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[Sarah Schneewind:]

As a graduate student, I read Subbureaucratic Government in China in Ming Times,
by Leif LittrupZ=3K#, as well as his translation of chapter 20 of the Da Ming
huidian on the Yellow Registers. So I was thrilled when Dr. Littrup contacted me
in December 2016, about contributing an updated translation of the whole
chapter, as well as his translation of a 1567 memorial by Ge Shouli, to the Ming
History English Translation Project. I unceremoniously invited myself to meet him
when I traveled to Copenhagen in September 2017. Leif and his wife Lisbeth, a
scholar of Malay literature, took me and my traveling companions on a wonderful
all-Sunday tour of the area of Denmark just north of Copenhagen, including
Helsingor, better known to Shakespeare fans as “Elsinore.” Leif also responded to
the Ming Studies Editor’s questionnaire about his journey into Ming studies.

[Leif reports:]

The subjects in my first three years at university were economics, Latin, history, and
philosophy. History was really my field, but for some time I planned to concentrate
on the philosophy of history, probably to get beyond the perceived limits on the
study of history at the University of Copenhagen around 1965. It turned out that
philosophy was not a good idea, so I had to find another way of “breaking out.”
The solution was to study the indigenous history of an Asian country, and not
from the point of view of European trade, which was already being studied and
taught in the department. Chinese history was the choice, and after a short time
my teacher of Chinese language mentioned that very few studied Ming history. So
Ming it was, and it suited me fine—not too old and not too recent. Later, I discov-
ered that others may have followed similar advice!

But doing Chinese history in Denmark was a rather lonely affair at the time. When
seeking a topic for my MA thesis, I wrote to Charles O. Hucker in Michigan and
asked him to suggest a topic, which he very kindly did, and I followed his suggestion.
My teachers of Chinese and history in Copenhagen gave encouragement and assist-
ance when I wanted to continue my studies abroad. I went on to a PhD, with the
overall question: “How—by what methods—was it possible to govern a country
and a population the size of China with a fairly small bureaucracy?” This led to a
study of the interface between the bureaucracy and the people, and the partici-
pation—forced or voluntary—of the people in governing the country, a little early
for “civil society” but in the same direction.

My intention was to stay with the Ming period and I would probably have done
so in a more conducive academic environment. But back in Copenhagen the interest
was in either the Classical period or the Modern/Contemporary period, so I drifted
towards the Modern and took up the study of World History in Modern China, par-
ticularly after 1978; but also post-Ming history and, more recently, a study of Danes
in Tianjin in late Qing. The study of Chinese history had, after all, made me curious
what Danes were doing out there.

In answer to your question, Ming is just as important in world history as the
history of my home town in the same period but, of course, much larger! And
Ming seems just as alive/dead/present in China today as does the same period of
the past in Europe or Denmark. When people so far away in time and space as
Ming China in many ways were so similar to ourselves now, then perhaps people
closer to ourselves in time and space are also not so different as they sometimes
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appear. Material conditions and safety considerations seem to be rather universal
and are in my view indispensable—explicitly or inexplicitly—for historical interpret-
ations. The study of other fields of history might have taught me the same but Ming
history was where I—as historian—started to develop this view of the study of
human society. Since the time when I started studying Ming, a lot has changed in
the field. Of particular importance may be the studies of the military and of violence.
The Ming has become more “normal” and easier to handle in a larger context.
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