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Introduction

Billy K. L. So

o honour Professor Wang Gungwu on the occasion of his

seventieth birthday, the present fourteen studies were brought

together in a volume that underscores, in its variety, issues
surrounding the modern Chinese world order. The term ‘Chinese world
order’ may remind students of modern Chinese history of the influential
and classic volume, The Chinese World Order: Traditional China’s Foreign
Relations, edited by the late John King Fairbank over thirty years ago.’
Professor Wang Gungwu contributed a seminal study of Ming China’s
relations with Southeast Asia to that volume.

Since then, much has happened in China and elsewhere. The Chinese
perception of world order has presumably evolved accordingly. The concept
underlying the term remains, for all that, a fundamental and yet ambiguous
aspect of China’s civilizational inheritance today — the more so as China
engages openly with the world and interacts more closely and frequently
with other states and civilizations at the start of 2 new millennium. This
volume contributes to an ongoing exploration of the diverse meanings of
the Chinese world order through a variety of original studies in modern
Chinese history and society, framed around concerns that have animated
scholarship since the publication of the Fairbank volume three decades ago.

The Chinese world order is essentially a Chinese perception of the
wotld.? In the 1960s, the overarching concern of scholarship on this subject
was China’s perception of the world under an imperial system that guided
its foreign relations and its policies towards other countries over time. One
of the fundamental questions arising from this kind of analysis was why
China failed, as a state, to respond positively to the Western impact of the
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nineteenth century. By the turn of the twenty-first century, this kind of
question might well be broadened to embrace social and cultural dimensions
outside the framework of the international relations of the empire. For a
start, the term Chinese is no longer confined to citizens of the Chinese
state. Professor Wang's concern for Ming relations with Southeast Asia has
now been amplified many times over in research into Chinese communities
around the world. Chinese communities now have a more assured place in
the Chinese world order.

Secondly, the Chinese perception of world order need not be
considered homogeneous. In the imperial era, as Benjamin Schwartz pointed
out some time ago, there was a diversity of attitudes towards non-Chinese
within ‘the overriding Chinese perception’ of the empire.” Attempts to
enforce conformity of perceptions in the modern era (as in the Cultural
Revolution) have not had a lasting effect.* Our task here is, in any case,
not to construct an alternative or expanded Chinese world order, past or
present, but to explore the complexity of that world order in diverse
contexts. To this end, the volume is organized around the two categories
of power and identity.

The term ‘power’, as it appears here, indicates both the power structure
of the Chinese state and the power of China in relation to other states,
that is, China as a power in itself. The two dimensions are closely interwoven
into the history of modern China. On the one hand, shifts in the domestic
power structure have often created decisive effects on China’s position vis-
3-vis other powers or countries. On the other, the changing role of China
in the international arena has also produced an enormous impact on political
processes within China. A key point of convergence between power in
domestic politics and power in world politics has been the sense of crisis
and humiliation that has captured the imagination of many in China over
the past two centuries — a sense of national crisis arising from international
humiliation. This sense of humiliation has arguably been the most powerful
driving force behind relentless Chinese efforts to restructure state power in
the modern era.®

One of the most important focuses of national reconstruction was the
effort to construct a constitutional framework for setting central and local
governments in order. This constitutes the first theme of our volume (Part
1). All four chapters in this section deal with the interaction between central
authority and local political concerns in relation to national territories or
conflicting forces, in the context of international politics. The second theme
(Part IT) also concerns power, although in this case power seen from a micro
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or social perspective. The three chapters in the second section explore
relations between state power on one side, and the economy and society
on the other.

Identity is the second major category in the volume.® The issue of
Chinese identity has long been a concern of Chinese letters. The more
traditional expression of this problem is drawn in the distinction between
Chinese and non-Chinese, huayi zhi bian. Its modern representation turns
on the classification of China as a nation of many nationalities, and of
Chinese people as sharing a common cultural identity across divergent
cultural contexts. The issue has been further complicated over the last few
decades with recognition of previously neglected peripheries of Chinese
culture, including Chinese abroad.” The problem of Chinese identity thus
constitutes another significant if ambiguous problem — a defining issue in
relation to Chinese perceptions of world order in so far as the concept of
world order turns on relational identities. The present volume provides
empirical and micro studies on the broader issue of Chinese identity from
traditional, religious and intellectual perspectives (Part III). Four other
chapters investigate specific cases concerning Chinese identity, as community
and in relation to questions of self and other in the contexts of gender and
equality (Part IV).

The two categories of power and identity correspond with major
concerns of Professor Wang Gungwu’s scholarship over the past half century,
The fruits of his work are succinctly and intimately documented in Professor
Philip Kuhn's prologue. In the prologue, Kuhn surveys Professor Wang’s
writings over a span of fifty years, revealing how his thought developed in
response to the historical events of his time, but revealing as well the
consistency of certain fundamental concerns over a lifetime of scholarship.
At the core of these concerns was a liberal idealism that rejected narrow
communalism in any shape or form. In the epilogue, Lee Guan-kin offers
an oral history of Professor Wang to help us locate his scholarship in his
personal experience. The epilogue is based on nine in-depth interviews
conducted with Professor Wang in 1999, ranging over his family
background, his childhood and youth in Ipoh, his life and education in
China and Britain, and his subsequent ten years of teaching at the University
of Malaya, eighteen years in Australia, nine and a half years in the University
of Hong Kong, and his directorship of the East Asian Institute in Singapore
since 1996. The chapters sandwiched between the prologue and epilogue
reflect the work of graduate students taught and advised by Professor Wang
over his years in Australia, Hong Kong and Singapore.

3
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Lee Kam-keung examines the revolutionary leaders and their followers
who formed the vanguard of the anti-Qing movement in Fujian Province,
with a view to evaluating the social character of the Republican Revolution.
He argues that after the First Sino-Japanese War, Fujian became the target
of political and economic ambitions by Japan, France, Britain, the United
States and Germany. In the perception of its inhabitants, the province was
under imminent threat of being partitioned by foreign powers. Although
the Qing Court as a central government tried to maintain and defend its
sovereignty, it failed to withstand foreign encroachment, resulting in further
loss of sovereign rights. The Fujianese, like their compatriots elsewhere,
gradually lost confidence in the Qing government, which they held
responsible for national misfortune and humiliation. The chapter details who,
precisely, took up the challenge of revolution in Fujian, and why they did
$0.

In Chapter 2, So Wai-chor probes the territorial identity of the modern
Chinese state under the Chiang Kai-shek regime by examining the concept
of ‘Chinese territories’ in the writings and decisions of the Nationalist (KMT)
government from 1928 to 1945. Chiang Kai-shek, the paramount Nationalist
leader of the period, inherited with his peers a vague idea that Chinese
territories included all regions once ruled by the Manchu dynasty. Taiwan,
the Ryukyu Islands and even Korea were, in this sense, territories belonging
to China. But Chiang was too much a realist to ignore the fact that China
was too weak to defend all these territories by force if confronted by foreign
powers. He was prepared to compromise — notably in the case of Outer
Mongolia. The author concludes that this realist attitude eventually defined
the boundaries of China’s national territory, and that Chiang’s concept and
rationale of ‘Chinese territories’ retains its relevance today.

The third chapter by Huang Jianli is a detailed examination of the KMT
peace mission of April 1949, on the eve of the Chinese Communist takeover
of the Mainland. This last major negotiation between the KMT and the
Chinese Communist Party (CCP) before the founding of the People’s
Republic of China has hitherto received little scholarly attention, in contrast
to the peace talks mediated by Patrick Hurley and George Marshall in 1945~
6. It commenced on 1 April and its eventual failure created an impression
that the whole exercise was no more than an April Fool’s Day joke. Was it
merely a prank? If so, who was the perpetrator and who the victim? Huang
examines the interplay of forces that set the stage for the peace mission and
its eventual collapse, and explores the political dynamics of China on the
eve of the Communist takeover.
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The next empirical case is a contemporary one, examining Hong Kong’s
repositioning after reunification with Mainland China in 1997. Jane Lee
attempts to explore the history of Hong Kong’s positioning in the period
over the twelve years of political transition from 1985 to 1997, and over
the first two years after reunification with China. She argues that the unique
positioning of Hong Kong depends on the capacity of the Hong Kong
leadership to maintain a degree of ambivalence within the context of ‘One
Country, Two Systems’ — specifically to position Hong Kong both as a
city of China and as a separate and autonomous part of the country. The
success of Hong Kong’s autonomy is dependent on maintaining a degree
of flexibility that allows both sides to make adjustments in response to
developments in the domestic and international environments.

In the opening chapter of Part II, Ho Hon-wai addresses the issue of
state power and the economy as these are embodied in the life of one
individual across the historical divide separating the late Qing and the
Republican eras. He threads together available fragments of historical
information to reconstruct and uncover the life and career of Liu Xuexun
(1855-1935), a colourful, mysterious and somewhat controversial
Guangdong gambling operator, tax-farmer, mandarin-capitalist, secret agent
and emissary. Ho positions his narrative of Liu Xuexun in the broader
context of historical change over the period, seeking to elicit greater
understanding of Liu’s relations with other political forces over his lifetime.

In Chapter 6, Terry Narramore explores the fragile status of the
professions during the Republican period. Taking up the neglected issue
of journalism as a profession, Narramore explores the place of professional
autonomy within a commercially based press. Journalists, he argues,
underestimated the restrictions imposed upon them by commerce and
politics. The expansion of the commercial press coincided with the rise of
Chinese nationalism and the crisis of Japanese militarism. Historical events
conspired to convert the earnest wishes of journalists for professional
autonomy into futile dreams.

Edmund S. K. Fung scrutinizes the well-known thesis of Chinese
philosopher Li Zehou, that ‘anti-imperialist nationalism prevails over
enlightenment’ (jiuwang—qgimeng), in the context of nationalism and pressure
for democratic reforms in wartime China, from 1937 to 1945. Fung
maintains that while this thesis offers insights into the relationship between
anti-imperialist nationalism and democracy in pre-Communist China, it is
imprecise conceptually and empirically oversimplified. While the thesis is
useful for understanding Chinese intellectual and political developments
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during the Sino-Japanese war, its dichotomous implication should not be
over-stretched, as did Li and those who supported this thesis. To rectify it,
Fung argues for modification of such a thesis by taking into account further
the attempts of the liberal opposition to reconcile the external imperatives
of jiwwang with the internal prerequisites of gimeng.

Part 111 deals with the broad issue of Chinese identity. It begins with
my own account of identity as reflected in the narratives on the non-Han
rulers of the Five Dynasties, written in the late tenth and early eleventh
centuries. The narratives are drawn from the two standard histories by Xue
Juzheng and Ouyang Xiu. In my argument, Chinese identity in the
traditional sense is a self-perception that engages constantly in the interactive
and hermeneutic perception of others over time under various forms of
negotiation. It has been a category open and subject to cultural and political
change, and thus to redefinition.

In Ng Chin-keong’s chapter, the abstract issue of Chinese identity is
addressed in a more specific historical context where Christianity and its
interaction with Chinese culture are put to the test. Christian missionaries
played a significant role in the process of contact between Qing China and
the West. One such encounter that occurred in Fuzhou in the early 1850s
was marked by hostile confrontation between the indigenous and the
exogenous. Western-language literature has long viewed the affair as a
showcase of Chinese anti~foreignism and anti-Christianity. Chinese writings
have been critical of the capitulationist attitude among the local Qing
officials. Ng argues that both theses oversimplify the complex situation in
which different contending forces, domestic and foreign, were at work. He
investigates the milieu in which the missionaries lived and worked, and the
operation of local diplomacy.

Chinese identity also involves the perception of Chinese by others.
Adrian Chan looks at this dimension and provides a detailed critique of
Orientalism in Sinology. He analyses a number of texts by selected modern
translators, and maintains that these Sinologists retain the evangelical position
of the founders of Western Sinology, while imposing a Christian deist
cosmogony on the reconstruction of China’s culture. In particular, Chan is
critical of the Christian Orientalist distortion of Chineseness, which he finds
ethnocentric.

The issue of Chinese identity has grown more significant with the rise
of overseas Chinese communities around the world. Chinese identity, as
cultural identity, also faces challenges when it confronts the realities of
cultural contexts in which these communities live and evolve. As the first



