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Introduction

Bart Dessein

This collection developed from a workshop held at Ghent University,
Belgium on 28-29 March 2013 entitled ‘China’s Rise: Geopolitical Devel-
opments and Their Consequences for Global Stability’, funded by the U4
University Network (Gent, Groningen, Gottingen, and Uppsala). In an
effort to provide a more complete interpretation of ‘China’s Rise’ than
was presented at the workshop, this volume includes additional contri-
butions from scholars who did not attend. The titles of both the Ghent
workshop and of this volume were obviously inspired by China'’s post-
1970s economic and political growth — in China itself recently coined
‘China’s Revival’ (fuxing), after a period in which this development had
been called ‘Peaceful Rise’ (heping jueqi) and ‘Peaceful Development’
(heping fazhan) — and the question of what impact China’s increasing
clout in global politics may have.

The validity of this question became tangible in political theory
with the publication of Joshua Cooper Ramo’s The Beijing Consensus in
2004. As the concept of the ‘Beijing Consensus’ clearly presents China’s
developmental model and its possible attraction for other developing
countries as an alternative to the ‘Washington Consensus’, Ramo’s small
but very influential book confronts ‘the West’ with the historical reality
of China and questions values that have remained largely unquestioned
since the beginning of ‘Europe’s rise’ in the 15th century, when the shift
from Augustinian scholastic thinking to Humanism and the Renaissance
set in and the path to Enlightenment thinking was prepared. Along-
side the combined transfigurations of the Renaissance and the scientific
revolution came the Reformation and the rise of capitalism.'

Reflecting on the philosophical and socio-economic history of China
and Europe, Max Weber argued that while Confucianism wants to pre-
serve the status quo and therefore concentrates the individual’s attention



2 Introduction

on the family and on regulating his or her own social behavior by means
of a moral code, Protestantism asserts that trust in men can endanger
the soul. It therefore provides the individual with direct access to God.
Once the restraints of family bonds were cast off, the individual could
strive for personal wealth. Weber further argued that a similar develop-
ment toward the rise of capitalism and individualism was impossible in
Confucian China, because the Confucian order is characterized by what
he called ‘Rationalismus der Weltanpassung,” or social conformity.”

China’s painful confrontations with Western powers in the 19th and
early 20th centuries made the intellectuals of the Republican period
(1911-1949) indeed regard Confucianism as a major obstacle to devel-
opment. As a result, they shifted their focus away from the traditional
identification with the moral aims and values of Chinese ‘culture’
toward a ‘national identity’ and the concomitant endeavor to create
a Chinese nation-state (guojia). They perceived this undertaking as the
only possible political option if China were to survive, and they believed
that this ‘New China’ must be led by a new class of intellectuals schooled
in Western sciences and ideologies.’

It is therefore remarkable that the contemporary People’s Republic of
China (PRC) is witnessing a revaluation of Confucianism, now called
‘New Confucianism’ (dangdai xin rujia). This revaluation is sustained by
the fact that while in the Republican period and in the first decades
of the PRC traditional Confucian culture was portrayed as an obsta-
cle to development, in much of Southeast Asia (the so-called Asian
Tigers Hong Kong, Taiwan, Singapore, and South Korea) the presence of
elements of traditional Chinese culture, often labeled ‘Confucianism,’
is commonly seen as the very reason for the success of business and
commerce among the Chinese communities in these regions.* Recent
economic and financial crises in Europe and the United States have
further convinced an increasing number of Chinese intellectuals that
Confucianism not only does not hinder economic development, but
is even superior to Western models of development.” Phrased dif-
ferently, the Chinese Confucian model is increasingly perceived and
presented as a possible alternative for global economic and political
development.

As is the case for all countries, China’s national historiography - a
traditional prerogative of the Confucian elite — has shaped the identity
of the nation, and this identity has determined how the other is per-
ceived. The changing position of China in the global world and the
revaluation of Confucianism thus prompt the question whether, and to
what degree, traditional historiography and the concomitant Chinese
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perception of the world are also affecting the country’s national and
international identity in the contemporary period.

In contradistinction to the world view that characterizes Roman his-
toriography — the idea that history is a progressive movement towards
Roman domination of the world through expansion,® the traditional
Confucian world view centers around the concept All under Heaven
(tianxia), — the culturalistic idea that the beginning of human civiliza-
tion coincides with the emergence of tianxia as body politic, and that the
ultimate aim of politics is the unification of All under Heaven accord-
ing to the Confucian model.” The question of China’s contemporary
national and international identity is also impacted by the discussion
whether, as claimed by Joseph R. Levenson, a radical rupture occurred
in early 20th century China when a culturalistic concept of the world
made place for a ‘national’ identity,® or, on the contrary, the culturalistic
concept was continued. As defined by Prasenjit Duara:

Nationalism is quintessentially a politics of culture |...]| because
different views of the nation seek to validate and moralize their posi-
tions by appealing to a narrative or language that defines or specifies
the scope of national history and culture.’

National identities in the modern era therefore are ‘a product of nego-
tiation between remembered historical narratives of community and
the institutionalized discourses of the modern nation-state-system’."”
Acknowledging this historical reality is important for understanding
contemporary China’s identity.

In the conviction that, ‘as always, the history of the past inevitably
continues to be the history of the present’,'" and that ‘historiography is
a form of symbolical representation of the world, helping us to under-
stand it by (re-)constructing it’,'* this volume is divided into three main
parts. In the first part, ‘Historical Consciousness,” the rise of Chinese
nationalism in the 19th and early 20th centuries, the continuation of
the All under Heaven concept and the contemporary revaluation of
Contucianism in the PRC are discussed. The second part, ‘China and Her
Periphery’, discusses contemporary developments in China’s economic
and geopolitical policies towards its neighboring regions (Japan, the
regions of the South China Sea and the East China Sea, Central Asia, and
the special situation of Taiwan) as these are the regions that, in the past,
were directly involved in the traditional All under Heaven concept. The
third part, ‘China and the World at Large’, discusses how China func-
tions within organs of global governance (the World Bank, International
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Monetary Fund) and China’s relations with the European Union. The
volume concludes with an evaluation of China’s position in the global
world and a historical assessment of the erosion of British hegemony
in the world economy after the Griinderkrise of 1873 and the rise of
Germany in the late 19th century and its adoption of a Weltpolitik, in
an attempt to determine whether China’s development marks a turning
point in the US’s current economic and geopolitical hegemony.
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