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The Undercurrent of Proto-Nationalism in the Yuan Dynasty
Jia Zhang

National Institute for Advanced Humanistic Studies, Fudan University

The Yu zhongyuan xi (i 7 J5 1Y), issued by Zhu Yuanzhang during the transition
between the Yuan and Ming, was significant in Chinese early modern history because of
its radical proto-nationalism. But according to existing research, the Han group (% A\)
in the Yuan dynasty lacked ethnic consciousness. The Yuan-Ming transition is even
regarded as “an imaged ethnic revolution.” In this context, the Yu zhongyuan xi is without
intellectual roots.

This essay investigates proto-nationalism in the Yuan dynasty. Although it did not
dominate the Han elites, proto-nationalism persisted throughout the Yuan dynasty. Faced
with pressure from northern nomads, both Southern Song and Jin utilized proto-
nationalism within the Confucian order (such as in hua yi zhi bian FEF ¥} and yi xia
zhi fang S E 7 [fj) as a mechanism of resistance, which deeply affected the elites. In
the early Yuan, these nationalistic discourses almost completely disappeared in the
historical record. This phenomenon should not be interpreted as a sudden intellectual
conversion of the elites. On the contrary, it reflects the pressure of Mongolian rule. As a
kind of intellectual undercurrent, proto-nationalism within the Yuan elites was reflected
not only in writings, but also in behavior such as preserving the habit of wearing Han
dress, rejecting nomadic customs and longing for the previous dynasty. Using different
rhetoric, these nationalistic discourses were obscure, and could only be understood in
special contexts. Not until the late Yuan did these discourses emerge again publicly and
become a foundational concept of the Yuan-Ming transition. The Yu zhongyuan xi is a
compilation of these ethnic expressions. It has two intellectual sources. One can be traced
back to the Yi-xia theory reinterpreted in the Song dynasty, and the other is the

undercurrent of ethnicity within the Han group in the Mongolian era.

Keywords: Yuan dynasty, proto-nationalism (Yi-xia theory), ethnicity, Yu

zhongyuan xi
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