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Chinese Values, Governance,

and International Relations: Historical
Development and Present Situation

Wawc YeNznoNc

Wrrs rnr rnrNn s of globalization and cross-cultural exchange, ex-

ploringtherelationship betweenvalucs, governance, andinternational
relations is a complex task. This chapter seeks to examine these rela-

tionships in the context of Chinese history and present reality
Values are the sum total ofpeople's dilferent assessments, attitudes,

recognition, and behavior vis-A-vis vadous phenomena or different
aspects of a singlc phenomenon. Chinese sociologists and anthropolo-
gists generally regard culture as the "customs, traditions, attitlrdes,
corcepts, and characteristics which control social behavior" (Yin
r 988, 3 8 ), or the "trends of values and modes of behavior which openly
or covertly guide or manipulate the material and spiritual production
and life o{ society, and the mediun.r for knowledge, beliefs, morality, arts,

education, Iaw, the general physiological system, and their n]aterial
forms which are shared by society and spread between members oI so-

ciety" (fiang et al. r 9 8 7, r ). Values are the core of a given cultural system,
and Du Weiming says that the "core of culture is composed of a scries
of traditional concepts in general and a system ofvalues in particular"
(r 982, rr8). Changes in values are largely the basis of changes in cul
ture and they "reflect not only the structure of tllis system, but to a

large extent alsopoint the direction in which the characteristics of the
system will develop" {Zhang and Cheng r99o, zo9 zro).

Political outlook is embodied and reflected in the values of the cul-
tural system in the political realm. Three factors political emotion,
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political rccognition or belief, and political behavior-ir.rteract with
each othcr in a given cultural context to produce governance.

A country's political values and its government/s application o{ those
values give shape and substancc to that country,s foreign policy. Intel-
action between nations exerts an impact on all and results in a relatrve
balance in a region or larger environment, as well as in comn.ron rules
of conduct that participants obey or acquiesce to. Changes in rlember
states' domestic situations or {oreignpolicy, inrelations between states,
or in the overall world situation can affect the relative balance in re-
gional or international relations. However, aftera period of adjustment,
a new balancc and new rules of conduct could emergc. In this process of
eternal change, international relations can influence and cl.range the
political outlook, values, and entire cultural systen of a given country.

But when a country is minimally exposcd to iltternational exchange,
its traditlons of administration, values, atnd culture can show little or
no change for a long period of time. So a study ol Chinese tradition 1s

essential to analyzing the relationship betwcen changes in Cl.rina,s
economic ar.rd social structure, values, and domestic governar.rcc. It is
also necessary {or exploring China's {orcign policy and the impact of
international relations on Chinese values and governance.

This chapter comprises lour parts. Thc first part focuses on the char-
acteristics of China's traditional values and culture-its political val-
ues particularly-and dissects domestic governance and foreign policy
ln terms of these values. The second part looks at changes in the Chi-
nese tradition, including modern China's passive response to the Wcst
andits lateractive exploration o{ modernization. AJter adopting reform
and opening up to the outside world, remarkable changes occurred in
the economic, social, and cultural {ields, as well as in ciomestic govern-
ance and forcign policy. Examining these changes provides the context
for discussing the relationship betweer.r cconomic and social change,
and changes in values and domestic governance. The third part dis-
cusses the relationship between changing values, governance, and for-
eign policies in contemporary China, while the fourth and final part
gives an overall picture of contcmporary Chinese values, governance,
and international relati ons

CHARACTERISTICS oI THE CTITNT,sE TRADITIoN

Chinese traditional culture canbe divided into relatively clearly defined
historical periods. Generally speaking, from the Spring and Autumn
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period to the middle and Iate Qing dynasty, orfor more than z,ooo years

up to the Sino-British Opium War of I84o, the Chinese created, devcl-

oped, and gradually perfected their own culture while drawing on the
culture, lifestyle, and customs of different regions within the country.
Traditional Chinese culture Confucianism-then spread to periph-

eral countries and regions so that it became an important component
o{ Oriental culture.

Of the ancientworld's major cultures, Chincse culture differs mark-
edly from lndian and Athenian cultures. The tradition of India was

characterized by a religious culture centered on Buddhism, while the
development ofAthenian culturewas closely related to the ocean. With
the ocean as its backdrop, Athens formed an industrial and commer-
cial culture ar.rd city-state civilization that were open to the rest of the

world and never stopped absorbing the fruits of civilization from sur-

roundingregions. TraditionalChinese culture, however, influencedby
a relatively closed geographical environment, evolved gradually into
an isolated and continuous continental culture. In this culture, farm
production based on individual households was the maior mode ofpro-
duction. This had a far-reaching influence on Chinese interpersonal
relations, government administration, and culture. Indeed, Confucian-
isn derived from the reality o{ production and life in agrarian society
where blood relations and a natural hierarchy were the essence of te-

lations. Individuals lost their ir.rdependcnce and, in the case of China,
patdarchal ethics created a society govcrned by "rites." "Traditional
Chinese culture is a continuous contlnental agrarian and patrielrchal

Ieudal culture" which, over a long period o{ time, "lacked cxchange and

competition with other major civilizations, and its traditional {orce

was especially strong. Western culture was formed through the ex-

change and intermingling of several of the worlcl's major civilizatiols
and by the intense competition of nations by and large at the same

developmental 1evel. By contrast, Chinese culture was isolated, sel{-

contained, and born in the absence of strong cultural competition"

iZhang and Cheng r99o, r63 r66). Isolation, continuit, folklorish-
ness, agrarianism, patriarchy, and ethical "rites" constitute the salicnt
featurcs of traditional Chinese culture. And traditional Chinese cul-
ture could continuc uninterrupted to this day because the mode o{

production and lifestyle of society changed little over a long period

Since Chinese culture calre into contact with Western culture in
modern times, the r.rumber of writings andbooks on the national char'
acteristics of the Chinese j.ncreased. Sha Lianxiang (r 99o) summarized
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studies of Chinese national characteristics in various historical pe-
riods (7r persons and 542 viewpoints in all), and classified the vrew
points into eight categories according to the frequency with which
each viewpoint appeared. Sha's synthesis of the judgments of Chrnesc
national characteristics is as follows: Chinese are industrious, hard,
working, content with povert, and care for nothing but principles or
"thcWay"l 124.4 percent); are selfish, hypocritical, and iealous (22.3
percent); put family and clan above everything and believe in author
ity {i 2.9 percent), are benevolent, kind, self-aware, and self-disciplinecl
(rr.6 percent); are elusive and ignorant lB.5 pcrcent); follow the doc
trine of the "mcan, modest, mature, and subtle,, 18.5 percent), are wise,
flexible, and constantly improving thenselves {6. g percent); and are
magnanimous, peaceful, and generous (5.2 percent) (see table r l.

Sha also discovered that most pcople today hold slightly diffcrent
opinions to those featured in table r. In a r 987 questionnaire, 3 5.7 per
cent of the rcspondents believed the foremost strong points of Chi_
nese to be that they are intelligent, {lexible, and constantly improvrng
thenselves; 2,1.9 percent that Chinese are industrious, hard-working,
content with poverty, and care for nothing but principles and ,,the
Way"; and :,.1.3 percent that Chinese are rnagnanimous, peaceful, and
generous. In addition, 4 5 .2 percent maintained that the chief weakness
of Chinese is that they are selfish, profit-mindcd, hypocritical, ancl jeal-
oLrs; 2o.3 percent rhat Chinese put family, clan, and authority abovc
everything, and 16.4 percent that Chinese are ignorant (Sha r99o,
2 3-28 ).

Many other works examine Chincse characteristics. For instanoc,
the American historian Arthur F. Wright {r 962 ) summarizecl thirteen
Confucian charactedstics after studying the personalitics of famous
Confucian ministers in various Chinese clynasties. Thc characteristics
he described are: obedient to authority, obedient to rites ancl rules, re-
spectful ofhistory love of studying tradition, respectful of role rnorlels,
attentive to cultivating morality and special skills, favor peaceful re_
form of state and society, prudcnt, propensity for the doctrine o{ thc
mean, dislike of competition, a sense of mission when entrusted with
great tasks, self respectful in times ofadversity, against heres, and at_
tcnti\.e to details when in contact with others

These characteristics of followers o{ Confucianism were dre result
of earlier gencrations of Confucian scholars cultivating Confucian ideas
while disseminating these ideas by examplc. Confi-rcian theories fos-
tcred these characteristics and provided the basic values for cultivaring
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Tabie r . HistoTicai Opinions on Chinese Nationdl Characteristics

Basic Opiniom Examples oI the Charactedstics

Number Frequency o{
o{Times Mentior (as

Mentioned apercertage)

Industrious, hard-work-
in8/ content with pov-
erty, and care for
nothing but principles

Selfish, hypocdtical, and
jealous

Put family and clan
above everythinS and
believe in authority

Benevolent, kin4 self-
aware, and selldisci-
pIiD€d

Ignorant and know noth-
rng about modern sci-

Firm and tenacious, adaptable, te-
nacious and resilient, {orbearing,
conservative and formal, fatalistic,
not crcative, traditional, industri-

Un{aithful, self'deceiving, unpatri-
otic, utrdisciplineq quarelsome,
egotistic, greed, sellish, merci-
Iess, cruel

Moralistic, agricultudst, have a
peasant mentalit, woEhip ances-

tors/ contemptuous of personal

rights, pious, no independ€nt
spidt, obedient

Emphasiz€ Contucian feelings and
ethics, beneYolent, sensitive, seek

self -improvement, have self-re-
spect, modest, introverte4 appre-

ciate and treasue kindness and
Iri€ndship

Degenerate, have an inferior men-
taliry no scientfic cudosity, poor
concentration and ffeatiyityr spe-

cious, stupid, superstitious, illogi-
cal, love of empty tall! not

content with status quo, comprc-
misitr8, stead, not competitive,
middle-o{-the-roa4 harmonious,
mod€st, subtle, mature, hospi,
table, irdifferent

Constantly self-improving, highly
accomplished, flexible, wise,
benevolent, courageous, natural,
ueativelyable, idealistic,spilited,

Udtive, peaceful ftaternal, love of
nature, nonbelliSerent, not na
tionalistic, autonomous, moral,
pacifistic

132

61

8.546

8.5Follow the doctrine of
the mean, modest, ma,
ture, and subtle

wise, {lexible, alld con-
standy improving
themselves

Magnanimous, peaceful,

and generous

SouRc!: Sha 1r990,25-a6).
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Con{ucian scholars. The core Confucian values have been preserved
to this day despite changes in the theory.

Con{ucian values emphasize coJlective and intLritive thinking-in
sharp contrast to Western culturc, which is based on the individual
and on analytical ways of thinking. In traditional Chinese society, Chi-
nese never achieved independencc in the true sense oI the term as de-
cisions were often n.rade on thcir behalf by theirfamily, c1an, relatives,
friends, or even village or governlnent. "He who livcs in this culture
cannot possibly Lre independent; rather, he can only define and estab-
lish himself and achieve his value through othcr people and his rela-
tionship with them " (Y|ryg6, ro3 ). In this social environment, people
realizc that their own strength is limited ar.rd that they can survive only
by relying on the collectivc. The collective is the basis from which in-
dividuals settle down and get on with life (Yi r 996, ro9 ).

The sense o{ the collcctive is closely associatcd with the Cl.rinese
way of t}rinking. When observing things, Chinese stress tlle relation-
ship with the whole, instead of making partial analyses. For example,
thc "yin andyang" theoryis derivedlrom the natural phenomena of day
and night, the sun and the moon, n.ren and womcn, women who give
birth to sons and grandsons, and so forth. Yin and yang are present in
everythin& and their unity gives expression to the wholcness o{ things
which are at oncc oppositc and related to each othct. Similarly, the five
elements arc believcd to divide the multitude of things in the world.
Metal, wood, water, {ire, and earth supplement and condition each
other to {orm an evcr-lasting cyclc.

On the basis o{ the theories on yin and yang and the five elements,
Cl.rinese describe the world as a network in which everything moves
in an orderly way; time and space cross each othcr; and nature and so-
ciet, which are of the same origin, {orm a colossal syste m lZhang ry96,
ro:, ro9). This univcrsal pattern has provided Chinese with a unique
perspective to observe the world. Joseph Needharn called this way of
thinking an "organic ulriversal philosophy.,, The Amcrican physicist
said that to gain a complete understanding o{ the unit, naturalness,
order, harmony, and relevance o{ the orgar.ric universe l.ras been the goal
of Chinese natural philosophy and science Ior more than a thousaucl
years {quotcd in Zhang and Cheng r 99o, 226||.h lactlpaying attention
to the rclations between things, as we11as their wholcness, is the em
bodiment of the Chir.rese way o{ thinking. Chinese also attach more
importance to thinking in terms oI image than Westerners, and they
tend to recognize things by relying on intuition and iurage. Therefore,
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their conclusions often lack careful analysis and irrefutable evidence,
are oversimplified at times, or take a part for the whole. They also tend
to regard phenomena that occur regularly as normal, speaking in their
favor and even rcspcctfull, while phenomena that arise seldom are
dismissed.

Under the influcnce of values based on the collective and a univer-
sal mode of thinking, Chlnesc have formed a series ot rules of behavior
and bcliefs for conducting interpersonal relations:

. The doctrine of the n'rean. Being impartial and avoiding going to
extremes are major principles o{ Confucianism. These prilciples
compel people to unify their thinking and conduct, and not to to
beyond accepted social limits. Chlnese thus always conform to the
demands of society and do whatever they can not to contradict
others.

. Collectivism. As r.roted, collectivisn.r is a core conccpt in Chinese
society. While the collective could mean thc ertire country it re-

fers mainly to the collective most basic to thc indlvidual-namcly,
the {at.rily and the clan. These small collcctives are irnportant {or
the survival and development of the individual, especially when
the individual is growing up or has suffered a setback. Since a col-
lective protects and cares for an ir.rdividual, the lndividual has to
repay the collective. Though r:ollectivcs differ in size, sacrifice of
personal interests for the sake of the collective is always advocelted

and appreciatcd. Indeed, Chinese culture only recognizes those
who work for the collective interest. An individual hardly exists
in society if he single-mindedly pursues personal gain, cspccially
i{ he does so openly.

r Seeking peace amidst contradictions. Mencius said, "Opportu-
nities of time vouchsafed by Heaven are not equal to advantages

of situation afforded by the Earth; and advantages of situation a{-

Iorded by the Earth are not equal to the union arising from the ac-

cord o{ rnen" {r g8z, 86 ). "Nothing is more preciolrs than peace" is
a basic principle and goal ol Chinese in theirpersonal relatiot.ts, arnd

the pursuit of peace is cmbodied in tl.re pursuit of harmony. The
Chinese greatly value harmony between man and nature, and re-
gard nature not as an encmy but rather as something which has a

mutually supplemcntary and dependcnt relationship with man.
Unity between heaven and rnan means thalt man abides by the
will of heaven without being asked to do so, irntl interpersonal re'
lations should be governed by peace, tolera'tr.tcc, obedience, rurity,
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and mutual dependence, in which people respect and rely on each
otherandno one seeks to outdo others.Itis not easy seekingpeace
amidst contradictions, and this calls for self-cultivation. On the
one hand, a person should be content with his lot, and keep his de-
sires in chcck; on the other, he should be conciliatory about any
contradictions so that they will not intensify. By solving contra-
dictions or preventing them from intensifying, harmony can pre
vai1. Lao Tzu commented, "Being and non-being give rise to each
other, the difficult and casy complement each other, thc Iong and
short shape each othcr, the high and low lean on each other, voices
and instrllmcnts harmonize with one another, the front and rear
follow upon each other" (Chen r981, +42ir.

' Treasuringhuman feelings, personal reputations, andrelationships.
Chinese believe that it is easy to repay a debt of uroney but very
difficult to repay debts of human feeliltgs. Yer, not to bc indebted
in {eelings is a major aphorism for Chinese, and thc most effective
way to avoid indebtedness is to repay people with more friendship.
But disparities in people's economic resources, social status, and
reputation rnean that social exchangc is o{ten unequal. So great
care must be taken to preserve peoplc's dignity. Dignity means
"face" and Chinese arc highly sensitivc to "{ace. " Indeed, they will
do anything they can to avoid losing {ace. They always hope to pre-
serve their own digrity while prcserving that of others.

Relationsl.rips are crucial in Chinese society. Aperson,s network
of relationsl.rips is what counts in gettir.rg things done not the law
or various rules and regulations. Indeed, Chinese pay more atten-
tion to relationships than to the law, because the law easily loscs
its dignity and authority in the face of relationships. ,,The Chinese
are a people who attach great importance to human feelings, per-
sonal dignity, and relationships, and these three aspects are major
considerations in man-to-man exchanges" lZhang r996, 7 3-'86).

* Structure of different sequences, in whicl.r insidcrs are treated dif
fcrently from oLrtsiders. Fei Xiaotong, a well-known Chinesc so-
ciologist, points out, "The grass-roots structure o{ rural Chinese
society is a 'structure of di{ferent sequences, as well as a ,network
composed of the threads of personal clout"' (r985, z9). This se-
quence of differenccs, or hierarchical order, forms the framework
{or the network ofpersonal clout, and Confucian theory stipulates
in great detail the rules tobe observed in this hierarchical order. The
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Bool< of Rites says, "Loved ones should be treated with affection,
n.ren of dignity with due respect, men-rbers oi the older generation
with reverer.rce, and there should be a clear distinction between
n.ren ar.rd worlen this is the law that cannot be changed" (Hong
et al. r 983, 426). These rules re{lect the hierarchical ordcr under
the patriarchal clan system and are worlds apart from thc concept
o{ equality in Western society. The difference also exists in behav
ior and practice. Chinese treat peoplc and handle things according
to their relatiorship to them, and everyone {ollows the pdnciple
that insiders are treated di{{erently {rom olrtsiders. Those within
a person's network of relationships are insiders, and are treated {a-
vorably and with more tolerancc. Or.rtsiders are often treatecl with
the attitude that "official business should be done according to of-
{icial principles." O{ficial principles can, however, also be set aside.
This attitude ard behavior vis-d vis insiders and outsiders is con-
spicuous in Chinese culture, and those who violate it are scorned
as "unrcasonable."

. Realism. Chinese arc practical people and as the supply of goods
and resources is unreliable in agrarian society, peoplc's chicf con-
cern is meeting their daily needs. This realistic attitude toward li{e
has a direct impact on the Chinese concept o{ religion, with com'
moners generally bcing too busy living their lives to consider the
existence of another world. Few believe in religion or take it se'
riously, and those who do tend to rcgard it as an instrument for
achieving their goals in this world or as a way of breaking away
iroln reality. This attitude is epitomized by those wl.ro "never burn
incense in their lives but embrace Buddha's feet and pray for help
in time of emergency." Con{ucius was also indif{erent to abstract
rcliglons and ncvcr spokc about "strangc spirits and weird gods."

* Moralisrn and double standards. In a society that pays great atten-
tion to human feelings, relationships, and personal dignity, ethics
and morality are fundar.nental. Yet the Con{ucian cocles o{ moral
conduct for handling human relatior.rships arc repcatedll, put to the
test. Confucius believed that noral cultivation was more c{{cctive
antl lasting than law: "If people are guicled by politics and threat-
ened with punishment, they lose their sense of sharnc, i{ tirc1, are
guided by morality and tre ate d with rites, they become r.r.rindful of
shane and personal dignity" {Mcncius r9S7, S4l. This is why he
bclicvcd in thc "rulc of morality." Cor.riucian thcory emphasizes
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that people's level of morality and pcrsonal cultivation should be
enhanced by study and self-cxamination, rather than law enforce-
1TIent.

Confucianists emphasize moral cultivation becausc of theirbe-
lie{ that pcople are intrirsically good. Confucius felt that man is
good natured at the outset, and Lao Tzu believed that men are more
or less of the same nature although their habits are vastly differ-
ent. This view of the inherent goodness of man is fundamental
in two-thousancl year old Chinese ideological history (Li r996,

3o-3 r ). However, good human nature is insufficient for carrying
out moral obligations in complicated human relationships, and
Conlucianists believe that people always need to cultivate mo
rality and n.rinimize their personal desires. Only in this way can
people honor their obligations, preserve their own ciignity and that
of others, and maintain overall harrlony.

However, dif{erences in people's consciousness and circum-
stances mean that personal interests and desires are not overcome
entirely. So there is a discrepancy between Con1ucian requircments
and peoplc's actual behavior. Behind the scenes people tend to dis-
regard the restraints oI Confucian rules and regulations, with their
words being divorced from their deeds. Chinese politics and so-
ciety are lar from being governed by the "rule o{ morality" and
people's consciousness. Instead, obsession with formality, dishon-
esty, and hypocrisy are manifest.

Trttditionttl Goventance and Diplontacy in Chinn

The word governatice in Chilrese n.reans rule and managernent; the
Elrglish word originates fror.n a Greek expression about the "art oI steer-
ing" (King r 988, 4). David Osborne and Tcd Gaebler (r 996, ro-r4), pro
ponents of reforming government, believe that government/s stecring
function sl.rould bc separated from lts operational {unction, that many
of its public utllity projects should be privatizcd, and that government
should concentrate on strategy and policy and betterirg its steering
role. Goverr.rance is closcly related to the nature of a country's political
and governnent systems, and these systems result ftom that country's
circumstances and particular political culture or ideology.

Qinshihuang, the founding emperor of the Qin dynasty, unified
China in :,2 r s.c. and established a highly centralized autocratic mon-
archy. With military, adrninistrative, and legislative powcr under his
control, the elnperor was the supreme authority of the country. He
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dccided everything, largc or small; "I am the country itself" was the
saying. Tl.rc cmperor's edicts were the law and his lil<es and dislikes
were the critcria for juclicial judgments. Autocratic monarchy lasted
for r.nore than two thousancl ycars in China, from the Qin to the Qing
tlynasties, but it becamc an increasingly serious problern over tilne.

In a country with a large population and covering a vast area, dic-
tatorship by thc emperor was insufficient alone, and it becarne neces-
sary to se t up a government to implement tltc emperor's instructions
and handle everyday affairs. A centralized bureaucratic system th.rt
was compatible with the autocratic system evolved. Different to the
{eudal {iefdoms of medieval Europe, traditional Chinese burcaucracy
rv:rs born from the ownership of the land but was basically free from
the influence of changes in the relationship in land ownerships (Li
tg}l,4.

In ancient times, Chinese bureaucracy was rather comprehen-
sive. During the Tang dynasty, for instance, there were six ministries
(personnel, education, rites, de(ense, justice, and works) under three de-
partments {Departrnent of State Affairs, the Chancellery, and the Scc-
retariat) at the central level, and circuits, prc{ectures, and counties at
the locallevel. The emperor appointed major officials after theypassed
an imperial exam, a systern which guaranteed o{{icials' dependence
on the emperor and ensured the centralization oI the emperor's power.

Ancient Chinese political theories-mainly Legalism and Confu-
cianism-servcd the imperial autocracy. Han Fei {z8o? 213 e.c.), who
postulated Legalist theory, sr-rggested that all major power should be
centralized in the hands o{ the elnpcror and that he should not have to
share this powerwith anyone. To implcmcnt the emperor's rule all over
the country the Legalists advocated a unified legal system-which e{-
fectively eliminated local laws. Qinshihuang was the {irst to practice
Legalist theory, and it played a positive role in hls being able to unify
thc country. Indeed, it laid the {oundation for the politlcal and bu-
reaucratic system that was to last for more than two thousand years.

However, because Legalism favorcd stern state laws and suggested
crucl punishments for disobedience, it contributcd to the turmoil of
the late Qin dynasty and led to the clynasty's demise. It could be said
that Lcgalist theory was an extrenrist theory that worked only during
the early clays of the autocracy. To continuc dealing witl.r ldeological
issues by vlolence once thc autocracy had stabilized only led to in-
stability.

Confucianism, as a theory regulates social relations in accordance
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with a patdarchal ethical order. So it essentially condoncd and jus
tified the political system o{ monarchical autocracy. Mencius, {or in-
stance, linked the supreme position with the will of heaven. Dong
Zhongshu {r8o rr5 a.c.), an er.ninent Confucian of the Han dynasty,
suggested that the emperor was the son of heaven because he was
mandated by heaven.

Where Legalisl]-r used the threat oi cruel punishment to resolve con-
tradictions, Confucianism wisely advocatedhandlinghumanrelations
with benevolence, righteousness, and rites. For this reason, people on
various rungs o{ the social ladder {ound it easy to accept Confr-rcian-
ism. Emperor Wu lr s 6 8z e.c. ) o{ the Han dynasty drew a lessolr from
the downfall of the Qin dynasty and, acceptingDong's proposal, began
advocating Confucianism over Legalisn], thereby enabling Confucian
thought to become the official underpinning of governance ln Chine
for lnore than two thousand years.

Confucianism was not categorically opposed to law, but instead of
law, Cor.fucians suggested reliance on "benevolent rule" by thc cm-
peror so that of{icials and comrlroflers alikc would willingly be loyal
to the emperor. Benevolent rule used family ethics as the foundation
for political rule, so the country was like a big family in which the err'
peror was the head, the officials at various levels were the parents, and
the people werc the sons. Whilc thc pcople werc to obey the emperor
and the o{Iicials he appointecl, the latter were to lovc the people. In
this way, relations between the emperor, officials, and thc pcople, and
their respective obligations, wove a big harmonious family. Ruling the
country with "filial piety" covered up conflicts of interest bctween
the parties, and on the basis o{ this ethical relationship nembers of
society would be able to coexist in harmony and ensure peacc (Liang
rq8z,8g).

However, the Confucians' political ideal o{ rulers loving the people
and ruling benevolently, and the people obcying the rulers and bcing
grateful for thc bcnefits that benevolcnt rule brought to them, proved
to be difficult to implement in reality. Very few of thc more than two
thousand years of autocratic monarchy saw tr-rc Con{ucian bencvo-
lent rule. Despotism was more characteristic. And when despotic rule
reached a crisis, the old dynasty typically gavc way to anew one. There
wcre scvcral dozen dynastic changes from the Qin to the Qing, but the
political system of alrtocratic monarchy rerTrained unchangcd. Confu
cianism also ren.rair.red the ruling orthodoxy, a fact that helped rulers
c,,nsolrtlate t he rr au toc rat r, rule
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As the ruling orthodoxy, ConJucianism had a tremendous impact on

governance in China and the Chinese political systcm. First, it con

firmed the reasonableness ald sanctity of autocracy as the foundation
of Chinese politics. Sccond, ancicnt Chinese politics became bureau-

cratic politics. Aftcr 1o[g years o{ evolution, thc hureaucracy becamc

a "ccr.rtral organ which supervised the rraking and implementation o{

policies, with central and 1ocal organizations connected into a well-
knit systern" (Liu r994, 3). Third, Confucianism adopted the coat of
Legalisn while using Confucian hierarchical ethical rclations {or law
making and enforccmert. The result n'as a minority of people haviug
hierarc}rical prerogatives while the majority were deprived of their 1e

gal riglrts (Wu et al. ry94, 6).It is not that there was r.ro law in ancient
China, but that law was secondary to hierarchical cthics and personal

relationships. Fourth, Con{ucianism believed that tulers' moral con-

duct was decisive {or achieving clean govcrnment and social harnony
and stability. "Benevolent rule" was actually "n-roral rule." Fifth, the
prerogativcs of governance in ancient China ilowed one way, with no
mechanisms existing to cl.reck or balance the power of the emperor or
officials. The quality of state govcrnance hinged entirely on the moral
conduct and ability o{ the empcror and officials. Sixth, while Cor.rfucran

isrn provided thc theoretical foundations for dynastic change through
the Ioss ol the mandate of heaven, it did not countenance a changc il
the entire political systern-indeed, it underwrote irrperial autocracy

and bureaucratic rule.
Yet China's autocratic r.t.ronarchy with its bureaucratic pohtres

maintained rclative social stability for a long period in an enpire cov-

ering a vast territory. It also {ostered many inventions and creatruns

when technological progress was slow and productivity 1ow, and kept
the country a step ahead of its neighbors. BLrt thc autocracy's endur-

ance over such a long tlme was detrimental to the transition of the
Chinese political system toward republicanisn.r and tlemocracy. Tn-

cleed, the autocracy opposed democracy and belittlecl human rights
Karl Marx said that the only pdnciple o{ autocracy was to look clown

on the l.rurlan race and rlake humans inhunan; this is exactly what
happened in traditional Chincse politics. Tl.rc long ter1.n perseverance

of traditional Chinesc politics suppressetl thc vitality of society and

sti{led thc colrntry's Ilexibility and ability to mcet challenges. These

challengcs included a contir.ruous succession of natural and lnan made

disasters, intcrnal tlumoil, a1rd the thrcat of foreign aggrcssion, with
the popLrlation suf{cring untold niserics. Ray Huang (r 98 r, 4) suggests
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that the root oI China's problems lor more thantwo thousandyears was
the fact that morality replaced the legal system.

The Chinese Traditlon of Foreign Relutions

Fei Xiaotong describes how "the Chinese nation as a conscioLrs na-
tional entity emerged {ron'r the confrontation between China andWest-
crn powers in thc last hundred years, but as a self contained nationirl
entity it came into being through a historical process of several thou
sand years" {r 988, 3 r 9). The Huaxia tribe, which appeared in thc rniddlc
reaches o{ the Yellow River soure three thousand years ago, was the
primary tribe of a number of tribes that combined to become the Chi-
nese nation. When China emerged as a unified autocracy a{ter the Qin
and Handynasties, this congregation of tribes was called Han, the namc
by which the predominant Chinese ethnic group is still known today.

Rclations between this autocratically governed corurtry and its neigh-
bors were characterized, on the one hand, by a struggle for supremacy
and, on the other, by a process in which many ethnic groups-includ-
ing thc Han and minority groups such as northern nomads-mingled
and achieved harmony. In handling relations between different ethlrc
groups and political powers within the territory of present-day Chma,
the Har.r political rulers followed various policies. When a dynasty
was {irst established, or when China was powerful andprospcrous, em-
perors tended to conquer and cxpand the frontiers. During the middle
or later stages of a dynasty, or when thc country was weak, the rulers
generally aclopted policies of pacificatior.r and fraternization. They
thenopenedup marrl<ets for bilateral trade; presentedlarge amounts ol
cloth, silk, and tea as gifts lor the prrpose o[ maintaining a pcaceful
environment; and tried to influence other ethnic groups with Confu-
cian morality. Anotherpolicy followed was that of cleicnsive resistance
to {oreigl invasion. Harassment of China in ancient times came mainly
fron northern nomads who werc hlghly rnobile. The Hat.r people, who
subslsted on agriculture, were often on thc defensive. The Great Wal1,

which took nearly two thousand years to build, fron] the Qin to the
Ming dl rrrstics, r,rrsa rnaiordefensire m<asuIC.

In handling its relations with neighboring countries and other na-
tions in the world, ancient China followed similar policies to those clc-

veloped fror.n relations with di{ferent ethnic groups and political powers

within present-day Chinese territory. As the largest and most devel
oped country in East Asia, China excrted tremendous inlluence on
the economies, cultures, and political systen.rs o{ peripheral countrres
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such as Korea, Japan, Vietnam, and other Southeast Asian countrles.
With its vast territory, huge population, and advanced (arming tech-
nology, China's economy was the largest in the world at the time, its
bureaucratic political system had fully evolved, its culture was rather
prosperous, and it could claim many inventions and creations. foseph
Needham (rq5z, r)saicl that with a number of scientific and techno-
logical inventions in many important fields, ancient China was well
ahead of legendary Greece, was neck and neck with Arabia, which pos-
sessed all tl.re ancient Western world's cultural assets, and had attained
a scier.rti{ic and knowledge levelwhich surpassed that of the West from
the third to thirteenth centuries.

A well-developed agrarian civilization helped China maintain long-
term political and cultural stability, but at the same time allowed thc
flourishing of Huaxia chauvinism with its conceitedness, conservatisrn,
and isolation. This stifled the vitality needed for reform and develop
ment. When con{rontcd with the onslalrght of the more sophisticated
industrial technology of capitalist civilization, the splendor and tradi-
tion of bygone days became obstacles {or further development. As a

result, China's progress toward modernization has been tortuous.

TI]E TneNsEonI\-ATroN oF rns CHtNrsE TRADTTIoN

The Weslern Onslaught ttnd Cllinese Modernizatioil

The Sino-Brltish Opium War of r84o marks the beginning of n.rodern
Chinese history and, under the onslaught offoreign powers, it ushercd
China into the age of modernization. Yan Lixian says, "Because the
civilization of modern industry first appeared in Western countries
and then spread to non-Western countries, the modernization of non-
Western countdes is, first of all, a process of accepting the civilization
of Western industrializatior" 1ry97 , o9).In the rnore than onc hun
dred fi{ty ycars since r840, China has undergone a contradictory and
arduous process in accepting Western civilization. It has bccn a proc-
ess in which an ancient empire that had rcgarded itself as thc center o{
world civilization was forced to recognize its own backwarclncss, ac
cept rules of conduct for international exchangc forn.rulated by other
countries, and be relegated to a secondary position in the world. It has
also bcen a revolutionary process in which the country has striven for
national independence, initiativc, clignity, and prosperity.

Luo Rongqu 1r993, 237 .z4r) divides this process into four phases:

ir I decline, n.rainly in thc authority oi state politics, agriculture, and
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thc cntirc colrntryside; (z) semi periphcralization, in which China's
internally generated evolution was interr-rpted and China was brought
into the world economic systcm with its Western capitalist core and
was gradually reduced to a dependcnt semicolony in politics and eco-
nomicsj 13 ) revolution, in which the Chinese rose in opposition in a
peasant movement, a bourgeois dcmocratic revolution, and a new
clemocratic and socialist revolution under the guidance of Marxism;
and l4) modernization, in which modern Chinese economic sectors
are developing and traditional agrarian socicty is gradually moving to-
ward a modcrn industrial society.

In the transitional periods, Chinese politics, econorrics, cultural
consciousness, and state sovereignty were all under ttemendous pres-
sure, with state sovercignty probal.rly being tested the most. The Qing
government was repeatedly defeated in the Jirst and second opiurn
wars, the Sino-Frcnch War of r884 r885,thcSino-fapanescWaro{r8921-
r 89 5, and the Taiping Rebellion of r 89o. War inclemnities exaccrbated
economic depression, and the leasc of latrge afitoltltts oI territory and
the concession of state sovereignty also ur.rdermlnetl the Qing govern-
ment. The governrncnt adopted clesperate reformist mcasures in r 8 98,
but tl.rey failed to get off tl.re ground due to the opposition of conserva-
tivcs. Unable to rcsist foreign invaders and unable to modernizc, the
Qing was overthrown in the Revolution of r 9 r r, thus ending the auto-
cratic political system that had lasted more than two thousand years.

The Revolution of r9 r r topplcd the {eudal monarchy, but it failed
to establish a real democratic republic. After more than a decade of
turbulence and disputes, two major forces rose on the Chinese political
scene in the rgzos: Chiang Kai shek's right-wing Kuomintang, which
rcpresented big landlords and capitalists; and the Chinese Communist
Party (CCP), which represented the laboring class, the peasantry in
particular. The {ormer gained thc support o{ the irnpcrialist countfles,
broke wlth the comrnur.rists (with whom it had an alliance) in r q.zz, and
built a basically unified, but rather unstable, state. Chiang struggletl
to consolidate political power against othcr warlords and the corrmu-
nists, but the war o{ aggression launched by fapan agair.rst China dur,
ing the r9j r-r 945 period dealt the telling blow, making it ilnpossible
for his rcgime to concentrate on modernization. During this period, the
Chinese capitalist economy devebped to a certain extent but could
not resist the further disintegration of the rural economy. At the cnd
of the resistancc war against the Japanese, the Chinese communists
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wcre strong enouElh to fight decisive battles against the Kuomintang.
The founding of the People's Republic oI China in r 949 suggested that
alter more than a century of war and social turmoil, China l.rad gained

indcpendence and state sovereignt, as well as a powerful political
center capable o{ leading the country in moclernization.

The modernization of New China {a11s into two phases: the estab-

lishment and development of the planned economic systern {r 949
r978), and socialist modernizatiot.t with Chinese characteristics (slnce

r 9 7 9 ). In the first phase, the establishment oi a powerful polltical cen-

ter and the emulation of the Soviet planned economic system enabled

China to concentrate its resources on government mandated state il
dustrialization. Despite an imperialist blockade, China set up a rela'
tively comprchensive modern industrial foundation and a national
cconomic system that also included a delensc industry. However, in-
elficiency and other drawbacks in theplanned economic system, along

with nany mistakes by the CCP such as the Cultural Revolution,
made it difficult to attain long-term economic growth and delayed the
takeoff of the Chirese econon.ry.

At the Third Plenary Session o[ the Eleventh Party Central Com-
r.r.rittee convcned in r 978, Deng Xiaoping established his position as

the core of thc second-generation leadership of the CCP As the chief
architect of Chinese refotm and opening up to the outside wor1d, he

gradually established l.ris theory and policies on building sociallsrl
with distinctive Chinese characteristics. The core of his policy was

economic development and concentrating all resources on developing
productivity, while maintaining political stability and upholding the
Iour cardinal pritciples. As a result, during the roughly twenty years

since r979, China has gradually movcd irom isolation to re{orr.n and

opening up, and {rom central planning to a socialist narket econornic

system (Jiang ry97a, tt). China has also achieved robust economic
growth, basicpolitical stability, and vigorous developments in culture,
education, science and technology, and other areas. Furthermore, rural
relormshaveendedlongyears of rural economicstagnation. Afteryears
o{ steady growth, rural industry has joined urban industry in China's
industrialization, and half of China's rural labor {orce is now involved
in industry and commerce/ promptir]g changes ir.r the social structure.
Frorn r 979 to I996, China rnaintained an annual GNP growth rate oi
nearly ro percent, was in the front ranks of the world in absorbir.rg for-
eign capital, and, with foreign trade expanding quickly, ranked eleventh
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in the world in r 996 in ternrs of total import and export volumc. These
figures suggest that, aftel more than a century o{ probing, China has
{inally found its way toward moderlization on its own tern]s.

S ino -W e st e r n Cltltltr 0 l D i s p u t e s

nncl the Evolution oI C]tinese Values

Disputes lrctween Chinese and Western cultures are a notable feature
oI China's modernization process. Such disputcs involve reexarniling
the value of traditional Chincse culture under the Western cultural
onslaught, along with searcl.rir.rg for guidelines Ior China,s modernrza-
tio11.

As early as the Ming and early Qing dynasties, Wcstcrn science,
technology, and culturc had aLeady made irroads in China. However,
"anong Chinese scholar-o{ficials, there was more ignorance thalt
understanding, and rnore contcmpt than respcct,, (Xiong r9921, 7o,1).
During the Opiurn War, Westcrn gunboats arncl big gur.rs shattered the
self in.rposed isolation of the Qing dynastl, and shook the confidence
of China's ruling Confucian scholar-ofiicials. Shocked by China,s re-
peated defeat by Western powers? they set asidc their disdain of West-
ern learnin& and began adopting Western gunboats and arms, as well
as drawing on Western technolog, Iiterature, philosophy, and social
sciences.

However, because Western culture and traditional Chinese culture
were at different periods oI developn.rent, and because oi the yawning
gap between traditional Chinese Cor.fucian morality and culture and
Western cultural concepts, the impact of Wcstern culture, which cane
along with the gunboats and big guns, was profound. China,s accept-
ance and absorption o{ Western culture has been sclective and se-
quential. "China's learning lrom the West sirce r 84o has undergone a
process which began with the learning of Western technology, then
politics, and then moved to Western learning {such as freedom, der.noc,
racy, and ccluality)" (Zhang and Cheng r99o, 335). 

,,Generally speak
ing, Western culture at the level of material civilization, and Western
culture associated with applied science, showed their value and estab-
lished their reputatior.r and position through trial and by conparison,,
(Xiong r 994, 7 r 6 ). Howevel the Chinese have always been suspicious
of Western political philosophy, social theories, and valucs.

Sino-Western cultural disputes in modern timcs fall into ror.rghly
thrcc phases: the late qing period, the Republican years, and since the
r 98os. Making "Chinese lcarning thc mairstay ancl Western learnint



CHINA } 3I

subsidiary" represented the Chinese attitude during the late Qing.
This theory, which emerged in the r86os and reached its heyday in the
r89os, sought to distinguish between what was cardinal and what
was secondary. The consensus was to preserve Confucian culture and
moralism while learning from Western science, tcchnology, and lega1

principles. This was tantanount to trying to graft Western science,

technology, and economic and political thought on to {eudal ethics
and a feudal social order and monarchy. After the demise of the Qing,
this attitude which regarded China as the ccntel of all thiltgs-quickly
lost following.

During the Republican years, China's domestic situationand that of
the world changed drastically. World War I and the Soviet revolution
directly impacted Chinese opinions about Western culture, as did the
intensifying home situation, the Kuomintang-CCP struggle and civil
war, and the war of resistance against ]apan. After the overthrow oI
the Qing, Chinese were unanimous in their opposition to monarchic
autocracy. After World War I, just as the West divided between fol-
lowers of capitalism and socialism, the Chinese ideological world also
splintered. Four major theories were expounded: {r) The theory on
Oriental culture, advocated by Liang Shuming and Zhang Junli. This
oversimplified reexamination of World War I suggested that the war
marked the balrkruptcy of Western culture and that the cure Ior this
was the adoption o{ Oriental culture. Yet for China to modernize, ad-

herents of this theory believecl it was essential to mingle Confucian
ideals, values, and morality with Western democracy, science, and
capitalism. (z)The theory of "wholesale Westernization, " represented
by Hu Shi and Chen Xujir.rg. Tl.rey regarded Western culture as the
model for otl.rer cultures, and felt that the only way to achieve devel-
opment and modernization vr'as to give up traditional culture and
completely accept Western culture and the capltalist road (Hu r935).

{3 ) The "three principles of the people" nationalism, democracy, and

the people's livelihood-and the theory of "Chinese culture as main-
stay." The three principles of the people formed the theoretical foun-
dation for the Kuomintang's political rule and modernization program,

as well as its conccpt o{ culture. This theory, which relinquished the
idea o{ either Chinese or Western culture as the centcr, as well as that
of making "Chinese learning the mainstay and Western learning sub-

sidiarr " was rnore conciliatory and generalized. [4) The theory of new
democratism. The Chinese communists distinguished the democratic
revolution of r9 r9-r 949 under its leadership from the Kuomintang's


































































