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China’s Impact on Europe

Europe was the aggressor in opening relations with China.
The impact of the new relations was therefore felt first in
Europe. This is really no paradox, for the responsiveness to
stimuli which led Europeans overseas made them sensitive to
what they found there. Until a century and a half ago, China
played a greater part in Western life than the West did in
China. American understanding of Chinese society today is still
colored and a bit befuddled by this inheritance from our own
past.

The Europeans’ discovery of Asia by sea in the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries revolutionized their view of the
world. Before the great sea voyages, and except for the brief
contact with CathayQ@ in the time of Marco Polo, the only other
contemporary society known to Europe had been that of the
Muslims and Turks, the infidel on the border of the known
world against whom medieval Christendom had struggled.
Even in the sixteenth century in Europe there were still more
books published on the Turks than on the New World. But the
discovery of mighty kingdoms and ancient societies in Asia

which were non-Christian and had actually survived for
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The United States and China

centuries without benefit of Christianity eventually had a
profound effect on Western thought.

The implication of these new facts was fully developed
only in the eighteenth-century Enlightenment. In it the conflict
between natural morality and revealed religion came to a head.
And China was taken as evidence to support the argument that
the deity could be found through the natural order without
revelation. The favorable picture of Cathay so brilliantly
sketched by the Jesuit letters of the seventeenth century from
Peking tended to show that virtuous conduct, in many ways
adequate -to Christian standards, could be achieved without
revealed religion. This afforded a basis for the separation of
morality and religion as sought by the Enlightenment. The
translation of the Confucian classics into Latin at Paris in 1687
Writers like Leibniz, who had
already been profoundly influenced by China, asserted that the

provided textual evidence.

Chinese were actually superior in the practical organization of
their society and the administration of its affairs, even though
Europe remained superior in theoretical studies. For a
generation which sought to show how the natural law underlay
human institutions even in the absence of religion, China
provided a perfect answer. In the China portrayed in the

classics, a philosopher-king indeed appeared to be the
benevolent father of his people.

Among the writers of the Enlightenment, Voltaire gave
enormous prestige to Chinese government by his discussion of
it in his Essay on Morals published in 1756. He stated that the
highest achievement of China was “morality and law.” The
Chinese officials were benevolent guardians of the people, the
whole kingdom a family, and the public weal the first duty of
government. As evidence of this he pointed to the Chinese
officials’ concern for public works, roads, and canals, and

other activities fostering economic prosperity. He pointed out
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that the laws not only punished crime but also recompensed
virtue, as when the emperor honored virtuous persons.

The Physiocrats® in seeking the reform of administration
in France and other countries also got inspiration from China.
As prophets of the industrial revolution and the rise of the
modern middle class, the Physiocrats stressed the inviolability
of private property. In their reaction against mercantilism they
argued that the private individual should be able to accumulate
wealth without government supervision. The leader of the
Physiocrats, Dr. Quesnay, who was known as the “Confucius
of the West, ” published his book The Despotism of China in
1767. He argued that the emperor of China, although an
absolute monarch, ruled within the framework of natural law.
Chinese society approached Quesnay’s idea of perfection.
There was no hereditary nobility. The son succeeded to the
goods of his father but could succeed to his father’s dignity
only by study and self-improvement. China seemed to him a
deistic society which worshiped the Supreme Being. Property
rights seemed well assured. Taxes were regulated by the
emperor and no lands except temples were exempt. Quesnay
did observe that commerce was not sufficiently encouraged and
that corruption among the officials and the despotism of the
ruler were only partly tempered by fear of rebellion. But on the
whole his estimate was favorable and had wide influence.

Eighteenth-century FEurope also had a vogue of
chinoiserie, the use of Chinese motifs in art, architecture,
landscape gardening, ceramics, and other household
furnishings such as wallpaper and latticework. Blue-and-white

Ming porcelain, both imported and imitated, graced the
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The United States and China

mansions of the well-to-do. Chippendale

Wedgewood china used Chinese patterns. The Chinese vogue

furniture and

in England reached its height in the ten-story pagoda built in
Kew Gardens in 1763.

China’s impact on early modern Europe was thus highly
selective, mediated through thinkers and craftsmen who found
in the example of China certain things that they wanted to find.
This set a style that still persists among travelers who take to
China, prefabricated, their later impressions of the place.

In the nineteenth century this secondhand idealized view
of China held by the Enlightenment was rudely shattered by the
maledictions of treaty-port merchants and consuls not interested

in philosophy.
The Tribute System

During a full century, from 1842 to 1943, China labored
under the handicap of the unequal treaties by which she was
opened to Western commercial and religious enterprise.
Although the unequal treaty system was finally abolished before
the Communist victory, it still meets the need for a focus of
National disasters in the
United States, like the Civil War or the Great Depression,

patriotic resentment in retrospect.

have commonly been utilized in the appeals of domestic
politics; so the leaders of modern China have found the treaty
system a valuable symbol of national humiliation. Chiang Kai-
shek, in his book China’s Destiny, attributed to it all modern
China’s ills — economic, political, social, psychological, and
moral — and the Communist denunciations are even more
vigorous and comprehensive.

To understand the one-sidedness- and inequality of the
unequal treaties which the Western powers imposed upon the
Chinese empire, one must look at the ancient tribute system

which China first imposed upon Western visitors. This old
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Chinese system was just as unequal as the treaty system that
supplanted it.

The tribute system was an application to foreign affairs of
the Confucian doctrines by which Chinese rulers gained an
ethical sanction for their exercise of political authority. Just as

the virtuous ruler by his moral example had prestige and

“influence among the people of the Middle Kingdom, so he

irresistibly attracted the barbarians who were outside the pale of -
Chinese culture. To a Confucian scholar it was inconceivable
that the rude tribes of the frontier should not appreciate China’s
cultural superiority and therefore seek the benefits of Chinese
civilization. Since the emperor exercised the Mandate of
Heaven to rule all mankind, it was his function to be
compassionate and generous to all “men from afar.” The
imperial benevolence should be reciprocated, it was felt, by
the humble submission of the foreigner.

Once the foreigner had recognized the unique position of
the Son of Heaven it was unavoidable that these reciprocal
relations of compassionate benevolence and humble submission
should be demonstrated in ritual form, by the ceremonial
bestowal of gifts and of tribute respectively. Tribute thus
became one of the rites of the Chinese court. It betokened the
admission of a barbarian to the civilization of the Middle
Kingdom. It was a boon and pn'vilege; and not ignominious.
As the original Chinese empire spread its influence through the
centuries, over the rest of East Asia, the formalities of tribute
relations were developed into a mechanism by which barbarous
regions outside the empire might be given their place in the all-
embracing sinocentric cosmos.

When Europeans first came to China by sea these
formalities were naturally expected of them. According to the
collected statutes of the Manchu dynasty, a tributary ruler of a

foreign state should receive an imperial patent of appointment
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