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Abstract: Although China-centered studies are desires of those European or North American writers critical of mainstream China studies, the China-centered approach in China studies is not self-evident. Possible responses from overseas Chinese writers reveal at least two kinds of China-centrism; one based upon China’s development need, to which pre-1949 history is irrelevant; and the other embedded in Chinese history and cultural tradition, whose historiography trivializes the span of 60 years after 1949. Both approaches, in effect, defend China from submergence into just another case of general propositions derived from the mainstream agenda and its critics. They have yet to give birth to an epistemic community on the base of nascent China-centric consciousness. This paper shows that China studies among overseas Chinese scholars are political and value-laden, each embedded in an epistemological context. In the future, China studies in China could serve as a possible point of integration, albeit remaining political in nature.
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The China Studies That Defend Chineseness:
The Im/possibility of China Centrism in the Divided Sino-phone World 

  

Whose Centrism?

Recent disputes in the Korean literature over the cultural ownership of the dragon boat festival, as well as the Gugoryeo relics located in Chinese Manchuria, challenge the long-established myth of center role dominated by Mainland China in East Asian History. A Chinese rumor further claims that even soy milk, one of the most popular Chinese breakfast beverages, could be declared in Korea to be the invention of Korean ancestors. While most Chinese may laugh with disbelief when hearing about the Korean origins of “their” cultural legacy, we must be reminded that this is not the first time similar contentions have occurred. Huang Chun-chieh, a leading Confucian scholar of National Taiwan University, studies with curiosity the issue of how and why pre-modern Japanese intellectuals in the 17th century could have advocated the view that Japan is the real China.
 It has not occurred to him that, from the perspective of puzzling bystanders, his home country of Taiwan had - for over four decades - also insisted that Taipei was the real capital of China since 1949. 

  

How should and could China be represented? The answer depends on who wants to represent it. That is why views arguing studies of China should be China-centered, instead of Euro-centered, US-centered or Japan-centered, still exist separately. The scholars giving birth to the notion are not Chinese writers, but English and Japanese ones.
 In Taiwan, for example, there was the call for the establishment of a Chinese social science in the 1980s. These efforts seek to ameliorate the bias in the universal claim of “Western” behavioral pattern by supplying a “Chinese” perspective which is epistemologically different. Applying the Chinese perspective allegedly enhances universality of knowledge.
 However, no China-centrism could be fully China-centered when its primary purpose is to improve the universality of social science, which is dear to Western academics. It is the recent Korean challenge to China’s centrality that finally shifts people’s attention to a different, contending representation of China that aims for something other than the bettering of social science.
  

Accordingly, the thinking process of China-centrism involves a decision between identity and image. The choice of an individual’s identity is about achieving a perspective on “China” that establishes his or her difference from either “China” or the “West,” hence Korea-centrism, Singapore-centrism, Vietnam-centrism, India-centrism, and so on. The choice of image, in contrast, is about how well this added perspective on China contributes to a reflexive “Western” social science, so it is an image of being universal rather than being different. To receive a better image is therefore to evaluate China-centrism against the self-criticism of “Western” social science, nevertheless aimed to enhance universality, hence ultimately epistemological Euro-centrism. For most Chinese social scientists,
 the image problem is of uttermost importance, while the identity problem takes a back seat. Paradigms in contemporary Sinophone China studies are copies of Western paradigms. In the study of Chinese foreign policy, for example, one sees the familiar (or copied) division among realism, idealism and constructivism. Sinophone International Relations scholars simulate the debate by providing either the Chinese “case” (when confirming a theory) or the Chinese “anomaly” (when denying one). 

  

While more and more Chinese social scientists develop their career in Anglophone academic (so they would need to care their image), most Chinese obviously do not appreciate the Korean re-presentation of “their” cultural heritage. The Korean challenge creates an identity dimension for the Chinese social scientists, predominantly also China experts, because the China they want to present to the Korean colleagues is not the same one they want to present to the Anglophone world. The Korean challenge or, along the same line, the Vietnamese, Indian, Singaporean, or perhaps simply the Asian challenges, all provide an incentive for the Chinese intellectuals to look away from the Anglophone world; instead, it redirects them toward a self-knowledge that comes from within. Only then is an epistemic community embedded in Chinese China-centrism possible. The excitement that the ‘Tianxia’ (literally all under heaven) rhetoric has taken on some momentum in the past few years is a clear indicator of this trend. 

  

With the exception of  the once predominant debate on the Sinification of Marxism in China,
 signs of Chinese China-centrism in the non-Marxian social sciences in China can be traced back to the mid-1990s.
 However, the awareness of a need for a transnational China-centric epistemic community has been far from reality. These domestic traces were largely responses to the challenge of re-presenting China in the Anglophone world. Note that before the nascent Asian challenges, the stage predominantly centered upon the China threat and the clash of civilizations discourses in the aftermath of Tienanman in 1989. There was also the unresolved civil war between Beijing and Taipei; as the rivalry entered into a fresh stage of peaceful competition, intellectual representation of China became a point of contention between the two sides – as well as for forces within Taiwan. These occurrences prompted self-reflections amongst Chinese social scientists. This paper will show how these early traces may or may not serve as the foundation for a China-centric epistemic community in the future. Without such foundation, it would be difficult for Chinese social scientists to make effective adjustment to the Asian challenges or to the China threat discourse. Put differently, this paper will examine how an image problem for the Chinese social scientists to become universal have a chance of evolving into an quest for pursuing an entirely different identity. 

Non-aligned Sino-phone Experts on China

Unlike their Indian, Latin American or African colleagues, Chinese scholars rarely join forces with each other to challenge Euro-centrism in social science. Most of the other non-European academics imported social science disciplines from their former colonial masters. Dominated by a consciousness best described as ‘resisting’, it later led to the rise of dependency theory, the assertion of Asian values, and the crusade featuring the principles of postcolonialism/Orientalism. In contrast to the majority of former colonies, the colonization attempt in China was never complete, and neither did a single colonial power manage to conquer the entire country. The difference felt between China and its invaders was understood as one against a diffusive, inconsistent (but often attractive) West. The Chinese intellectuals were not enthusiastic about treating social science as a battleground for resistance, as they did not have a specific colonial master to resist.
 This provides a partial explanation as to why Chinese social scientists have yet to become an integral part of Western scholarship. The same probably applies to the Japanese, Korean and Taiwanese academics. Compared with the confidence in facing the mainstream scholarship amongst either dependency theorists or postcolonial/Orientalist critics, accordingly, the intellectual task for the Northeast Asian academics remains to be mimicking rather than resisting.
 Their style of scholarship is used to be one of image, rather than being one of identity.

Even today, the overseas Chinese social scientists typically go about their social science debates in the same fashion as American academics would. The ability to keep up with the most up-to-date development in the field distinguishes one’s scholarship from their domestic colunterparts. The anomaly that prompts the shift of paradigm in social science in the West could lead to a similar shift in the world of overseas Chinese academics. In other words, there is no indigenous Chinese “anomaly” that contributes to the evolution of universal social science disciplines. Harry Harding once wished that a new generation of China experts could detect a certain origin of theorization from their Chinese “anomaly.”
 This is a wish spawning from within the circle of Western academics, but nevertheless simultaneously an assignment that overseas Chinese social scientists are usually given and expected to achieve. This further reinforces a particular mind set among overseas Chinese scholars, convincing them to see themselves accepted as informants to social scientists. The quest for a different identity for Chinese China studies is simply out of the question. The alignment among Chinese scholars has thus been of no relevance, lest such relevance should obstruct one’s quest for recognition in the Western academics.

Despite the call for integration of China studies and social science disciplines among the English writers 45 years ago,
 the process is still far from being complete. American and British China experts have a conscious choice to make when applying for professional promotion; they need to decide whether they should arrange to have their work reviewed by China experts or disciplinary scholars. Interestingly, few overseas Chinese scholars feel the tension between the area identity and the disciplinary identity, since they are usually ready to be reviewed by both perspectives. As an area expert, one is expected to use literature written in Chinese, field studies conducted in China, as well as historical analysis. In contrast, to be a disciplinary scholar, one should employ generalized theory and operational methods that use China as a case to confirm or revise selected universal behavioral pattern. Chinese China experts are skillful in enlisting both original materials and scientific methods. 

Most of time, the Chinese origin of their career is usually enough to convince Anglophone area experts to accept overseas Chinese China scholars as China experts. Their social science skills are well trained, too. Many of them collect Chinese material at ease, allowing them to confirm or revise general theories according to their theoretical position at the time. This is not different from their domestic counterpart in using one theory or another to justify a policy platform. Despite the fact that the theoretical identity of most Sino-phone China experts is far from determined and usually open to change, few of them has experienced the kind of struggle that once tormented the late Ray Huang, the author of best sellers such as 1587, A Year of No Significance: The Ming Dynasty in Decline,
 China: A Macro History,
 and Broadening the Horizons of Chinese History: Discourses, Syntheses, and Comparisons.
 Huang lacked the same kind of methodological training and was infused with a sense of resistance, which are factors rarely present among contemporary overseas Chinese scholars.

Huang engaged in two kinds of defense at the same time. The first kind was his defense of Chiang Kaishek’s leadership and his rule through the Kuomintang to the effect that he appeared to his colleagues that he spoke for the regime.
 Indeed, his scholarly findings suggested that the familiar accusation of Chiang’s rule lacked sufficient empathy with the Chinese conditions in which Chiang assumed his leadership. For example, on the issue of corruption charges, Huang was able to provide a theory on why public and private financing often had to mingle under the circumstance of the time, by choosing an indigenous approach to China’s financial system. This specific argument actually led to his theoretical contribution to explaining Chinese economic history.
 Unfortunately, each time he submitted his manuscript, Huang invariably faced overwhelming criticism from disciplinary reviewers in economics. Later in his career he was laid off by his college, along with other historians that taught classes on areas other than Europe or America.
 This incident caused him to feel an enormous sense of shame.

Huang consciously chose not to subscribe to disciplinary methods, which he denounced as the cause of American scholars’ inability to take an overview on China.
 He was much involved in defending his association with the defeated KMT even as he developed his academic career. This distanced him from his mentors and colleagues both academically and socially, including John King Fairbanks and William Theodore de Bary.
 The contemporary overseas Chinese scholars, born mostly in China, do not share the same KMT background or the stance of resistance against American scholarship. In contrast, there has been a shared tendency for the new generation of scholars to shake-off the legacy of the Cultural Revolution by embracing “Western” methodology. The fact that some of them gave thoughts to issues such as their position in the American academic establishment and their expertise in the disciplinary method showed that they have an easier time adapting to the academic politics than Huang.

It is the familiarity with the disciplinary methodology and the intellectual capacity to adapt that sets apart contemporary overseas Chinese scholars from their predecessor. However, the same faculty also reduces the need of overseas Chinese scholars to form alliance: they are always concerned about accommodating various seemingly contradictive theories over the long haul of their career, some even simultaneously. Here again is an example of the aforementioned image approach that allows them to maintain a good image before their colleagues. In other word, decisions concerning the choice of theoretical position are not purely academic. They are also social decisions since decisions will affect their relationship with their mentors. Even though many of them have acquired tenure, they do not feel comfortable with refuting their teachers whom they may have developed disagreement as they advance in their careers. After all, theoretical pursuits are short and limited, while relationship with their teachers might last for a lifetime. Since academic and social decisions are not separable, their adherence to specific disciplinary methods or a theory does not seem justifiable. All these contribute to their academic positioning which is flexible and constantly susceptible to changes.

Individual efforts that revise (and some goes as far as negating) mainstream theories do not always win respect from their colleagues, especially in situations where they do not carefully adopt the disciplinary discourse. Huang decided to turn to high school students and college freshmen as a way of shunning tedious peer reviews that usually worship disciplinary methodology. Huang likewise sought alliance back in Taiwan but only received lukewarm response.
 He has more people buying his books than conversing with him in the ivory tower. For the contemporary overseas Chinese scholars, their occasional critical reflections do not cause serious problems to their career because they have, at the same time, publications that are well within the academic dialogue. As long as one survives well, it makes no sense to form alliance that reveals one’s non-scientific identification by openly associating with other Chinese scholars. Collusion between the overseas Chinese China experts and the mainstream English writers when they theorize about China does not mean that there is no critical reflection by the former, but that such reflections are highly individualized and private, contingent upon the choice of survival strategy, other personalized conditions, and the relationship with China.

National Conditions as China-centrism

Highly individualized survival stratagem is the reason behind why the non-aligned overseas Sinophone China experts have yet to respond to the call for China-centrism that is critical of the mainstream discipline. Ironically, this lack of response is a sign that they are not interested in improving universalism. To the extent that their concern is not about improving universalism, theirs is not Euro-centric, either. Their ability to adapt to and reconcile different theoretical propositions further suggests that these people are not enthusiastic about judging theories as much as they are sensitive to good social relationships. This disinterest in theoretical identity is not uniquely Chinese; Japanese scholar Akira Iriye describes his own scholarship as “centrist” and Korean academic Samuel Kim characterizes his own as “synthetic.”
 To find merits in each of those contending theories and take advantage of each of their strength reflects a kind of research style foreign to the majority of their American colleagues.
 The implicit image approach in their writings on China similarly is incompatible with Euro-centrism. As a result, while many of them are neither consciously reserved about Euro-centrism nor are oriented toward China-centrism, there are still indicators in their scholarship that shows promises of becoming China-centric.

Perhaps it was in 1997 that the first attempt at alignment among Sinophone scholars came about. Sponsored by the Taiwanese Current Foundation and under the leadership of Hu Fu who is both a long time student of behavioral political science and an admirer of the legendary Chinese liberal Hu Shih, overseas Chinese political scientists met with scholars from China, Taiwan, Hong Kong at Maryland’s College Park. A clear division of consciousness separated the Chinese visitors from their brethrens in the US, with the former pushing for some kind of China-centrism which entailed lukewarm response from the latter in light of their mission to discover universal behavioral pattern.
 A subsequent meeting was held in Hong Kong two years later, followed by workshops of smaller scales in Tokyo. The result: a seeming reduction in aligning attempts balanced by a paradoxical rise in China-centric consciousness.

One of the scholars from China who managed to establish a successful career in the US since 1990 is Zhao Quansheng. It is not surprising that Zhao does not appreciate being engaged in pundit debates. He is able to group together theoretical perspectives intended to be distinctively unique in explaining Chinese foreign policy. I recall a conversation between Zhao and a French colleague at the American Political Science Association in San Franciso in 1990 that characterizes different styles of scholarship.
 After Zhao explained that the context of “principle” in Chinese foreign policy was something not amendable by situations, his audience challenged him for being circular. Indeed he might have appeared circular as he advised the audience to look at the foreign policy behavior of the Chinese government in order to judge if a particular matter involved a principle issue. Zhao would not be circular if he was able to move away from social science discourse. Zheng Yongnian also encountered the same predicament, too.

Zheng Yongnian gave Chinese political reform a label: “incrementalism.” It suggests both the necessity to engage in reform to ensure the survival of the regime and the necessity to control the pace of reform to maintain domestic stability.
 He encountered a challenge by Hsu Su-Chien, a Taiwanese political scientist, for actually being a “minimalist” – someone only willing to accept reform as little as possible.
 Zheng Yongnian explained that the situation faced by the Chinese leaders was very complicated. It is so difficult that because they had to balance different forces at once, it was unlikely that there would be room to set up a platform for reform. This explanation echoes Zhao’s understanding of “principle.” For Zhao, the Chinese leaders had to judge the intention of the opponent to decide if there was a matter of principle. For example, if the opponent is willing to subscribe to anti-hegemonism in an open statement, there would be no need to test the intention in later encounters. It would be a matter of principle that could block ongoing processes if the intention to violate the principle has been detected. How much is needed to declare mal-intention depends on individual judgment.

A phenomenon which either the French colleague or Hsu failed to empathize was how the factor of “judgment” fared in social science theorization. Judgment – in accordance with the national goals and conditions of the time – sabotages universalism because real judgment is premised upon the inability to make a prediction on choice; hence, no pattern is sufficiently predictive. An analyst is vulnerable to coincidence, to the extent that the incurrence of a diplomatic principle or nationalism remains stuck in a state of indecision. Chinese leaders have to balance all the goals and conditions they perceive to be relevant. Among all those goals and conditions, the priority in the age of reform, according to Zheng, is placed on economic development, given the constraint posed by various institutional legacy of socialism and the lure of market opportunity. The fall of belief in socialism demands the use of nationalistic appeals, yet the need for stability necessitates its control. Zheng Yongnian explains the rise and fall of nationalist cycles in China first by treating it as a response to Western imperialism
 (which even Wang Feiling, a disciple of scientism, would agree
) and as a tool of the grand strategy of development.

In fact, the same appreciation of China’s national conditions should have promoted Zheng to propose his incrementalism in explaining political reform. According to incrementalism, political reform is unavoidable in order to facilitate socialist reform; but again, stability is also a requirement that must be met before socialist reform can succeed. There is no ‘rule’ other than human judgment when the Chinese leader is torn between the need for stability and the use of nationalism for the sake of legitimacy (or the use of political reform for the sake of socialist transformation). While most political scientists see the Chinese Communist Party’s political judgment as a reflection of the regime’s interest in maintaining political control, Zheng Yongnian argues that the ultimate interest is actually the quest for development. The development-driven interest suggests a kind of thinking beyond universalism because whatever explains the pace of reform must also factor in the element of judgment. One might wonder if Chinese leaders should actually place their priority on political stability, thereby  challenging Zheng to back up his theory of development being the ultimate motivation with evidence. However, exactly this challenge indicates a common research agenda that first studies the problems that Chinese political leaders believe most urgent in China. Since political reform could still be useful to development, incrementalism does not have to lead to the criticism of minimalism. Following the same mindset, few people can make a generalization to the question on how much nationalism is good to development.

Yang Dali, another leading political scientist who falls in the “overseas Chinese” category and someone few would regard as a believer of China-centrism, similarly subscribes to the methodology of national condition (albeit implicitly) when revising North’s famous theory of path dependency. In his earlier work, Yang finds that the most successful reform in China took place in the areas hardest hit by the commune movement in 1958 – hence path rupture. While he appears to have revised North’s theory of path dependency by using China as a case example, his revisionism is harbored upon a peculiar mode of historiography. Note that the rupture he witnessed in the beginning of reform is actually a return to the practices predating 1949. A longer historical perspective would suggest that the rupture came about in 1949 when the socialist experiment began. The experiment finally failed in 1978, and its demise confirmed North’s theory. The year 1978 should actually be regarded as a case of path dependence accordingly. Zheng’s historiography reflects those of Yang’s, since the former also roots China’s special need in development in the socialist legacy that has no pre-1949 presence.

The historiography that assumes history began in 1949 is usually called “revolutionary historiography” in the English literature. However, neither Yang nor Zheng show active interest in justifying the socialist revolution of 1949. The agenda of their works point to the future, preoccupied with the national strategy of development, to depart from rather than celebrating the socialist revolution. This departure from socialism has received few mentioning in  English literature; it is likewise difficult for non-socialist China experts to appreciate in both Zheng’s and Yang’s comprehension of post-1949 national conditions being more important than the pre-1949 historical context. Leadership serves this national condition of diminishing socialism, not to control the nation for its own political benefit. Yang’s work shows how the party did not have total control; Zheng’s analysis goes even a step further by showing how the party retains sufficient control for the nation to carry on anyway.

In addition, the sensitivity toward post-1949 national conditions is not required to glue itself to revolutionary historiography. Rather, attention to Chinese national conditions can be represented horizontally. Zhao Suisheng, for example, skillfully juxtaposes contentions concerning Chinese nationalism and political reform. It is skillfully done in a way that it makes all related parties appear to have a justifiable rationale.
 Acknowledging that his scholarship is not one of position-taking,
 Suisheng is able to introduce argumentation that either echoes official Chinese Communist Party’s position or defends it in a way not completely compatible with official lines by enlisting writings from Chinese critics of Western social science. Suisheng never fails to invite or quote liberal critics at the beginning of many of his books, nor does he ever forget to incorporate rebuttals on behalf of China or Chinese Communist Party toward this end. By providing balanced and well-rounded views from both sides, his treatment is by far the kindest for those speaking in favor of China could receive among English language publications. Needless to say, Suisheng’s engagement in Euro-liberalism and a-historical scientific theory likewise leads to a research agenda oriented toward a future-looking perspective on the contemporary national conditions.

To accept development and to move away from using either revolutionary or command socialism as the beginning point seem to be the values shared by all overseas Sinophone China experts despite the difference in their discipline or theoretical proposition. This particular agenda coincides with those of the Chinese Communist Party. Therefore, they are heavily inclined to a standpoint that enables them to appreciate the challenges of indecidability on the part of Chinese leaders. Their Anglophone counterpart often lacks the same kind of sympathy that is critical to reaching such standpoint. Granted that the two Zhaos (Zhao Quansheng and Zhao Suisheng), Zheng and Yang conduct their research in an English environment, show little hostility toward Euro-centrism or concern over China-centric epistemology, and are versed in the disciplinary literature, ulterior traces of China-centrism are detectable nevertheless.

Culture and History as China-centrism

Knowledge transcending revolutionary or socialist historiography began to emerge in the 21st century. Such is the case of domestic scholar Zhao Tingyang’s philosophy of “all under-heaven” or tianxia, which reconnects China with the Confucian legacy dating back 2,500 years.
 Even Hu Jintao, the national chairman, enlist the notion of “harmony” against the post-1949 platform of class struggle.
 Harmony, one of the conceptual components of the Tianxia system, is also the keyword to the psychoanalysis of Chinese political culture by Lucian Pye and his disciples.
 The significance of the reconnection with cultural legacies, which existed before 1949, is the acknowledgment that those perspectives were not the descendants of contemporary national conditions. Moreover, this alternative approach toward historiography reconnects Chinese scholarship with China experts from Hong Kong and Taiwan.

Michale Ng-quinn and Victoria Hui, both Hong Kong natives, share a same epistemological strategy where they painstakingly demonstrate that in the Chinese classic history, those behavioral patterns considered to be universal today in accordance with the European modern history have already existed.
 The implication is that China belongs to the universal long before Europe entered the scene. Alastair Iain Johnston concurs with this historiography by discovering European realism in the culture of parabellum in Ming Dynasty.
 This is not unlike modern Japanese intellectuals of the Meiji period who tried to show why Japan could be truly universal through reinterpretation of its cultural past.
 Even if China could not beat Europe in terms of the extent of universalism, the slumbering giant re-gains its reputation nonetheless since China had entered the universal behavioral pattern earlier than Europe.

It is not a coincidence that Johnston, Ng-quinn and Hui rely on pre-socialist historiography since none of them grew up in socialist China or politically identifies with the nation. It would be hypocritical if their China complied with the national conditions in which the socialist reformist party wields the authority to make judgment calls. If being outside of post-socialist conditions is conducive to the sensitivity towards cultural and historical legacy, then the Kuomintang’s and its people’s lingering sense of loss and the continued involvement in the context of the Chinese Civil war should have rooted their knowledge of China in pre-socialist history. In fact, China studies conducted in Taiwan demonstrated these characteristics indeed guided the establishment Taiwan’s self-knowledge before Taiwan independence mentality replaced those dominated by the continuation of China’s Civil War.

Shih, for example, claims that, in almost all social science disciplines,
 the Chinese culture is far removed from the intellectual spectrum of contemporary social science epistemology, thus producing dramatic different senses of Chinese behavior when compared to those introduced by social science. He has been consciously China-centric. This is a radical way of defending China, when compared to the aforementioned strategy of emphasizing China’s universal nature long before western nations discovered this concept. In short, under this mode of analysis, the European behavioral pattern should never be a legitimate criterion in either explaining or evaluating behavior based on Chinese cultural rationality. Zhao Tingyang’s cultural sensibility is the Chinese (mainland) counterpart of the Taiwanese Civil War epistemology. Emerging from cultural and historical perspectives, both endeavors seek to defend China from social science’s universalistic appropriation. In the English literature, Zhao Tingyang won the reputation of being an engineer of soft power,
 while his theory is actually an attempt to move away from the logic of realist power calculation. On the contrary, few readers are aware that the cultural sensibility in Shih’s work has realpolitik implications for the Kuomintang during the Civil War.

It is the sharp contrast with the post-1949 historiography imbedded in the concern over the national conditions – something shared by overseas Sinophone China experts – that exposes the hidden Civil War epistemology within Shih’s works. To him, Chinese history seemingly ended in 1949, the year the Kuomintang left Mainland China; to him, none of the national conditions after 1949 was of any epistemological significance if it did not confirm to a rationale derived from cultural contexts (primarily Confucian). Against the background of the Great Leap Forward in 1958 and the Cultural Revolution of 1966, the Kuomintang dexterously resorted to its role as a representative of Chinese culture, hoping to compensate for the loss of the political representation in the aftermath of the Civil War. As a result, internal migration, reform of national enterprise, village democracy and even war behavior are all matters of Confucianism for Shih. Despite Hong Kong-based social psychologist Yang Chung-fang’s warning against the use of collectivism in explaining China due to the notion’s notorious association with Fascism and authoritarianism,
 Shih deliberately labels Confucianism as cultural collectivism. He did so for the purpose of denying relevance of socialist collectivism and provoking anxiety of the liberal West. In this regard, one could sense the shadows of Ray Huang between Shih’s lines.

Although KMT’s contention for China’s cultural representation is not essentially much different from the alleged Korean claim of cultural ownership over soymilk, the pursuit by the Chinese Nationalists is much deeper, psychologically speaking. In Taiwan, “bandit studies” (the name given to China studies right after the Civil War) assumed that the Chinese Communist Party would cease to exist eventually as it destroys Chinese culture. They were particularly weary of the Kuomintang legacy and baggage regarding the reclamation of the Mainland. Although collecting intelligence was their thrust, scholars of bandit studies were different from Anglophone Pekinology in the sense that the latter are interested only in establishing a convenient method of differentiation between radicals, moderates or conservatives – as if in the Third World studies during the War when Western observers are focused on the expedient division of the pro-Western, the pro-Soviet and the middle camps for the sake of policy-makers. The Civil-War-oriented China experts in Taiwan were experts in detecting the networking among Communist leaders at all different levels. Epistemologically being illiterate in China studies in English and determined to represent China culturally, the Civil War generation in Taiwan and their future descendents may have been the most conscious China-centrists ever.

Re-appropriation of Euro-centrism

Similar to the overseas Sinophone China experts who improve the social science theory by confirming or revising the laws on universal behavioral pattern, contemporary Taiwanese China experts have also devoted themselves to achieving a similar mission. Yu-shan Wu, the former director of the National Science Council and current head of the political science division at Academia Sinica, has defined the mission of China experts exactly in terms of their contribution to social science.
 This awareness did not emerge from an empty void. In fact, his father Chun-tsai Wu, who was once the leader of the sole institute of China studies in Taiwan, though in the name of East Asian Studies, and the Director of the Cultural Affairs for the Kuomintang, represented a completely different (though most of the original members have been replaced by now) generation in China studies.

Chun-tsai represented a generation that experienced the Civil War in person; these people are capable as well as confident in empathizing with their Communist counterpart to the extent very few people today could claim to know any better.
 China scholarship narrated in English was of little use or significance to their mission of reclaiming the mainland. This mission called for an understanding of China that is useful to the evaluation of military capacities of the People’s Liberation Army, factional realignment within the close circle of the CCP Central Committee, the degree of legitimacy the CCP enjoyed amongst the rank-and-file in general, and personal characteristics of leaders relevant to determining their judgment and policy choice. With personal knowledge and intellectual sensitivity acquired earlier on in their political career, their analysis relied largely on hunches that – notwithstanding the lacking of clear methodology – often predicted with a precision that would make contemporary social scientist jealous. This obvious ignorance regarding theorization appears extremely sharp in contrast with the generation that Yu-shan has led since the early 1990s. 

What concerns the discussion of this paper is that strong alienation toward the Euro-centric theorization of these earlier Taiwanese China experts has no longer existed in Taiwan. Not surprisingly, those belonging to this early generation were interested in sustaining the Chinese-ness of Taiwan to support the validity of representation by the KMT over the whole of China. Feint shadows of China-centrism were noticeable in response to the series of campaigns beginning with the Great Leap Forward in 1958, through the Cultural Revolution in 1966, and continuing through the conclusion of the Vietnam War in 1975. Vietnam existed in the remote background at best for the China scholarship in Taiwan; yet, it proved to be critical in 1975. It was the end of Vietnam War that prompted changes to the American global strategy and witnessing the shift of the East-West divide into one that stressed the Pacific Rim,
 where Taiwan was not a base to contain China but a show of success. It was both a denial of dependency theory and a separate identity, outside of China and belonging to the nascent category of the NICs (Newly Industrialized Countries). Communist Vietnam’s victory became a failure when those countries compared with Vietnam were the NICs. For the KMT, whose claim of representing China was running out of steam, the new identity as a development model for China promised to be an appealing alternative.

Playing the Soviet card is only meaningful when Taiwan remains a separate entity instead of a part of China. During the Cold War era, alliance with USSR was an absolute political anathema. Tsai Chen-wen was the first to mention this possibility in the beginning of the 1980s, indicating an intellectual shift that enabled the emergence of standpoints from orientations outside of China.
 He is intellectually indebted to Ramon Aron’s thesis of loose bi-polar system where smaller powers are able to find space to maneuver in between.
 Additionally, the fact that neo-Marxism quickly became a fad in Taiwan during the 1980s was no coincidence. A certain sense of distance from China was actually created in the curiosity toward an emerging Chinese “Other.” One could only appreciate the subsequent turn toward quantitative political science in the 1990s under this context. The first serious debate took place at the Political Science Department of Soochow University when pro-independence professors pushed for the abolishing of history and philosophy courses.
 In the place of these subjects, they proposed new requirements of intermediate and advanced statistics for political science majors. The KMT’s self-therapy by enlisting scholarship on NICs to sustain its representation as China’s best possible future underwent re-appropriation. Consequently, the NICs discourse enabled the epistemological reconstruction of a Taiwan that was ready to take a universal position observing an underdeveloped and yet objective Chinese Other. This presumed universal position reinforced the pro-independence turn in politics. Politically, the pro-independence President Lee Teng-hui began his 12-year rule in 1988 and pushed forth with the reformation/abandonment of the constitutional framework created in China.

While the pro-independence turn re-appropriated the scientific study of China, it also foreshadowed the further re-appropriation by those who would like to resolve the confrontation caused by the rising consciousness against China. The pro-independence scholarship evaluates China in light of its difference with the universal/Euro-centric perspectives.
 To defend one’s study of China from political harassment, calls for truly objective scholarship began to emerge. This explains why the methodological procedure has become the dominant mode of communication. Many of the contemporary leading social scientists on China are actually children of the Civil War generation, who presumably feel the strongest pressure exerted by the pro-independence turn. Under their leadership, new review procedures, which are strictly anonymous, emerge to avoid politicization of scholarship or publication. This means one should not use the identity of China experts to judge the merit of the scholarship, a proposition well rooted in Karl Popper’s adherence to the epistemology of falsification and opposition to totalitarianism. 

From the politically motivated adoption of scientific study of China to a scientism that shields individual scholars with Euro-centric universalism, China scholarship in Taiwan has experienced epistemological disarray. It may look as if Euro-centric theorization has increased its domination over the China scholarship in Taiwan since the 1980s. Ironically, this disarray actually reveals a peculiar kind of China-centrism. Underneath the appropriation and re-appropriation of this Euro-centric theorization of China, there has been an ulterior and yet ubiquitous China-centrism; after all, it is always about the relationship with China that gives meaning to the adoption of Euro-centric pursuit of grouping China as something that could be explained by the universalized law of behavior. For the pro-independence scholars on China, the membership in Euro-centric circle is enough to prove Taiwan’s separation from China. For others, Euro-centrism is a shield to exempt themselves from the scrutiny by pro-independence reviewers. This most recent re-appropriation of Euro-centric scientism in Taiwanese China studies is likely foreign to overseas Sinophone China experts. Moreover, their allegedly common commitment to the improvement of universal theory with China studies conceals their otherwise shared alienation from Euro-centrism, to the extent that everyone consciously feel that they are neither European nor Western.

The Possibility of China-centrism Realigned

Once they have their tenure, some overseas Chinese experts are willing to think more independently and deviate form the mainstream scholarship, of which they once strived for membership. At this stage, the image of being scientific which they tried to maintain in the early stages of their career no longer seem as germane as it was before. A certain sense of difference that compensates alienation from their subject of research, which used to be simply home, could lead some to look for realignment in China. Similar reflections used to take place among diasporic postcolonial Indian scholars. However, overseas Chinese China experts seem to enjoy warmer reception by the domestic colleagues in comparison. The scholarship embedded in the post-1949 historiography has made possible a joint agenda between the overseas and the domestic Sino-phone China scholars. Together, they conducted research on reform socialism, an area which Western social scientists have traditionally been weak. The meeting between successful reform and the frustrated  yet assertive overseas Chinese scholarship on reform likely goes along with a fear of China amongst some Anglophone circles, raising more alarms of a possible China threat. The typical Sinophone response is to convince observers that China is not a threat, both in terms of capacity and intention. Once an overseas Sino-phone China expert takes up defense position on behalf of China to fight off accusations of said China threat, a potential alignment with domestic colleagues shows itself in the horizons, further aggravating the anxiety of some Anglophoe China watchers.

The nascent attention to the Confucian notion of all under heaven suggests an alternative. This alternative has an even stronger potential of expanding the China-centric circle because “all under heaven” has its origin in pre-1949 historiography, hence a potential realignment with China scholars in Hong Kong and Taiwan. At a time Euro-centrism in Taiwan loses intellectual productivity due to repeated re-appropriation that reduces it to no more than a matter of political technicality, Confucianism could be attractive. Confucianism’s cultural sensibility may further facilitate a non-Euro-centric realignment with other East Asian China experts in Japan and Korea who increasingly conceive of Confucianism respectively as their forefathers’ legacy. Most importantly perhaps is that when realignment of this sort alerts Western China watchers, who typically considers Confucianism a disguise of soft power, and yet adherence to Confucianism does not lead to any deliberate response, then a non-Euro-centrism that does not target Euro-centrism may eventually come into being.

In contrast, the advocacy of Asia as a method of China studies (which deserves a separate paper to discuss), especially popular in Japan and Korea, competes with the all-under-heaven perspective in exchange for a wider realignment among Japanese, Korean and Taiwanese scholars. To see China as part of Asia would mean to divide national China based on regions, sectors and ethnicities, thus implying transcendence beyond statehood sovereignty that reproduces confrontational identities in East Asia.
 The motivation to shy away from Tianxia is high since Tianxia continues to value forms of hierarchy, order, and relationships - albeit in harmony.
 In comparison, to conceive of China as part of Asia would celebrate the characteristics of ambiguity, fluidity, and reconstruction. Once accepting the narrative of Asia, scholars avoid the embarrassing controversy over historical understanding of war responsibility that troubles Japanese China scholars ever since the end of World War II. Taiwanese scholars, divided between ones who agonizes over the loss of the Chinese Civil War while others struggling with the pro-independence and anti-China proposition, could similarly skip cross-Taiwan Strait relations when studying China. Implicit in the promotion of Asia as a method is additionally a hope for non-Euro-centrism, but so far this endeavor does not outright oppose Euro-centrism. In the coming decade, the promotion of Asia as a method will probably compete with the all-under-heaven perspective for disciples of East Asian China scholars, who would like to look for ways to escape Euro-centrism without really having to resist it.
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