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A brilliant study examines the wide variety of markets for trafficked human beings, writes
Jonathan Mirsky
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The Chinese family is “transactional”, argues US-based historian Johanna Ransmeier, and
its structure has long encouraged the buying and selling of people. Even today, it trafficks

children - almost invariably girls - into other families, into slavery, or abroad. And money
has always been at the heart of these transactions.
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This brilliant exposé - no other word will do - concentrates on late Qing (or Manchu)
China at the end of the 19th century, when trafficking was illegal but the laws were widely
ignored or too vague. Ransmeier pursues the subject into the era of the post-1911
Republic, and on to Mao’s China, where the Communist Party’'s one-child policies put a
new kind of pressure on the family. As Ransmeier underlines, trafficking was not a system
but a process, and it still is.
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In the post-Enlightenment West, she observes, while individual freedom was a great
principle, “Chinese people understood their role in family, society, and vis a vis the state
through the organizing principle of Confucianism...everyone was embedded in
relationships...people (were) fully cognizant of the possibility that they might be sold,
resold, traded, or given away...people were an investment. The people most vulnerable
for sale were women, children, and the poor.”

The market in people was largely for domestic labour, for marriage, and for bearing
children. Most of all, Ransmeier emphasises, securing a male heir was all-important.
Herein lay the fate of daughters, who could be exposed and killed at birth; although most
adult women were likely to be married, females were liable, while young, to be sold as
concubines, slaves or prostitutes. There was, she says, a “broad acceptance” that selling a
person was legitimate, even if illegal.

A Chinese family was far more than a family. It was, Ransmeier underlines, a household,
in which women could be bought, exchanged or hired. In Manchu North China,
households typically also included slave girls who worked for the mistress. After 1911,
skilled traffickers, sometimes posing as matchmakers or other actors, remained adept at
evading the laws forbidding their work.
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In the Mao era, as Kay Ann Johnson - cited by Ransmeier - has shown, “extra” births could
be handled in various ways, including the giving away of a girl baby to a childless couple,
or, of course, selling her abroad. Recent years have seen the re-emergence of brokers -
traffickers, in fact - whose methods hark back to practices at least as old as the Qing.
There is also widespread kidnapping of girls in the wake of China’s growing cohort of
single men; 10,000 are kidnapped annually, according to official sources, not just as
potential wives but also for labour.

“Nearly one hundred years after China’s prohibition of human trafficking,” Ransmeier
says near the end of her invaluable analysis, “the state again finds itself struggling with
definitions of slavery, trafficking, international scrutiny, and questions of criminalization.”
While the role played by Confucian beliefs has probably lessened in determining the fate
of household members, brokers and kidnappers still have a wide variety of markets for
trafficked human beings.

The cover image of this otherwise fine book, it should be noted, is misleading. Small print
on the inside of the dust jacket admits that the man pictured is not a trafficker. It should
be replaced in the next edition.

Jonathan Mirsky was formerly associate professor of Chinese, history and
comparative literature at Dartmouth College
(https://www.timeshighereducation.com/world-university-rankings/dartmouth-
college) in the US, and former Far East editor of The Times.

Sold People: Traffickers and Family Life in North China
By Johanna S. Ransmeier

Harvard University Press, 408pp, £39.95

ISBN 9780674971974

Published 30 March 2017

| RELATED ARTICLES

xawmse China's top university students: pressures on a ‘fragile elite’
‘ ’ : (/news/chinas-top-university-students-pressures-fragile-elite)
_ ) o~
: 1\ «  F a
Lok s F 2 May 11, 2016
. 4 o _

(/news/chinas-top-university-
students-pressures-fragile-
elite)


https://www.timeshighereducation.com/world-university-rankings/dartmouth-college
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/chinas-top-university-students-pressures-fragile-elite
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/chinas-top-university-students-pressures-fragile-elite

A New Deal for China’s Workers?, by Cynthia Estlund
(/books/review-new-deal-chinas-workers-cynthia-estlund-
harvard-university-press) &

February 2, 2017

>

(/books/review-new-deal-
chinas-workers-cynthia-
estlund-harvard-university-
press)

Chinese student market: can the West weather a perfect
storm? (/features/chinese-student-market-can-the-west-
weather-a-perfect-storm) 8

May 26, 2016

market-can-the-west-weather-
a-perfect-storm)

b

(/news/what-future-women-
chinese-higher-education)

What future for women in Chinese higher education?
(/news/what-future-women-chinese-higher-education) &

January 21, 2016

I HAVE YOUR SAY

Log in or register to post comments

SPONSORED

Smile You're on Camera

Julien Benoit, Postdoc in Vertebrate Palaeontology at Wits describes how selfies and

family photos are more than just happy memories: they're compelling evidence of
evolution...

Promoted by University of the Witwatersrand


https://www.timeshighereducation.com/books/review-sold-people-china-johanna-s-ransmeier-harvard-university-press#
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/books/review-sold-people-china-johanna-s-ransmeier-harvard-university-press#
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/books/review-new-deal-chinas-workers-cynthia-estlund-harvard-university-press
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/books/review-new-deal-chinas-workers-cynthia-estlund-harvard-university-press
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/features/chinese-student-market-can-the-west-weather-a-perfect-storm
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/features/chinese-student-market-can-the-west-weather-a-perfect-storm
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/what-future-women-chinese-higher-education
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/what-future-women-chinese-higher-education




Saudi Arabia produces more
than of solid
waste a year. KAU’s research
group is trying to solve two
problems at once by pioneering
ways of turning waste into

~energy.

.
"

Humanity faces many ¢ :
King Abdulaziz University strives to

. tackle issucs surrounding sustainability
and putting the world first,



https://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjsvPaq3KYV4YtI_hxk0pA01O_6BN0_CwtYHzn6lq2YE7RDaJxTd9NlL6_tmec6xgzqoEQwKpL3RIfVFC3Mg7xX6N_NqCOxDIRBjqgzhnJ88TlOj14j6s_4TPZZP81Io1NTT6yXqxXg2WH5OJ12mcBQyWAwxIDWq1e4nTBLD_Z5RlsMG4cJbSyzFaDEGNxd_MFDWe-1JRqJm8-96Bk-PO0rKVaKcrKJ35zrCoSP_sdFiKaNFJ-q8F1WvpKFI8wba-Ov7msHc&sig=Cg0ArKJSzP94UvRL7wNu&adurl=https://www.timeshighereducation.com/hub/king-abdulaziz-university&nm=1

I SPONSORED

Research News

Read about some of the latest developments our research community have made across all
faculties and disciplines.

Promoted by University of Liverpool



FEATURED JOBS

Deputy Vice-Chancellor (Research)/Vice-President

(//www.timeshighereducation.com/unijobs/listing/63477/? 2»; UTS &idieee
trackid=10)

UNIVERSITY OF TECHNOLOGY SYDNEY (UTS)

Research Assistant/Research Fellow in Modelling Root Traits

to Bio-engineer Soil ‘8;?35‘?;13
(//www.timeshighereducation.com/unijobs/listing/63502/?

trackid=10)

CRANFIELD UNIVERSITY

Lecturer in Data Science - Data Sciences with Analytics

(//www.timeshighereducation.com/unijobs/listing/63506/? g‘%ggﬁ%ﬁ*&}%ﬁ
trackid=10)

UNIVERSITY OF GREENWICH

Digital Marketing and Recruitment Executive I
(//www.timeshighereducation.com/unijobs/listing/63511/? |_SE or ECONOMICS avo
trackid=10)

LONDON SCHOOL OF ECONOMICS & POLITICAL SCIENCE LSE

Science E-ducation Technicign ) o ﬁUmversntyof
(//www.timeshighereducation.com/unijobs/listing/63515/? Roehampton
trackid=10) London

UNIVERSITY OF ROEHAMPTON

See all jobs (//www.timeshighereducation.com/unijobs/listings/)

I MOST VIEWED

Publishers seek removal of millions of papers from
ResearchGate (/news/publishers-seek-removal-

& millions-papers-researchgate) &
:' October 5, 2017

-

(/news/publishers-seek-
removal-millions-papers-


https://www.timeshighereducation.com/unijobs/listings/
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/unijobs/listing/63477/?trackid=10
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/unijobs/listing/63502/?trackid=10
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/unijobs/listing/63506/?trackid=10
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/unijobs/listing/63511/?trackid=10
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/unijobs/listing/63515/?trackid=10
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/publishers-seek-removal-millions-papers-researchgate
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/publishers-seek-removal-millions-papers-researchgate

researchgate)

Best universities for law degrees (/student/best-
universities/best-universities-law-degrees)

October 4, 2017

(/student/best-
universities/best-

universities-law-degrees)

World University Rankings 2018 by subject: four
results out now (/news/world-university-rankings-
2018-subject-four-results-out-now) &

October 4, 2017

(/news/world-university-
rankings-2018-subject-
four-results-out-now)

Best universities in the UK (/student/best-
universities/best-universities-uk)

September 5, 2017

e . ‘ . . -
(/student/best-
universities/best-
universities-uk)

r—* Best universities in Canada (/student/best-

universities/best-universities-canada)
September 5, 2017

(/student/best-
universities/best-

universities-canada)


https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/publishers-seek-removal-millions-papers-researchgate
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/student/best-universities/best-universities-law-degrees
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/student/best-universities/best-universities-law-degrees
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/world-university-rankings-2018-subject-four-results-out-now
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/world-university-rankings-2018-subject-four-results-out-now
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/student/best-universities/best-universities-uk
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/student/best-universities/best-universities-uk
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/student/best-universities/best-universities-canada
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/student/best-universities/best-universities-canada

Looking for the next step in your career?

Job title, keywords or company name

Location

Search Jobs

| MOST COMMENTED

(/opinion/moral-panic-
over-student-cheating-
must-end)

(/features/v-c-pay-are-
vice-chancellors-worth-
their-salaries)

(/news/survey-results-

confirm-uk-university-

The moral panic over student cheating must end
(/opinion/moral-panic-over-student-cheating-must-
end) &

We need to call off the witch-hunt and trust in the capacity of
our students to learn, says Bruce Macfarlane

V-c pay: Are vice-chancellors worth their salaries?
(/features/v-c-pay-are-vice-chancellors-worth-their-
salaries) @

Last week, the UK’s universities minister threatened to fine
institutions that pay their v-cs more than the prime minister
without a strong justification. We present three perspectives o...

Survey results confirm UK university staff's deep...
(/news/survey-results-confirm-uk-university-staffs-
deep-dissatisfaction) &

Extended senior management survey finds that employees are
extremely unhappy with the people running universities


https://www.timeshighereducation.com/opinion/moral-panic-over-student-cheating-must-end
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/opinion/moral-panic-over-student-cheating-must-end
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/features/v-c-pay-are-vice-chancellors-worth-their-salaries
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/features/v-c-pay-are-vice-chancellors-worth-their-salaries
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/survey-results-confirm-uk-university-staffs-deep-dissatisfaction
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/survey-results-confirm-uk-university-staffs-deep-dissatisfaction

staffs-deep-

dissatisfaction)

(/opinion/should-
conscientious-academics-
ignore-their-email)

(/news/uk-urged-set-70-

cent-higher-education-
participation-target)

Should conscientious academics ignore their email?
(/opinion/should-conscientious-academics-ignore-
their-email) &

However you handle them, emails are a source of stress. But
there are ways to minimise it, says Emma Russell

UK urged to set 70 per cent higher education...
(/news/uk-urged-set-70-cent-higher-education-
participation-target) &

Nick Hillman makes call in book that aims to influence
Conservative policy


https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/survey-results-confirm-uk-university-staffs-deep-dissatisfaction
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/opinion/should-conscientious-academics-ignore-their-email
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/opinion/should-conscientious-academics-ignore-their-email
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/uk-urged-set-70-cent-higher-education-participation-target
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/uk-urged-set-70-cent-higher-education-participation-target

Tweets by @timeshighered 0

I’“E TimesHigherEducation & @timeshighered

“If money buys only a small amount of happiness, think carefully before
becoming a dean for the cash”

#HEhappiness

bit.ly/2ylILvGB

O 47m

"I[ TimesHigherEducation & @timeshighered

An av marhina mnmant? \ANhv rahnte wnAn’t ciinnlant taarhare

Embed View on Twitter


https://publish.twitter.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Ftwitter.com%2Ftimeshighered
https://twitter.com/timeshighered
https://twitter.com/timeshighered
https://support.twitter.com/articles/20175256
https://twitter.com/timeshighered/status/917094252219428865
https://twitter.com/intent/like?tweet_id=917094252219428865
https://twitter.com/hashtag/HEhappiness?src=hash
https://t.co/VvslGgDAVS
https://twitter.com/timeshighered
https://twitter.com/timeshighered/status/917094252219428865/photo/1
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/books/review-sold-people-china-johanna-s-ransmeier-harvard-university-press#
https://twitter.com/timeshighered

YOU MIGHT ALSO LIKE

(/people/interview-shamit-
saggar-university-of-essex)

(/books/review-black-
tudors-miranda-
kaufmann-oneworld)

(/books/review-mischkas-
war-sheila-fitzpatrick-i-b-

#4 IN THE
SOUTH

FOR REGIONAL UNIVERSITIES
—U.S. News & World Report

L\ SAMFORD

BN | MaE R S I T Y

Interview with Shamit Saggar (/people/interview-
shamit-saggar-university-of-essex) &
October 5, 2017

Black Tudors: The Untold Story, by Miranda Kaufmann
(/books/review-black-tudors-miranda-kaufmann-
oneworld) &

October 5, 2017

Mischka’s War: A Story of Survival from War-Torn
Europe to New York, by Sheila Fitzpatrick
(/books/review-mischkas-war-sheila-fitzpatrick-i-b-
tauris) &

October 5, 2017


http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjsscqZS9OumSfzrPtD-gaZ91OZgBucrLSLQX-5qYE4wqp1nTP9KeP7qkNGvp-b4VanSwJpuxt20C97GI_OkITlIoknxWglwpxSPNM_kMd8XfTPFaVi9pbzayHqvEfKgjAjBxaC-fdQv5p1TqANEN1THdJsCWV_RS2oeSA4A_K27omncGEc_3uO5wFakwzMEfCxMtUcxmjcpHLhzpraxfe02UGBwZ2nU7LNdlNMHzTB7j59HdaifT-8ziCdd3ujjTOzg0xA&sig=Cg0ArKJSzGWdaWOxsvj1&adurl=http://www.samford.edu
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/people/interview-shamit-saggar-university-of-essex
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/people/interview-shamit-saggar-university-of-essex
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/books/review-black-tudors-miranda-kaufmann-oneworld
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/books/review-black-tudors-miranda-kaufmann-oneworld
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/books/review-mischkas-war-sheila-fitzpatrick-i-b-tauris
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/books/review-mischkas-war-sheila-fitzpatrick-i-b-tauris

tauris)

Academic questions for the British Academy
(/blog/academic-questions-british-academy)

October 4, 2017

(/blog/academic-
questions-british-
academy)

WALES

WORLD

Contact Us (/contact-us)
About Us (/about-us)
Write for the THE (/news/writing-for-times-higher-education/418274.article)
Terms & Conditions (/terms-and-conditions)

Cookie Policy (/cookie-policy)

Subscribe

If you like what you're reading online, why not take advantage of our subscription and get unlimited
access to all of Times Higher Education's content?

You'll get full access to our website, print and digital editions, and the Times Higher Education app for
iOS, Android and Kindle Fire devices.

Subscribe (https://shop.timeshighereducation.co.uk/footer3)



http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjsskzlfyVjetOeV4AbTxb1EecqIePa53FA8kZFWRIs7E78eIlQ7Wh9kuo-C2kztZpZAAnYD0W290A7ht8f2ESwIZz7gmagyp44URSH6fjOjigmQqlOH7YjG5ltZwq6sRI0S_wHNbYDrxgc0UaSf7__4Jp-4HWyEQMn2du9TCDAvQ47E632HwHm8Crt13m52Gl_gjls5SpVTZv2-An0g8m_5FAer6oV2HmXfOwzDUKTNo7GORiR0RxXRvZiENzZZB78AU5a4&sig=Cg0ArKJSzPJK5oQJn-99&adurl=http://digital.timeshighereducation.com/LEARNEDSOCIETYWALES/html5/index.html
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/books/review-mischkas-war-sheila-fitzpatrick-i-b-tauris
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/blog/academic-questions-british-academy
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/blog/academic-questions-british-academy
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/contact-us
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/about-us
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/writing-for-times-higher-education/418274.article
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/terms-and-conditions
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/cookie-policy
https://shop.timeshighereducation.co.uk/footer3




