporaries.
Although he and his writings can profitably be considered within these
larger contexts, Ghombojab had assembled a particular pattern of
knowledge that was not likely shared by other Qing subjects, other
Mongols, or even other Mongol Qing officials in Beijing. His strikingly
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novel list of the ‘sons of Chaghatai’ was the

(p.120)

product of his

unique engagement with different strands of Eurasian, if not global,
currents. Equally singular elements would also be found if we
considered the outlooks of, say, the Kangxi emperor, Chen Lunjiong,
Antoine Gaubil, Ma Ziyun, Zhao Shiying, and other of Ghombojab’s
contemporaries active within the orbit of the Qing court. This variety of
knowledge and experience would be yet more pronounced if we
considered the full range of those whose places of birth lay scattered
throughout the Qing Empire. Limiting attention to Han Chinese Qing
subjects before 1800, one finds merchants sojourning in Java, labourers
taken to work in Nootka Sound, Catholic seminarians sent to train in
Naples, and Muslims going to the Middle East for hajj and study.
Individual particularities arising from the confluence of multiple
institutions and networks, the likely origin of Ghombojab’s list of the
‘sons of Chaghatai’, reveals tension between macro- and microhistorical scales of analysis when trying to relate Qing history to its
global context. Historians specializing in the Qing Empire, were they
inclined to do so, could sketch out intersecting networks of trade,
correspondence, and human movement that linked individual Qing
subjects to almost every corner of the globe even before 1800.
Marshalling these cases as evidence of a large Qing ‘global footprint’
would likely be challenged by alternative interpretations. Historians of
other empires, such as the British, Russian, or Dutch, or of other largescale entities like the Catholic Church, or the Islamic or Tibetan
Buddhist oecumene, might with equal justice claim some of these
figures as stray Qing subjects whose global connections required the
initiative and infrastructure of their own object of study. Historians
specializing in China or other sub-imperial units might claim these
figures for their own research by arguing that the Qing Empire’s size
and diversity meant that no common Qing identity meaningfully
existed. Yet rejecting the Qing Empire as a unit of analysis in favour of
components like China proper, Tibet, or Mongolia leaves those same
components open to disaggregation on similar grounds. After all,
residents of Shanxi, Gansu, Fujian, Yunnan, and other provinces had
distinct patterns of sojourning beyond China proper, conducted various
types of foreign trade, received different foreign visitors, and in the
process accumulated distinct pools of local knowledge. The same could
be said about Sinophone Christians and Muslims, or officials serving in
Beijing. Demanding increasingly rigorous levels of internal cohesion
could be used to shatter any group identity, leaving only an atomized
constellation of individuals whose engagement with the larger world
was to some extent unique and idiosyncratic.
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Micro-historical attention to the ways in which various global forces,
trends, and networks intersected in the lives of individual Qing subjects
is one important supplement to scales of analysis already well
established in the study of that empire’s place in the world, notably the
bilateral (e.g., Qing-Korea, Qing-Russia), sub-imperial (e.g., China
proper, Tibet, Mongolia), Qing imperial, and greater regional (e.g., East
or Inner Asia). For global history to produce novel findings, however, it
is equally important to consider the reverse: how to reassemble the
interactions of particular Qing subjects with others at the Eurasian, if
not global level, in a way that illustrates dynamics cutting across the
most common imperial or regional scales of research.
(p.121)

One brief example, drawn from the cartography of Central Asia

in the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, can illustrate the
interaction of individuals on a Eurasian level. It is well known that
employees of the Qing state—Han Chinese, Manchus, Mongols, Jesuits,
Tibetan Buddhist clergy—played a crucial role in this mapping. They
were, however, only one part of a larger field of densely interwoven
intellectual activity and information transmission. Russian relations
with the Qing Empire stimulated the production of general maps of
Siberia and surrounding territories.44 Some copies of these Russian
maps reached Beijing by 1689, where they were consulted by Jesuits
and other Qing officials. In 1690, Antoine Thomas sent to Rome from
Beijing an adaptation of one, covering not only Siberia but Central Asia,
Persia, and India.45 A Russian prototype also guided Tulišen’s map of
Eurasia, although he seems to have added information from Torghut
informants. When Antoine Gaubil prepared his own personal
manuscript map of Inner and Central Asia, his use of both Torghut and
Russian place names, and particular Russian names in Chinese form
(e.g. his Touliessco for the Chinese Tuliyesike, from Russian Turetskoe
[‘Turkish’]) shows that he had read Tulišen’s account, published around
the time he reached Beijing. Gaubil’s map also drew on recent
European maps available in Beijing (which Chen Lunjiong also
consulted around this time for his map of the eastern hemisphere). At
the same time, Gaubil’s draft map contained historical data, making
reference to Chinggis Khan and Tamerlane. This shows that he was not
only drafting it with reference to the official Qing project of mapping
Russia and Central Asia, but also making notes for his personal project,
commenced in 1725, of writing a history of the Mongols. When it was
complete, this history referred to Chinese and Manchu sources, ‘Tartar’
informants, and works published in Europe.46 Although Gaubil’s history
was finally published in Paris in 1739, his map remained in manuscript.
Still, its depiction of Central Asian cities like Balkh and Bukhara was
closely related to the 1734 map by Jean Baptiste Bourguignon d’Anville
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that was printed and widely circulated in Europe as part of Du Halde’s
celebrated description of China.47 Another map consulted by d’Anville
was a historical map of Central Asia produced for the French
translation of Abu ’l Ghazi’s history of the Mongols, published in
1726.48 One of the figures instrumental in arranging that translation,
Philipp Johann von (p.122) Strahlenberg, was a Swedish prisoner of war
in Tobolsk between 1711 and 1722, and therefore presumably in that
city when Tulišen sojourned there. Von Strahlenberg, like Tulišen,
visited the Torghut territories and painstakingly produced his own
maps of Central Asia.49
These cartographic interconnections, the details of which remain to be
fully excavated, by no means represented a consciously collaborative
endeavour. Still, not only was their content to some degree
interdependent, but the circumstances in which they were created were
shaped by interlocking political, commercial, intellectual, and religious
currents. To arbitrarily segregate the analysis of these maps based on
the languages they used, the empires within which they were
composed, or the birthplaces and political or religious affiliations of
their draughtsmen, would give at best a very partial picture of the
dynamics by which people and information moved, merged, and
influenced each other. Above all, these maps demonstrate certain
interests, for instance in the geography of Central Asia, and in the
history of the Mongols, that took particular forms in individual cases
but were also expressions of research trends common across virtually
all of Eurasia.
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Conclusion
Several distinguished historians have recently shown how microhistories can open new vistas on larger phenomena in global history, a
conclusion with which this essay concurs.50 Yet given the natural
tendency of micro-history to gravitate toward cases chosen for their
striking and unexpected features, it is worth emphasizing that every
Qing subject, indeed every inhabitant of early modern Eurasia, had a
unique engagement with global forces shaped by many factors,
including place of residence, occupation, social connections,
consumption, conversation and reading, and simply what they were
curious about. Depending on what common denominators one selects
as an organizing principle, whether state policies, prevailing languages
and authoritative sources of knowledge, patterns of trade, religious
beliefs, or institutional membership, these individual cases can be
marshalled to support research calibrated to the scale of China, the
Qing Empire, and entities greater or smaller. Yet when individual
engagements with global forces are studied in pursuit of general
conclusions about China or the Qing Empire in the world—conclusions,
in other words, which aim at generalities about hundreds of millions
(p.123)

of people—it is easy to set aside the experience of one, ten, or

ten thousand people as an exception or mere curiosity.
Herein lies the value of pairing close attention to individuals with a
global level of analysis aiming to relate these individuals to vast but
diffuse patterns of engagement. Common interest in the geography of
Central Asia or the history and genealogy of the Mongols, for example,
can serve as organizing criteria to show what has been called the
‘transnational co-production of knowledge’ working itself out above the
scale of empires, continents, or organized transnational networks like
the Catholic Church.51
Much scholarship has addressed the question of how to fit the Qing
Empire, China, or its constituent sub-regions into their global context,
on the assumption that these are coherent and self-contained entities
interacting (or not) with others holding similar properties. Before
cutting out these familiar patterns for analysis, however, it is useful to
peer closely at the individual threads constituting the fabric of global
history. Connecting strands severed as a matter of course to juxtapose,
say, the Qing and British empires, or China and Europe, could be kept
intact if we chose to cut out different and less obvious patterns.
Ghombojab could properly be labelled a Qing subject and official,
resident of Beijing, Mongolian aristocrat, and Tibetan Buddhist. Any
attempt to separate out those categories for analysis in global history
would have to include him. Such an approach would, however, be
unable to address adequately either the uniqueness of his list of the
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‘sons of Chaghatai’, which in 1725 he was perhaps the only person in
Eurasia to espouse in that precise form, or the complex ties that
probably came together to inform his ideas. Perhaps paradoxically,
then, historical research that does not frame itself as studying the place
of China or the Qing Empire in the world may in fact better illustrate
how deeply individual Qing subjects were woven into global
developments.

(p.124)
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