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Abstract

In the presentation, I will introduce some of the historical issues that Chinese scholars have been recently discussing to Korean academics. Above all else, I want to draw attention to the question of how historians have understood China’s national identity, and to do so in such a way that emphasizes the connections between China’s past and its present. Considering the background of politics, culture and scholarship in contemporary China, how do scholars understand “Asia” and “China” and deal with the relations between scholarship, politics and identities? Why is it still necessary to restate the significance of “national history” in China when “global history” and “regional history” predominate in international academia? 
This lecture addresses the following questions. First, where did the idea of “China” come from, and how did it become a topic of scholarly research? Are there any difficulties in China’s current condition and its historical interpretation? Second, how do various new historical theories and methods question and enrich our understanding of “China”? Third, how does China’s history and reality challenge the theories of “empire” and “nation-state”? Fourth, is it possible to write “East Asian History”? Does “national history” prove still effective in China or East Asia?
In this presentation, I will discuss some historical issues referring to: (1) “Asia” and “China”; (2) scholarship, politics, and identity; and (3) global history, national history and regional history. 
As a historian, I did not originally plan to contemplate such immense and wide-ranging matters. However, in recent years, I have come to believe that neither students of Chinese history nor scholars of contemporary China can ignore these questions. As a “rising” power (personally, I do not like the word “rise”), China today confronts numerous problems, the most important of which concerns its relations with other Asian states and with the broader cultural, political, and economic realities of the contemporary world. For example, undeniably, China is suffering from disputes on the East China Sea, the South China Sea, Xinjiang and Tibet, and is also facing like Koguryo, Inner and Outer Mongolia, Taiwan and Ryūkyū issues.
Political disputes should be handled by politicians in terms of international law. However, when politics and history are coming together, my worry is that unless informed by each other, those political scientists and historians who attempt to influence the doings of government officials will fall prey to the shortcomings and blindspots of their particular disciplines, the one taking an ideological rather than a dispassionate and historical stance and the other taking fashionable Western theories and concepts like “empire,” “nation-state,” “post-modernity,” and “post-colonialism” for granted.
My presentation focuses on what “China” is from a historical perspective. It is the same theme I explored in my book Zhai zi Zhongguo宅兹中国, which was published in Beijing and Taipei in 2011.

Why Does the Interpretation of “China” Become Problematic? 
And What Are the Dilemmas?
What is “China”? The seemingly self-evident common sense answer to this question overlooks a number of historical problems. On the one hand, after 1895 the Qing Empire was forced to become involved into the world system, and traditional Chinese culture felt the impact of Western and Japanese culture. “China” had never been a self-contained historical world. On the other hand, students of global and regional history (emphasizing interrelation and interaction) and of post-modernism theory tend to question “China” whether it is a unified polity possessed of consistent cultural tradition in history.
    These queries make it possible for historians to discuss and consider anew the question of “what is China.” Presented as an historical problem, the question of China’s national identity helps us understand the origins of some of the dilemmas that confront contemporary China; at the same time, it provides academics a project of world-class importance. Why? Simply put, China encompasses peoples and cultures more diverse than those of most other states in the world. Therefore, “China” cannot be treated simply as a traditional European “empire” or as a modern European “nation-state.”
    Briefly stated, my argument is that “China” is a state with a continuous culture, one that had been established in as early as the Qin-Han period. The Qin court unified law, transportation, and language by reference to specific criteria.
 During the Han Dynasty, an empire with a unified brand of politics, culture and language was established according to the principle of “a rigorous and kindly mixed institution” and “respecting Confucianism as the ruling orthodoxy.
 Though China underwent wars and divisions and experienced the integration of different peoples, it still maintained its dominant influence in East Asia and kept control of different ethnic groups till the Sui and Tang Dynasties. Not until Song times, from the tenth to thirteenth centuries, did the great change of relations between China and its neighbors take place.
 The international situation of this era led to the emergence of an awareness of “China” that has persisted down to modern times. The Tang-Song Transformation hypothesis raised by Japanese scholars Naitō Konan and Miyazaki Ichisada reflects and underscores the changes between Tang and Song China: the rise of cities and citizens, the fall of the aristocracy, the establishment of the imperial autocracy, the development of the civil service system and the local community, and the flowering of new genres in literature and art. Chinese scholars such as Fu Sinian, Chen Yinque, Qian Mu and Fu Lecheng hold similar opinions. Apart from these changes, the “state” itself is another important index. Thus, I stress that the Song is the crucial period of formation of an awareness of “China.”
    However, the traditional concept of Heaven that “China is boundless” and the self-centered tributary system had conflicted with the shifting boundaries of the state and the changing international environment since the Song Dynasty. As such, the idea that “China” was a place with a consistent cultural identity and a unified polity began to suffer from much more trouble. Apart from the reign of non-Han emperors of the Mongol and the Manchu Empires, there were three other dilemmas that caused China’s identity crisis. Not incidentally, they in many ways echo contemporary China’s problems, and I think they will remain with us for the foreseeable future.
    The first dilemma arose from changes in China’s neighboring states. After the Song Era, China gradually lost its dominant influence and cultural appeal within Asia, and as a result the neighboring kingdoms of Japan, Korea, and Annam became more or less “self-centered.” For its part, Japan came to see itself as the equal of China during the Sui and Tang, claiming that it was the “state of the Gods (kamino kuni)” since the “divine wind (kamikaze)” helped it defeat the invading union force of Mongol, Jiangnan and Goryeo.
 Almost at the same time, Yi Seonggye founded Joseon Korea; Ashikaga Yoshimitsu unified the north and the south of Japan. The unification fostered nascent feelings of Korean and Japanese identity. In cultural terms, at least, Annam, Ryūkyū, Korea and Japan hence dared to challenge China. The new international situation compelled China to accept these realities, and to adjust to this altered political and cultural map, which was distinct from the previous China-centered pattern based on China’s concept of Heaven and its ritual order.
    The second dilemma emerged as Westerners reached East Asia in the mid-Ming. Entering a more complex world system, Ming China, the state reestablished by Han people, responded to the challenge from European culture. Subsequently, the “early globalization” turned to be a greater tendency till the Western army invaded China in the late Qing and forced the Qing court to sign unfair treaties. China’s “Heaven” was gradually replaced by the “world based on international law.” An incomparably enormous geographical, historical and cultural “world” appeared which bore almost no relation to China before. Then, we might ask, whose value and order could predominate in such a world?
The expansion of the Qing Empire resulted in the third dilemma—that of national identity. After the establishment of the Qing in 1644, a place that had previously been ethnically homogenous in Ming became one that was ethnically diverse, mainly peopled not only by Han, but also by Manchus.
 Events of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries only accelerated this process of ethnic diversification, as the surrender of Khalkha Mongolia in 1688, the achievement of Gaitu guiliu (bureaucratization of native officials) during the reign of Emperor Yongzheng, the pacification of the Dzungars and the Muslims led by Buranidun and Hojijan in 1759 and the establishment of the Golden Urn Method in 1792 transformed China into such a great empire of Manchu, Mongol, Muslim (Hui people), Tibetan, Han and Miao (so-called “the six peoples,” or “the five peoples” excluding Miao). This huge empire was in many ways remarkable, but it precipitated a crisis of national identity that has been passed down to the present day.
 Evidence of this can be seen in the revolutionaries’ compromise to Yuan Shikai and their advocation of Kang Youwei and Liang Qichao, when despite the shift from an imperial to a republican form of government, China continued to adhere to the principle of “five peoples under one nation” in the announcement of the Manchu abdication in 1912.

    Modern China has inherited all of these problems: those characterized by the shifting neighborly relations of the Song Dynasty; the Western entanglements of the Ming; and the ethnic diversification of the Qing. As such, I do not believe that we should think of China as a nation state, at least in the traditional European sense of the term. Instead of this, China is what might be called a “special state,” one that has shifted throughout history in response to the aforementioned trio of internal, peripheral, and external problems. Thus, China as a “special state” should be comprehended in history.

“China” in Question: 
Illumination and Challenge from New Theories and Methods in Historical Studies
How do scholars understand the complicated “China”? Should we accept the views of those early-twentieth century Japanese scholars who labeled China a Han-Chinese state lying south of the Great Wall? Should we adhere to the European notion of the “nation-state,” arguing that China is simply an incoherent imperial polity? Or should we take the post-modernist approach and contend that China is merely an “imagined community”? Worldwide, there are today five key theories and methods that scholars use to challenge traditional discourses on “China.”
Regional Studies
William Skinner initiated the regional approach to Chinese studies in the mid 1970s. In 1982, the American scholar Robert Harwell published an important article entitled “Demographic, Political and Social Transformation of China 750-1550.”
 Hartwell’s regional emphasis stimulated and influenced several subsequent studies of the Song era  in North American scholarship like those works by Robert Hymes, Richard Davis, Paul Smith and Peter Bol. These scholars began to examine regions such as Fuzhou, Sichuan, Mingzhou and Wuzhou. Likewise, the interest of “region” was remarkably growing in Japanese scholarship. Regional studies have contributed substantially to our understanding of China, as prior to the 1970s Chinese studies paid so much attention to “China” as a whole that the examination of regional or local differences was almost entirely overlooked. Informed by this regional methodology, some scholars began to question the idea that it was possible to discuss “China” as a historical world, and in keeping with their conclusion that there was no single Chinese history, culture or thought, they suggest dividing China into its respective regions for research.
Asian Studies
The idea that “Asia” is a relatively self-contained and unified historical world emerged largely from European perceptions of world geography and from discourses of “Asia” that circulated in Meiji Japan. While this is a very complex story, suffice it to say that after embracing the Western concept of the “nation-state,” Meiji scholars particularly noticed Korea, Mongol, Manchuria, Tibet and Xinjiang and began to believe that China could not be considered a political and cultural entity with these borderlands and peoples. This academic approach later became politicized and turned into Japan’s policy towards China, which was a hot topic in post-World War II Japanese scholarship. I have discussed the phenomenon in detail in my article, “Bianguan hezai.”
 
    However, the notion that there exists such a thing as “Asia” or “East Asia” has been heatedly debated in Japanese, Korean and Chinese academia. Wary of “Western” discourses, scholars are usually willing to accept post-colonial theories like orientalism, and as such propose fields of study like “East Asian History,” concepts or methods like “thinking from Asia,” and historical subjects like the “Asian intellectual community” in order to break the chains of Euro-American “universal history.” While in general I sympathize with the desire to resist “Western hegemony,” I think the uncritical acceptance of post-modern and post-colonial approaches produces some problems of its own. Before adopting the “Asian Studies” methodology, we should firstly examine how and even if the political, cultural, and historical community called “Asia” came into existence. Second, we should wonder to what extent this focus on the oneness of “Asia” prevents us from investigating differences between Japan, Korea, and China. Third, perhaps most importantly from the perspective of my talk today, we should consider whether or not this emphasis on “thinking from Asia” blurs the role and identity of “China.”
“Circles of Same Center” Theory in Taiwan
When we are discussing writing history in Taiwan, the most troublesome issue is politicization. Below I try to discuss in terms of academic viewpoint without making the judgment of political value. Taiwan scholars are always carefully treating the issue of “China” and criticize the effort of taking China’s political territory to define historical China. They avoid defining “China” including Taiwan and avoid accepting “Chinese history discourse” including the history of Taiwan. They attempt to re-confirm the position of Taiwan beyond the domain of contemporary China.

One of the most significant challenges to the idea that “China” exists as a politically unified and culturally distinct place has come from the pen of Du Zhengsheng. Like many Taiwanese scholars, Du’s aim is to challenge the common perception that “Taiwan is attached to China,” and his “Circles of Same Center” theory revolves around an approach to history that begins at the local level and then moves outward from Taiwan to China and Asia and finally to the world. Du also suggested drawing a corresponding new map that Taiwan is located in the center after rotating today map 90 degrees clockwise.
 Du’s purpose is to rescue Taiwan from identity of “China” and to resist the political hegemony. Such a re-envisioning of the historical map both deconstructs the consistency of Chinese culture and challenges the discourse of “China.” Likewise, the historical discourses of Xinjiang, Tibet, Inner Mongolia and Manchuria hide the similar arguments.
History of Mongol Period and New Qing History
Traditionally, Chinese history has been conceived of in terms of the succession of dynasties, for example, from the Qin to the Qing. More recently, however, scholars have grown dissatisfied with this inherently ethnocentric framework, which presents such culturally diverse rulers as the Mongols and the Manchus as if they were traditional Chinese emperors confronting a largely Han-Chinese subject population. In keeping with this critique, some Japanese scholars like Honda Minobu and Sugiyama Masaaki argue that the term “Yuan history” ought to be replaced with “the history of the Mongol period,” which could become an approach toward new world history and new Chinese history.

On the other hand, North American devotees of what is called the “New Qing history” contend that the Manchu Qing is not simply a synonym for “China” because Qing rulers confronted different peoples and the Manchu still retained their ethnicity. In other words, they argue that Qing history can not equal history of the Qing Dynasty or Han-Chinese history in particular.
 As these revised terminologies and periodization schemes make clear, theories of ethnic identity have redefined scholarly understandings of Chinese history. From my perspective, their significance is threefold: first, they preserve an awareness of ethnic heterogeneity, of Han and non-Han peoples; second, they accentuate the counter-influence of non-Han peoples on Han Chinese; third, they deny an account of Chinese history derived from present-day demographic realities, as in today’s China the Han ethnic group constitutes a majority. However, despite their usefulness, one may still wonder to what extent the “history of the Mongol period” and the “new Qing history” overlook the considerable influence of Han culture during these two periods.
Post-modernism in History
    The final challenge to the idea of “China” is derived from the theory of post-modernism. Post-modernists critique “modernity,” query the modern nation-state’s legitimacy and contend that modern nation-states are little more than “imagined communities.”
 As I see it, these theories cannot be applied to China, as the post-modern approach stemmed from a consideration of places whose peoples and states were under reconstruction after the demise of Western colonialism in the mid-twentieth century. Unlike the situation in India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Indonesia or Great Lake Area in Africa, however, Chinese culture has since the Qin-Han period remained rather stable, as despite political divisions and shifts the influence of Han traditions has been quite strong. In China, there has never been a “renaissance,” when long-dead traditions were revived; nor has there ever been a reconstruction of the so-called “nation-state.” Because of the oneness of Chinese civilization, the consistency of Han living space and dynastic domains, and the continuity of Han traditions and regimes, we may question the idea that “China” is a nation-state built in the modern era.
The aforementioned discourses of “local area” or “region,” “Asia” or “East Asia,” “Taiwan center” or “state of great Khan” and “bifurcated history” offer multiple perspectives on Chinese studies and raise historians’ awareness about the complexity of “Chinese” history. It is now time to rationally discuss and move beyond these theories and reconstruct the historical discourse of “China.”
Historical China, Cultural China and Political China:
Responses to “Nation-State” Theory from Chinese History
In the face of the stances, theories and methods outlined above, I argue again that since the Qin-Han period there has always existed a thing called “China.” The basic reasons for this are as follows.
(1) In spite of its shifting periphery, “China” developed a political, ethnic and cultural space with a relatively stable core region. “China” is a historical world.
(2) Non-Han culture was continually integrated into Han culture during China’s various “Dynasties of conquest,” but it was always Han traditions that mainly defined Chinese culture, and that led to the formation of a specific cultural identity. Thus, China is one cultural entity.
(3) After the foundation of each dynasty, rulers always identified with “China” and attempted to bring dynastic legitimacy into the traditional Chinese cultural world (be it through the five ways, the official calendar, the color of clothing, etc). Historical Han Chinese documents such as the twenty-four official histories, tongjian, and the shitong right strengthen the idea of state continuity on a cultural level.
(4) Both the concept of Heaven and the tributary system consolidated the perception of “China” among rulers, officials, intellectuals and ordinary people.
    I have mentioned the formation of an awareness of China in the Song. Here I want to make my argument clearer for four reasons. First, the distinction of Biographies of Foreign States and Biographies of Barbarian Regions in Song Official History firstly indicates an international world composed of inner (self) and outer (the other). Second, Song’s demarcations demonstrate clear conceptions of territory and boundaries. Third, the trade between boundaries and the establishment of shibosi reveal the state’s economic boundaries. Fourth, Song’s important notion of “guoshi国是” and the efforts to strengthen Chinese culture and exclude others’ constitute the essence of modern China’s identity.
    “China” is faced with three dilemmas, but undeniably, it also has a consistency of cultural identity, history and ethics, in addition to its strict and complicated state agencies and political system. “China” since the tenth century may have no relation to so-called “modernity.” Particularly in culture, the official elites and the local gentry in the Song had spread Confucian ethics from the urban areas to the countryside, from the center to the periphery and from the top to the bottom, which led to the institutionalization, secularization and commonsense popularization of Neo-Confucianism promoted by the state. Thus, it can be problematic to discuss “China” simply by using the concept and definition of a European nation-state.
Since the Song era, ideas of the “traditional empire” and “modern nation-state” have been interwoven into China’s national identity, and scholars should not separate them from each other. Some academics believe that theory is like fashion; influenced by trendy Western ideas about “transcending the nation-state,” they do not understand the need to study national history, or they even consider that studying national history is “out of fashion” and “of nationalism.” Why must we “rescue history from the nation?”
 Why don’t we “understand the nation in history?”
Is “East Asian History” possible? Does “National History” Still Work?

    To European scholars, writing “national history” could be related with constructing national identity in the process of shaping a modern nation-state, and therefore “writing history beyond modernity” is subversive. In some African states and India, writing “national history” undoubtedly confirms the states’ colonial experiences, and therefore scholars take “writing history beyond the nation-state” for granted. To China’s scholars and students of East Asia, while stressing “global history,” they should pay attention to “national history.” Here are four reasons I think this is so:
    (1) East Asia does not have a universal religion like Catholicism which is beyond “state” and “imperial power” as a platform for communications among states. People in different East Asian states do not share a common identity in culture and religion.
    (2) China has experienced the eras of cultural assimilation (like in the Wei-Jin, Mongol and Qing periods), but it has never been the recipient of large-scale migration; neither have instances of overlapping state power with Japan and/or Korea ever occurred. Boundaries of territory, ethnic groups and culture have been largely stable and clear. Those significant historical events in politics, religion and culture have been basically driven by the “state” or by a “dynasty.” The state’s influence has been remarkable.
    (3) Before the nineteenth century, the state’s stances were strong and distinctive in East Asia, partly because there was no intellectual community associated with each state in the region.
    (4) China once enjoyed the pivotal position in the tribute system and played a key role as the region’s great imperial power, but it actually could not wield much power over its neighbors. Furthermore, each state had its own distinction of Hua (the civilized) and Yi (the barbarian) and gradually constructed its own intellectual (Kokugaku in Japan and Korean Confucianism), linguistic (Hangul and Kana) and historical (Japanese history of the age of the Gods, Tennō and the unbroken succession, and the legend of Tangun) sense of uniqueness.
    My argument is that national history is still essential, while “East Asia” hardly becomes a “community” beyond the states. In fact, the differences of politics, economy and culture among China, Japan and Korea have varied greatly, particularly since the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. That’s why I emphasize the significance of national history against the tendency of global history or East Asian history. I do this not to promote a nationalistic form of history, but instead, to caution against it, which seems an important task given the excessively strong states and highly emotional national consciousnesses that have existed in East Asian history and especially in ancient China history.
    The caution is mainly aimed at contemporary China, though the historical origin should also be taken into account. In recent years, Chinese academics have been discussing concepts such as “autocracy,” “imperial power,” and “feudalism” so as to understand “China” or “dynasties” in history and compare “China” with other “states” in terms of politics, economy and culture. The nomination argument continues up to now since the early dispute between Qian Mu and Xiao Gongquan. Rather than focusing on the usefulness of applying these terms, I think scholars should consider some key historical relationships, such as:
    (1) The relationship between religion and imperial power. The argument over whether or not monks bowed down before kings ended in a victory for imperial power between the Eastern Jin and the Tang. Buddhists and Taoists were officially managed; the orthodox Confucian thoughts of loyalty and filial piety combined the Buddhist karma theory. Unlike the situation in Japan and Europe, Chinese religions—Buddhism, Taoism and other kinds—were mainly under control of the imperial power.
    (2) The relationship between the local government and the imperial court. With the transition from a feudal to a prefecture-county system in the Qin Dynasty, and the court’s growing dominance over the military during the Tang, the cultural gap between different Chinese regions became much smaller.
    (3) The relationship between China and other states. Here scholars should take notice of the concept of huayi, which was strengthened by the ceremonies of Heaven and Earth worship and the tributary system for instance.
    (4) The relationship between different peoples in China, which has been discussed above.
    I am in favor of writing global history. However, at the same time, scholars should not necessarily take national history as a conservative, out-of-date or even useless approach, particularly when we get ready to write new political history. Some scholars might argue that, politically, China has been depicted in a straight line from dynastic and Han-centered perspectives. I would agree with this argument, to some extent. But I would further raise the question of why it was that the “state” (China) has always been portrayed in such a way. China is a “state,” but its “history” should not be traced according to the modern concepts of the nation-state theory, nor does it need to be “rescued from the nation.” “China” is shifting in history, and so have its dynasties, peoples and boundaries.
 If we acknowledge this point, scholars can avoid writing “history” from the standpoint of anachronistic, modern concepts. Therefore, writing “national history” still has its significance in China.
Conclusion:
Understanding “China” and “Chinese History” at Historical, Cultural and Political Levels

A series of questions have become pointed and sensitive in international (including Chinese) academia lately. Has China always been a boundless “empire” in history? Does China have some elements of the nation-state? Has China as empire maintained continuity and stability in territory, ethnic groups and culture? Could the identity crises of religion, ethnicity, region and institutions have caused the split in “China” due to its inheritance of Qing?
    As a historian, while I cannot make any prediction for contemporary or future China, I would like to share my view of the “China’s” past. In reconstructing historical narratives of “China,” I do emphasize the following three points from history, culture and politics.
    Historically, “China” is shifting chronologically and spatially. We should never simply argue that some places are “always part of China in history.”
 Culturally, China is a very stable “cultural community,” which has served as the foundation of the state. The core region of Han-China has it own cultural consistency, which has been relatively clear and was firmly established after the Qin-Han period. Placing too much emphasis on “deconstructing China (as a nation-state)” is not reasonable. And politically, “China” refers neither to a “dynasty” nor to any specific “governments.” Scholars need to clearly define some concepts, such as whether the regime is a “state” and whether the state could be equally regarded as a “homeland.” Political identity often influences cultural identity and eliminates historical identity. For example, so far in China, some people still view the government as a state unconsciously and take the unswerving loyalty to their “homeland” for granted without considering the historical formation of the state, which brings about plenty of misunderstandings, hostility and biases.
    At last, the most important question to ask is that, if the “dynasties” established by culture and politics make historical China go down until now and form the traditional China as “empire” including the enormous territory and the numerous peoples, then can the present “China” reshape the national identity, transcend religion, ethnic groups and traditional culture, and become a modern nation state through a system that can make its people feel secure and reliable?
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