




















Taiwan

While I have never been to Taiwan, I feel some kind of bond with it because my first
cousin (four generations ago), Robert Swinhoe, was the first modern westerner to describe the
island and catalogue many of its birds and other creatures. He was the first consul there to
conceive the idea of the international Taiwanese tea industry which soon became very
important. Swinhoe described how the island had in earlier centuries been visited by Dutch
and Spanish colonists who opened it to mass Han immigration. The island was annexed in
1683 by the Qing dynasty and was thus an integral part of China, though it was separated by
about one hundred miles of very rough sea. The Qing ceded Taiwan to the Japanese in 1895
after the Sino-Japan War.

Taiwan remained under Japanese control until the Second World War and it was
sufficiently separate for it to be the place to which the defeated nationalist leader, Chiang
Kai-shek, fled with his Kuomintang government in 1949 to escape from the Communists.
When he did, he carried much of the remaining cultural treasure of China with him, which
had been looted from museums and collections on the mainland. Taiwan preserves part of an
old China that has been lost on the mainland, and it also does so because the simplifications
to the language by the Communists were not adopted in Taiwan. Ancient, complex, Chinese
characters are found in Taiwan, as they are in Hong Kong.

Taiwan became one of the ‘four little tigers’ in the 1980’s, along with Singapore and Hong
Kong, giving a glimpse of what a Chinese-dominated society could become under the right
circumstances. Now it is a flash point. The U.S. supplies it with weapons and sometimes
the Taiwanese know that mainland China is its major trading partner, accounting for about a
third of its trade. They also know that the Chinese could over-run or destroy the island very
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quickly. They also know that several individual Chinese cities like Shenzhen or Shanghai are
roughly as sophisticated and rich as the whole of Taiwan. They know that China would never
surrender the island to independence, not least because it could cause a chain reaction among
other marginal parts of China.

Tibet

When I first went to Nepal in 1968, I vividly remember meeting a group of Tibetan
refugees, cold, hungry, children with noses streaming, but singing their plaintive songs high
up on the Himalayan mountainside. Further parties of Tibetans would come through the
village, begging and selling off their family heirlooms. We visited the Tibetan refugee camp in
Pokhara. We also saw mysterious pack trains moving up towards Tibet which I was told were
Khampas, tribesmen supplied with weapons and food and encouraged by the Americans to
disrupt the Chinese takeover of Tibet. So, like most in the West who are frequently exhorted
to protest against the occupation of Tibet by the Chinese, I felt angry and frustrated by what
appeared to be naked imperialism.

I have now travelled to the borders of Tibet within China, to fabled Shangri-La and stayed
with Tibetans and visited their monastery there, and met many other Tibetans in China and
those studying the country in Sichuan university. I have read more about the subject and I
realise that while there is much to criticise in the occasionally heavy-handed approach to
Tibet in recent years, it is not as black and white as I had thought.

To start with, the history is not as straightforward as those who state that China invaded a
sovereign and independent country in 1949 and drove out the Dalai Lama. It is true that
during the fragmentation of China after the end of the Qing Empire in 1912, Tibet was to all
intents and purposes independent until 1950. Yet if we look at the intricate history of the
relationships between China and Tibet over the centuries, it is more complicated than that.

There have been dynasties when Tibet was more or less independent, for example the
Ming, and other dynasties, particularly the Qing, when Tibet was clearly very much under
Chinese control. Just to take one example, Fra Francesco di Billi, in his 1730 in his Brief
Account of the Ringdom of Tibet, wrote that ‘In ancient times, when the Grand Lama was both the
spiritual and temporal ruler in Tibet, the Emperor of China always gave him supreme
authority over it, but when the Emperor gained possession of Tibet, in 1720, he reserved the
chief power to himself.” il For long periods, Tibet was regarded as a tributary state of China,
integrated through Buddhism, and effectively both protected and controlled by China in its
foreign relations.

Qing maps, such as the following, clearly show Tibet as a part of China.
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Other maps show other things, and they as well as a useful summary of the opposing
arguments can be seen at: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ Tibetan_sovereignty_debate

It really depends, as so often is the case, at which point of time you take as to whether
Tibet is a part of China or not. Certainly, its place as part of China has been recognized, the
European Union Leader, Jos¢é Manuel Barroso, stated that the European Union recognised
Tibet as an integral part of China. In 2014, President Barack Obama stated that ‘We
recognise Tibet as part of the People’s Republic of China.’

The consequences of more recent Chinese rule in Tibet is also complex. The Chinese
liberated many virtual slaves in 1949, for Tibet was a very old-fashioned feudal society
divided between the rich monasteries, and an impoverished general population. In the last
thirty years, the Chinese have poured in a huge amount of economic aid and built first-class
communications and so the standard of living of most Tibetans has risen very fast. Millions,
as elsewhere in China, have been lifted out of poverty. The Chinese government claim that
they exempt Tibet from all taxation and provide up to ninety per cent of all government
expenditure. During the last twenty years, the economy has been growing at over ten per cent
per year.

It 1s a complex matter, and things are not always what they seem. For example, I was very
surprised to learn that in the 1950s, when angry mobs of liberated serfs and eager young
communists attacked the monasteries and would have burnt them all down, or at least looted
them and driven out the monks, it was the red army which defended them against the
frenzied mobs and saved many of them.

That the situation is complex is shown by the fact that the Dalai Lama and his
representatives have acknowledged that Tibet 1s part of China, but have asked for a large
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measure of autonomy for language, culture and religion, including the return of the Dalai
Lama himself as leader, rather than the China-appointed Panchen lama.

It has long puzzled me that the Chinese have not worked with the middle way suggestions
of the Dalai Lama. They could allow him back, allow Tibetan to be taught in schools and
Tibetan culture to be properly protected, and in return Tibet would be a peaceful part of
China and not a constant stick which outsiders use to beat China with.

I can only assume that the policy is driven by the fear, elsewhere discussed, of any kind of
religion or ideology, whether Christian, Muslim or Tibetan Buddhism (where the Dalai Lama
1s to a certain extend a God or political figure), where people’s loyalty is divided or even
primarily to a figure more powerful than the head of China, in the past the Emperor, now the
Party.

The solution to this, which helped the British rule the huge civilisation of India and other
parts of their empire with minimal force, seems applicable to Tibet. As long as people pay
their taxes, obey the general laws, keep the peace, and acknowledge the ultimate sovereignty
of the King, Queen or Party, they can continue to pursue their own religion, language and
culture. This was the view of the great Muslim Moghul Emperor Akbar when he successfully
integrated Islam and Hinduism, and it seems a general recipe which needs to be applied in
our complex and overlapping world. Many peoples want autonomy in their culture, but
realise they are part of a larger political and economic unit.

T

Tai Qi

During our many visits to China we have often seen people, usually older folk and in the
evenings, out in the parks doing 7a: Qi. They engage in slow, elaborate, movements of the
whole body, circling their arms and balancing their bodies. I assumed it was some sort of
semi-martial art or form of exercise like yoga.

It was only very recently, when I went for my first formal lesson, that the philosophy and
aims behind Tai Q1 were explained. I learnt that the idea was to act as a kind of lightning
conductor or radio receiver, using movements to bring down and then infuse the body with
the hidden energy or spirit or ‘Q1’ that surrounds us in the universe. So powerful was this
technique that one could feel the heating of the hands and an experienced practitioner could
even ignite paper cups without touching them.

Learning this reinforces my realisation of what a different world the Chinese and I inhabit.
When I was a child, I believed in fairies and ghosts and a world which was infused with
magical forces. Nature and spirits co-existed. Yet, as I grew up, the spirits fled, I learnt that I
lived in a purely natural world which obeyed the laws of physics, chemistry and biology.
There were no invisible forces that I could summon up with a prayer or magic.

When I went to Nepal, and later Japan with its pervasive magic of which kam: or semi-
spirits were one part, I re-discovered the magical universe of my childhood, but I did not
expect to find it in such a seemingly rational civilisation as China, where I would have
expected any residual magic to have been swept away by the Communist party.

Yet here I was, standing with my circling hands, trying to roll round the invisible energy
and channel it down into my body. I was back in my childhood days when a moment’s
concentration could turn me into King Arthur or Robin Hood, where I believed I could fly
and swim for hours underwater.
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Once again this demonstrates that humans can live in parallel belief systems. The Chinese
are now highly educated in the sciences and lead a very rational, practical, life. Yet they find
no difficulty in believing in powerful forces which cannot be detected or measured by science.
In the same way, they fully accept western science-based medicine but also believe fully in
acupuncture and various alternative herbal medicines which again cannot be scientifically
verified. It is an intriguing world.

Taxation

It was suggested some centuries ago by the founder of modern economics, Adam Smith,
that one of the three essential conditions for sustained economic growth, alongside peace and
a good legal system, was what he called ‘easy taxes’. Many assume that what Smith meant by
‘easy’ was light taxes, low taxes. This is a misunderstanding. Smith knew perfectly well that
the taxation rate in Great Britain at that time was higher than anywhere else in Europe, with
the possible exception of Holland. The amount raised per head in England was at least four
times that which the French crown could extract from its subjects. So ‘easy’ does not refer to
the amount paid.

What he meant was that the taxes should be acceptable to those who paid them. They
were accepted because of certain features. One is that those who paid the taxes would have a
voice in how much was to be paid, on what, and for what purpose. English taxes were voted
for by Parliament which represented the major tax-paying classes, and Parliament often
amended or refused taxes it felt unwarranted.

Secondly, the taxes should be on certain easily taxed and reasonable things, on trade, on
certain consumable items, on inheritances, but not on land and housing. Thirdly, the taxes
should be predictable — there should be no sudden and unexpected taxes. Fourthly, they
should be raised by local people and not by tax farmers (people who were given the right to
raise taxes in return for paying some of what is raised to the government) or corrupt
government officials. Fifthly, and most importantly, it should be clear that the money raised
by taxes, whether at the village, town, country or national level, should be used for useful
purposes. They should be raised for helping the poor, for bridges and churches, for keeping a
navy and occasionally an army. They should not be used for an inflated bureaucracy, idle
courtiers or for the nobility.

Because taxation was well organised and generally fulfilled all these conditions, the English
Crown was able to raise substantial sums and local government was also reasonably funded.
People paid their taxes and tax avoidance was difficult. The positive situation remains to this
day. The rich pay more than the poor, people are trusted to fill in their own, relatively simple,
tax forms and to declare their wealth honestly.

China falls within the majority of pre-modern societies where taxes were anything but
'easy’. The Emperor found it very difficult to raise any substantial sums by taxation and it was
only from the 1860s, for example, that Robert Hart and other British officials made the
customs duties and taxes into a serious, uncorrupt, revenue-raising, operation in China. Over
the centuries, the results of the weak taxation system are the root of much of China’s
problems in the past and last into the present.

One feature was that the Emperor had to employ a kind of tax-farming strategy. He did
not have the money to pay his servants, the Mandarins, the imperial bureaucrats at the
centre, or even the army. Instead, they were expected to raise the money for their own
salaries and expenses. They were given powers — the trying of court cases, the issuing of
permits, the regulation of economic activities, which could be used to raise their own living
expenses. This obviously led to constant abuses and corruption but was built into the system.
The Mandarins and others were unaccountable, they acted indirectly and secretly.
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The system of using your official job in order to raise extra income on the side continues to
this day. Many government employees in all fields are not paid enough to live on and educate
their children, especially in cities. For this reason, they have to have second or third jobs or
find ingenious ways to use their official position, say as a teacher or doctor, to earn the extra
amount needed to live reasonably well. This generates the continual threat of ‘corruption’
against which the government is constantly battling.

A second method the imperial authorities had to use in their desperate search for funds
was the plundering of the successful and obviously wealthy. A city, business or farming family
that became successful and rich over the years became the object of attention and would
suddenly find itself stripped of its wealth on some trumped-up pretext. This happens to this
day and a number of billionaires and successful businesses have suddenly been put under
pressure to contributed substantial sums to the government. Many approve of this levelling
process which often targets obscenely wealthy individuals and diverts their wealth to useful
causes. Yet it 1s also damaging since it leads to a general atmosphere of distrust, insecurity and
a tendency to smuggle money out of the country to safety, to the avoidance of risk and
inovation, and to being careful not to attract attention. It also slows down capital
accumulation by successful entrepreneurs and keeps levelling things down to a humdrum
level.

In the past, the absence of a good taxation system weakened the Chinese Empire and
made it choose a path of force and violence for its projects and defence. It led to the leasing
out of taxation powers to a lower level of individuals who were not answerable to the
Emperor and had to use all opportunities to make themselves rich.

Things have improved considerably and the extraordinary infrastructural spending of the
last thirty years and now the One Belt One Road initiative indicate that large amounts are
flowing into government coffers. Yet even here there are structural weaknesses. The main
asset that local governments usually have is land, which they either own or occupy, and then
sell off to developers on a 70-year lease. This has led to over-building and a form of building
inflation where many of the properties have never been occupied. Adjustments are still
needed in order to raise taxes in an orderly and fair way.

Tea

Tea (cha), the leaf of the camellia sinensis steeped in hot water, is the most consumed
substance on earth (by humans), after air and water. Tea has changed the destiny of the
world, helping to enable large events such as the industrial revolution, and the smaller
triggering ones, such as the Boston Tea Party which led into American Independence.

Tea has altered the social world, through the rise of women’s status, new fashions, the tea
ceremony. It has changed religion — Buddhism and tea in the far east are deeply entwined, as
are nonconformity and tea in Britain. It has influenced art and manufacturing (porcelain for
example) in powerful and lasting ways. Tea led to the success of the East India Company and
hence the conquest of India. And tea has done this because it is cheap, light, durable, easy to
grow and enormously attractive as a drink because of its invigorating (caffeine) and medical
(flavinoids, polyphenols) benefits.

Tea was first domesticated, it is said, in the Bulong mountains on the border of China and
Burma, and we have visited slopes with many tea trees of over a thousand years old, and we
have been close to one which is over three thousand years old in Yunnan. As the son of an
Assamese tea planter, I am surprised to find that what surrounded me as a child is so old and
so important.

Tea has been one of the principal causes of China’s success. Tea spread widely across the
population of China about 1200 years ago during the Tang dynasty. The success of that and
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subsequent dynasties, particularly in the south of China, the richest area, owes much to tea.

Tea helped prevent the spread of water-borne diseases and may have reduced the spread,
or even eliminated, malaria. It gave people the energy to undertake the immense toil of
intense rice cultivation, as it did in Japan. Later, tea was the main trade item from China to
the western peoples of Tibet and Mongolia, and to the south and east along the tea horse
roads to Burma and India.

For a while, tea made China rich in its trade with the West and particularly with Britain.
Today again, it is a major source of foreign currency earning. It has been credited with
developing the special form of Buddhism known as Chan or Zen, and influenced the art and
architecture of China and Japan. It has been suggested that the general calm of the Chinese
population, using a natural non-alcoholic drink, is related to tea. Tea has thus been a great
blessing for millions of Chinese over the centuries.

Yet it has also been, in an unintended way, a cause of some of China’s worst disasters.
Some believe that it was the export of Chinese brick tea to the Mongols and later the
Manchus which fuelled their civilisations and helped them to successfully invade China. In
this reading, the Chinese gave their enemies their vital food-drink, without which the upland
peoples could hardly have survived.

Then, during the nineteenth century, as described under ‘Opium Wars’, tea, the British
desire for tea without means of payment, led into the tragedies of two wars, increased opium
addiction, and the weakening of the Qing Empire. That Empire was further weakened from
the 1880’s when the British developed an alternative source of tea in Assam, and later
Ceylon, starting this by using Chinese labour and plants. Some stark figure tells the story
succinctly:

Th Customs Annual Reports for Amoy [Xiamen], in 1896 reported as follows: “T'he annual
value of the trade has fallen from Hk Taels 2,000,000 a quarter of a century ago to less than
Hk.[Hankow] Taels 100,000 to-day, and the cultivator, whose plantation formerly supplied
him with a comfortable income, is now compelled to plant rows of sweet potatoes between the
tea-bushes to keep body and soul together.’

Dyer Ball writing four or five years later commented that “T'ea has now disappeared from
Amoy. There were no shipments to London direct from Hankow in 1900, for the first time on
record.’

This collapse of the tea exports ruined countless peasant households and diminished the
already low tax revenues of the Qing.

Without tea, China would be a very different place today, if it existed at all. And our visits
to China — sampling the delights of black, white, green red, oolong and pu’er tea all over the
country — would also have been deprived of one of the greatest pleasures.

Tea ceremonies

Some people joke that tea is the religion of the British. It is indeed true that tea is both a
central part of British identity and on some occasions, the taking of tea has an almost
ceremonial and sacred feeling about it. Yet it is when you go to Japan and China that you
encounter the extraordinary ‘way of tea’, or cha-do, which turns this plant into something very
special.

Again, I first encountered this in Japan when I attended ceremonies in ancient tea houses,
walking down the special path through a mossy garden, crouching to enter, leaving all
mundane items like phones, watches and shoes outside. Then there are the intricate tea
preparations with the whisked powder tea, the crawling forward to receive it and careful
conversation, the feeling of something special being present amidst the flowers and scrolls. We
were so impressed with all of this that we built a Japanese-style teahouse in our garden.
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I had assumed that the Japanese, as they often do, had taken the far simpler current form
of tea ceremony which had originated in China and elaborated on it, requiring a training of
years and often lasting an hour or more. Nowadays in China you will be served tea
everywhere, but seldom 1s it more than a matter of a careful cleaning of the tea bowls and
gracious serving.

Recently, however, I read about and participated in re-enactments of Tang and Song tea
ceremonies. The Tang process is exactly like the elaborate Japanese ceremony with powdered
tea. I realise that the Japanese have preserved an ancient form, as they have also done with
court music, a Tang tradition which has died out or been replaced in China. In China, the
tea ceremony evolved through the Song ceremony which is simpler and more like the present
one.

Yet whatever the ceremonyj, it is evident that tea and its ceremonies of drinking have
profoundly shaped many aspects of Chinese life, from ceramics to Buddhism, as explained
elsewhere.

Team games

Much of my childhood and adolescence, both in boarding schools and at home, was spent
playing team games; both formal ones like football, rugger and hockey, and informal ones
with my friends. I now realise that this was to teach us many of life’s lessons — how to work as
a team, how to survive defeats, how to enjoy the pleasure of shared endeavour. I also often
point out that many of the world’s team games were either invented or formalised in Britain.

When I visit Chinese schools, even the best in the country, I am surprised at how little
emphasis is placed on team games. There is some running, daily physical exercise drills, ping-
pong, and perhaps swimming, but there is little space, and even less time, for all the team
games I played through my childhood.

I had thought that this was because China had never known such games, the only
competitive games and sports being archery, fencing or marital arts where two or more
individual compete as single players against others, but not in a team.

Recently, however, I have seen reconstructions of older periods on television which, if
accurate, suggest that during the Tang dynasty, for example, there was a form of football
(though it was much more individualistic than English football), and a form of polo, again
quite individualistic. So the idea of team games was present, but not greatly developed.

Nowadays, however, the Chinese football teams are a national embarrassment. I suspect
that very soon large efforts will be made to improve school games and people may realise
that, in our interconnected world, the ability to play with others in a team 1s a vital part of
any education.

Temples and shrines

I come from a Christian country where the residues of that religion, the cathedrals and
churches, have been preserved extremely well, thanks to the good fortune of long eras of
peace and relative prosperity. From the magnificent cathedrals, to numerous ancient parish
churches in almost every village, England is filled with religious buildings, and now with
mosques and Hindu and Buddhist temples too.

I should not have been surprised when I went to Japan to find numerous temples and
shrines. Yet they did surprise me, as they do in China, for several reasons. One was that I was
often told that the temple was also a shrine, a Daoist one within a Buddhist one, or the other
way around. My monotheistic background could not imagine a mosque within a Christian
church, for example.
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A second surprise was that everyone I spoke to, people who had often just been to such a
shrine to make small offerings and say prayers, were adamant that these places had nothing to
do with God. They were places where you contacted some numinous power, but no God
resided there and the power was not in any way human-like. It was like going to a public
phone box to make a call. These places are set apart, sacred in a way, but not like my
churches.

In China there were further surprises. There are many Confucian temples as well, yet
Confucius 1s not a God, just a philosopher, and one largely uninterested in religion. Yet he is
worshipped. And on our last trip, we visited Chairman Mao’s birthplace in Hunan province.
Millions come to worship Mao with gifts, flowers, prostrations and prayers as if he is a God.

Another surprise 1s that there are so many shrines and temples. I had been led to believe
that they were destroyed in the cultural revolution, that communism — and China is still
communist — thought of religion as the 'opium of the people', delusional, and to be
suppressed. Yet there are not just Christian churches but innumerable Buddhist monasteries
and temples and Shinto shrines. It is intriguing to see many millions now flocking to these
monasteries and temples, in many cases combining this with membership of the Party.

Terracotta army

We get very excited in the U.K. when someone discovers a hoard of Roman coins or
Anglo-Saxon jewellery. Elsewhere in Europe there are still major finds, but they are dwarfed
in scale and importance by what we have observed in China.

I remember in 1996 my shock at first encountering the long ranks of warriors, fashioned in
terracotta clay, each with a lifelike and different face, thousands of them in pits which, were
still being excavated. They were buried to protect the first Qin Emperor in 210-209 B.C. and
were only discovered in 1974. They are only part of much larger excavations which are yet to
be made.

I was equally astounded when we visited an early stage in the excavations near Chengdu
where they discovered, largely in 1986, a major Bronze Age civilisation called Sanxingdui,
dated at between the twelfth and eleventh centuries B.C. The figures, one of which is below,
bear no resemblance to other Chinese civilisations and seem more akin to Easter Island

statues.

This year we went to Changsha, the capital of Hunan province, and were shown an
amazing reconstruction of the goods and grave of a high-ranking lady, the wife of Marquis Li
Cang at the Mawangdui site near Changsha, excavated in 1972-1974 and dating back to
about 180 B.C. Because of the care with which she was buried, she is probably the oldest,
fully preserved, human torso in the world, complete with hair and skin. She died over two

192



thousand years ago and was buried with a wealth of books, clothes, medicines and other
goods.

All these finds date back to the last half century or so. They are being added to daily. For
example, there is a current project on the Liangzhu culture — the last Neolithic jade culture —
in the Yangtze River Delta which reached its prime some four to five thousand years ago,
around the same time as the Egyptian pyramids, and then suddenly disappeared. It had an
advanced agricultural system, including irrigation, paddy rice cultivation and aquaculture.
Houses were built on stilts and there was even a walled city. The civilisation suddenly
disappeared about 4,200 years ago.

The immense excitement of Chinese archaeology arises from an intersection of the
grandeur and antiquity of China, where many civilisations rose and fell over the last four
thousand years, added to the fact that archaeology as a science only dates back about one
hundred years in China. During half of that period it was not possible to do much because of
wars and political upheavals. Only now are the riches being uncovered, though sadly this 1s
too late for many of them. The flooding of the Yangtze valley in the Three Gorges Dam
covered more than 1,300 archaeological sites, and though as much as possible was moved,
untold future discoveries were covered over.

The Great Divergence

This refers to the title of a book published in 2000 by Kenneth Pomeranz. Pomeranz
argued that Europe and China were on a similar economic level and on a similar trajectory
until about the first decades of the nineteenth century. Then Europe became industrial and
much wealthier and China remained as before. The main causes of the divergence were that
Europe had ample coal supplies and that it profited from large overseas colonial possessions.

The thesis is bold and part of a wider set of books written in the 1990s as it became
obvious that China was again becoming world- level economy. The conclusion was drawn
from this re-emergence that the whole idea, held by comparative thinkers from Montesquieu
to Max Weber, that there was something special about the West, that it was at a deep level
different from China and had achieved something unprecedented by a 'European Miracle', is
wrong.

The argument was a refreshing undermining of the often patronizing and Euro-centric
vision of many western comparative thinkers. It argued that the view taken by some of them,
for example Karl Marx, that China is stuck in a static 'Asiatic mode of production' or
'Oriental despotism' is mistaken.

There are, however, many weaknesses in what is sometimes call 'the California School'. I
will just list a few of these as it would take a book to discuss all the counter-arguments which
have now been accumulating since Pomeranz published his book.

The suggested causes for the divergence are mistaken. China had very large coal reserves,
not only in the north east, but even in the heartland, the south east, which Pomeranz
concentrates on. Coal alone, anyway, as the late development of coal-rich northern Germany
and eastern France shows, in itself will achieve nothing. China also had a large overseas trade
along the maritime and land silk roads and with neighbouring 'tribune' states. It also had a
huge 'empire' of a kind along its recently acquired western border absorbed by the Qing,
including Tibet and Xinjiang, as well as in Taiwan and Manchuria. Furthermore, as the case
of Spain shows, having a rich overseas colonial empire does not necessarily lead to any kind
of break-through.

Furthermore, Pomeranz distorts the comparison by choosing on the Chinese side just the
richest one per cent of the land mass of China, the Yangtze delta and comparing it to the
whole of Europe, including the much poorer areas. If he had made the comparison between
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China and England or Holland, the result would have been very different. He also tends to
deal with a static cross-section in the late eighteenth century, thus ignoring the centuries-long
build-up of wealth in countries like England since the middle ages and the stationary nature
of China since the Sung.

Above all, by ignoring everything apart from input-output rice production figures and
other economic measures (which have been disputed by specialists) he conceals the immense
differences in the context of economic development. There is no serious discussion of the
political or legal systems — for example taxation, property laws and the level of protection for
economic activity.

There is no serious discussion of the class system and wealth differentiation or of family
structures and work patterns. There is no discussion of the role of science or advances in new
technologies. For example, Pomeranz pays no attention to Joseph Needham's many volumes
which show how different China and the West were in their development of reliable
knowledge about natural laws and in practical technologies. There is no discussion of culture,
of religion or of ideology. To write a whole book with scarcely a mention of Christianity and
how it differs from Buddhism, Confucianism and Daoism is unlikely to have much impact on
Max Weber's famous work.

The book thus contains some interesting half-truths and a reminder that China was the
greatest economy in the world until about 1820, in terms of total GDP. It also reminds us that
we now know that there is nothing which intrinsically prevents China from becoming the
largest economy again and that the West having first made the break-through, China, like
Japan a century earlier, can do the same. Yet the story is infinitely more complex than that
told in The Great Dwergence and similar books.

Toilets

I was brought up in a country which invented the flush toilet or W.C. and modern sewage
systems. I was taught to regard my bodily evacuations as disgusting, pure dirt. Later I
discovered as a historian that ‘night soil’ (the euphemism for faeces) was occasionally used by
gardeners for vegetables and, around a few western cities such as London and Antwerp,
where it abounded, was carried off as manure. On the whole, however, with plentiful animal
manure, my civilisation did not value night soil.

Even when I went to work in a Nepalese village, there was no use of night soil and, in
general, throughout India it is considered highly polluting ritually and disgusting as well.
Only in the Kathmandu valley, to this day, is it used for the crops in certain villages.

Yet, when I worked on Japanese history I discovered that the re-cycling of human waste,
captured in ingenious ways and left in jars to let the harmful germs die, was universal. One
person living in a room in Osaka paid rent, two people, generating more night soil, paid no
rent, three people were paid by the landlord. Without night soil the Japanese could not have
fed themselves.

When I started to work in China I found a similar situation. Sometimes the conversion
into something useful was even more direct. I have been to villages where the latrine is placed
above the pig-sty and the excrement is soon absorbed into pork. In turn, the pigs evacuate
into the fish ponds and the fish recycle their waste. Elsewhere I have seen small toilets placed
in the fields alongside busy roads in the hope that travellers will use them.

One upshot of this is that while I regard all things to do with urination and defecation with
distaste verging on disgust, a private and embarrassing matter, my Chinese friends are far
more relaxed. Such bodily functions are, in essence, no different from other where we ingest
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(eat and drink) or evacuate (sex or sweat). It is all part of life and nothing to become neurotic
about.

Torture

I come from a country where the law is unique in the world in forbidding torture. From
the medieval law codes up to the present, torture, both physical and mental, have not been a
part of the legal process. Unlike traditional, continental, Roman, law over the centuries, or
Chinese law, where a confession had to be extracted, usually with torture, before an
individual could be punished, there was no requirement for an individual to admit guilt under
English law. You can go to the scaffold or prison protesting your innocence. That is your
right.

Of course, England — and now the U.S. — with its secret ‘dark’ rendition centres and
camps like Guantanamo Bay, do not always live up to their ideals and we currently have an
American President who supports torture. Yet, on the whole, with the exception of treason
trials during part of the sixteenth century, English law has banned torture. It is believed to
undermine law because people will confess to anything if pressed hard enough.

China is part of the vast majority of civilisations where torture was for many hundreds of
years an accepted part of the legal process. Not only 1s it necessary to have a confession, but it
makes the job of the magistrates, who had very few police assistants, much easier. It also fitted
the idea of group responsibility. A suspect would be tortured to find out his or her
accomplices, who would be tortured in turn until hundreds were implicated. This was the
method of the Christian inquisition for three centuries in the West.

I have no way of knowing if torture is still used, as some alleged, in the current Chinese
system. Certainly, it was used in the cultural revolution when many thousands were subjected
to humiliations and beatings in order to force them to confess and implicate others. And I
have heard stories of people disappearing suddenly and re-appearing with stories of beatings,
sleep deprivation, long periods of solitary confinement.

If such allegations are to become something of the past, then China will clearly have to
follow the British path of instituting kabeas corpus (no detention without a formal charge, in
court, with the accused represented by a lawyer), and complete transparency in criminal
cases. As suggested elsewhere, this will have to be combined with the use of a jury system, the
only effective protection for individuals against state power. China may go down this path,
finally moving away from an entirely different system of law which it used for thousands of
years.

Traditional Chinese medicine

Before I went to China, I knew nothing about Chinese traditional medicine. I suppose I
would have known that, like India with its alternative Ayurvedic tradition, China and Japan
had their indigenous medical systems. How they worked, whether they were effective, what
their main constituents were, however, were not subjects I knew anything about.

Now it is different. Alongside my bottles and boxes of western medicines and my visits to
the doctor, I now have a selection of traditional Chinese remedies. I first learnt of their
efficacy when I trapped my hand in a slammed car door in China. The inevitable pain and
swelling completely vanished a few minutes after applying Chinese medicine. Since then, I
have avoided many bruises and swellings by applying this.

Then, when I and others had serious muscle pains, we applied what we were told, were
dog-skin patches, though I later learnt this was just their name, and the pains evaporated
miraculously. When I suffer serious colds, they often vanish after drinking Chinese medicine.
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Based on entirely different concepts of the body and how it works, leading to the arts of
acupuncture and massage as well as herbal medicines, China has developed one of the great
medical systems of the world. Through the usual methods of discovery, that is random
variation and selective retention of what works, over thousands of years of mini-experiments
over a vast land mass, the Chinese have identified many important techniques and medicines,
many of them plant-based.

Until recently it was difficult to test them and see how they worked. But now, as we do the
tests, we find that they are indeed amazing. For example, artemesia (dog wood) 1s the basis for
the modern generation of anti-malarials and its propagation won China a Nobel prize
recently. Tea, camellia sinensis, 1s now known to be one of the world’s greatest medicines,
curing or alleviating many diseases and, among other things, destroying the bacteria of
typhoid, cholera and dysentery. Ginseng is also clearly highly effective.

The West has developed a powerful parallel system of medicine, but there can be no doubt
that, as elsewhere, we should unite the best of east and west to lower pain and suffering across
the planet. Chinese medicines, especially tea and artemesia, rank among the world’s greatest
medical discoveries. That the bio-chemical structure of these two plants is almost identical is
more than a coincidence.

Triads

It was not until I became an anthropologist and taught courses on the mafia, yakuza (Japan)
and triads (China) that I realised how different my native England was in relation to
organised crime. The penetration of law and state power on the little island of Britain, the
weakness of the extended family, and the open acceptance of dissidence and criticism of the
state, combined with other factors to mean that the above forms of criminal violence are
largely absent in British history. There have always been criminal gangs, and they remain to
this day, but they are on a far smaller scale than the mafia and are much less of a threat and
presence than they were in Japan or China.

The Japanese version, the yakuza, is a guild (za) which controls gambling, prostitution, mass
entertainment, money-laundering and other activities which lie on the edge, semi-legal as it
were. I have found myself outside a yakuza recruitment offices which were openly advertising,
and the police have been known to arrange parking for the yakuza and to provide annual
protection and work closely with them. They are a valuable intermediary into the semi-legal.

The Chinese triads are much more like the mafia than the yakuza, for they constitute
highly secretive and totally illegal organisation, held together by omerta or honour, with sacred
codes, language and signs. They revolved around the family, ‘cosa nostra’, or family-like
bonds and were especially to be found in the city ports like Shanghai, where huge levels of
'black' activities related to narcotics, prostitution and gambling were located. They help to
create a stereotype of China dating back to the gangster movies of the middle of the twentieth
century.

No doubt some triads still operate, but they are a pale shadow of their earlier existence. I
have never encountered any mention or discussion or allusion to them on my various trips to
China, and it looks as if the eradication of the triads was another positive achievement of the
Communist regime. Secret organisations, however, are endemic in states which try to contain
discussion, criticism, alternative visions too strictly and there is always a danger they will
return.

U
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Universities and academies

I had long assumed that if we put on one side the early Greek academies of the time of
Plato and Aristotle, and early Buddhist quasi-universities such as Nalanda in Bihar, India,
which was a seat of learning from the fifth century BC up to the 12th century AD, then the
oldest true surviving universities in the west started roughly with Bologna (1088) and Oxford
(1096). These early western universities were followed by Paris, Cambridge and others. I
thought that only in the last few hundred years had the institution spread, first to the United
States in the seventeenth century and then around the world. The current Chinese
universities, dating from 1893 with Wuhan, 1898 with Peking university or 1911 with
Tsinghua, are not much more than 100 years old.

Recently I had a chance to visit arguably the oldest continuous university or quasi-
university in the world, the Yuelu Academy in Changsa. It was founded in 978 AD as a
Buddhist study centre, but within a few years became a Confucian Academy.

Walking round it I was surprised to find how similar the physical structure and functions
are to an Oxford or Cambridge College. There is a church, the Confucian temple, there is a
library, there are a dormitory and dining space, there are also teaching rooms and lecture
halls, quadrangles and a large garden to relax in. The function is to teach, in the case of the
academy, mainly philosophy, history, literature and the Confucian classics, whereas in the
medieval western universities, the subjects would have been mathematics, medicine, history,
law, classics and theology.

Discovering this one surviving ancient academy, I learnt that it was one of the four most
famous early academies, which later flourished in the Sung dynasty (eleventh to thirteenth
centuries), hosting many famous scholars and Buddhist reformers. These four were a handful
of the more than 10,000 such academies which existed then. It was only in the very last years
of the Qing dynasty, the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, that the academies
were forced to change into training colleges.

This raises the question of why the very early academy movement in China, which
predated the western universities by several hundred years, never blossomed into the kind of
western universities now being built all over China.

One of the theories is that, as happened increasingly over continental Europe from the
seventeenth century, the academies were largely dependent on imperial power. If they
showed independence or any signs of free thought, they would be closed or punished. Add to
this the periodic destructions by foreign invasion and civil war, when the academies were
destroyed physically and their members killed or dispersed, and we can understand the
situation better.

If Oxford and Cambridge had been razed to the ground three or four times, their libraries
burnt, their teacher killed, one wonders how much of them would have been left by the early
twentieth century. The peaceful and lawful environment of England, and the high degree of
independence of the universities from royal power, are powerful differences.

Another obvious factor is the purpose of the academy and university. The Chinese
academy soon became linked to the Chinese imperial education system, which was designed
to train people for bureaucratic rule. The academies were one level of this system. Their
function was to train administrators, hence the concentration on the arts and humanities
relevant to governing — philosophy, literature, poetry, Confucian classics.

The academies were not established to teach people generic skills, to educate their critical
faculties, to encourage people to question or discover new things, to learn the arts of

197



persuasion or collaborative working. They were a training in memory, discrimination and
ethics.

The English equivalents from the start were there to train people who might go into a
number of professions. They might be lawyers, clergymen, business men, army officers, estate
owners, doctors, or teachers. The university was to provide a set of generic tools for any of
these. It did so by a mixture of lectures and directed reading. The students were apprenticed
to one or more teachers who would assign them readings and then discuss their findings. The
modern Oxford and Cambridge supervision system, where two or three students meet weekly
with a teacher, is the outcome of this.

The teaching was dialectical or confrontational. The students and teachers would put
forward arguments and try to resist and defeat the other, as in a game of tennis. Teaching was
a game, a preparation for the confrontational battle of adult life as a lawyer, politician or
trader.

Thus, the content taught in the English university was arguably less important than the
form. The content could alter rapidly as new knowledge circulated. It could absorb the
knowledge-shattering effects of the Renaissance, Reformation, Scientific Revolution, new
technologies, new encounters all over the world as the British Empire expanded. It was
dynamic, flexible and adaptable.

This contrasts with the Chinese academies, where the purpose was restricted, the content
largely consisted of ancient truths, and where the student were taught respect, obedience,
deference to authority and the past.

This means that in the nine hundred years after its founding, the Yuelu Academy and
others like it would be unlikely to grow larger or become more relevant than they were when
they were founded. The western universities, on the other hand, were constantly expanding,
mnovating and finding new roles and incorporating elements of the society around them.

Printing revolutionised the English universities, but hardly altered the Confucian
academies. The divergence grew ever greater, so that modern Chinese universities owe little
directly to the early academies, but are largely modelled on western universities.

Urbanisation

Anyone who has recently travelled through China will be amazed by the development of
the cities. Small towns a few years ago are now large cities; small cities are now great cities.
Just to take one example, the city of Qingdao has gone from less than one million to over ten
million in this century. he number of cities of more than ten million in China, with some of
them over twenty million, is very considerable. Basically, within one generation China has
gone through the urban revolution which it took England some three generations to achieve —
from a rural to an urban civilization.
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Fig. 2. Growth 1n de facto urban population and urban /nkou population in China, 1970-2010.

In 1970, roughly one in six Chinese lived in cities. The urban population overtook the
rural population in China in 2012. The city population now is greater than the total Chinese
population in 1960. The way this is creating huge megacities, and the consequent effect on
infrastructure, is shown in the following diagram.
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This is a shift unparalleled in the world — nowhere else have so many cities of this size been
created so swiftly. It is clearly having vast effects in so many ways — on pollution, on the use of
resources, on social relations. It is an urban revolution which is daily changing all of our lives.

When America urbanized in the later nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, a number
of sociologists speculated about the consequences of a change from living in settled
agricultural communities, where a person was born and brought up and worked on the land,
to living in huge cities.

One theme of this work concerned what is called ‘urbanism as a way of life’. It was
suggested that living in a small community of people one knew well would give people
multiple-level connections — relatives, neighbours, friends for life would live nearby. Much of
life was oral and was expressed through rituals and co-operative activities of various kinds.

When people move into cities, particularly in the kind of work-related migration which is a
central feature of Chinese urban growth, they are cut off from their relatives and childhood
friends. They are alone, a fragmented workforce often living in fairly confined conditions, in
the vast high-rise buildings which are a feature of Chinese cities. They are lonely strangers
amidst strangers, living an entirely different kind of rhythm of life in every way from their
parents and grandparents.

There is a new stress on time, privacy, constant hard work with few rests. The landscape is
artificial and long-term human contacts are reduced. It would seem to be a recipe for
alienation, for the famous anomie or rootlessness predicted by sociologists.

What exactly is happening as a result of this great shift to megalopolis is difficult to discern.
Yet we know that the Chinese world is now a largely urban one with urban rather than rural
values. Village China is now Urban China, as is also happening in India, South America and
Africa. And it is happening so very fast — far faster than the slow growth of cities over many
generations that has been characteristic of most of human history.

Given all this, what I find amazing is how well the transition seems to be managed. On the
whole, cities all over China — Beijing, Qingdao, Shenzhen, Tianjin, Nanjing, Kunming,
Chengdu, Hangzhou, Suzhou, Shanghai for example — that we have visited on our various
visits seem to be coping, despite their dispiriting (to us) high-rise buildings. There is gridlock
in the traffic and bad air pollution. Yet there are also many trees, parks, people old and young
playing and doing Tai Chi and even often dancing on warm summer nights.

People say they like the new amenities and the high-rise buildings, and there is a notable
absence of dirt, disorder or police. It is easy to feel in one of these cities that they have been
there for a generation — but on enquiry or looking at photographs it is mostly a creation of the
last twenty years. The Chinese world we first encountered in 1996 is unrecognizable today.

Most Chinese are now being educated and growing up in an urban world, far from the
kind of civilization which was present even in the period of the New China (1949-78) let alone
during the two thousand years of a great agrarian civilization. Everything is changed by this,
as much as by the other massive shifts which surround people, but which we do not often
think about.

One final point to note is one of the attempts by the Chinese government to control this
huge change, which has led to a good deal of criticism. This is the Chinese houkou (household
registration) system which was introduced in 1958 (though earlier versions go back in China
for thousands of years, from where it spread to Korea, Japan and Vietnam) as a classification
of the population both by place of residence and in order to allocate certain socioeconomic
benefits.

The classification, managed by local authorities, is based on socio-economic eligibility
(agriculture/non-agriculture) and residential location (living in urban/rural areas). Since
economic reforms in 1979, millions have been allowed to leave for work in the cities, and it is
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estimated that by 2014 something like 274 million Chinese from rural areas, one third of the
total workforce, were working in cities.

Up to now, although they could live in cities, those without a Aoukou in the place where
they worked, people were generally denied access to social entitlements, such as pensions,
medical services and basic education for their children. They had to use their income for this.
Recently, however, the government has been considering scrapping the application of the
houkou system across most of China, though it may be retained in an attempt to control the
population in one or two mega-cities such as Beijing.

V

Vast and integrated

I wrote this entry in a moderate-sized city of which I had hardly heard until we visited it,
Changsha in Hunan province. It is a city of about eight million inhabitants, twice as large as
any city in the UK except London, with a three-thousand year history and in a province the
size and population of the UK. Its economy, even though it is not one of the richer provinces,
1s equivalent to a small East European nation. If we multiply this fifty times or more, we get
some idea of China’s massive size.

If I ask my Chinese friends whether it is far to another city, they will say not very far, by
which they mean the distance from London to Rome. Air communications and bullet trains
have made these journeys relatively easy, but it is not easy to imagine travelling two or three
thousand miles to trade or fight in the past. The roads were terrible, the country is very
mountainous with fierce rivers. Reading the accounts of travellers up the Yangtze or across
the Silk Road, or the extraordinary Long March of the Communists in the 1930s, gives a
sense of the distances and difficulties. It is really very difficult for any of us to comprehend this
vast size and variation. Coming from the tiny and highly homogenous island of Britain, it is
particularly difficult.

I have only gradually become aware of the scale by criss-crossing the country, from
Liaoning on the edge of Korea on the north to the borders of Burma on the south-west, from
Shanxi in the north to Guangzhou in the south-east. We have been to the remotest areas and
the largest cities on earth, and each is different and special.

After the experience of European national conflicts, the endless wars since the collapse of
the Roman Empire through to the European Union, it is a source of amazement that since
the unification of China in 221 B.C., the country has mainly stayed together, and indeed
constantly expanded and absorbed huge new swathes.

I would have thought that given all that it possesses, the Chinese might be relaxed about
letting those on the margins who want to be independent gain this. Who cares about Tibet
when you have an economy hundreds of times that of Tibet? Or Taiwan or Hong Kong now
no longer crucial to the Chinese economy. Why not let them all go?

Yet perhaps it is the very size and diversity which leads to an intransigence which surprises
me, particularly as my homeland, England, calmly allows a fifth of its people and a third of its
territory — Scotland — to vote for independence.

If you have a vast area such as China, there is always a risk of secession, bits can fall off the
edge. Yet the Chinese fear that if one part successfully leaves, it will provide an inspiration
and model for others. If Hong Kong goes, why not the Uighur area of Xingjian, Inner
Mongolia or Tibet? These areas combined would reduce China’s land area, if not its
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economy, by about half. And after that, perhaps the remoter provinces with large minority
population in the south — Guizhou, Guangxi, parts of Yunan and Sichuan, might also get
ideas. It is a nightmare and something the Chinese cannot easily accept.

The Chinese think of themselves, even with their huge diversity, as composed of one
group. They may be Manchu, Miao, Yi, and Dong, as well as Han, but their imagined and
actual walls create the community of 'China';. China is seen as a living soul, pulsing through
the millenia, a great nation and people who are not prepared to lose face, or to contemplate
what are conceived of as organs integral to the Chinese body to be dismembered. To cut off
Hong Kong or Taiwan is to lose an eye or ear, particularly bitter in that both of them were
seized after defeats by foreign powers in the nineteenth century.

Taiwan and Hong Kong were sheep that had gone astray and the rejoicing at their return
makes contemplating another loss especially bitter. The fact that the Chinese believe in the
mission of making their people happier and wealthier, similar to the ‘civilising” mission of the
British with their Empire, also makes any rejection and calls for independence an even more
serious loss of face.

Violence and war

Up to the unification of China in 221 B.C., China was filled with warring armies and
bloody wars. After the abolition of the landed aristocracy, the militarization may have
decreased a little, but there were numerous later wars, including those of the Three
Kingdoms (220-280 A.D.), involved huge armies. The Tang and then the Northern and
Southern Song again saw a decline in internal warfare, but the threat from the Mongols
made China a warlike place. Yet after the Mongol invasion, the clans and warriors were
again weakened during the Ming dynasty.

The Manchu (Qing) dynasty from the middle of the seventeenth century was aggressive,
expanding over a vast area to the west of China and incorporating it, and putting down
minority rebellions, partly caused by its policy of taking over the administration of hitherto
largely autonomous areas. Then in the nineteenth century China was subject to frequent
attacks (including the Opium Wars) and vast civil wars, including the Taiping and Boxer
rebellion. The twentieth century was one of terrible wars. For example, perhaps twenty
million Chinese died as a result of the Sino-Japanese War from 1937 to 1945.

Yet, despite all this, one can say that while warfare was endemic, China was, compared
to much smaller but highly divided Europe after the fall of Rome, relatively less riven by
internal civil wars. There was no equivalent to the small states of Europe, with their later
strong nationalism. Furthermore, while the Emperor had large numbers of armed troops,
much of the defence of the country and local policing was done by peasant families who were
settled in dangerous areas. In return for holding land they could be mobilized when there
were invasions or civil disturbances.

It is all a matter of scale and degree. China, like all great civilisations, was originally
founded on violence. Yet it is far from the extreme in this respect. Certainly in the period
since the Second World War, if we compare China to the United States, the involvement in
overseas wars 1s far less extreme in China. Although mvolved in Korea and Vietnam, there is
nothing equivalent to the bombing of Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos, or the wars in
Afghanistan, Iraq, or even the blockade of Cuba. ‘Regime change’ is an American, not a
Chinese, speciality. The current expenditure of the United States on its military is much
greater than that in China. America’s spending in 2015 was 3% of its GDP, China’s 1.2%.
With $1821 per capita in America and $95 in China, so the total of American spending is
nearly four times the amount of that in China.

One effect of all this is that the methods of war, the weapons and tactics, reached a high
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level, but did not develop as fast as they did in the warlike West. So that while the navies and
armies of China were roughly on an equivalent level to those of western Europe in 1500,
three centuries later the British could humble this mighty Empire in the two Opium Wars
with far more advanced weaponry and training, with France, Germany, Russia and then
Japan following.

W

Wall(s) of China

For many, the enduring image of China is of the Great Wall, stretching across the
mountainous region of northern China, with its small turrets and towers. In fact, what we see
today is just part of the thousands of years of wall building from the start around the seventh
century B.C., especially famous being the wall built in 220-206 BC by the first Qin Emperor
of China. Much of the remaining wall is from the Ming dynasty.

A map and diagram gives an impression of the many walls, which stretch nearly four
thousand miles (further than the distance from London to Jerusalem, as the crow flies), of
which the main wall spans about 1500 miles.
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The more than twenty walls that have been built over the millenia had the main purpose
of keeping out the nomadic tribesmen on the borders. Walls were not built against the forest-
dwelling minorities to the south who posed less of a threat to China.

The walls tell us a great deal about China. They tell us of its great wealth and coercive
power — and cruelty. Millions died, and millions more were enslaved to build the walls. The
control over workers to make these extraordinary monuments continues to this day in the
construction — as extraordinary in its way as the ancient walls — of the communications
infrastructure of China. The massive roads, bridges, tunnels high-speed railways, airports,
electric pylons marching across the hilltops of China, are awe-inspiring. They have almost all
been constructed in the last thirty years.

A six-lane highway, equivalent to a road from London to Jerusalem in length, passing
through the spurs of the Himalayas from Beijing to Kunming, and soon onwards to India,
can be constructed in a few years to immaculate standards. Road bridges of hundreds of miles
in length, with the longest such bridge in the world just opened from Hong Kong to Macau,
are being opened. An amazing grid of electricity, radio and internet links has been set up.
Then there are the huge dams across the rivers, including the largest in the world (the
Yangtze Three Gorges Dam). Again, the wealth, control and organisation to do all is beyond
my imagination.

The walls also show China’s defensive, guarded, posture. China was the Middle Kingdom,
with all that it needed, but surrounded by barbarians. China has veered from periods of
outward expansion to periods of closing up. The walls were a signs of closure against
marauders. The alternative — opening-up — is again evident in recent history.

The Qing tried to keep out foreign influences, then for a brief interlude after the Republic
was inaugurated in 1912, there was a welcoming of the outside, then it closed up again, most
notably from 1949 to 1978. The opening up by Deng from 1978 in terms of economy has
been a huge success, and in the last few years has turned to an outward thrust in the ‘One
Belt One Road’ initiative of President Xi.

No longer are there walls and no longer are the extraordinary infrastructure projects
confined to China, but are now spreading along roads, railways and shipping lanes across all
of Eurasia and as far as Africa and South America.

A future visitor to our planet, who had seen the Great Wall of China from outer space,
where it is one of the few visible signs that are man-made, would find that the great wall has
now been moved to encompass the whole world. We have all become Chinese in some way
or other as its culture, cuisine, visitors and communications spread across all continents.

Water management and hydraulic civilization

Historians and anthropologists have suggested a theory to explain why certain civilizations
which have grown up around great rivers and irrigation agriculture, hydraulic civilizations, as
they call them, have a set of features which are shaped by this background. Oft-cited
examples are Mesopotamia, Egypt, and certain ancient civilizations in India. China, with its
central need to control and use for cultivation its three great rivers, the Pearl, Yangtze and
Yellow, as well as many smaller ones such as that which became the Mekong, is an obvious
case.

Sophisticated water controls started to transform China from the earliest civilizations along
the Yellow River, whose tremendous floods could cause havoc. A notable example was the
water control and irrigation system at Dujiangyan, near Chengdu in Sichuan Province. It was
originally constructed by Li Bing for the state of Qin in 256 B.C., and uses the water of the
Min River, the longest tributary of the Yangtze, to irrigate much of the large Sichuan plain,
the size of a small European country. It is still used to irrigate over 5,300 square kilometres of
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land in this region. The modern equivalents are the massive dams being constructed all over
China, the most famous being the Three Gorges Dam.

In order to carry out massive hydraulic works, not only with the rivers, but also the vast
network of canals and even greater set of smaller channels and irrigation ditches to carry
water across the rice fields, it is necessary to have a highly developed, usually centralised,
administrative and political structure. There has to be a power which can mobilize huge
numbers of labourers, often working without pay and to protect others downstream rather
than themselves.

It 1s therefore no coincidence that the Pharos in Egypt or the Chinese Emperors were the
pivot of a highly centralized and authoritarian political system. They performed one of the
main functions of the State according to Adam Smith, which is to construct and regulate
large infrastructural projects which are beyond the powers of individuals, villages or even
provinces. The Chinese state did this, and the model of the great irrigation projects was found
in other massive infrastructural projects in the past, most notably in the great walls of China
and the Grand Canal.

It 1s not difficult to imagine that this is a path which has recently led to incredible cross-
province and cross-Chinese projects. The extraordinary roads from north to south and as far
as Lhasa are one example. The railways, particularly the network of high speed trains, are
another, as well as the gleaming airports and very rapid growth of air travel. The
development of super telescopes, super computers, super scanners which cost vast fortunes
and are built by large teams is a third example. The speed and efficiency with which cities like
Shenzhen, Qingdao, Chengdu and Chongqing grow in a decade from a few million to well
over ten or even twenty million inhabitants, is part of the same massive construction idea.

All of these are pushed through for 'the general good', often over-riding particular interests
to bring what are perceived to be national benefits. This is an idea implicit in hydraulic
civilizations. The pyramids of Egypt have been re-born in other forms in what has happened
in the last forty years in China. The Belt and Road initiative can be seen as a plan to turn the
whole of Eur-Asia into a modern integrated system which descends from the ancient
hydraulic civilization pattern.

Westernization

For most of the last four thousand years, while China has absorbed some ideas from
outside along the silk roads, it has been largely self-sufficient. China contained all it needed
and was the most advanced civilisation. This began to change when the Jesuits started to
bring some first fruits of the scientific revolution to China in the later seventeenth century.
Yet, for another century and a half, China was still the richest and most powerful nation on
earth and often haughtily rejected most of western knowledge and attempts by western
missions, such as that from Britain led by George McCartney in 1793, to pressure them into
trade.

After the defeats in the two Opium Wars and the disasters of the Taiping uprising, the
situation changed and there was a growing recognition that China must learn from the west
or be colonized like India. The same was happening in Japan which, after the Meiji
Restoration of 1868, imported many ideas and technologies from the West.

In Japan, the importation led to a miraculous transformation into an industrial society in
one generation. China showed a considerable interest and used western experts such as
Robert Hart to modernize its customs, bought western machinery and weapons, and
translated many western books, for example the educational series published by W. and R.
Chambers of Edinburgh. Yet progress in China’s vast empire was far slower than in Japan.
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Although attempts were made, first through Japan, and then from America and England, to
bring in new ideas starting in the 1890’s and through to the 1920’s, the situation on the
outbreak of war with Japan in 1937 was not greatly changed except in pockets in certain
cities.

There was an inevitable lull as China tried to exclude most western ideas, except certain
technologies coming from Russia, between 1949 and 1977. Then, since 1978, China has
eagerly absorbed many western ideas and technologies. I have been amazed at how quickly
many western institutions have been successfully absorbed so that China now looks more
‘western’ and advanced, in many ways, than the west itself.

Yet, there is still a huge debate and interest in how far China can absorb western idea, for
example democracy, private property, civil society, the western legal system, an open
philosophy, individualism, without destroying the essence of Chinese civilisation. It is a
question long ago discussed by the Chinese philosopher Liang Chi Chao, who could not see
how the oil and water of these civilisations could come into harmony. It is the big question
facing us all, and it is also being asked in the reverse, namely how far can we become Chinese
without losing our western heritage.

Witches

Belief in witches and witchcraft is very widespread. A witch is thought to be an apparently
ordinary human being who has some inner, concealed, power of a mystical kind which allows
them to do extraordinary things like flying at night, conversing with the devil, turning into an
animal, and hurt other humans and animals at a distance. Belief in witchcraft was widespread
in Europe between the fifteenth and eighteenth centuries. Many thousands of supposed
witches, particularly women, were rounded up, often tortured, and then executed for this
offence. Finally, from the eighteenth century, it was decided that it was all a delusion,
witchcraft did not exist. Other forms of witchcraft are still found in much of Africa, India and
even parts of southern Europe.

I encountered witchcraft beliefs in a village in the Himalayas and some of my best friends
were reputed witches. The beliefs declined somewhat as the witch doctors moved away, but
the beliefs are still there and to be found among my Gurung friends from highland Nepal who
now live in London or Hong Kong.

I was expecting to find witch beliefs in Japan and China. Certainly, in our travels we found
similar witchcraft beliefs in the ethnic minority groups, particularly in the south west. Among
the Dai people as well as the Naxi and the Lisu, we encountered witch doctors and witch
beliefs. We also learnt that two thousand years ago, in the Han dynasty, there were beliefs in
the Emperor’s court that certain people were doing magic against others. And even in the late
Qing there were some sorcery beliefs, that is to say the idea that you could engage in certain
outward actions, like sticking pins in the representations of others, to do them harm.

Yet, for the great majority of the Chinese Han peoples over most of history, witchcraft
beliefs were almost entirely absent. There 1s no specific word for ‘witch’ or ‘witchcraft’ in
Japanese or Chinese (wushi really means shaman or protector against evil. There has never
been a belief in a secret organisation of people who hold devilish rituals, eating children,
having sexual orgies, destroying their neighbours animals and killing people.

In extensive conversations and observations across the main parts of China, I have found
no interest in witchcraft, though many Chinese children love the Harry Potter depiction of
magic and often ask me whether English villages are filled with wizards, and witchcraft
paraphernalia is being introduced alongside other western consumer goods.

206



It 1s complicated to explain this absence. The European version of witchcraft was clearly
closely linked with the Christian Church, the beliefs in the Devil, the Inquisition, the use of
torture and a deeper strain of Manichaean thought which sees the world as ruled by the
Devil. This 1s not the case in Africa and India or my Nepalese village, yet there was and still 1s
a belief in witchcraft. We shall need to search for deeper causes, which must lie in the very
origins of Chinese philosophy and the ideas of yin and yang, bodily essences, and the nature of
mystical powers.

X

Xanadu

A wonderful poem by Samuel Taylor Coleridge first fired my vision of China when I was a
boy of about ten.

In Xanadu did Kubla Khan

A stately pleasure-dome decree:

Where Alph, the sacred river, ran

Through caverns measureless to man

Down to a sunless sea.

So twice five miles of fertile ground

With walls and towers were girdled round,

And there were gardens bright with sinuous rills,
Where blossomed many an incense-bearing tree;
And here were forests ancient as the hills,
Enfolding sunny spots of greenery.

For many years, the vision seemed unlikely to lead to a real encounter with Xanadu until,
in 1996, we visited the site of the supposed palace and gardens at Chengde. On a frosty day,
we seemed to see the sparkling palace in the magical trees and walked round through a few
reconstructed buildings. Then, when we visited the Forbidden Palace and many amazing
Chinese gardens, particularly in the southern cities, or travelled on the West Lake in
Hangzhou, we caught further glimpses of that vanished beauty.

The poem, with its presaging of war and total destruction of the dream palace is an
accurate evocation of China. Again and again, mighty palaces and gardens have been built,
quite extraordinary and beyond almost anything in the West. Again and again, a terrible
eruption, rebellions, Mongol invasions and most recently the British/French destructions of
the Second Opium War and Boxer and then the Japanese in the 1937-1945 war, have laid it
all to dust.

China also evokes Percy Bysshe Shelley’s famous poems ‘Ozymandias’, which could
equally be set in China.

I met a traveller from an antique land,

Who said — “T'wo vast and trunkless legs of stone
Stand in the desert. . . . Near them, on the sand,
Half sunk a shattered visage lies, whose frown,
And wrinkled lip, and sneer of cold command,
Tell that its sculptor well those passions read
Which yet survive, stamped on these lifeless things,
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The hand that mocked them, and the heart that fed;
And on the pedestal, these words appear:

My name is Ozymandias, King of Kings;

Look on my Works, ye Mighty, and despair!
Nothing beside remains. Round the decay

Of that colossal Wreck, boundless and bare

The lone and level sands stretch far away.”

China is a long poem of past, and perhaps future, greatness.

Y

Yangtze

I spent my first five years in India, occasionally visiting great rivers like the Brahmaputra
or Ganges, or the rivers rushing down from the Himalayas. For the next twenty-five years, I
only experienced small Yorkshire and Scottish rivers, and mostly explored the gentle rivers of
the south, the haunts of Ratty and Mole and Alice. Again, there were Himalayan rivers in
Nepal, but it was only when I went to China that I became fully aware of the extraordinary
power and size of rivers.

These Chinese rivers could flood out millions, bury whole cities and civilisations, or
fertilize whole provinces and carry immense flows of goods. I saw the great rivers flowing into
the Sichuan plain, being divided and distributed by ingenious dams and channels made over
two thousand years ago. I saw the Yellow and Pearl rivers where Chinese civilisation began.
Yet it is the mighty Yangtze which has most impressed me.

The Yangtze is nearly four thousand miles long, the longest river in Asia and third longest
in the world. It is the longest river to flow within one country and drains one fifth of China; its
discharge of water is the sixth largest in the world. It flows down from the high Tibetan
plateau to disgorge at Shanghai in one of the richest areas in the world. It cuts through
several mountain ranges and is most impressive when it drops thousands of feet down
through the three long gorges below Chongqing to Yichang and the plains around Wuchan.

I went up the Yangtze in 2003 as the final stages of the dam were being put in place and
the final forty metres were being flooded. Later, in 2007 we went down the river from
Chonging, when the dam was finished, and saw some of the villages that had been cut off and
watched the boats clearing the debris accumulating on the surface.

It was awe-inspiring being lifted up many hundreds of feet in huge locks, watching the
amazing cliffs reeling by, with small traces of the high and dangerous walkways along which
the ‘trackers’ heaved up the boats against the rushing current. We saw some of the ancient
towns which featured in the Romance of the Three Ringdoms gradually being submerged.

In 2005 we went up the higher reaches of the Yangtze towards its source with a film crew
in a project to re-enact the remarkable travels of Isabella Bird in 1897, described in her 7#e
Yangtze Gorge and Beyond (1899). We saw some of the mysterious old towers, and the point at
which Isabella finally thought she had found traces of the Caucasian peoples who had lived
there. All these experiences brought home the majesty of Chinese rivers and how they have
shaped its history.

Yin and Yang
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I grew up without being aware that as a member of British civilisation, I was growing up in
a world which is based on binary oppositions, something like the 0 and 1 of digital computers.
I was taught that you are a man or a woman, saved or damned, guilty or innocent, brave or
cowardly, truthful or lying, Conservative or Labour. Black 1s black, white 1s white, heaven is
up there, earth down here. This was the basis for a system that is confrontational in its
political system, law, economics and religion.

I was also unaware that my civilisation did not see the various oppositions as in any way
linked or forming a bundle. In other words, little in my education suggested that male/female
is equivalent to day/night, to white/black, to right/left. These were separate matters, though
there are occasionally hints of this in the fact that ‘sinister’ comes from the latin for left. There
are elements of these associations in Roman civilisation.

What has impressed me about the basic Daoist idea of yin and yang has been that it
challenges both of these assumptions, and shows that they are not universal. It is also a
fascinating conceptual system because it is so old. The underlying philosophy, which is found
in the / Ching and the earliest writings, goes back well over five thousand years, yet it has
survived intact to this day. It is a very ancient cosmology and is unlike any other in the world.
Yet, though it is ancient and — like the pictographic language — perfectly preserved, it is
strangely modern and up to date.

In terms of binary oppositions, what I did not at first notice about the yin/yang symbols 1s
the importance of the element of the other that is contained within each.

Within the female/black yin, there is a circle of male/white yang, right in its heart or core, and
the reverse also. Each characteristic also has its opposite and may be changing into the other.
Night contains day, left contains right. Each is constantly giving way and transforming itself
into the other. This is, in fact, very close to the instability of modern quantum physics which
1s based on the same idea, that each element contains its opposite. So yin/yang is a kind of
quantum philosophy, but many thousands of years old.

The second aspect it took me time to fully grasp from my entirely different background
was the structuralist idea that all oppositions are inter-related. I had read about this in the
work of structural anthropologists such as Claude Lévi-Strauss and Edmund Leach, but had
never really experienced it until I studied China.

In such a system you have a set of linked oppositions such that:

Yin Yang
Female Male
Moon Sun
Winter Summer
Left Right
Cool Hot
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Void Full

Dark Bright

Soft Hard
Smooth Rough
Moist Dry

Weak Strong
Still Moving
Nature Culture
Yielding Unyielding

The power of this system is that when you evoke any of these terms in poetry, novels or
even conversation, it comes with a bundle of its associations. To talk of night is to talk of all
the associations, to talk of women or men is to do the same. Metaphors and parallels abound.
This enriches thought immensely, but also makes it difficult to shift attitudes for a change to
the valuation of one of these, for example the male/female relations, has implications for all
the others.

Z

Zen — Chan (Chinese) Buddhism

For many years, I had been vaguely aware of Buddhism. My mother had become a
Buddhist in her later years and we had spoken of'it. I had read some of the classic
anthropological accounts of Buddhism, especially in Sri Lanka and Thailand. I had
supervised a top Buddhist monk for his degree in Cambridge. In Nepal, I had encountered
great Buddhist stupas in Kathmandu and watched lamas doing rituals in a mountain village.
In Japan, I had seen the wonderful temples in Kyoto as well as the zen gardens.

All this formed Buddhism into a rather undifferentiated block in my mind. I was aware
that there were two branches of Buddhism, 7#heravada, the older form in India and South East
Asia, and Mahayana in Tibet, China and Japan, but I made little differentiation beyond that. I
had gradually become aware that Buddhism was really a philosophy rather than a ‘religion’
according to my western monotheistic definition.

What I have only recently come to understand through my studies in China is that
Mahayana itself is split into two. There are the traditional forms, in Tibet and elsewhere,
including parts of Japan, but there is also another variety which covers a vast territory, Chan
or Chinese Buddhism. This is such a mixed form that in some ways it can be seen as a
different philosophy. Let me explain.

Buddhist texts were first brought into China in the second century of the C.E., spreading
there by way of South East Asia and Inner Asia. They were brought in by traders and
travellers, but also deliberately brought in by a series of Chinese monks like Faxian, who went
to study Buddhism in its homelands of Nepal and India and brought back Buddhist scriptures
which were translated into Chinese. These writings were not just concerned with ethics and
dogma, but also with the practice of Buddhism, particularly Buddhist organization, including
monastic organizations.

Buddhism had already split in India by the time the flow to China began. There was the
older, conservative, branch of Theravada and the newer, more flexible, Mahayana. It was
Mahayana that principally went to China and this adapted and changed as it encountered
other philosophical systems. It adapted to different philosophical ecologies and social
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conditions. This was its strength, for when it was taken to China, it met several serious
obstacles which it had to navigate round.

One problem was the very powerful clan system of Han China, based on descent through
males (agnatic kinship), which, when combined with the Confucian respect for parents, meant
that the family was the primary loyalty. This meant that the type of monastic system which
worked within the more flexible family systems of South East Asia and Tibet (descent through
both sexes, cognatic kinship), would not work in China. In the cognatic areas, some or all
children could leave home and become full-time monks. In China this was entirely against the
grain in a situation where filial respect and duties to work for the family were very powerful.
Children in China were bound to their parents and their families. Full-time monastic
commitment was much more difficult in such conditions.

The compromise worked out by Chinese Buddhists was an extension of an idea already
dividing Mahayana from Theravada Buddhism, namely the idea of a lay, or non-monastic,
vocation as a Buddhist. You did not have to be a monk to be Enlightened, and you did not
have to make a lifelong vow to live in a monastery. Lay organizations were acceptable and
widespread. This has continued within Chinese (and Japanese) Buddhism to this day.

A second adaptation was in relation to the funding of Buddhism. The Indian, Tibetan and
South-East Asian tradition of mendicant monks, monks going out to beg for alms or gifts from
people outside the monastery, did not fit in China. In the mendicant environment, the giving
to the monks was a meritorious act. The gift was transformed by the monks into prayer; the
monks took on the burdens of ordinary people in relation to the spiritual life and were paid
for this.

Yet this idea of wandering, begging, monks is contrary to Chinese traditions, where there
was not meritorious begging. The family was responsible for supporting the old and the sick,
or, as I have recently discovered in accounts of Song China, the local officials would set up
places for the old and disabled. It was not the custom to give directly to begging strangers,
whether lay or religious, whereas such a tradition had been present before the Buddha within
Hinduism.

The absence of one of the main sources of revenue for the monks meant that the
monasteries needed another major source of funding. The answer, in line with much else in
China, was to make the State responsible. The monasteries, and Buddhism more generally,
were state-sponsored. So, Buddhism became a State religions, unlike in India where there was
nothing like the powerful imperial system which controlled everything.

In good periods, this was a great source of strength. Monastic and other organizations
were given lands to work and to rent out and other forms of wealth. Yet it also meant that, as
the wealth and power of the Buddhist organizations rapidly grew, they came to be seen as a
threat and drain on the State. Most notably this occurred in the almost total suppression of
the central parts of Buddhism (but not the village Buddhism centred around the new Chan
orders) during the Tang in the ninth century. Buddhism could be reduced to a shadow of
itself, as it was periodically through history, most recently in the Cultural Revolution. The
formal organization was ‘dissolved’ and the monks told to fend for themselves.

The crucial period appears to be the Tang. Buddhism flourished and grew very rich and
powerful and nearly took over China. Then it was almost destroyed. The earlier forms had
been taken to Japan along with Confucianism, but would die away over the next four
hundred years until the next wave, the reformed Buddhism of Chan or introspective
Buddhism was taken to Japan in the thirteenth century. Thus, there flourished, first in China
and then in Japan, a totally distinctive form of Buddhism, as, for example with the Caodong
sect of Jiangxi province which has lasted through to the present and which gave rise to the
most widespread Japanese sect of Zen, Soto Zen.
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This new form of Chan or Zen Buddhism, mixing later with Pure Land Buddhism, takes
Buddhism to the extreme where it resembles a religion in its trappings, but which within itself
1s not a religion. The Buddha is not a God, the world is not real, it is a form of introspective
philosophy.

The peculiarity of Chan Buddhism is also related to the way in which, as David Suzuki put
it, Chan is a ‘natural evolution of Buddhism under Taoist conditions’. Buddhism in China

developed from an amalgamation of the earlier Daoist system, as described in Wikipedia under
‘Chan’,

Buddhism was ‘first identified to be a ‘barbarian variant of Taoism’, and Taoist terminology was
used to express Buddhist doctrines. The Buddha was seen as a foreign immortal who had achieved
some form of Daoist nondeath. The Buddhists’ mindfulness of the breath was regarded as an
extension of Daoist breathing exercises. The first Buddhist recruits in China were Taoists.
18
It is impossible to separate Buddhism and Daoism in China, and into this mix the huge
influence of Confucianism also added new colouring. We have a unique world view
compounded of three powerful ideologies, recently made more complex by the power of
communism in the twentieth century and of a rising Christianity and still strong Islam.

1818
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7. A unique civilisation

One learns a good deal by breaking the jigsaw puzzle of the Chinese into separate pieces,
as in the A-Z above. Yet the sum of the parts is more than the individual bits and can remain
hidden in such an approach. This is especially the case with the Chinese for it now seems
clear to me that China is a tertium orbis, a third world, different in its deep structure from
anything else I have encountered in my years as a historian and anthropologist.

In this concluding synthesis, I will try to make some tentative guesses about a few aspects
of the essential and enduring essence or deep structure of this extraordinary civilisation. For
someone who comes from outside China and does not speak or write the language, this has to
be tentative. I only include it here because it may help others to pull together some of the
features which are outlined in the main part of the text and move to a deeper level of
understanding across the social and cultural differences. .

Power

The Bureaucratic Empire

As I studied the later development of this extraordinary integrated civilisation I was
mystified as to how and when it had begun. I knew that there were great civilisations for at
least three or four thousand years before the Qin Emperor, spreading out from the Yellow
River, and culminating in the period of the Warring States from about 475 B.C. to the
victory of the Qin in 221 B.C.

This was when Confucius, Mencius and Laotze flourished and laid out their
philosophies, but in the context of those warring times their ideas were only marginal. They
were encased within a form of political organization which we can term ‘feudal’ and in that
sense similar to that found in mediaeval Japan or the mediaeval West.

In this system, the rulers held their states together by delegating power to noble families,
each with their own territories. They passed their family estates to their descendants from
generation to generation. The Confucian meritocratic system had no real function here and
it's peaceful philosophy of loyalty and harmony was irrelevant.

One of the states, the Qin, centred in western China, began to develop an entirely new
system of government in the fourth century BC. This is largely associated with the ideas of the
reforming figure of Shang Yang (390-338 BC). He was the Prime Minister of the Duke of
Xiao, and one of the founders of what was later termed the Legalist philosophical system,
though this is an inaccurate representation of a system based on much more than law and
better described as 'methodological uniformity'.

Its implementation destroyed the feudal system of noble families and replaced it with a
meritocratic bureaucracy. Henceforth, the top positions in the state were open to all, based
on merit rather than blood. This also minimized the role of landowners so that China became
a State where there were small and medium peasants and no dominating gentry class.

The effects of this huge change were combined with other profound reforms in
taxation, administration and military efficiency (the use of recently developed weaponry,
cavalry and better transportation) so that the economic and military power of the Qin
kingdom grew. The outcome was that in 221 B.C. the Qin were sufficiently powerful to
defeat the other states and the first Emperor of China, as he proclaimed himself, Emperor
Chin Shi Huang, unified the Warring States.
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In the fifteen years of his reign he set the template for the China we know to this day.
He split the country into thirty-six administrative provinces, installed a standardized writing
system that would cover the whole Empire (later known as Mandarin and based on the
pictographic writing system). He unified the weights, measures and currency. He built many
roads and bridges. He enforced Shang Yang's view that no individual in the state, however
powerful, should be above the law. He endorsed the Legalist view that the only important
people in the state were the top officials and the peasants. Those engaged in other professions,
particularly merchants and traders, were inferior and regarded with suspicion — a trait which
helps to explain the absence of an effective middle class throughout Chinese history. The
suspicion of any power that threatened the ruler was later extended to religious organizations
and helps to explain the weakness of Buddhism and other religions in China.

This was the context in which Confucius' vision of a system based on personal relations
and on a meritocratic government recruited through written examinations could at last make
sense. So China became the first great bureaucratic civilisation, held together by writing, law,
officialdom and education, but with basically only two important groups, the civil service and
the peasant-warriors.

This first unification only lasted two years, with the death of the Qin Emperor, but the
model survived so that within a few years of his death, China was unified again under the
great Han state (which gave its name to the Chinese people) which was then to last for over
four hundred years.

Under the Han, the Qin revolution was magnified but mellowed as the extreme and
ruthless Legalistic philosophy fell out of favour and the message of Confucius and Laotze
gained ascendancy. Yet the transformation to an unprecedented new kind of political and
intellectual world had been achieved and it is the blueprint which helps us understand China
today.

Since the Qin and Han, education, that is the passing on between the generations of
basic skills in reading and writing, set within the transmission of ethical codes, has been the
heart of Chinese civilisation. The education in itself is different from what has come to be
considered ‘education’ in the West. It was based on learning the classics by heart, absorbing
the ethical systems of Confucianism, learning the arts of bureaucratic government — loyalty,
memory, discrimination, judgment and fairness. Family status and success in the examination
system replaced an older aristocratic system.

So China became the only civilisation on earth which was held together by a largely
meritocratic system where potentially anyone could reach the highest levels through mental
ability. There was no longer any class of landed nobility, that main pillar of Japan and Indo-
European systems.

At a stroke, the arts that were elevated were no longer hunting and fighting, but rather
writing, painting, reading, music and thinking. It became the one civilisation which has put
the mind and intellect at its core and unified millions of people over thousands of years by
way of ideas of the true, the good and the beautiful. The written word became the symbol of
unity and the scholar gentleman the highest calling.

When we look at China now we need to remember this ‘point of origin’, when one
civilisation on Earth moved decisively to something entirely new in nature and scale — a
bureaucratic, centralised, meritocratic, standardized and unified system able to hold together
hundreds of millions of people century after century, whatever the shocks they were subjected
to.

This ancient system 1is, essentially, the one that still largely holds China together today,
despite massive recent disruptions. If we want to understand the strengths and weaknesses of
China today, we must take into account this ancient but still living legacy. I have met many
Chinese officials, including those working in banks, business, academia or schools. They
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provide hints of the legacy of such a system which was partly destroyed by the Communist
period from 1949 to 1976, but in other ways consolidated then. The communist system of the
mid-twentieth century has a flavour of a vast bureaucracy, and what exists in China
nowadays feels very like this.

The Mandarins, and their successors today, were to be impartial, and hence were moved
constantly and away from their home province. They were to be rewarded — not principally
by government stipends, but by the profits they could extract from their official position or
'‘prebends' as they are called. They were all-purpose — in charge of all aspects of life from
crime and war, to water control and farming. They were to be accountable to the layer above
them, constantly sending reports, watched by spies, their every decision and action carefully
monitored.

This layered system of bureaucracy has in many ways served China well, holding together
a vast and differentiated people, mostly peacefully, by a relatively small group of trained
officials who remind me of the Indian Civil Service in nineteenth century India. It gave all in
China the remote chance of moving from the bottom to the top of the social hierarchy
through talent in examinations. It produced a sophisticated ruling class, not based on birth or
wealth, who loved poetry, gardens, music — elegant and refined and highly educated.

Yet it also had its negative side. The system was inevitably conservative — it was better to
go by the old ways, to practice the old and deep precepts one had learnt from the Confucian
classics, than to try anything new. It was also conservative because even the smallest decision
usually had to be referred upwards through many layers for approval. Hence it could be
cumbersome and unadventurous.

It was also venal, that is to say that corruption tended to be built into the system. The
bureaucrats were paid far too little to live on, hardly any wages, and hence had to take bribes,
favours, and you were subject to huge pressures to help friends and relatives — nepotism. Your
followers lived off your connections and by manipulating the system. Mandarins could make
serious money, but only through a kind of black economy.

The Imperial System

I was brought up to respect the British Royal Family, but it was a limited feeling. I learnt
from a long course in British history that the Crown was under the Law, from the earliest
time, through Magna Carta in 1215 and the beheading of Charles I in the seventeenth
century. I learnt that the monarchy was limited, the first among equals. I also learnt that the
King did not have a Divine Right to rule without check, unlike the French and Spanish
monarchs.

It is true that at times the King had some limited magical power, healing certain skin
diseases for example for a hundred years or so. Yet the King was a person, with all the
weaknesses of others, just someone who came from a special family and who had been given
rights in exchange for responsibilities. The system consisted of many pillars of power — the
law, church, army, boroughs, yeomen and middling sort, traders and manufacturers,
universities. These pillars went up to the roof and mingled. A symbol of their meeting was the
rose 1n the roof of King’s College Chapel in Cambridge. Yt without the pillars, the rose is
nothing.

My first encounter with an imperial system was in Japan, but this did not greatly disturb
my assumptions about how political power is distributed. For many centuries the Japanese
Emperor in his palace was only a symbolic, ritual, head. It was the military leader, the
Shoguns, who ruled. The dynasties such as the Tokugawa were named after them. A true
imperial system with a single head was only really inaugurated again in the Meiji Restoration
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in 1868. It only lasted until 1945 and was a palpable failure when it tried to destroy the
tension between ceremonial and secular power.

It was in China, as I was taken round the imperial place in Beijing, or read of the imperial
dynasties, including the amazing activities of the great Emperors like the Kangxi and
Qianlong, and even the last Dowager Empress, that I realised the full might of an imperial
system. The Emperor was not just a human being, but a semi-divine ruler sitting on the jade
throne, there at the direct command or mandate of heaven. Rousseau’s dream of the General
Will against whom no-one has any separate rights has come true, for the Emperor is yourself
on a higher level, as the General Will is your will, so the Communist Party embodies you.

So instead of many pillars, there is only one — which leads directly from the millions of
individual families to the Emperor. The Emperor then used his advisors and representatives,
the mandarins, to exercise his authority. He has all power and all authority. His word is law.
There is no balancing power, no countervailing force, no independent or semi-independent
church, cities, nobility, peasantry. The Emperor is the Sun, there may be small stars but they
cannot control the Sun.

This is the theory, though naturally in practice it is more complicated. The Emperor is
surrounded by his eunuch advisors, his Generals, his spiritual advisors and his plotting and
scheming relatives. He is constantly hemmed in by a thousand plots and pressures. Yet it is all
personalized, face to face struggles in the secret chambers. Occasionally it breaks out into
huge rebellions which are put down with savagery. Yet usually the politics is kept secret and
unchallenged.

One other major constraint is the doctrine of the Mandate of Heaven. How do we know
that the Emperor still has heaven’s trust? Only by external signs. If life becomes terrible, with
floods, famines, invasion, break-down of law and order, clearly Heaven has withdrawn its
mandate. In which case a person is justified in switching to the new successful general or
invading Khan who has taken over the imperial throne.

This kind of single pillar, uncontested, 'General Will' or 'Will of the People' system, has
lasted in China, with interruptions, for over two thousand years since it was set up in 221 B.C
by the First Emperor. It is difficult to shake off. One great question in China is how such a
system, modified in many ways, yet clearly also continuing with Chairman Mao, fits with the
alternative model of democracy which I have experienced through my life.

It is a question which becomes all the more interesting when we live in an age when
civilisations like Russia seem to be reverting to their ancient imperial system, and where even
America 1s suddenly realising that its President is totally different in his or her powers from a
British, French or German Prime Minister. From an English viewpoint, the American
Presidency is currently revealed to be verging on an Imperial position, with the supposed
countervailing forces, the elected representatives, the legal system, the press, let along the
Church and Civil Society, swept away by Presidential diktat.

It would be ironic indeed if the two great world civilisations swopped systems. If America
became a full imperial system, while China gradually adopts some of the checks and balances
that are felt to be essential for a modern democracy.

See also under A-Z: Administrative levels, Cities, Education, Law and justice, Mandarins,

Mandate of Heaven and democracy, Nightmares, Nobility, Qin Emperor, Taxation, Vast
and integrated.
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Society
The family, Confucianism and power

I was brought up within quite a small group of close family. The only important
individuals to me were my nuclear family of mother and father, my sisters, my grandparents
on both sides, and my uncles and aunts. First cousins also might be quite close, but that was
it. These were all emotional and protective relations, but the functions of my family were
quite limited. After I became an adult, especially after my grandparents died, my cousins,
uncles and aunts, all faded away and I was left with my new family of wife, children and
grandchildren. It was narrow in range and circumscribed in function.

I was only partially educated by my family. As soon as I went to school at the age of five
my teachers and school friends became not only my intellectual, but also, to a considerable
extent, my moral and social instructors. My economic links to family members was restricted
to my parents and children. I did not work in any family business. I did not expect serious
economic aid, for example for education or in a crisis, to extend beyond my close family. I
did not know or care much about the political or religious views of my family and would have
been shocked if any of my relatives had tried to dictate my views or actions in these matters
once I was adult. I chose my own wife, I chose my own job. I helped my mother when she
was widowed, but knew that I was of only marginal importance.

In other words, my family and family system does not provide the bedrock, the ultimate
organising principle, of my life.

Experience in Nepal showed me the power of the family in the majority of societies, where
it is the basis for most of life’s work, and this experience prepared me for my encounter with
China. Nowadays in China, the wider clan-based family system has been substantially
weakened by the policies during the period of Chairman Mao’s ascendancy and by recent
economic and social changes. Yet the family still remains far more important in China today
than anything I had experienced in my own culture.

Parents still feel they have a right and duty morally to educate their children and have a
say in their love life and marriages. Children still feel a huge duty to take care of their elderly
parents. Wider kin also form an action-set of people who contribute to an individual’s success.
I soon discovered that my young Chinese friends and students called on aunts, uncles, cousins
and others if they needed help of a substantial kind for foreign education or to get a job. They
still expect to attend huge re-unions of dozens and sometimes hundreds of relatives at all sorts
of family events, including weddings, funerals, Spring and Autumn festivals.

What we see now is a legacy of something far stronger than in the Anglo-sphere, which
existed for over two thousand years. The Chinese trace their descent through males, so they
can form into named clans. Often these names are widespread — Wang, Yan, Xiao, Li and
others contain millions of individuals. The actual clan is restricted to those who can trace
their common ancestor back twelve generations. This means hundreds of relatives who you
share a bond with. If you adopted someone in the past it had to be from this group. If you
married it had to be out of this group to prevent an incestuous mixture of blood.

Often in the past a whole village was occupied by just a single clan. We have visited such
villages with huge halls, honeycombs of rooms where distant and close kin lived together,
worshipping the same ancestors, working the family lands together, fighting off other clans,
celebrating and suffering together.

These groups were treated as one entity by the State. If a member was successful in the
Confucian examinations, the whole group could share the honour. If one member was
accused of a serious offence, all the members could be punished, whole village clans were
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butchered and their houses and lands destroyed. Each little clan group was a mini-kingdom.
The oldest relative, quite often a woman, was the ruler and what they said went. They were
judges, economic bosses, priests for the whole family.

The intensity of the clan system varied over time and space. Clans were more powerful
and extended in the south of China. As noted, they are far less powerful now, unlike earlier
days of invasion and disruption. Yet the vast difference between a civilisation ultimately based
on ties of birth, blood and marriage — China — and my own English world based on the
individual, State and Market, is fundamental.

To someone familiar with the history of the small nation-states of the West, the whole
Chinese structure is puzzling. How does a system, where a vast country was ruled by a few
hundred thousand bureaucrats, without a large instituted police force or army or the support
of an instituted middle-class and church, maintain order? And how has it managed to do so
for most of two thousand years in what has often been a relatively peaceful and orderly
Empire?

The secret seems to lie in another feature which is again simplest to explain in terms of
Confucian thought. The heart of Confucian ethics was duty and responsibility between
people. It is an ethical order based on the relationship of a pair of people, a dyadic or two-
sided link which was replicated along the social and political dimensions.

The essence 1s the bond between parent and child, particularly the father and the son.
This was the fundamental building block. The father's power was almost absolute. He could,
in theory, do no wrong to his child and had power of life and death with no appeal. The child
owed obedience and loyalty, the father protection and sustenance. The bond could not be
broken or challenged. This relationship was then extended outwards in various ways.

One was in a generational direction. All those of a superior generation were owed duty
and respect by the young. This obviously applied to the teacher, who was to be deeply
revered and obeyed. It also applied between older and younger in the family — an older
brother had power over a younger. It applied in relation to sex — women were by birth
inferior and every woman owed respect and loyalty to all men.

In effect, this meant that the family became a total world. The child was part of the
economic unit, run by the oldest close relative. He or she was part of a ritual unit, for only
through the older relatives could the dead ancestors and other invisible powers be accessed.
He or she was part of a political unit — the oldest relative stood for the Emperor. He or she
was obviously part of a social unit, which arranged his or her education, marriage and
contacts.

So China was largely self-administered within the millions of families, both the close
family of grandparents, parents and children, but also more widely in the powerful clan
system based on tracing one’s ancestry through the male line. Such clans were self-governing
ritual, economic, political and social units.

Crystallizing the wisdom of previous thinkers, Confucius had the genius to take this
beyond kinship and to integrate it into the general political system by emphasizing the
parallel between the relations of obedience and rule within the family and the governing of
China. The Emperor was the father who held the system together. The way one behaved to
one's father is the way one should behave to the Emperor. So, instead of having to delegate
power to feudal, armed, nobles and give them landed estates as payment, the Emperor
delegated power to the household heads and supported them if their children challenged
them in any way.

When combined with a high esteem for the mass of the peasant producers, and the
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Confucian educational system which allowed a very bright son to move up to a position of
wealth and power through education, this provided a universal lottery which gave all families
hope and ambition. Furthermore, this system was policed by the very persons who performed
well in the examination system and became the civil servants of the Emperor.

There were contradictions and tensions. The father's power was so great that the son
could not approach him closely and did not necessarily feel any affection for him. Another
tension was that, while the wife was in the power of her husband, she was also bound strongly
to her family of origin and hence there was a concealed war between husband and wife.
Another was that there was a potential conflict between loyalty to one's father and to the
Emperor.

Another serious tension lay in the question of whether the Emperor could do wrong.
Was he to be obeyed whatever he did? Here again there was a well-known resolution. The
Emperor’s power came from the ‘Mandate of Heaven’ and that mandate could be
withdrawn. Both a cause and a sign of such withdrawal were prolonged catastrophes,
famines, wars, diseases which meant one could switch allegiances. Even his loyal followers,
the Mandarin bureaucrats, had the duty to oppose the Emperor if they felt there was
sufficient evidence to show he had lost the mandate.

Individualism and Collectivism

Looking back on my life, I now see that all of my infancy, childhood and adolescence was
designed to make me a self-contained, separate, independent and strong individual. There
was a constant process of separating me from my birth-given relations, especially my parents,
and launching me out into new constructed relationships with strangers in ‘society’. It put me
as an individual on a level with all other individuals, with my primary responsibility to myself,
a free agent who could decide my own destiny and follow my personal path in my political
allegiances, my economic life, in my beliefs and in my social world.

The process began in early infancy when I was put into my separate cot, soon given an
individual play-area (playpen) and my personal toys, treated as special and distinct from my
sisters. It was re-enforced greatly when I was sent off at eight to my first boarding school, cast
among strangers and taught to be self-reliant. It continued through my adolescence as I was
given control over my own space, my hobbies, my spending money. Both my school and
home life emphasised that I was becoming a member of society and disentangling myself
from the strong ties to any family grouping.

All of the essential power to live a successful life were within me. After the final stage of
university, which was a temporary sheltered entry into wider society, and the apprenticeship
of a doctorate, I married and was, with my wife, a new unit in society.

I took this extreme atomistic individualism for granted and it was only the shock of going
to work in a Himalayan mountain village where there were no ‘individuals’, but only groups
composed of people whose primary allegiance was to their family and neighbours, that I
realized how odd my upbringing and psychological attitudes were.

In this Himalayan village, mothers were not called by their personal, individual, names but
by their relationship, ‘mother of x’. Children were not called by their names, but by their
birth order - oldest, second, third son or daughter. All the important things in life, from what
you owned and what work you did, to your religious life and death rituals, through to political
alliances and leisure time, was determined by the group. The group was the basic unit of the
community, off which a single individual hung like a leaf. Without the tree, the leaf was
nothing.

The shock of the contrast led me to wonder where and when my western individualistic
attitudes had emerged, so one of my first books was on this theme and titled 7%e Origins of
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English Indiidualism (1978). 1 found that the English were peculiar within Europe, and this
peculiarity was not the result of some recent event such as the Protestant Reformation or
Industrial Revolution, but was strongly present at least eight hundred years ago in medieval
England.

I now had two types of civilisation to think with as models, and when I started to learn
about China I immediately realised that it was very similar to my Nepalese village. In every
aspect, China was, and still largely is, a group-based civilisation. This does not mean that
people go around in small groups and are never alone. What it means is that when a person
conceives of themselves, they place the group into which they were born first, and their own
individual needs and desires and rights second.

This was more clearly obvious in the two thousand or more years up to 1949, when clans
dominated China and no person could conduct their economic, political or religious life
without reference to their family. In that period, you had no rights separate from your
obligation to your family. For example property was held by the family, not the individual.
Your access to spiritual well-being was through your family rituals, especially ancestral ones.
The system was underpinned by the ethics of Confucius, which makes the primary relations
to parents and siblings the supreme duty of an individual.

The communist party merely replaced the family embeddedness of the individual by
embeddedness in the commune, or larger political structure. Again, you were completely
bound by others, with little space for individual and personal initiatives.

In the last forty years of market reform and some political liberalisation, seeds of a more
individualistic system have been sown. There is private property, people can marry whom
they like, they can choose their own career. Yet I sense that behind these appearances of
something similar to the individualism I know, the deeper structure is still fundamentally
different.

Talking to and observing my Chinese friends, I can see that their every action and thought
1s modified by an implicit awareness of wider obligations and pressures of groupings,
especially their families. They may try to break away, but the systematic separating
mechanisms which set me free are not yet there in the socialisation process. So, the attempted
escapes are thwarted. China is still ultimately a group-based, as opposed to an individualistic,
soclety.

Social bonds

There 1s a well-known distinction in sociology between two major ways in which societies
are held together. One formulation of this was by Emile Durkheim. He described one set of
societies as held together by organic solidarity. That is to say they are like a living or organic
being, with a head, body, arms and legs. Each has its function in keeping the body politic
going.

The Indo-European world within which I grew up was based on such a functional division
of labour. The four great groups, from the Indian caste system in the East to the feudal
system of western Europe, were based on four functional divisions. These were the head (the
Brahmins and clergy), the arms (the King and nobility and fighters), the legs (the traders,
merchants, townsmen, the makers of money) and the great mass of the body, the rural
workers or peasants.

I assumed that 'modernity' and a working civilisation depended on such a system of
division of labour. In the history of my own country, England, it was modified in that each
group was highly stratified within itself — there was no huge lump of ‘peasants’ for example,
and the nobility was replaced by a small, but not blood-based, aristocracy and a very
important gentry. Yet, in broad strokes, it roughly conformed. And when I went to Japan I
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found a modification of the system — there was no clerical group, but the fourth part was
made by dividing the bourgeoisie into two separate groups, the merchants and the traders.

At first it looked as if the Chinese, with its placing of the peasants on a higher level than
the traders and merchants, contrary to the European ranking, was like the Japanese case. |
assumed that China was part of the great organic stratification systems of the world, though
again it showed a curious difference to Japan by echoing in some way the Indo-European
arrangement of including a class of literati. The scholars in China replaced the
samurai/daimyo or warriors of Japan. The rulers were an educated elite, not the sword
bearers.

This was strange enough, but as I have deepened my understanding of the Chinese, I have
to turn to Durkheim’s other type of social organisation, what he calls rather confusingly
‘mechanical solidarity’.

This he found in the very simplest of societies, the wandering bands of Australian
aborigines upon which he based much of his work on religion and society. Here he found that
there was no functional division based on a division of labour. Instead, in these small bands,
everybody more or less did everything. Society consists of identical segments, individuals who
encapsulated the whole of society within each of them, and could do all the tasks. Each tiny
segment was linked to others by one-to-one personal relations. A child was linked through
family and parents, grandparents, uncles, cousins, the whole held together by the simplest of
one-to-one or dyadic bonds.

Durkheim likened this to an earthworm, which consists of identical segments, placed one-
to-one next to each other. As a child who fished for trout with worms, I soon discovered that
an earthworm could be cut or broken, and it would then grow into two worms. It had not lost
its head or feet; it was infinitely replicable and largely indestructible.

As I'looked at the deep structures of the Confucian system in China, which envisaged
everything as held together by one-to-one relations extended over the whole Empire, I began
to realise that China is the one civilisation based on mechanical solidarity. The child is linked
to the father and mother and through them to every person in China, and likewise through a
chain of one-to-one links up to the Emperor. It is true mechanical solidarity and where the
one-to-one links are not created by nature, they are supplemented by the one-to-one
manufactured ties of guanxi or connections, as I have described elsewhere.

This means that to understand the Chinese you have to realize that historically, and still
largely today, it does not have castes and classes or other functional divisions. The only
separation is between the small ruling literati and the rest who are all lumped together. The
distinction between say the traders, merchants and peasants in everyday life is not a status
difference, and in terms of their roles, people moved back and forth between tasks.
Individuals from this mass could move up the educational escalator to one of the floors above,
where the educated literati and bureaucracy ruled the country.

Understanding that China falls outside both Indo-Europe and Japan in these models, and,
as in the retention of its ancient pictographic script, has retained an ancient social formation
of the same class as hunter-gatherers in Australia, suddenly makes it possible to understand
several things which before were mysteries.

One was how this vast Empire has held together despite vast jolts over two thousand years.
China has been cut and trampled on, yet it is enormously resilient. The enormous power of
family and personal links has kept it going. Mongols, Manchus, western and Japanese
imperialists could wage war on it and cut off its supposed head, but it was not destroyed.

Secondly, it explains how China has spread. The Han were a relatively small group along
the Yellow River and in central China five thousand years ago. Largely through movement
and marriage, they have travelled out and absorbed the people around them, a recent
instance being the westward expansion into Tibet, Xinjiang and Mongolia.
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The earthworm just grows, adding new segments. There 1s no limit to its size and getting
larger does not, as in most structures, lead to problems of loss of power through growth in
scale. It is like Oxford or Cambridge universities, which can add new Colleges of a moderate
size and through preserving each unit at a relatively small size of a few hundred students, not
lose their special nature.

Structural civilisation

Broadly speaking, we can distinguish two major types of civilisation in history. These can
be termed individualistic and structural civilisations. In individualistic civilisations, the prime
example being the Anglosphere of Britain, America and the white ex-British Empire, the
system 1s based on single units, individuals, who are linked together in society by ‘contractual’
ties. By contractual, I mean that the majority of important relations are voluntary, intended,
and one-to-one or one-to-many. This is the move which Henry Maine was referring to in his
famous statement that ‘the movement of the progressive societies is from status to contract’.

‘Status’ here means the birth-given and unalterable relations of blood, whether of family,
caste or unalterable social classes. These status relations dominate the majority of civilisations
through history, from tribal through peasant to present civilisations such as India, which are
based on caste. The exception was the area of north-western Europe, roughly the area of
Protestantism, where associations based on ‘contract’ emerged.

Structural civilisations are based on birth-given relations and are best approached by the
analytic method known in anthropology as structuralism. This is the method which suggests
that the ultimate meaning of relations does not lie in A or B, but in the relations of A to B, or
A/B. It is like the sound caused by two hands clapping — without the relation, there is silence.
You cannot have a man without a woman, black without white, right without left, yin without
yang. These relations are interlinked, so one relation, say left and right, is linked to female and
male, night and day and so on.

Being aware of the difference between individualistic and structural civilisations is essential
for understanding China. China is undoubtedly a structural civilisation and if I approach it
from my individualistic background and apply my inherited framework, I will not be able to
understand much of the deeper nature of China. For the Chinese do not conceive of the
world as made up of single entities, complete in themselves, linked through artificial,
constructed, ties. Rather, the world is already given and fixed in a set of deep relations at
birth, parent-child, male-female, ruler-subject, heaven-earth. They are unchangeable and
inter-linked in the Confucian order. People are not freely transacting individuals, but parts of
a 'chain of being'. They are part of a giant web where each person has rights and
responsibilities which cannot be severed.

In order to get inside the Chinese world, an Anglo-Saxon observer has to suspend his or
her whole set of unexamined assumptions. Few have been successful in doing this. This
perhaps explains why some of the best western accounts of China are made by French
scholars such as Marcel Granet. France, which produced the great tradition of structuralist
thinkers from Montesquieu and Tocqueville, through Durkheim and De Saussure to Levi
Strauss and Bourdieu, is basically structural, despite an admixture of individualism. It is
therefore much easier to empathize, sympathize, make the imaginative leap into an
understanding of China for a French thinker than it 1s for me or my fellow countrymen.

Yet it is also perhaps an advantage to be outside the structuralist orbit, for the shock of
‘otherness’, which is also a part of discovery is stronger. I sense, even if I cannot fully
understand, how very different China is from everything I am familiar with. This is helpful,
for now that there is a strong overlay of western material civilisation it is very easy for an
observer to miss the differences. Going to a remote Nepalese village, I expected to find
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something completely different to that which I was used to in the West. Yet now, if you travel
through great Chinese cities, you feel at first that it is very familiar, a world of cars, shops,
clothes and western styles. The startling differences which struck earlier travellers are overlaid
by globalization.

We need to return to an awareness that China belongs to the world of symbolic meanings
and given statuses which anthropologists like Levi Strauss discussed in south American tribes
and others found in New Guinea, or I found in a shamanic hill village in Nepal. China is to
me an ancient and preserved configuration as strange as the ancient, preserved, written
pictographic language or the ancient, preserved, enchantment of the Daoist-Chan Buddhist
world. It 1s a real, and radical, alternative to my basic assumptions — a challenge, a
provocation, but also a delight in preserving a viable alternative against the homogenisation
of the world.

Also see under A-Z: Ancestors, Childrearing, Clubs and associations, Emotional warmth,
Guanxi, Joint responsibility, Love and marriage.
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Thought and belief

The separation of natural and supernatural

One of the best ways to begin to understand China is to use the grand theory devised by
two of the greatest social thinkers of the West, Max Weber and Karl Jaspers. This is known as
the Axial Age theory. In Jaspers’ brilliant formulation as chapter two of The Onigins and Goal of
History (1953), Jaspers describes how he had discovered, from his wide research on many of
the greatest philosophers in history, that something strange happened simultaneously all over
Eur-Asia between about 800 and 300 B.C. From Laotse, Confucius and Mencius in China,
through the Buddha and the ancient Hindu scriptures (Upanishads) in India, onwards to the
Middle East with Zoroaster in Persia and the great Old Testament prophets such as Isaiah
and Ezekiel, through to the Greek philosophers of the time of Plato and Aristotle, the whole
world shifted on its Axis, like a cart-wheel going around.

Previous to this period, there was no separation between an ideal, divine, supernatural
world and this mundane, material, human life. They flowed into each other and the world
was filled with enchantment and magic where natural and supernatural co-existed. With the
Axial shift, these great thinkers and others suggested that there is a heaven and an earth, a
supernatural world which is divided from this world, separate and in tension with it. They set
up an ideal world towards which humans should strive and judge themselves. This world 1s
purely natural and no longer just a mixture of invisible and visible forces.

In Jaspers’ formulation, China was part of this Axial transformation. He does not
comment on Japan, and it was my discovery that Japan was never part of the Axial
transformation, being neither pre or post Axial, which gave me the final key to understanding
why Japan feels so entirely different from any other major civilisation in the world.

What has long puzzled me 1s whether Jaspers was right about China. One of the leading
exponents of his ideas, S.N. Eisenstadt, has agreed with Jaspers that China 1s basically part of
the Axial world, but with some special Chinese characteristics. Yet Max Weber, the teacher
and master of Jaspers, in his The Religion of China (1915) places China outside the Axial
civilisations. He regards China as a magical, enchanted, world where the major thinkers do
not, in fact, fall on the Axial side.

Confucius was not interested in heaven and largely ignored it. Laotse and Daoism
obviously believes in a magical world. The yin-yang world of invisible forces 1s, like Japanese
Shinto, non-Axial. Even the Chinese form of Buddhism, the curious Mahayana variant which
was totally transformed when it came into China into Chan Buddhism (called Zen when it
was taken to Japan) is not Axial. This form of Buddhism eliminates all boundaries between
mind and body, spirit and matter, heaven and hell. The fusion in Chan/Zen is not Axial.

We have a rainbow of Axiality. At one extreme, in Protestant north-western Europe and
America, we have a scientific, rationalist world where God and heaven are far away on
another plane, even if the individual believer has God in his or her heart. This is the extreme
case of Axiality and it 1s the world I was brought up in. I can chart in detail my childhood and
education and I find there the systematic elimination of magic and enchantment, paralleled in
my case by living in William Wordsworth’s Lakeland childhood valley. In Wordsworth’s
autobiographical Prelude, as in much Romantic poetry from Keats to Yeats, we see the battle
to preserve enchantment in an extreme Axial civilization. On the whole this 1s the strongest
case, a Newtonian clockwork universe. It is the world to which Weber applies his ideas of
disenchantment.

Some enchantment and fusion creeps in with Catholicism and certain variants of Islam.
These are worlds tinged with Axiality. We are moving from violet and indigo to blue. Then
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India is even further tinged, with Hinduism, with a semi-magical religion, a light blue has
emerged.

As we move to China we move on to yellow. It is ‘Axial-lite’. there are some hints of the
separation and tension, yet it is another world to the West and also to India. This partly
explains why, to my surprise, when I asked young Chinese where “The West’ began, they said
India.

China is its own world, neither Axial, nor non-Axial. We can contrast it with Japan, where
we have reached the full red of the Japanese sun symbol, and where we encounter a
civilisation which for generation after generation rejected all Axial divisions. Through
studying China I understand better how in fact the Chinese waves of Confucian, Daoist and
Buddhist thought which swept over Japan were easier to absorb, for they were already far
from fully Axial. They were like a vaccine, a mild variant of the disease which progressively
inoculated Japan so that when the final full force of true Axiality in the form of Protestant
missionaries and imperial powers of the West arrived, Japan was prepared to absorb and
transform their message.

If T am right, then we have to approach China as totally distinctive in its philosophical
basis. The distance between the Chinese mixed situation and other civilisations is as great,
though more concealed, than the difference between its pictographic language and the
alphabets of the West, or between its bureaucratic centralist government and the feudal
democracies of the West.

China is a tertium orbis, a third kind of world, neither Western Axial nor Japanese non-
Axial. With historically a fifth of the world’s population and an unbroken history of seven
thousand years or more, China is great enough to preserve a set of philosophical foundations
which are very different from the rest of the world.

%

This major difference is immensely important, and makes me speculate on why China
seems to be neither Axial nor non-Axial. It may be that that when the two great Axial
philosophies, Confucian and Buddhist, came into conflict, and Buddhism also has to adapt to
a very powerful set of pre-existing non-Axial beliefs — Daoism and Ancestor worship — then
the effect 1s different from what we might expect.

Instead of there being a re-enforcement of Axiality, with each philosophy making the other
more Axial, in fact they pulled against each other, so that the Axiality of both Confucianism
and Buddhism was weakened in the new mix, and further weakened by Daoism, the third leg
of the tripod as one Chinese Emperor put it. So China might be described as 'Axial-lite’,
perhaps a quarter of the way towards Axiality, and further weakened in its Axiality by the
strength of the family and kinship system. The fact that Confucianism is, in itself, rather
weakly Axial (Confucius was this-worldly, not much interested in Heaven) added to the
peculiar situation in China.

As Buddhism evolved within China, it was deprived of some of its tension with another
world, and incorporated into the animist world of Daoism. In this extreme form, it poses little
threat to the State, it absorbs a good deal of Daoism, and it forms no threat to Confucianism.
It is similar in many ways to western Puritanism in being a simple, ascetic, inward-looking,
private system, where salvation is by faith rather than works, through inner cleansing and
meditation. Yet, in contrast to Christian sects, it does not have God. This difference would
have a profound effect on many parts of Chinese development, including the progress of
reliable knowledge ('science') in China.
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Enchantment

As a child growing up in William Wordsworth’s childhood valley of Esthwaite Vale in the
English Lake District, I was half conscious of enchantment. Much of Wordsworth’s poetry, as
that of his companion Romantic poets whom I came to love, Keats, Shelley, Coleridge and
later W.B. Yeats, was about the fragility and loss of enchantment.

What this word meant to them and me is analysed in another way by Max Weber when he
talks about the ‘disenchantment of the world’. It is essentially a kind of pantheism, a feeling,
in Wordsworth’s words of the world being more deeply interfused with some kind of invisible
power. It is the theme of Keith Thomas’ Religion and the Decline of Magic and lies behind many
of the vivid recreations of childhood enchantment in the tradition of English children’s stories
from Alice in Wonderland through to Harry Potter.

I struggled through my adolescence to delay the loss of enchantment and my Oxford
university letters and essays which I have analysed show the dramatic battle. Yet in the end I
thought that there was no way to retain a deeply interfused and meaningful world where
nature was alive, humans and animals inhabit a shared mental and moral world, there was no
gap between nature and supernature.

Going to Nepal where I lived among the Gurungs, I entered a world of witches and
shamans, where rocks, waterfalls and forests were filled with spirits, where animals could take
a human form and humans could enter into animals. All this reminded me of what I had lost.
I rejoiced in what I thought were the last vestiges of a "pre-modern' world which would fade
as capitalism, individualism and science played their usual dissolving role. I did encounter
hints that this might not be so simple. For example, there were anti-witchcraft rituals in cities
in which young Gurungs admitted that even after western education they still believed in
witchcraft and ghosts. Yet I put this on one side.

The great shock was coming to terms with Japan. It was so rational, scientific, urban and
‘modern’ on the surface that it seemed the last place to find enchantment. Yet, as I began to
see little flickers of something else on the edge of my vision, and talked to my closest friends, I
began to realize that behind the Japanese mirror lies an enchanted, magical, world. It was like
entering one of the animator Miyazaki’s films, a sudden dropping into a parallel reality, as in
“Totoro’, ‘Howl’s Moving Castle’, ‘Spirited Away’ and others.

In a moment, as in English childrens’ stories, or Keats’ ‘Ode to a Nightingale’ or Yeats’s
enchanted poems, I could enter a world just as real as the physical world, filled with meaning
and beauty — and terror at times. It also reminded me of MLR. James’ ghost stories, starting
here, now, safe and rational and then suddenly encountering a parallel world, odd and
disturbing.

Japan is clearly an ancient, enchanted, shamanic world, covered over by a screen of
modernity which made its survival and communication with the rest of the world possible.

On the surface, my impressions of China were similar to my first impressions of Japan. Its
hectic economic and technological growth, its extraordinary practical energy, its highly
rational and down-to-earth people with whom I find it so easy to communicate, made me feel
I was again in a rapidly modernizing society, not too dissimilar to my own world. There were
older features in the arts and ceremonies which told me that China was also, like Japan,
highly aesthetic and sensitive, but I did not at first notice the enchantment.

Yet again the signs began to appear as I dug deeper. The Daoist philosophy is premised on
enchantment. Like Shinto or much of Gurung religion, Shintoists believe that nature and
culture are inseparable. Everything has meaning and is part of a larger pattern. The winds,
waters, rocks, trees, directions, colours, written and spoken words are constantly fluctuating
and not what they seem.
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The same features can be seen in much of China’s art and literature. I was amazed to see
the fairy landscapes and plots of one of the two oldest forms of Chinese opera, kun-cu, which
was systematized eight hundred years ago, but incorporates many much more ancient
fragments. Kun-cu reminds me of Keats or Yeats and the Celtic folklore of the Andrew Lang
fairy stories.

The same is true in the few great Chinese novels. The Journey to the West is about animals
who are also human. The Dream of the Red Mansion is founded on a magic jade stone and wafts
an air of enchantment.

The other great philosophy of China, Buddhism, is also enchanted, partly under the
influence of the Daoism which shaped it. As described elsewhere, its extreme Zen-like form in
Chan Buddhism dissolves all boundaries. Humans co-mingle with spirit, man with nature,
there is no separate hard-and-fast physical reality. Everything has meaning and is connected.
The mind can create and uncreate, all is possible. As Zen in Japan is part of its enchanted
world, so Chan in China 1s not opposed to enchantment.

This is one of the great contrasts to that extreme form of disenchantment which Weber
1solated in Protestant Christianity and Newtonian science. As I approach the last stretches of
my life, I find a great delight in discovering that what I thought was the inevitable
Wordsworthian tragedy, the loss of childhood enchantment, is not the case in the great
civilisations of East Asia. China and Japan remain enchanted, and the re-enchantment of the
world, which they may bring, may be among their chief gifts to us all.

God and His absence

I was brought up in a Christian household in the West. My uncle was devout and I went to
religious camps as a boy where we were encouraged to ask Jesus into our hearts. Jesus seemed
unenthusiastic about coming at my call, nevertheless I never really questioned my Christian
faith through the ten years of my schooling where, each week we would study the bible, go to
the Sunday services and say our prayers. I assumed that there was one God, who had created
the world, was the source of all morality, was all powerful and all seeing, and who would be
waiting for us in heaven when we died.

It was therefore a considerable shock to go to a Himalayan village and find this
monotheistic system totally absent. There was a Sanskrit word for God, ‘devta’, but I soon
discovered that a better translation of this would be ‘godling’. For there were many godlings,
they were both male and female, they shared the spiritual world with many other spirits,
including witches and the souls of dead ancestors, and they had neither created the world, nor
were they the source of morality. They were as far as possible from my childhood God.

Brought up in a world where much of my culture has been derived from a belief in a single
God, I find it almost impossible to enter into a world where this whole foundation is missing.
Much of the art, poetry, literature, philosophy, ethics and even language I have been
surrounded with are absent. My world would disintegrate without God, even if I don’t believe
in Him.

It 1s God who unites the different parts of my life, my social, moral and even economic and
political life is pinned onto him. For example, the Queen rules under God, the morality of the
economic market is founded on Christian ethics, the way I behave and all my social life is
influenced by the residue of the idea that God is like our parents. He cares for us, listens to us,
guides us, punishes us for our failures, rewards us for our meritorious acts, watches our every
move. He is always there, as He was for Robinson Crusoe on his desert island. We are never
alone because He is always at our side. We are filled with guilt when we fail Him and we
strive constantly through our life to please Him and to ascend to heaven to reside with him
for ever. How can one live without this steady anchor, I sometimes wonder?
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Yet it is clearly possible to do so, and indeed much of the world lives outside the
monotheistic belt of Judaism, Christianity and Islam. And they seem perfectly happy without
Him

In the West, we think of 'Religion' as being an institution where all of the major parts of
a bundle are present — a Creator God, a dogma and set of beliefs about heaven, hell, sin,
salvation, an ethical code, and a set of rituals by which we can approach and influence
spiritual powers. If this total package is what we mean by 'religion', then none of the three
major philosophies in China individually, or even when put together, constitute a ‘Religion’
as an autonomous and separate sphere.

Confucianism provides some ethics and social rituals, but no God or dogma about a
spiritual world. Taoism has some rituals but no ethics or God. Buddhism has some rituals,
ethics and some dogma but there 1s no creator God.

Another approach would be to argue that a phenomenon like ‘religion’ should be
understood by setting up a set of possible features, and then seeing whether most of them (if
not all) are present. If we do this, and include not only those noted above but also others, such
as a belief in ghosts, the reverence due to ancestors, the power of certain sacred places or
people, the sacredness of certain texts, then the Chinese have a ‘family resemblance’ to what
we feel is ‘religion’ in the West.

Any visitor who has been to Shangri-La or the minority areas, or to the Confucian or
Buddhist temples which are springing up in all their red and gold glory over China, will feel a
sense of ‘otherness’. We sense that some things are set apart from normal life, that people are
aware of something larger than the individual, a power like electricity which runs through
everything and hence requires geomancers to determine propitious days and directions.

So let us agree that, even before we allow for the now considerable presence of real
religious sentiments in the minority areas (Tibetan Buddhism, Uighur Muslims) and now
many Christians, China has many elements which seem roughly like certain aspects of
religion in the West.

What it did not have was a dominant evangelical, proselytizing, monotheistic creed with
its attendant vast corpus of priests, except for a short period in the Tang dynasty with
Buddhism. Religion played little part in education, unlike in the West, and the religious did
not form a separate order, like the Brahmins or clergy elsewhere.

There were no religious legal courts and apart from social ethics, religion was not a
separate force in the economy or politics. The Emperor was heaven’s representative and to be
revered just as the father or husband was to be revered, but he was not a God.

What strikes a Westerner about China is how this-worldly and rational the Chinese are
and have long been. To them, as with the Japanese, the huge influence of Judaism,
Christianity or Islam in Western thought — in our philosophies, social life, even our economics
and politics — is extraordinary. To them we seem very superstitious, God-soaked people. It is
not surprising that, until recently, there has been no word for 'religion' in China. Even now,
the word used, stresses veneration and obeying the rules of one's ancestors, rather than
believing in a God. For many who live in the western world of fundamentalist conflicts, the
heir to the Crusades and missionary endeavours, this can all seem refreshing, yet it has
pervasive effects on China in many spheres.

%

One particular aspect of this, concerns our concepts of the afterlife. From my childhood
onwards, I was brought up in the belief that when we die we go to some other world. There
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was no chance that we would return to this world, reborn as an animal or human. Our
ancestors were dead and gone. As for what that other world was like, we were given a sketch
in our Bible readings and in poetry and painting.

Heaven was vague, nebulous, a place above the earth and therefore above the clouds.
There, on a throne, a smiling, bearded, God would be sitting surrounded by a heavenly host
of angels and arch-angels. They would all be sitting playing musical instruments and adoring
God. The entrance to this place was a gate where St Peter greeted the souls of the departed
and interrogated them before they were allowed into heaven. It was not specified in any detail
as to whether we would meet our family and friends in Heaven. Nor was it clear what we
would look like or how we would spend all eternity, except in supposed bliss.

Hell was described much more carefully. There were numerous paintings and descriptions
of the burning fires, the tortures, the frightful demons leaping about and Satan rejoicing in
our everlasting miseries. Again, it was not clear whether we would meet people we knew or
what, apart from being tortured, would occupy our days and nights.

I had always assumed that this frightful binary choice of Heaven and Hell was to be found
in the same form in all of the monotheistic religions. Only much later did I find that all in the
Jewish and Islamic world who were practising their ritual duties would go to Heaven. The
only ones who went to Hell were unbelievers or those who had abandoned their faith.

Later in life I came to see Christianity as a harsh and cruel religion in this respect.
Especially as a Protestant, without the last-minute absolution of the Catholic church, you
could never be certain that you would avoid perpetual torture for some sin or other. The
thought that the majority of mankind was condemned to Hell, even if they had not heard of
Christianity, seemed arrogant at best, and at worst horrific.

In China there is a thing called heaven, “Tien’, but it is very far from the Christian heaven.
It just means some place high up and beyond human reach, a sky kingdom, where certain
powers dwell. It is not crowded with the souls of the dead, there is no God there, nor angels.

Likewise, one of the four places a Buddhist soul may go is a kind of Hell which, in the
painting to be found in Buddhist monasteries, looks rather like the Christian Hell, with devils
cavorting, fire and torture. Yet most souls are either reborn into this world, or escape to a
vague nothingness or erasure of all pain in Nirvana. Neither Daoism nor Confucianism has
any idea of Heaven and Hell. It is all very different and the pressure towards moral behaviour
to escape the infernal fires is much less. To me, nowadays, it appears to be a more humane
view of human destiny after death.
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8. The future of China: some guesses

People often ask me about the future of China given that I see it as a sympathetic
outsider who has visited many areas, talked to many Chinese students and friends, and have
read something of its history over a period of years. There are certain things which seem
likely to happen. Probabilities are all that one can deal with in such an attempt at prophecy.

The first thing that seems pretty certain is that, putting aside the possible extermination
of humanity, China will endure. It has survived massive attacks and revolutions and, for
reasons I have tried to explain, come back each time. The present turmoils — huge growth in
numbers of people and their redistributions and scientific, technological, educational and
other changes — even though they look like something that could break a civilisation, are
being dealt with calmly and rationally in China.

China went through the huge changes of industrialization and urbanization which took
a hundred and fifty years in the West in just thirty years with less disruption, poverty,
brutality and pollution. This happened even though it is twenty times as large a change as
that which occurred in the West or in Japan. It was far faster and affected a population ten
times the size of the other comparable industrial revolutions.

If China can cope with the urban and industrial revolution in this way and not fall
apart, there 1s no reason to think it will do so in the future. It has gone through the vast
change for much of'its people who have left an agrarian world for the cities. Built on the
structural cohesiveness which I describe in this book, China is immensely tough, extendable
and efficient. It will survive and grow.

My guess is that China has only reached a small part of its potential and that in thirty
years it will be (again) the most important economy and civilisation on the planet — reaching
out and influencing lives all over this world.

As far as I can see, while it wants to create a reasonable life for its citizens, and also
would like others to understand and appreciate its great traditions, it has no missionizing zeal
to make others ‘Chinese’. There is no interest in turning us all into Taoists, Confucianists,
Communists, Buddhists, Mandarin-speakers or lovers of Beijing opera.

Here it 1s different from the Spanish, French, British and recently the American,
civilisations which have tried to make those encountered conform to themselves — whether
this was Christianity, capitalism, human rights or western-style democracy. China does not,
and has never, believed that others can be forced to change at the point of a sword or with a
gun. Even if they were to be ‘converted’, what would they be converted #%? Playing mah jong,
drinking tea, appreciating the ancient classics, calligraphy, a respect for parents and
authority? This is the limit of the package to be exported.

I hope I am right about this. For if China had the zeal of a North Korea or Wahabi
Saudi Arabia or even America at times, then given its huge economic potential, we should
indeed tremble. It seems to me that China is not like this; it is not the Third Reich, or Stalin’s
Russia, or Philip II’s Spain. Such analogies miss the point.

We do not have to buy Chinese goods, even if they are better and cheaper. We do not
have to eat Chinese food, however delicious. We do not have to practice Chinese martial arts,
calligraphy, opera, or painting. They are on offer but not backed up by sword and fire.

I suspect that what I see in Cambridge, which 1s a situation where things have changed
hugely just in twelve years, will develop further. Sixteen years ago, the Department at
Cambridge in which I worked had no mainland Chinese Ph.D. students. There were very few
Chinese in the streets, scarcely any interest in Cambridge in the great cultural objects from
China in our museums and libraries, no great interest in bringing Chinese culture to
Cambridge. China was far away and hardly seemed to be influencing us. Now it is totally
different.
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The Chinese are buying houses in Cambridge and sending their children to school
there. The University has numerous excellent Chinese students, the science parks are starting
to build up joint ventures, the Backs are filled with Chinese visitors; exhibitions, prose, poetry
and calligraphy seminars, summer schools are all bringing a taste of China. In return many
Western students and scholars are going to China and contributing there. No doubt some feel
threatened or irritated. Yet measured in terms of energy, growing mutual respect and
understanding, creativity and cultural richness, I can only be amazed and delighted at the
integration and exchanges.

Let me examine some possibilities for the future by comparing the four civilisations I
have worked in, the Anglo-American, European, Japanese and Chinese.

Law

Starting with the law, we see a great divide. Traditionally, complex and instituted legal
systems, criminal and civil, have been more or less absent in China whereas they have been
highly developed. Europe and the Anglosphere. Although this 1s changing quite rapidly in
China nowadays, the basic difference is still between two kinds of legal order.

In the past in China, law was not needed except at the margins. Peace, conflict
resolution and civil disputes were largely dealt with by non-legal processes. The basic
organization of the system was through family and interpersonal pressures. Reciprocity,
reconciliation, mediation, arbitration, these were the keys in a situation of multi-stranded
connections where formal law was thought to be too confrontational and divisive.

As China moved to a situation where the traditional closeness was partly undermined
by rapid urbanization and where the Chinese hope to import many Western technologies,
educational ideas, economic institutions, are faced with the problem of how far to go down
the road towards the litigation-soaked West.

How far China will move towards western legal systems 1s not yet certain. Certainly my
visits to Chinese law courts and talking to judges gives me a sense so far that China will
absorb much more of the Western framework. Yet I suspect that as time passes, it will evolve
a new hybrid version — ‘Western law with Chinese characteristics’.

For example, I am not sure that the jury system will ever take off in China — just as it
has failed to take off'in Japan. And I suspect that the huge ratio of lawyers to population
which we find in America, or the obsession with prosecuting for money, or the strong
assertion of ‘human rights’ without the counterbalancing ‘human responsibilities’ will only
partly be transported to China. There will be much more of a family flavour to the law,
encouraging respect and duties to relatives.

The ‘rule of law’, meaning that all are subject to the same legal process and that all
matters are ultimately to be settled, if necessary, by law rather than by physical force, will
develop much more — but again there may be limits. Things are changing so fast —
‘improving’ from a western point of view, that it is difficult to keep up. It is not easy to
predict, but I suspect the Chinese law will be just as efficient, fair and responsible as that
anywhere in the world within the next thirty years.

Social orders

One striking impression emerging from the comparison of the four civilisations is how
different the social skeleton of the four has been. The difference between the intertwined
Japanese world, the segmentary, worm-like, Chinese system, the hierarchical Europeans and
the network and class Anglosphere, is immense.

It seems likely that some of these differences will lessen. I doubt whether Japan will lose
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its closely intertwined structure which has preserved it for centuries. But the segmentary
structure of China is already absorbing some of the hierarchical systems of the West. The vast
growth in the middle class and of general wealth means that the old divide between a tiny
ruling group and the rest no longer exists. The classic class systems of the west, based on a
division of labour and of status groups expressed through consumption is rapidly emerging.

It will be fascinating to see how China creates something new, blending its ancient
system with others. Again, we will find ‘class with Chinese characteristics’. Whether it will
approach more closely the highly stratified system of Britain, with its infinite gradations, or
the American model, with an ideology of equality combined with gross differences in wealth
and life chances, or the Continental model, with a decided bias created by family
connections, it is difficult to say. My guess will be that it will be an admixture of French and
American, formal equality with great inequalities and an emphasis on family lines. But this is
only a guess.

The main thing is that it will not just be an imitation or reflection, but something
different. China has the history and mass to create an alternative to Western models and, for
the sake of the flexibility of the future of mankind, let us hope that it does so

Politics

The political future of these four civilisations is clearly the great question. If there are
serious clashes, it is all over for humanity. And even minor outbreaks of aggression, for
example a war between China and Japan, could do terrible damage. It is also an important
question since there is so much talk of democracy, human rights and so on.

Looking across the four examples, it is clear that until the last century, their political
systems were totally different. The Chinese had an Imperial-bureaucratic centralised system.
After brief experiments during the Republic, China then reverted for forty years to another
form of absolutism — Communist Rule. Only within the last thirty years has there been a
serious attempt to increase political participation, through the delegation of power to the
provinces and autonomous regions. Given the recentness and the fragility of the form of
delegated power — what of the future?

It is worth remembering here that democracy has two meanings. In the sense that
Tocqueville used ‘democracy’ in his Democracy in America, it does not mean the people
choosing representatives to Parliament. It means that individuals have control over their own
lives at the local level — civil society, freedom of association, a sense of empowerment through
local bodies, freedom from constraint both of others and material constraints of hunger and
disease.

In this broader sense of democracy, there is every hope that as wealth, education and
self-confidence increases, this kind of democracy can spread anywhere. It is not affected by
scale, since the lower units which matter, the villages, towns, counties, provinces, and the
proliferation of associational bodies within them (business, professional, universities, churches)
can be multiplied indefinitely and even cover something as huge as the 1.4 billion Chinese.

This kind of bottom-up democracy is being constructed in China. I have observed it
from our first anthropological visit in 2002, where we watched and discussed with villagers
the setting up of new village councils. This was a system which was then extended to the
cities.

We have been impressed by the independence and power of the Chinese regions. This
province-level democracy seems to be the way ahead and makes sense when one realizes that
each of the Chinese provinces is the size of an average nation in the West.

For example, the population of Jiangsu province in southern China is roughly the same
as that of a united Germany and its total GDP is nearly equivalent to that of Russia or India.
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It obviously makes sense to give it greater power over education, business and transport. And
this is what is happening. This power is then taken down to each sub unit, so that each
township and village or ward in a city is increasingly given the right to elect its own
government and officers through secret ballots — though the watchful eyes of the Party are still
present in a parallel organization of Party Secretaries.

China could well end up, as Adam Smith imagined his ‘night-watchman’ state, with the
central state only dealing with civilisation-level matters — defence, international trade and
high-level communication infrastructure, where the regional and local issues are left to
provincial, city and village government

The other aspect of politics concerns the widespread cry for more ‘freedom’. That
freedom — of speech, action, association, thought — is now asserted to be a ‘human right’,
though people tend to forget that the idea was invented only a little over two centuries ago in
the American and French Revolutions.

Nor do many people tend to remember that freedom, in Isaiah Berlin’s well-known
formulation, has two meanings — the negative and positive forms of liberty. Negative liberty is
the freedom from — fear, hunger, oppression of all kinds. It is a legal tradition in England going
back to at least the 12th century, for example ‘habeas corpus, ‘I have a body’” which is mine
and cannot be threatened or imprisoned except after due process.

The negative rules of liberty are simple and defensible like the simple rules of a game
such as football. Once they are recognised, it has to be accepted that they entail
responsibilities — for we have to be careful and responsible in our treatment of others who also
have their negative liberties. The Anglosphere tradition of negative liberty is one which China
is rapidly introducing into its laws, reducing the areas where raw power can overwhelm an
individual.

The other meaning of liberty, positive liberty, is the right to do things, to say what we
like, do what we like, force others if necessary to conform to what we think is best for them, in
other words to force others to be ‘free’. It is the tradition well represented by the ideas of the
‘General Will’ in Rousseau and in the seminal ideas in all Communist and Fascist regimes.

It 1s the right of the general body to enforce their views on the individual. This is a
tradition which has been regarded with deep suspicion in the Anglosphere. Even its greatest
theorist and supporter of central power, Thomas Hobbes, when faced with the question of
whether the individual’s negative liberty, the liberty to live, was superior to the state’s right to
force him or her to die, opted for negative liberty. The ‘social contract’ which released us
from a life which was one of perpetual war and endless misery by instituting a Ruler and
general rules did not bind us to lose our natural liberty to defend ourselves.

If the Chinese follow the path of negative liberty, of minimum rights and responsibilities
which cannot be violated, then there is a good chance that this, blended with a Confucian
tradition which does not have such an idea, except indirectly through the idea of respecting
and supporting the other, could lead to a viable political outcome in China. It could move
away from the period of the enforcement of a Western-derived Marxist ‘positive liberty’
within communism, toward something which, although based on a rather bleak, Hobbesian,
view of human nature, has worked for many centuries to protect and encourage the
individual.
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Science, technology and material change.

There is a curious remark by Karl Jaspers to the effect that if there comes a time when
Science comes to China, China will no longer be China and the Chinese will no longer be
Chinese. What could he mean and can it be true?

My guess is that what he means, being a profound scholar and an expert who had
written on the thought of Confucius, Laotze and Mencius, as well as many great thinkers in
the West and elsewhere, is as follows.

The ‘structural’ core of China to which I have alluded means that people and things are
treated as related. Everything has its meaning in the relation rather than the thing itself. This is
the way of Chinese traditional thinking. On the other hand, the world of Descartes and
Newton 1s an atomistic one, where we set out intending to proceed along chains of reasoning
to understand things i themselves, their properties and tendencies, and then to link them to
other things. If this atomistic way of thinking, which is necessary for example for particle
physics, were to take hold at a deep level in China, then, Jaspers may be suggesting, the great
tradition of China would melt away.

It is a fascinating idea, no doubt containing much truth. Yet it can be qualified in
several ways. The first is that it seems to apply more to the physical than to the biological
sciences. It is been pointed out that the holistic, interconnected, structural way of thinking of
the world, where man and nature are unseparated and everything is in some kind of ‘chain of
being’ is rather appropriate and apt for biology.

Such a premise is especially useful for the relatively new and important field of ecology,
for example the Gaia theory. It does not seem too implausible to argue that the Chinese will
make a special contribution to the natural sciences. The award of the first Nobel prize in
medicine (creating artemesian) to a Chinese scientist in 2015 suggests this. It may also not be
irrelevant that a number of the Japanese science laureates have also been 1n the natural
sciences in particular medicine, where a holistic tradition is so important.

A second qualification concerns the shift in the deeper ideas of science precisely in the
period when Jaspers was writing. The whole idea of an ‘atomic’ universe was being
challenged, not just by the splitting of the atom and the discovery of sub-atomic particles such
as electrons and neutrons, but even more so by the work to establish a quantum theory of
science.

In the quantum world, of course, there are no indivisible or basic stable units since the
smallest elements are highly unstable. Things, as with Schrodinger’s cat, can both be present
and absent at the same time. It is no longer a binary world of either/or, but of both/and.
This is much closer to the ancient conception of Yin and Yang, which coexist as both separate
and the same. Again, it may be that the ancient Confucian, organic, thought which recognizes
that there is a permanent flux and flow, with everything lying in a relationship, will be highly
compatible with the quantum world.

Of course, it may be that Jaspers was thinking more of the practical effects of science,
that is its institutionalization in technology. Technology, the application of reliable knowledge
(science) to a world of matter, the shifting of atoms, the ‘traditional effective action’ by which
humans extend their bodies, has always been particularly powerful in China. As we saw, until
the fourteenth century almost all of the great technologies in the world were invented in
China. After that, however, the West took the technological lead with machines of all kinds.

And it may be that Jaspers felt that the inrush of the products of science — new
machines of all kinds — would throw China into a state where its roots were dragged out of
the ground. If he did mean that, which is unlikely, then it also seems unlikely to be the case.

Of course, technology is not only shaped by humans, but shapes them, and the various
revolutions in technology which have swept across China, from housing to roads, trains and
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cars, factories and cities, the Internet and television have transformed people’s lives. This is
having a huge effect and impact. The young Chinese growing up in Shanghai or Beijing are
living in a world which is many ways hundreds of years away from their grandparents back in
the villages of ancient China.

At first, we might expect that this would change the character and ideas of the new city
dwellers. As they chat on their cell-phones, catch the subway, pop into McDonald’s, watch
their televisions, how can they be the same Chinese as their grandparents raising pigs, ducks
and rice in a remote village in central China?

All this is happening so fast and on such a scale that it is difficult to know whether it is
the end of the ‘old China’. I have watched the same phenomenon on a smaller scale over a
period of nearly half a century in villages in Nepal, and particularly in a village where I have
worked since 1968. I have seen people who grew rice and collected fodder from the forest
migrate to the cities of Nepal, India, the Middle East, Europe and Hong Kong.

My impression of meeting my friends from Nepal in their new worlds is that while in
terms of material life and technology, they have changed enormously and seem very much
like my world, and their children, who go to city schools seem like English children, this is the
surface. In many ways their character and views, even down to continuing to believe in
witches and shamanic trances, and certainly in their attitudes to their family, food, space and
many other things, have survived.

This has happened even when they are a small minority living in a mass society in
Hong Kong or London. I suspect that in the context of the Chinese cities, where individuals
are surrounded by others from similar backgrounds, a great deal survives under the surface of
the material changes.

Indeed, this 1s one of the strange characteristics of our mobile world. Just as the British
wandered their Empire for several centuries, yet mostly tended to remain British at heart, so I
believe the Chinese diaspora will be similar.

This is a vast topic and I do not have the data or experience to back up my hunch. Yet I
would guess that looking back in a hundred years’ time, it will be found that shoots and
cuttings taken off from the trees I have spoken of will root all over the world. Yet I guess that
the ginkgo will remain a ginkgo, the oak an oak, even if it small and surrounded by other
trees. The melting pot will only partly melt the huge movement of peoples. Sadly, I will not
be here to see if I am right.

What China is and will be [from 4 civilisations]

It is now difficult to see what the situation is. Because of the amazing economic,
technological, social, political and cultural changes of the last thirty years, a series of rapid
and huge changes unparalleled in the history of the world, especially in such a short and
peaceful way, there is much confusion. It is not easy to discern whether the deep structure has
been destroyed, damaged, or merely overlain, waiting to be revived.

My guess is that when historians look back on the current period in a hundred years’
time, as we can look back on the Manchus or the Opium Wars, they will conclude that, while
the surface and certain elements may have changed hugely, the basic relational, structure has
remained.

I have quizzed my younger Chinese friends about this problem, dazed by how fast their
life and lifestyles are changing every day so that they tell me that they cannot understand
people two or three years older or younger than themselves. I sense that while they feel very
different from their parents, especially if they have been partially educated abroad, they
quickly revert to the previous patterns as they grow older and especially if they return to live
in China. They feel at one with other Chinese, and like to be with them and linked to them.
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One reason for believing that China will remain the old China is because of China's
immense bulk. It is like some great ocean liner which gets buffeted by gales and waves but
ploughs on. Even Chairman Mao could not destroy or redirect it at a deep level. Currently
much of China’s effort is to integrate useful outside things while paying increasing attention to
the revival of the vast and valuable legacy of its ancient linguistic, artistic, cultural and social
traditions.

China could be seen to lead the way. Its ancient and magnificent art, culture,
technology and wealth were unparalleled up to the early nineteenth century. It lacked many
of the disfiguring features of other worlds. China was often peaceful and in general less
aggressive than western civilisations. The philosophy put a high premium on harmonious
social relations. It was highly literate and respectful of knowledge. The Chinese people were,
and are, hard-working, tolerant and rational, ingenious and humorous. In many respects it
was not just the longest and largest civilisation in history, but the most estimable.

Lacking religious fundamentalism, striving to adapt to its ecology and environment to
make a living for millions in an often difficult world, it has created a model for all of us. Now
that we face the Chinese century ahead, with Chinese food, culture and people spreading
very widely, it provides an alternative to various aggressive fundamentalisms elsewhere. Yet if
we are to benefit from its lessons, we need to understand it.

People often ask me about the future of China, as I see it as a sympathetic outsider.
There are certain things which seem likely to happen; probabilities are all that one can deal
with in such an attempt at prophecy.

The first thing that seems pretty certain is that China will endure. It has survived
myriad attacks and revolutions and recovered. The present turmoils — huge growth and
redistributions and scientific, technological, educational and other changes — though they look
like something that would break a civilisation are being dealt with.

China went through the huge changes of industrialization and urbanization in a
generation, while the British achieved this in over a period of three generations. Yet the
Chinese case has, in terms of the speed and size of what has happened, caused much less
disruption, poverty, brutality and pollution relative to the size of the two populations. It was
far faster and affected a population ten times the size of the other comparable industrial
revolutions of Japan and Britain.

If China can cope with the urban and industrial revolution in this way and not fall
apart, there 1s no reason to think it will do so in the future. It has gone through the huge
trauma of leaving an agrarian world and now is sailing on calmer water, even though it faces
other problems. Built on the structural cohesiveness which I described earlier, China is
immensely tough, extendable and efficient. It will survive and grow. My guess is that China
has only reached a small part of its potential and that in thirty years it will be (again) the most
important economy and civilisation on the planet — reaching out and influencing lives all over
this world.

As far as I can see, while it wants to create a reasonable life for its citizens, and also
would like others to understand and appreciate its great traditions, it has no missionizing zeal
to make others ‘Chinese’. There is no interest in turning us all into Taoist, Confucian,
Communists, Buddhists, Mandarin-speakers or lovers of Beijing opera.

Here it 1s different from the Spanish, French, British, American, civilisations which tried
to make all those it encountered conform to themselves — whether this was Christianity,
capitalism, human rights or western-style democracy. China does not, and has never, believed
that others can be forced to change their culture at the point of a sword or with a gun. Even if
they were to be ‘converted’, what is it to? Playing mah jong, drinking tea, appreciating the
Ancient classics, calligraphy, a respect for parents and authority? This is the limit of the
package to be exported.
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Twenty books and ten films on China which I recommend
If I could take only twenty books on China to a desert island, this is my selection.

Etienne Balazs, Chinese civilisation and bureaucracy (1967)

J. Dyer Ball, Things Chinese (1903, 1989)

Ronald Coase and Ning Wang, How China Became Capitalist (2012)

G. Lowes Dickinson, Letters from John Chinaman (1902)

Jean-Baptiste Duhalde, Description of China (1735), 2 vols.

Mark Elvin, The Pattern of the Chinese Past (1973)

Fei1 Hsiao-Tung, Peasant Life in China; A field study of country life in the Yangtze valley (1939)
Jacques Gernet, Daily Life in China on the Eve of the Mongol Invasion 1250-1276 (1962)
Amitav Ghosh, Flood of Fire (2015)

Marcel Granet, Chinese Cuwilization (1922, 1958)

Sir Robert Hart, These from the Land of Sinim. Essays on the Chinese Question (1903)

F. H. King, Farmers of Forty Centuries (1911)

Joseph Needham, The Great Titration (1969)

Rob Schmitz, Street of Eternal Happiness; Big City Dreams along a Shanghat Road (2016)
Jonathan D. Spence, The Death of Woman Wang: Rural Life in China in the seventeenth century (1978)
Arthur H. Smith, Chinese Characteristics (1900)

R.H. Tawney, Land and Labour in China (1932)

Max Weber, The Religion of China (

S. Wells Williams, The Middle Kingdom; A survey of the geography, government, literature, social life, arts,
and history of the Chinese Empire and its inhabitants ((1883) 2 vols.

Lin Yutang, My Country and my People (1941)

If I could take ten films, I would select:

"The Last Emperor' (1987), Bernardo Bertolucci

"T'o Live' (1994), Zhang Yimou

'Farewell my Concubine' (1993), Chen Kaige

'11 Flowers' (2010), Wang Xiaoshuai

'Balzac and the Little Chinese Seamstress (2001)

Yellow Earth' (1984), Chen Kaige

'Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon' (1999), Ang Lee

'Hero' (2002), Zhang Yimou

'House of Flying Daggers' (2005), Zhang Yimou

"The story of China' (2016)), six part BBC documentary with Michael Wood
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