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Dan Smyer Yü and Jean Michaud (eds.): Trans-Himalayan Borderlands. 

Livelihoods, Territorialities, Modernities 

Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2017. 310 S., 89 EUR 

This edited volume on Trans-Himalayan Borderlands emerged from selected papers of two 

conferences on an interdisciplinary approach to Himalayan studies with focus on question-

ing the conception of border — simultaneously as limitations and opportunities — and what 

the authors call “affective boundaries” (p. 73), “livelihood reconstruction” (p. 31) and 

“trans-Himalayan modernities” (p. 148). This volume further explores and presents the 

diversity of a highland realm exemplified by historical and ethnographic case studies, 

drawing from anthropology, environmental studies, ethnology, geography, history, human 

ecology, religious studies, and Tibetology, as well as wider academic interests. This book is 

a “type of transboundary area study or transregional study aimed at an ethnoculturally and 

ecologically coherent but geopolitically demarcated world area” (p. 17). In fact, the valuable 

conceptual and empirical contributions provide an important contribution to borderland 

studies in general. 

Between the editors’ Introduction and Conclusion, the book comprises twelve chapters 

divided into two broader sub-thematic parts: Territory, Worldviews, and Power Through 

Time and Livelihood Reconstructions, Flows, and Trans-Himalayan Modernities. In the 

editor’s introductory chapter, against the backdrop of the concepts of territoriality and 

borderland, the geography of the trans-Himalayan region is framed. Then, Jean Michaud 

focuses in chapter 1 on the livelihood changes within the trans-state spaces of the Southeast 

Asian Massif, followed by Shneiderman’s case study on personalized “properties of territo-

ry” in modern Nepal in regard to territorial consciousness. In chapter 3, Yü discusses territo-

riality in the context of Tibet along the Sino-Indian borderland, whereas Diemberger’s 

chapter relates to ecological histories and environmental concerns in the past and present 

with paper production in the Himalaya, “a ‘galaxy’ of communities” (p. 106), as her case 

study. The last contribution of the first sub-thematic part by Cederlöf sheds light on the 

movement of colonial mercantilism along the “old southwest Silk Road network” (p. 127) 

— along the Himalayan Massif and the Southeast Asian Massif — in the early nineteenth 

century.  

The second sub-thematic part addresses the “transborder and transboundary modernization 

process” (p. 31) of the borderlands in regard to conflicts, trade, and consumption. Embedded 

in the “environment-versus-development debate” (p. 147), Drew focuses in her ethnographic 

and discursive research on the transformation of landscape in course of modernization, 

exemplified by her case study of hydroelectric projects along the Ganges river. In chapter 7, 

Horstmann reveals an interesting aspect of humanitarian agencies from the grassroots level 

and their impact on economy, education and health on the Thai-Myanmar border. In the 

context of China’s “One Belt One Road” initiative, Cheng studies the relocation of farmers 

and the transformation of their farming landscape near Kunming within the theoretical 

framework of “circular livelihood” (p. 202). Further transregional and transethnic topics on 

livelihood are captured by the subsequent four chapters: Against the backdrop of economic 

development, Galipeau has taken a closer look at the Tibetan wine production in Shangri-

La, with focus on regional economic identities. To explain how the communities’ solidarity 

can be strengthened despite modernization processes, Li Quanmin presents the cross-

regional tea trade based on “ecological morality” (p. 231) exemplified by the Buddhist tea-

offering ritual by the Mon-Khmer-speaking De’ang people. The livelihood transition among 

the Akha people along the Yunnan–Lao border in course of cross-border economic ex-
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change is demonstrated by Li Yunxia. In the last chapter, after having conceptualized the 

term “frontier”, Turner deals with contemporary cardamom cultivation and transboundary-

trade at the Sino-Vietnamese borderlands.  

“Trans-Himalayan Borderlands” is a welcome contribution to the lately growing scholarship 

on the dynamics of the Asian borderlands. Even though the various contributions of this 

volume rather deal with the Southeast Asian borderland or the Zomia context instead of the 

“Trans-Himalayan Borderlands”, it could provide a framework for future studies on the 

latter. The volume serves as an important interdisciplinary guide to understand the current 

discourse on livelihood, territorialities and modernities along theses borderlands. All in all, 

the papers collected in this book are full of fascinating details and innovative perspectives, 

as, in fact, each contribution reflects the scholars’ personal involvement in the subject. It is a 

valuable conceptual and empirical contribution to Asian borderland studies within and 

beyond post-colonial contexts. 

One additional remark has to be made on the various editorial shortcomings, mainly in 

regard to orthography, and on some relatively minor structural imperfections. 

Ute Wallenböck 

Jörg Endriss und Sonja Maaß: Chinakinder – Moderne Rebellen in einer alten Welt 

Meerbusch: Conbook, 2017. 432 S., 12,95 EUR 

„Chinakinder – Moderne Rebellen in einer alten Welt“ ist kein Buch über China aus der 

Außenperspektive – sondern ein Buch, in dem China spricht; zumindest 30 junge Menschen 

mit unterschiedlichen Hintergründen, die irgendwo in China leben. Damit hebt sich das über 

400 Seiten umfassende Werk bereits von den zahlreichen Berichten über Beobachtungen ab, 

die diverse AutorInnen in China gemacht haben und über die sie dann mehr oder weniger 

informiert schreiben. Die Sinologin Sonja Maaß bietet gemeinsam mit dem Politologen und 

Volkswirt Jörg Endriss ihren GesprächspartnerInnen in China eine Möglichkeit, über ihr 

Leben und die zum Teil sehr unterschiedlichen Herausforderungen, vor denen sie stehen, zu 

berichten. So kommen beispielsweise junge SchülerInnen und StudentInnen, „Stadtkinder“ 

und „Landkinder“, idealistische und suchende Jugendliche, mehr oder weniger geschäfts-

tüchtige Kreative wie ein Designer, ein Musiker und ein dichtender Arbeiter, Ökobauern 

und verschiedene weitere unbekannte Persönlichkeiten unmittelbar zu Wort. 

Die meisten Kapitel beginnen mit einem Foto der/des Interviewten, solange er oder sie nicht 

anonym bleiben wollte. Jede Gesprächsaufzeichnung wird durch kurze Hintergrundtexte 

eingeführt. Darin erfährt der Leser nicht nur mehr über die Lebensumstände der Interview-

ten, sondern häufig auch etwas über die allgemeinen politischen und gesellschaftlichen 

Bedingungen, im deren Rahmen die Besonderheiten ihrer Lebenssituationen zu beurteilen 

sind. Für den erfahrenen Chinaexperten mag hier manchmal nicht viel Neues zu erfahren 

sein, diejenigen, die erst beginnen, sich mit China vertrauter zu machen, lernen hierdurch 

jedoch einführend beispielsweise die Besonderheiten des Gaokao (der chinaweiten Universi-

tätsaufnahmeprüfung), der chinesischen Schriftzeichen oder auch der Ein-Kind-Politik 

kennen. Insgesamt sind diese Abschnitte informativ und führen gut in die Schwerpunktthe-

matik des jeweiligen Interviews ein. 

In vielen Interviews schließlich ist die Offenheit der GesprächspartnerInnen bemerkenswert. 

Die AutorInnen scheinen es erreicht zu haben, eine vertrauensvolle Gesprächsatmosphäre zu 

schaffen, in der nicht nur viel Persönliches, sondern auch immer wieder Gesellschaftskriti-


