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For Hari

My love for you has no limits, nor has it dimmed with time.
I miss you more than words can ever say.
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Notes on Transliteration, Names
and Currency

The Pinyin system of transliteration, adopted in the People’s Republic of
China in the 19 50s and now generally used worldwide, has been employed
in this book, with the exception of some names which are most familiar in
the older Wade-Giles system (for example, Sun Yat-sen and Ciang Kai-shek).

Chinese names are generaly written in English style, with the family name
first, except in those few cases where they are usually written in Western form
with the family name second. Japanese names vary, with the family name
sometimes written first (as in Japan), but where they are usually written in
English, with the family name second, as is often the practice, the same ap-
proach has been followed.

The Chinese currency, often known as the yuan, is referred to in this book
as the renminbi.
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I

The Changing of the Guard

Since 1945 the United States has been the world’s dominant power. Even
during the Cold War its economy was far more advanced, and more than
twice as large, as that of the Soviet Union, while its military capability and
technological sophistication were much superior.” Following the Second
World War, the US was the prime mover in the creation of a range of multi-
national and global institutions, such as the United Nations, the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund and NATO, which were testament to its new-found
global power and authority. The collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 greatly
enhanced America’s pre-eminent position, eliminating its main adversary
and resulting in the territories and countries of the former Soviet bloc open-
ing their markets and turning in many cases to the US for aid and support.
Never before, not even in the heyday of the British Empire, had a nation’s
power enjoyed such a wide reach. The dollar became the world’s preferred
currency, with most trade being conducted in it and most reserves held in it.
The US dominated all the key global institutions bar the UN, and enjoyed a
military presence in every part of the world. Its global position seemed un-
assailable, and at the turn of the millennium terms like ‘hyperpower’ and
‘unipolarity’ were coined to describe what appeared to be a new and unique
form of power.

The baton of pre-eminence, before being passed to the United States,
had been held by Europe, especially the major European nations like Britain,
France and Germany, and previously, to a much lesser extent, Spain, Portu-
gal and the Netherlands. From the beginning of Britain’s Industrial Revolu-
tion in the late eighteenth century until the mid twentieth century, Europe
was to shape global history in a most profound manner. The engine of
Europe’s dynamism was industrialization and its mode of expansion colo-
nial conquest. Even as Europe’s position began to decline after the First



World War, and precipitously after 1945, the fact that America, the new ris-
ing power, was a product of European civilization served as a source of
empathy and affinity between the Old World and the New World, giving rise
to ties which found expression in the idea of the West* while serving to miti-
gate the effects of latent imperial rivalry between Britain and the United
States. For over two centuries the West, first in the form of Europe and sub-
sequently the United States, has dominated the world.

We are now witnessing an historic change which, though still relatively in its
infancy, is destined to transform the world. The developed world — which for
over a century has meant the West (namely, the United States, Canada, Western
Europe, Australia and New Zealand) plus Japan —is rapidly being overhauled in
terms of economic size by the developing world.? In 2001 the developed coun-
tries accounted for just over half the world’s GDP, compared with around 60
per centin 1973. Itwill be along time, of course, before even the mostadvanced
of the developing countries acquires the economic and technological sophisti-
cation of the developed, but because they collectively account for the over-
whelming majority of the world’s population and their economic growth rate
has been rather greater than that of the developed world, their rise has already
resulted in a significant shift in the balance of global economic power. There
have been several contemporary illustrations of this realignment. After declin-
ing for over two decades, commodity prices began to increase around the turn
of the century, driven by buoyant economic growth in the developing world,
above all from China, until the onset of a global recession reversed this trend, at
least in the short run.* Meanwhile, the stellar economic performance of the
East Asian economies, with their resulting huge trade surpluses, has enormously
swollen their foreign exchange reserves. A proportion of these have been
invested, notably in the case of China and Singapore, in state-controlled sover-
eign wealth funds whose purpose is to seek profitable investments in other
countries, including the West. Commodity-producing countries, notably the
oilrich states in the Middle East, have similarly invested part of their newly
expanded income in such funds. Sovereign wealth funds acquired powerful
new leverage as a result of the credit crunch, commanding resources which the
major Western financial institutions palpably lacked.s The meltdown of some
of Wall Street’s largest financial institutions in September 2008 underlined the
shift in economic power from the West, with some of the fallen giants secking
support from sovereign wealth funds and the US government stepping in to
save the mortgage titans Freddie Mac and Fannie Mae partly in order to reas-



sure countries like China, which had invested huge sums of money in them: if
they had withdrawn these, it would almost certainly have precipitated a col-
lapse in the value of the dollar. The financial crisis has graphically illustrated the
disparity between an East Asia cash-rich from decades of surpluses and a United
States cash-poor following many years of deficits.

According to projections by Goldman Sachs, as shown in Figure 1, the three
largest economies in the world by 2050 will be China, followed by a closely
matched America and India some way behind, and then Brazil, Mexico, Rus-
sia and Indonesia.* Only two European countries feature in the top ten, namely
the UK and Germany in ninth and tenth place respectively. Of the present G7,
only four appear in the top ten. In similar forecasts, PricewaterhouseCoopers
suggest that the Brazilian economy could be larger than Japan’s, and that the
Russian, Mexican and Indonesian economies could each be bigger than the
German, French and UK economies by 2050.7 If these projections, or some-
thing similar, are borne out in practice, then during the next four decades the
world will come to look like a very different place indeed.
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Such a scenario was far from people’s minds in 2o001. Following 9/ 11, the
United States not only saw itself as the sole superpower but attempted to estab-
lish a new global role which reflected that pre-eminence. The neo-conservative
think-tank Project for the New American Century, established in 1997 by,
amongst others, Dick Cheney, Donald Rumsfeld and Paul Wolfowitz, adopted
a statement of principles which articulated the new doctrine and helped pre-
pare the ground for the Bush administration:

As the 20th century draws to a close, the United States stands as the world’s pre-
eminent power. Having led the West to victory in the Cold War, America faces an
opportunity and a challenge: Does the United States have the vision to build upon
the achievements of past decades? Does the United States have the resolve to shape

anew century favorable to American principles and interests?®
In 2004 the influential neo-conservative Charles Krauthammer wrote:

On December 26, 1991, the Soviet Union died and something new was born, some-
thing utterly new — a unipolar world dominated by a single superpower unchecked
by any rival and with decisive reach in every corner of the globe. This is a staggering

development in history, not seen since the fall of Rome.?

The new century dawned with the world deeply aware of and preoccu-
pied by the prospect of what appeared to be overwhelming American power.
The neo-conservatives chose to interpret the world through the prism of the
defeat of the Soviet Union and the overwhelming military superiority enjoyed
by the United States, rather than in terms of the underlying trend towards
economic multipolarity, which was downplayed. The new doctrine placed a
premium on the importance of the United States maintaining a huge military
lead over other countries in order to deter potential rivals, and on the US
pursuing its own interests rather than being constrained either by its allies or
international agreements.™ In the post-Cold War era, US military expendi-
ture was almost as great as that of all the other nations of the world com-
bined: never in the history of the human race has the military inequality
between one nation and all others been so great." The Bush presidency’s
foreign policy marked an important shift compared with that of previous
administrations: the war on terror became the new imperative, America’s
relations with Western Europe were accorded reduced significance, the



principle of national sovereignty was denigrated and that of regime-change
affirmed,™ culminating in the invasion of Iraq. Far from the United States
presiding over a reshaping of global affairs, however, it rapidly found itself
beleaguered in Iraq and enjoying less global support than at any time since
1945.7 The exercise of overwhelming military power proved of little effect
in Iraq but served to squander the reserves of soft power —in Joseph S. Nye’s
words, ‘the attractiveness of a country’s culture, political ideals and policies’™
— that the United States had accumulated since 1945.% Failing to comprehend
the significance of deeper economic trends, as well as misreading the situation
in Iraq, the Bush administration overestimated American power and thereby
overplayed its hand, with the consequence that its policies had exactly the
opposite effect to that which had been intended: instead of enhancing the
US’s position in the world, Bush’s foreign policy seriously weakened it. The
neo-conservative position represented a catastrophic misreading of history.
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Figure 2. Global distribution of military expenditure in 2008
(billions of U.S. dollars).

Military and political power rest on economic strength. As Paul Kennedy
argued in The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers, the ability of nations to
exercise and sustain global hegemony has ultimately depended on their pro-
ductive capacity.® America’s present superpower status is a product of its
rapid economic growth between 1870 and 1950 and the fact that during the
second half of the twentieth century it was the world’s largest and often



most dynamic economy. This economic strength underpinned and made
possible its astonishing political, cultural and military power from 1945
onwards. According to the economic historian Angus Maddison, the US
economy accounted for 8.8 per cent of global GDP in 1870. There then fol-
lowed a spectacular period of growth during which the proportion rose to
18.9 per cent in 1913 and 27.3 per cent in 1950. This was followed by a slow
and steady decline to 22.1 per cent in 1973, with the figure now hovering
around 20 per cent.” This still represents a formidable proportion, given
that the US accounts for only 4.6 per cent of the world’s population, but the
long-run trend is unmistakable.”® One could make a similar point in relation
to Victorian Britain’s imperial reach between 1850 and 1914. This was made
possible because Britain accomplished the world’s first industrial revolution
and, as a consequence, came to enjoy a big economic lead over all other
countries. Compared with the United States, however, whose share of glo-
bal GDP peaked at 35 per cent in 1944 (albeit in a war-ravaged world), the
highest figure for the UK was a much smaller 9 per cent in 1899. The pre-
cipitous decline of Britain as a global power over the last half century has
been the predictable result of its deteriorating relative economic position, its
share of global GDP having sunk to a mere 3.3 per cent by 1998." If Britain
took its place alongside the United States in Iraq, its military contribution
was largely cosmetic. The precondition for being a hegemonic power,
including the ability or otherwise to preside over a formal or informal
empire, is economic strength. In the long run at least, it is a merciless meas-
ure. Notwithstanding this, imperial powers in decline are almost invariably
in denial of the fact. That was the case with Britain from 1918 onwards and,
to judge by the behaviour of the Bush administration (though perhaps not
Obama’s) — which failed to read the runes, preferring to believe that the US
was about to rule the world in a new American century when the country
was actually in decline and on the eve of a world in which it would find its
authority considerably diminished — the US may well make the same mis-
take, perhaps on a much grander scale. The financial meltdown in 2008
belatedly persuaded a growing number of American commentators that the
United States might after all be in decline, but that was still a far cry from a
general recognition of the extent and irreversibility of that decline and how
it might diminish American power and influence in the future.

It has been estimated that the total budgetary and economic cost to the
United States of the Iraq war will turn out to be around $3 trillion.>* Even



with this level of expenditure, the armed forces have come under huge strain
as a result of the war. Deployments have got steadily longer and redeploy-
ments more frequent, retention rates and recruitment standards have fallen,
while the army has lost many of its brightest and best, with a remorseless rise
in the number of officers choosing to leave at the earliest opportunity.> Such
has been the inordinate cost of the Iragi occupation that, regardless of polit-
ical considerations, the financial burden of any similar proposed invasion of
Iran — in practice likely to be much higher — would always have been too
large: for military as well as political reasons, the Bush administration was
unable to seriously contemplate similar military action against Iran and
North Korea, the other two members of its ‘axis of evil’.>* The United States
is, thus, already beginning to face the classic problems of imperial overreach.
The burden of maintaining a huge global military presence, with over 8oo
American bases dotted around the world, has been one of the causes of the
US’s enormous current account deficit, which in 2006 accounted for 6.5 per
cent of US GDP.* In future the American economy will find it increasingly
difficult to support such a military commitment.** The United States has
ceased to be a major manufacturer or a large-scale exporter of manufactured
goods, having steadily ceded that position to East Asia.>s In recent times it
has persistently been living beyond its means: the government has been
spending more than it saves, households have been doing likewise, and since
1982, apart from one year, the country has been buying more from foreign-
ers than it sells to them, with a consequent huge current account deficit and
a growing volume of IOUs. Current account deficits can of course be recti-
fied, but only by reducing growth and accepting a lower level of economic
activity. Growing concern on the part of foreign institutions about these
deficits led to a steady fall in the value of the dollar until 2008, and this could
well be resumed at some point, further threatening the dollar’s role as the
world’s reserve currency and American financial power.*® The credit rating
agency Moody’s warned in 2008 that the US faced the prospect within a
decade of losing its top-notch triple-A credit rating, first granted to US gov-
ernment debt when it was assessed in 1917, unless it took radical action to
curb government expenditure.*” And this was before the financial meltdown
in 2008, which, with the huge taxpayer-funded government bail-out of the
financial sector, will greatly increase the size of the US national debt. This is
not to suggest that, in the short run, the US will be required to reduce its
military expenditure for reasons of financial restraint: indeed, given the



position that the US military occupies in the national psyche, and the pri-
mary emphasis that US foreign policy has traditionally placed on military
power, this seems most unlikely.*® Being an imperial power, however, is a
hugely expensive business and, peering into the future, as its relative eco-
nomic power declines, the United States will no longer be able to sustain the
military commitments and military superiority that it presently enjoys.>

A NEW KIND OF WORLD

We stand on the eve of a different kind of world, but comprehending it is dif-
ficult: we are so accustomed to dealing with the paradigms and parameters of
the contemporary world that we inevitably take them for granted, believing
that they are set in concrete rather than themselves being the subject of long-
er-run cycles of historical change. Given that American global hegemony has
held sway for almost a lifetime, and that Western supremacy transcends many
lifetimes, this is not surprising. We are so used to the world being Western,
even American, that we have little idea what it would be like if it was not. The
West, moreover, has a strong vested interest in the world being cast in its
image, because this brings multifarious benefits. As a matter of course, hege-
monic powers seek to project their values and institutions on to subordinate
nations and the latter, in response, will, depending on circumstances, adapt
or genuflect towards their ways; if they don’t, hegemonic powers generally
seek to impose those values and arrangements on them, even in extremis by
force. For reasons of both mindset and interest, therefore, the United States,
and the West more generally, finds it difficult to visualize, or accept, a world
that involves a major and continuing diminution in its influence.

Take globalization as an example. The dominant Western view has been
that globalization is a process by which the rest of the world becomes — and
should become — increasingly Westernized, with the adoption of free mar-
kets, the import of Western capital, privatization, the rule of law, human
rights regimes and democratic norms.** Much political effort, indeed, has
been expended by the West towards this end. Competition, the market and
technology, meanwhile, have been powerful and parallel pressures fostering
the kind of convergence and homogeneity which is visible in many develop-
ing cities around the world in the form of high-rise buildings, expressways,
mobile phones, and much else. There are, however, strong countervailing



forces, rooted in the specific history and culture of each society, that serve to
shape indigenous institutions like the family, the government and the com-
pany and which pull in exactly the opposite direction.’* Furthermore, as
countries grow more prosperous they become increasingly self-confident
about their own culture and history, and thereby less inclined to ape the
West.>* Far from being a one-way process, globalization is rather more com-
plex: the United States may have been the single most influential player,
exerting enormous power in successive rounds of global trade talks, for
example, but the biggest winner has been East Asia and the greatest single
beneficiary China. The process of globalization involves an unending ten-
sion between on the one hand the forces of convergence, including Western
political pressure, and on the other hand the counter-trend towards diver-
gence and indigenization.

Prior to 1960, the West and Japan enjoyed a huge economic advantage
over the rest of the world, which still remained largely agrarian in character,
but since then a gamut of developing countries have closed the gap with the
West, especially those in East Asia. As a consequence, it is becoming increas-
ingly difficult to distinguish between the developed world and the more
advanced parts of the developing world: South Korea and Taiwan, for exam-
ple, are now to be counted as developed. But as countries reach Western
levels of development, do they become more like the West, or less like the
West, or perhaps paradoxically a combination of the two? Clearly the pres-
sures for convergence indicate the former but the forces of divergence and
indigenization suggest the contrary. Previously, the overarching difference
between the developed and the developing world was the huge disparity in
their levels of economic development. It is only with the arrival of these
countries at the lower reaches of Western levels of development that the
question of convergence or divergence becomes pertinent. There has been
an assumption by the Western mainstream that there is only one way of being
modern, which involves the adoption of Western-style institutions, values,
customs and beliefs, such as the rule of law, the free market and democratic
norms.?* This, one might add, is an attitude typically held by peoples and
cultures who regard themselves as more developed and more ‘civilized’ than
others: that progress for those who are lower down on the developmental
scale involves them becoming more like those who are higher up.

The significance of this debate to aworld in which the developing nations
are increasingly influential is far-reaching; if their end-point is similar to the



West, or, to put it another way, Western-style modernity, then the new world
is unlikely to be so different from the one we inhabit now, because China,
India, Indonesia and Brazil, to take four examples, will differ little in their
fundamental characteristics from the West. This was the future envisaged by
Francis Fukuyama, who predicted that the post-Cold War world would be
based on a new universalism embodying the Western principles of the free
market and democracy.’ If, on the other hand, their ways of being modern
diverge significantly, even sharply, from the Western model, then a world in
which they predominate is likely to look very different from the present
Western-made one in which we still largely live. As I discuss in the prologue
to Part I, modernity is made possible by industrialization, and until the mid-
dle of the last century this was a condition which was exclusive to a small
part of the world. As a result, before the second half of the twentieth century
the West enjoyed a de facto monopoly of modernity, with Japan the only
exception, because these were the only countries that had experienced eco-
nomic take-off. It might be argued that the Soviet Union also constituted a
form of modernity, but it remained, contrary to its claims, far more back-
ward than Western nations in terms of GDP per head, the proportion of the
population living in the countryside, and its technological level. Moreover,
although it was Eurasian, the USSR was always dominated by its European
parts and therefore shared much of the Western tradition. Japan is a fascinat-
ing example which I will consider at length in Chapter 3. Until the Second
World War it remained a relative outsider, having commenced its industrial-
ization in the last quarter of the nineteenth century. After 1945 Japan became
a powerful economic competitor to the West, and by the 1980s it had estab-
lished itself as the second largest economy behind the United States. Japan,
however, always sought to assert its Western credentials and play down its
political and cultural distinctiveness. Defeated in the Second World War,
occupied by the United States until 1951, endowed with a constitution writ-
ten by the Americans, disqualified from maintaining a significant military
force (and thereby dependent on the US—Japan security pact first signed in
1951 for its defence), Japan, if not a vassal state of the Americans, certainly
enjoyed an attenuated sovereignty.’s It is this which largely explains why,
although it is a highly distinctive country which culturally shares little with
the West, it has nonetheless persistently sought to emphasize its Western
characteristics.

With the exception of Japan, the modern world has thus until recently



been exclusively Western, comprising Europe, the United States, Canada,
Australia and New Zealand; in other words, Europe plus those countries to
which European settlers migrated and which they subsequently conquered,
or, as the economic historian Angus Maddison chooses to describe them,
the ‘European offshoots’. Western modernity — or modernity as we have
hitherto known it — rests, therefore, on a relatively small fragment of human
experience. In every instance, that experience is either European or comes
from Europe, sharing wholly or largely the cultural, political, intellectual,
racial and ethnic characteristics of that continent. The narrowness, and con-
sequent unrepresentativeness, of the Western experience is often over-
looked, such has been the dominance that the West has enjoyed over the last
two centuries. But as other countries, with very different cultures and histo-
ries, and contrasting civilizational inheritances, embark on the process of
modernization, the particularism and exceptionalism of the Western experi-
ence will become increasingly apparent. In historical terms, we are still at the
very beginning of this process. It was only in the late 1950s that the first Asian
tigers — South Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong and Singapore — began their eco-
nomic take-offs, to be joined in the 1970s by Malaysia, Thailand, Indonesia
and others, followed by China.?* And what was once more or less confined
to East Asia— by which I mean Japan, China, Taiwan, Hong Kong and South
Korea in North-East Asia, and countries like the Philippines, Malaysia, Indo-
nesia, Thailand and Vietnam in South-East Asia — has more recently spread
to other regions and continents, most notably India. In 1950 the US GDP
was almost three times that of East Asia and almost twice that of Asia. By
2001 US GDP was only two-thirds that of Asia, and rather less than that of
East Asia.’” In Part I, I will discuss more fully the nature of modernity, argu-
ing that rather than there being a single way of being modern, we are witness-
ing the birth of a world of multiple and competing modernities. This will be
a quite new and novel feature of the twenty-first century, ushering in an era of
what I characterize as contested modernity.*

Although we are witnessing the rise of a growing number of developing
countries, China is by far the most important economically. It is the bearer
and driver of the new world, with which it enjoys an increasingly hegem-
onic relationship, its tentacles having stretched across East Asia, Central
Asia, South Asia, Latin America and Africa in little more than a decade.
China is very different from earlier Asian tigers like South Korea and Tai-
wan. Unlike the latter, it has never been a vassal state of the United States;°



furthermore, it enjoys a huge population, with all that this implies. The chal-
lenge represented by China’s rise is, as a consequence, on a different scale
to that of the other Asian tigers. Nonetheless, the consensus in the West, at
least up until very recently, has been that China will eventually end up —as a
result of its modernization, or as a precondition for it, or a combination of
the two — as a Western-style country. American policy towards China over
the last three decades has been informed by this belief. It has underpinned
America’s willingness to cooperate with China, open its markets to Chi-
nese exports, agree to its admission to the World Trade Organization
(WTO) and allow it to become an increasingly fully-fledged member of the
international community.*

The mainstream Western attitude has held that, in its fundamentals, the
world will be relatively little changed by China’s rise. This is based on three
key assumptions: that China’s challenge will be primarily economic in nature;
that China will in due course become a typical Western nation; and that the
international system will remain broadly as it now is, with China acquiescing
in the status quo and becoming a compliant member of the international
community. Each of these assumptions is misconceived. The rise of China
will change the world in the most profound ways.

The effects of China’s economic rise are being felt around the world,
most notably in the falling price of many consumer products and the rise,
until the credit crunch, in commodity prices. With a population four times
the size of that of the United States and a double-digit growth rate, Goldman
Sachs has projected that in 2027 China will overtake the United States as the
world’s largest economy,* although even then China will still be at the rela-
tively early stages of its transformation into a modern economy. Breathtak-
ing as these economic forecasts are, why should we assume that the effects
of China’s rise will be primarily economic in nature? Rising powers in time
invariably use their new-found economic strength for wider political, cul-
tural and military ends. That is what being a hegemonic power involves, and
China will surely become one. The West, however, finds it difficult to imagine
such a scenario. Having been hegemonic for so long, the West has, for the
most part, become imprisoned within its own assumptions, unable to see
the world other than in terms of itself. Progress is invariably defined in terms
of degrees of Westernization, with the consequence that the West must
always occupy the summit of human development since by definition it is the
most Western, while the progress of others is measured by the extent of their



Westernization. Political and cultural differences are seen as symptoms of
backwardness which will steadily disappear with economic modernization.
It is inconceivable, however, that China will become a Western-style nation
in the manner to which we are accustomed. China is the product of a history
and culture which has little or nothing in common with that of the West. Itis
only by discounting the effects of history and culture and reducing the world
to a matter of economics and technology that it is possible to conclude that
China will become Western.

As Chapter 5 will show, it is striking how relatively little East Asia has, in
fact, been Westernized, notwithstanding the effects of a century or more of
European colonization followed by a half-century of American ascendancy
in the region. If that is true of East Asia as a whole, it is even truer of China.
There are four key themes, each rooted in Chinese history, which mark
China as distinct from the West and which, far from being of diminishing
significance, are likely to exercise an increasing influence over how China
both sees itself and also conceives of its place and role in the world. These
form the subject matter of the second part of the book, but as a taster I can
outline them in brief as follows.

In the first place, China should not be seen primarily as a nation-state,
even though that is how it presently describes itself and how it is seen by
others. China has existed within roughly its present borders for almost two
thousand years and only over the last century has it come to regard itself as a
nation-state. The identity of the Chinese was formed before China assumed
the status of a nation-state, unlike in the West, where the identity of people,
in both Europe and the United States, is largely expressed in terms of the
nation-state. The Chinese, in constantly making reference to what they
describe as their §,000-year history, are aware that what defines them is nota
sense of nationhood but of civilization. In this context, China should not
primarily be seen as a nation-state but rather as a civilization-state. The impli-
cations of this are far-reaching: it is simply not possible to regard China as
like, or equivalent to, any other state. I will explore this question more fully
during the course of the book, especially in Chapter 7.

Likewise, China has a different conception of race to that held by the
other most populous nations, notably India, Indonesia and the United
States, which acknowledge, in varying degrees, that they are intrinsically
multiracial in character. Itis self-evident that a country as vast as China, com-
prising a fifth of the world’s population, was originally composed of a huge



diversity of races. Yet the Han Chinese, who account for around 92 per cent
of the population, believe that they comprise one race. The explanation for
this lies in the unique longevity of Chinese civilization, which has engendered
a strong sense of unity and common identity while also, over a period of
thousands of years, enabling a mixing and melding of a multitude of diverse
races. There is also an ideological component to the Chinese attitude
towards race: at the end of the nineteenth century, as the dynastic state found
itself increasingly beleaguered in the face of the European, American and
Japanese occupying powers, the term ‘Han Chinese’ acquired widespread
popularity as part of a nationalist reaction against both the invaders and also
the Manchu character of the Qing dynasty. But in practice this is a far less
influential factor than the effects of China’s long history. Race is rarely paid
the attention it deserves in political and cultural writing, but attitudes
towards race and ethnicity are integral to understanding all societies. As I
demonstrate in Chapter 8, they shape and define how the Chinese sce the
non-Chinese, whether within China or the rest of the world. The Chinese
attitude towards difference will be a powerful factor in determining how
China behaves as a global power.

Until little more than a century ago, China’s hinterland — what we know
today as East Asia — was organized on the basis of tributary relationships
which involved neighbouring states acknowledging China’s cultural superi-
ority and its overwhelming power by paying tribute to the Middle Kingdom
(which is the Mandarin Chinese name for China, namely Zhonggud) in
return for benevolence and protection. The tributary system, as it was
known, fell victim to the colonization of East Asia by the European powers,
and was replaced by the Westphalian nation-state system. Is it possible that
the tributary system could return to the region? China, as before, is set to
economically dwarf the rest of the region. The Europeans have long since
departed East Asia, while the American position is progressively weakening,.
It should not be taken for granted that the interstate system that prevails in
the region will continue to be a version of the Westphalian. If, with the rise
of China, we are entering a different world, then that is even truer of East
Asia, which is already in the process of being reconfigured in terms of a
renascent China. I consider the nature of the tributary state system, past and
possible future, in Chapter 9.

Finally, the most single important characteristic of China concerns its
unity. In the aftermath of the Tiananmen Square repression it was widely



believed in the West that China would fracture in a manner similar to the
Soviet Union. This was based on a fundamental misreading of China. The
latter has occupied roughly similar territory — certainly in terms of where
the great majority of the population live — for almost two millennia. When
the Roman Empire was in the process of fragmenting into many smaller
states, China was moving in the opposite direction, acquiring a unity which
has, despite long periods of Balkanization, lasted until the present. The
result is a single country that is home to a huge slice of humanity. This pro-
foundly affects how it sees the rest of the world as well as providing it with
— potentially at least — exceptional power. The sheer size of China defines it
as different from all other countries, bar India. The nature and ramifications
of China’s unity are considered at various stages in the book, notably in
Chapters 4, 7, 8 and 11.

It is obvious from the profundity of these four points — civilization-state,
race, tributary state, and unity — let alone many others that I will consider
during the course of the book — that China has enjoyed a quite different his-
tory to that of the West. Countries invariably see the world in terms of their
own experience. As they become hegemonic powers — as China will — they
seek to shape the world in the light of their own values and priorities. It is
banal, therefore, to believe that China’s influence on the world will be mainly
and overwhelmingly economic: on the contrary, its political and cultural
effects are likely to be at least as far-reaching. The underlying argument of
the book is that China’s impact on the world will be as great as that of the
United States over the last century, probably far greater.

This brings us to the question of whether, in the long run, China will
accept the international system as presently constituted or seek a fundamen-
tal change in that system. It is an impossible question to answer with any
certainty because we are still at such an early stage of China’s rise. Since 1978
China has progressively sought to become a fully-fledged member of the
international community and has gone to considerable lengths to reassure
the West that it is a ‘responsible power’, as it likes to describe itself. John
Ikenberry, an influential American writer on international relations, has
argued that:

The postwar Western order is historically unique. Any international order domi-
nated by a powerful state is based on a mix of coercion and consent, but the US-led

order is distinctive in that it has been more liberal than imperial — and so unusually



accessible, legitimate, and durable. Its rules and institutions are rooted in, and thus
reinforced by, the evolving global forces of democracy and capitalism. It is expan-
sive, with a wide and widening array of participants and stakeholders. It is capable of
generating tremendous economic growth and power while also signalling restraint

— all of which make it hard to overturn and easy to join.+

Ikenberry argues that the present American-created international order has
the potential to integrate and absorb China rather than instead being
replaced in the long run by a Chinese-led order. This is a crucial barometer
of what the rise of China might mean. Hitherto, the arrival of a new global
hegemon has ushered in a major change in the international order, as was
the case with both Britain and then the United States. Given that China
promises to be so inordinately powerful and different, it is difficult to resist
the idea that in time its rise will herald the birth of a new international order.
Itis a question I will return to towards the end of the book.
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Until the second half of the eighteenth century, life was conceived of largely
in terms of the past. The present was seen as no more than the latest version
of what had gone before. Similarly, the future, rather than being a separate
and distinct idea, was regarded as a repetition or re-creation of the past. Ina
world in which the overwhelming majority worked on the land and where
change was glacial, this is understandable. Material circumstance and daily
experience complemented a philosophy and religious belief that reproduced
and venerated the past. The values that counted — in everyday life, art, litera-
ture — were those of experience, age, wisdom, hierarchy and tradition.
Change was acceptable and legitimate as long as it did not threaten the cher-
ished ideas of the past. Even the Renaissance and the Reformation, two
great efflorescences of European life, were, as their names suggest, couched
in terms of the past, despite the fact that they contained much that was
forward-looking and novel.* Scholars of Renaissance Europe believed that
the learning of classical antiquity was being restored even while they were
busy transforming the very manner in which people understood history.>
From the sixteenth century, this retrospective way of thinking gradually
began to subside, not just in Europe but also in China, India, Japan and the
Islamic world, though the process has been best chronicled in Europe. The
growth of scientific knowledge, the expanding influence of the scientific
method, the spread of secularism, and the burgeoning importance of the
market and commerce slowly eroded the idea that the present and the future
were little more than replays of the past.

From the late eighteenth century, a fundamentally different outlook
began to take root with the arrival of modernity. Instead of the present being
lived as the past, it became increasingly orientated towards the future. From
change being seen as so many variants of the past, it acquired a quite new



power and promise as a way of making a different future. A new set of words
and concepts became the bearers of the values that were intrinsic to modern-
ity: progress, change, modernization, reason, enlightenment, development
and emancipation. There was growing conflict between these attitudes and
those — such as tradition, custom, heritage, experience and conservative —
associated with the old modes of thinking. The modernity—tradition divide
became a new central organizing principle of social life.

The coming of modernity cannot be considered in neat chronological
terms like the reign of a king, or the period of a dynasty, or the duration of a
war, or (though with less precision) the boundaries of an industrial revolu-
tion. Its inception cannot be given a date, only a period; while there appears,
as yet at least, to be no obvious end but more a process akin to perpetual
motion. It was the onset of industrialization that marked the arrival and dif-
fusion of modernity and, rather like the ever-expanding universe, modernity
has relentlessly kept on moving ever since. According to Goéran Therborn,
modernity marked the arrival of an epoch turned to the future’.’ Christopher
Bayly argues that modernity should be seen as an open-ended process, ‘which
began at the end of the eighteenth century and has continued up to the
present day’.# If modernity was a novelty at the time of the British Industrial
Revolution, it has since become a compelling and seemingly omnipotent
narrative, sweeping all before it, with the ‘new’ exercising a magnetic attrac-
tion on the popular imagination from North America to Europe, from China
to Japan. The extent to which so many contemporary conflicts are fought
out between ‘progressive’ on the one hand and ‘conservative’ or ‘traditional-
ist’ on the other underlines the degree to which the language of modernity
has insinuated itself into the bloodstream of societies.

The decisive moment for modernity was, and remains, economic take-off
and the coming of industrialization. This is when the new mentality — the orien-
tation towards change and uncertainty, the belief that the future will be differ-
ent from the past — slowly moves from being the preserve of a few elites to
eventually infecting the psyche of the entire population. The locus of eco-
nomic activity shifts from the field to the factory, and that of residence from
the countryside to the cities. Every aspect of human life is progressively trans-
formed: living standards, family structure, working conditions, skills and
knowledge, self-organization, political representation, the relationship with
the natural environment, the idea of time, and the perception of human exist-
ence. Like modernity itself, and as its key driver, the industrial revolution



unleashed a process of economic transformation which continues unabated
to this day.’

Even though one can trace some of the origins of the modern in Europe
back to the sixteenth century, the decisive period of change was the nine-
teenth century, when industrialization swept across north-west Europe, the
economic power of European nations was transformed, the modern nation-
state was born, and virtually the entire world was brought into a global sys-
tem dominated by Europe. The merging of all these trends marked a
qualitative shift in human organization. This was the period when modernity
began to acquire a global reach, and people aspired to be modern and to
think of themselves as modern — from dress and ways of being named to the
possession of objects like fob watches and umbrellas — not only in Europe
and North America, but also even amongst elite groups, though not amongst
the masses (with the exception of Japan), in Asia and Africa.®

This process has been gathering speed ever since. By previous standards,
Britain’s Industrial Revolution between 1780 and 1840 was breathtakingly
rapid, but, when judged by later examples, especially those of the Asian
tigers, it was, paradoxically, extremely slow. Each successive economic take-
off has got faster and faster, the process of modernization, with its attendant
urbanization and rapid decline in agrarian employment, steadily accelerat-
ing. Although Europe has, in the debates about post-modernity, recently
expressed qualms about modernity, seen from a global perspective, it is
abundantly clear — as it sweeps across the Asian continent, home to 60 per
cent of the world’s population — that the insatiable desire for modernity is
still the dominant force of our time; far more, in fact, than ever before.
Europe’s confidence and belief in the future may have dimmed compared
with that of Victorian Britain, but the United States is still restlessly commit-
ted to notions of progress and the future. And if one wants to understand
what ‘the embrace of the future’ means in practice, then there is no better
vantage point than China.

Europe was the birthplace of modernity. As its tentacles stretched around
the globe during the course of the two centuries after 1750, so its ideas, institu-
tions, values, religion, languages, ideologies, customs and armies left a huge
and indelible imprint on the rest of the world. Modernity and Europe became
inseparable, seemingly fused, the one inconceivable without the other: they
appeared synonymous. But though modernity was conceived in Europe, there
is nothing intrinsically European about it: apart from an accident of birth it



had, and has, no special connection to that continent and its civilization.
Over the last half-century, as modernity has taken root in East Asia, it has
drawn on the experience of European — or, more precisely, Western —
modernity. However, rather than simply being clones of it, East Asian mod-
ernities are highly distinctive, spawning institutions, customs, values and
ideologies shaped by their own histories and cultures. In Part I, I will explore
how modernity came to be indelibly associated with Europe, and more
broadly the West, and how East Asia is now in the process of prising that
relationship apart.



2

The Rise of the West

By the mid nineteenth century, European supremacy over East Asia had been
clearly established, most graphically in Britain’s defeat of China in the First
Opium War in 1839—42. But when did it start? There is a temptation to date
it from considerably earlier. Part of the reason for this, perhaps, is that
China’s history after the Ming dynasty (1368—1644), and especially after the
genius of the Song dynasty (960—1279), was to blaze an altogether less inno-
vative trail. Writing of the Qing dynasty (16 44—1912), for example, the histo-
rian David Landes suggests that: ‘China had long slipped into technological
and scientific torpor, coasting along on previous gains and losing speed as
talentyielded to gentility.” As a result, he argues: ‘So the years passed and the
decades and the centuries. Europe left China far behind.™

As China disappointed compared with its previous record, Europe, on
the other hand, grew steadily more dynamic. From around 1400, parts of it
began to display steady economic growth, while the intellectual ferment of
the Renaissance provided some of the foundations for its later scientific
and industrial revolutions. The longer-term significance of these develop-
ments, though, has probably been exaggerated by what might be described
as hindsight thinking: the belief that because of the dazzling success and
extraordinary domination of Europe from the beginning of the nineteenth
century, the roots of that success must date back rather longer than they
actually did. The result has been a tendency — by no means universal — to
believe that Europe’s lead over China, and China’s own decline, commenced
rather earlier than was in fact the case.*

The idea that Europe enjoyed a comfortable lead over China and Japan in
1800 has been subject to growing challenge by historians. Kaoru Sugihara
has argued that, far from going into decline after 1600, over the course of the



next three centuries there was an ‘East Asian miracle’ based on the intensive
use of labour and market-based growth — which he describes as an ‘industri-
ous revolution’ — that was comparable as an economic achievement to the
subsequent ‘European miracle’ of industrialization. He shows that Japanese
agriculture displayed a strong capacity for innovation long before the Meiji
Restoration in 1868, with major improvements in crops and productivity
helping to support a growing population.? It is clear, as Adam Smith pointed
out, that in the late eighteenth century China enjoyed a rather more devel-
oped and sophisticated market than Europe.* The share of the Chinese har-
vest that was marketed over long distances, for example, was considerably
higher than in Europe. A key reason for the early development of the market
in China was the absence of feudalism. In medieval Europe the serf was
bound to the land and could neither leave it nor dispose of it, whereas the
Chinese peasant, both legally and in reality, was free, provided he had the
wherewithal, to buy and sell land and the produce of that land.s

In 1800 China was at least as urbanized as Western Europe, while it has
been estimated that 22 per cent of Japan’s eighteenth-century population lived
in cities compared with 10—15 per cent in Western Europe. Nor did Western
Europe enjoy a decisive advantage over China and Japan before 1800 in terms
of capital stock or economic institutions, with plenty of Chinese companies
being organized along joint-stock lines. Even in technology, there appears to
have been little to choose between Europe and China, and in some fields, like
irrigation, textile weaving and dyeing, medicine and porcelain manufacture,
the Europeans were behind. China had long used textile machines that dif-
fered in only one key detail from the spinning jenny and the flying shuttle
which were to power Britain’s textile-led Industrial Revolution. China had
long been familiar with the steam engine and had developed various versions
of it; compared with James Watt’s subsequent invention, the piston needed
to turn the wheel rather than the other way round.® What is certainly true,
however, is that once Britain embarked on its Industrial Revolution, invest-
ment in capital- and energy-intensive processes rapidly raised productivity
levels and created a virtuous circle of technology, innovation and growth that
was able to draw on an ever-growing body of science in which Britain enjoyed
a significant lead over China.” For China, in contrast, its ‘industrious revolu-
tion’ did not prove the prelude to an industrial revolution.

Living standards in the core regions of China and Western Europe appear
to have been roughly comparable in 1800, with Japan perhaps slightly ahead,



while the figures for life expectancy and calorie-intake were broadly similar.®
European life expectancy — an important measure of prosperity — did not
surpass that of China until the end of the nineteenth century, except in its
most affluent regions.” Paul Bairoch has calculated figures for per capita
income which put China ahead of Western Europe in 1800, with Asia as a
whole behind Western Europe but in advance of Europe.™ In referring to
China and Europe, of course, we need to bear in mind that we are dealing
with huge land masses populated by very large numbers of people: in 1820,
China’s population was 381 million while that of Western Europe was 133
million, and that of Europe as a whole 169 million. Levels of economic devel-
opment and standards of living inevitably varied considerably from region to
region, making comparisons between the two problematic. The key point is
that the most advanced regions of China, notably the Yangzi Delta, seem to
have been more or less on a par with the most prosperous parts of north-
west Europe, in particular Britain, at the end of the eighteenth century.™
Given the crucial role played by the most advanced regions in pioneering
industrial take-off, the decisive comparison must be that between Britain
and the Yangzi Delta.

The general picture that emerges is that, far from Western Europe having
established a decisive economic lead over China and Japan by 1800, there
was, in fact, not that much to choose between them.™ In this light, the argu-
ment that industrialization was the product of a very long historical process
that took place over several centuries, rather than a few decades, is dubious:
instead, it would appear more likely that industrialization was, for the most
part, a consequence of relatively contingent factors.” This still begs the ques-
tion, however, as to why Western Europe, rather than Japan or China, was
able to turn its fortunes around so rapidly from around 1800 and then out-
distance Japan, and especially China, by such a massive margin during the
nineteenth century.

Here the fortuitous or chance factor, while by no means the sole reason,
played a critical role. Around 1800 the most heavily populated regions of the
Old World, including China and Europe, were finding it increasingly diffi-
cult to sustain rising populations. The basic problem was that food, fibre,
fuel and building supplies were all competing for what was becoming increas-
ingly scarce land and forest. This was particularly serious in China because
its heartland, which lay between the Yellow and Yangzi rivers, had always
supported a very large population as a result of its fertility; now, however, it



became increasingly exhausted through overuse.™ This, combined with the
fact that new land brought under cultivation was not of a high quality, posed
an increasingly acute problem.” For two crucial reasons, Europe — or rather
specifically Britain — was able to break this crucial land constraint in a way
that was to elude China. First, Britain discovered large quantities of access-
ible coal that helped to ease the growing shortage of wood and fuel the
Industrial Revolution. In contrast, although China also had very considera-
ble deposits of coal, they lay a long way from its main centres of population,
the largest being in the north-west, far from the textile industries and canals
of the lower Yangzi Valley. Second, much more importantly, the colonization
of the New World, namely the Caribbean and North America, was to pro-
vide huge tracts of land, a massive and very cheap source of labour in the
form of slaves, and an abundant flow of food and raw materials: the early
growth of Manchester, for example, would have been impossible without
cheap and plentiful supplies of cotton from the slave plantations. Raising
enough sheep to replace the yarn made with Britain’s New World cotton
imports would have required huge quantities of land (almost 9 million acres
in 1815 and over 23 million acres by 1830). Overall, it is estimated that the
land required in order to grow the cotton, sugar and timber imported by
Britain from the New World in 1830 would have been between 25 and 30
million acres — or more than Britain’s total arable and pasture land combined.™
The role played by colonization, in this context, is a reminder that European
industrialization was far from an endogenous process.” The New World —
together with the discovery of large quantities of coal in Britain — removed the
growing pressure on land that was endangering Britain’s economic develop-
ment. Chinawas to enjoy no such good fortune. The consequences were to be
farreaching: ‘England avoided becoming the Yangzi Delta,” argues the histo-
rian Kenneth Pomeranz, and the two came to look so different that it became
hard to see how recently they had been quite similar.’®

The fact that the New World colonies proved a vital source of raw
materials for Britain at such a critical time was a matter of chance, but there
was nothing fortuitous about the way that Britain had colonized the New
World over most of the two previous centuries. Colonization also provided
Europe with other long-term advantages. Rivalry over colonies, as well as
the many intra-European wars — combined with their obvious economic
prowess — helped to hone European nation-states into veritable fighting
machines, as a result of which, during the course of the nineteenth century,



they were able to establish a huge military advantage over every other region
in the world, which thereby became vulnerable to European imperial expan-
sion. The scale of this military expenditure should not be underestimated.
HMS Victory, commanded by Admiral Nelson during the Battle of Trafal-
gar in 1805, cost five times as much as Abraham Crowley’s steelworks, one of
the flagship investments of Britain’s Industrial Revolution.” Colonial trade
also provided fertile ground for innovations in both company organization
and systems of financing, with the Dutch, for example, inventing the joint-
stock company for this purpose. Without the slave trade and colonization,
Europe could never have made the kind of breakthrough it did. It is true that
China also had colonies — newly acquired territories achieved by a process
of imperial expansion from 16 44 until the late eighteenth century — but these
were in the interior of the Eurasian continent, bereft of either large arable
lands or dense populations, and were unable to provide raw materials on
anything like the scale of the New World.>* South-East Asia, which was abun-
dant in resources, would have been a more likely candidate to play the role
of China’s New World. Admiral Zheng’s exploits in the early fifteenth cen-
tury, with ships far larger than anything that Europe could build at the time,
show that China was not lacking the technical ability or financial means, but
the attitude of the Chinese state towards overseas interests and possessions
was quite different from that of Europe. Although large numbers of Chinese
migrated to South-East Asia, the Chinese state, unlike the European nations,
showed no interest in providing military or political backing for its subjects’
overseas endeavours: in contrast, the Qing dynasty displayed great concern
for its continental lands in the north and west, reflecting the fact that China
saw itself as a continental rather than maritime civilization.

This raises the wider question of the extent to which the contrasting atti-
tudes of the European and Chinese states, and their respective elites, were
a factor in China’s failure to make the breakthrough that Europe achieved.
The capacity of the Chinese state was certainly not in question: as we shall
see in Chapter 4, it was able to achieve quite extraordinary feats when it
came to the mobilization of economic and natural resources.* The highly
developed granary system, the governmentbuilt 1,400-mile-long Grand
Canal and the land settlement policies on the frontiers all demonstrated a
strong interventionist spirit. The imperial Chinese state also had the experi-
ence and ability to transport bulk commodities over long distances, though
its priority here was not coal but grain, salt and copper, since these were



crucial for maintaining the stability, cohesion and subsistence of the popu-
lation, always an overriding Chinese concern.>* Herein, in fact, lay a sig-
nificant difference: the priorities of the imperial state tended to be focused
on the maintenance of order and balanced development rather than nar-
row profitmaking and industrialization. The state was resistant to exces-
sive income differentiation and marked displays of extravagance, which
were seen as inimical to Confucian values of harmony.>* The state did not
block market activities and commerce — on the contrary, it strongly sup-
ported the development of an agrarian market economy — but it did not,
for the most part, promote commercial capitalism, except for those mer-
chants engaged in the monopolies for salt and foreign trade. In contrast,
the European state, especially the British, tended to be more responsive to
the new industrial possibilities.** Likewise, the imperial state did not
believe in pitting one province against another, which would clearly have
made for instability, whereas in Europe such competition took the form of
nation-state rivalry. The main reason for the different mentalities of the
Chinese and Western European states was that while the rising merchant
classes were eventually incorporated, in one form or another, into Euro-
pean governance, in China they remained firmly outside, as they have
remained to this day.*s Rather than enjoying an independent power base,
the merchants depended on official patronage and support to promote
and protect large-scale commercial undertakings. Western European
states, and in the first instance the British, were more favourably orientated
towards industrial development than China, where the administrative class
and landed interest still predominated.

In 1800, therefore, Britain enjoyed two long-term — as opposed to contin-
gent — advantages over China. The British state (and, in varying degrees,
other Western European states) was more favourably disposed towards
industrialization than the Chinese state, while colonization and persistent
intra-European wars had furnished Western Europe with various strategic
assets, notably raw materials and military capacity. The fact that coloniza-
tion was to provide Britain with the means by which to side-step its growing
land and resource problem towards the end of the eighteenth century, how-
ever, was entirely fortuitous. The point remains, therefore, that in 1800
China (and, indeed, Japan) found itself in a rather similar economic position
to Western Europe and possessed a not dissimilar potential for economic
take-off. What made the decisive difference were those contingent factors —



New World resources and, to a lesser extent, accessible supplies of coal —
that enabled Britain to deal with its resource constraints, together with the
supportive attitude of the British state towards industrialization. China
enjoyed no such contingent salvation and, as a result, found itself in a hole
from which it was unable to extricate itself, a situation that was to be exacer-
bated within less than half a century by the growing incursions of the Euro-
pean powers, especially Britain, beginning with the Opium Wars. The
historical consequences were to be enormous: China was at least as agrarian
in 1850 as itwas in 1750 and not much less so even in 1950. According to the
economic historian Angus Maddison, China’s GDP in 1820 was $228.6 bil-
lion — almost four times greater than in 1600 — but had barely increased at all
by 1913, by which time it had nudged up to $2.41.3 billion, and actually fell to
$239.9 billion in 1950.>7

If the root cause of China’s catastrophic performance between 1800 and
1950 lay not circa 1600 but circa 1800, then the antecedents of China’s
present economic dynamism, rather than being lost in the mists of time,
are, on the contrary, relatively recent.*® This makes China’s remarkable eco-
nomic transformation since 1978 rather more explicable.* Far from being
a basket-case, the Chinese economy in 1800 remained, in many respects,
very dynamic; society continued to be highly competitive, the peasantry dis-
played a powerful capacity to adapt and innovate, and merchants possessed
considerable commercial acumen. While these characteristics may have
remained relatively dormant in the inclement intervening period, after 1978
they have once again come to the fore.?* To this we might add a further
contemporary point. In 1800, rather than being Eurocentric, the global
economy was, in fact, polycentric, economic power being shared between
Asia, Europe and the Americas, with China and India the two largest econ-
omies. The global economy is now once more becoming increasingly
multipolar. Rather than regarding this as unusual, perhaps instead we
should see the last two centuries, in which economic power became con-
centrated in the hands of a relatively small part of the world’s population,
namely Europe and North America, as something of an historical aberra-
tion. Colonization, furthermore, was to play a crucial role in this outcome,
by providing some of the preconditions for Europe to break into Prometh-
ean growth while at the same time also bestowing on it the power and
opportunity to stifle and distort the economic development of much of the
rest of the world for a century or more.
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Figure 3. The fall and rise of China and India: changing shares
of global GDP, 1820-2001.

PRECONDITIONS OR
CHARACTERISTICS?

If, towards the end of the eighteenth century, Western Europe was in a rather
similar position to China, the implications for our understanding of history
and subsequent events are far-reaching. It suggests that the explanation for
the rise of Europe was in large part contingent rather than preordained by its
slow but steady transformation over previous centuries; in other words, we
need to rethink the idea that the ensemble of characteristics which Europe
had been acquiring over centuries, and enjoyed on the eve of economic take-
off, were, as has often been assumed, also preconditions for that take-off.
They might have been desirable, they could have been advantageous, but
were they also conditions without which the process would never have hap-
pened at all? Japan, China and India were not too far away from achieving a
similar economic breakthrough but their political and cultural histories con-
trasted sharply with that of Europe. If they had succeeded and Europe failed,
then the characteristics of their subsequent paths of development, and the
institutions and values they would have spawned, would certainly have
looked very different from those we have come to associate with Europe.
Indeed, as we shall see later, as these countries have modernized they have
diverged markedly from the European template.



It is clear from the experience of the last half-century, during which a
growing number of countries have achieved rapid industrialization, that the
processes and conditions that characterized European take-off, and particu-
larly that of Britain, were largely peculiar to Western Europe and that there
are, in fact, many ways of achieving take-off. As the historian Peter Perdue
writes: ‘Industrial growth does not have to be an outcome of a centuries-
long accumulation of the particular skills found in north-west Europe; there
are numerous paths to economic modernity, and England followed only one
of them.’>* As a small example, the nature of class differentiation in the Eng-
lish countryside, including the rapid decline of the peasantry, has not been
repeated in the case of China’s industrialization nor, indeed, many others as
well.*

This brings us to the broader political, cultural and intellectual frame-
work of Europe’s passage to modernity. The roots of European civilization
are usually traced back to Greek democracy, Roman law and Judaeo-Chris-
tian religion. It has been commonplace to regard these as preconditions
for, as well as characteristics of, European modernity. Although the impact
of democracy in ancient Greece has been exaggerated, with the West not
adopting it, except for small minorities, until the late nineteenth century at
the earliest, there is no mistaking the broad influence that Greek civiliza-
tion has exercised on European history down the ages, including the way
we think about right and wrong, the tradition of debate and oratory, the
notion of independent citizenship, and the idea of democracy. A more
prosaic example is the constant recycling of mainly Doric but also Tonic
and, via the Roman Empire, Corinthian columns as the preferred architec-
tural style for buildings that seek to convey a sense of eternal authority,
from the Bank of England to the Supreme Court.?} Similarly, the develop-
ment of Roman-inspired law — essentially through Christianity in the elev-
enth and twelfth centuries — helped to establish the concept and reality of
an independent legal system, which played a significant role in the subse-
quent entrenchment of property rights.*4 Finally, Christianity was to imbue
Europe with a powerful sense of universalism, which was to shape the con-
tinent’s attitudes towards not only itself but also other cultures and races,
playing an important role in moulding the colonial mentality and the
notion of a civilizing mission.3s

It is not difficult, then, to see the lines of continuity, but it is rather more
difficult to argue that they were necessary conditions for take-off. These



cultural characteristics certainly helped to shape European modernity, but
that is not the same as them being preconditions. Something similar can be
said of Western individualism and the Western family. It would appear, with
the benefit of hindsight, for example, that many different types of family are
compatible with the process of industrialization. A significant area of Euro-
pean advantage was in the field of science, based on the growing autonomy
of intellectual inquiry, spreading networks of scientific activity, and the
routinization of research and its diffusion.>* But other intellectual traditions,
notably the Chinese during the Qing dynasty and the Islamic, also gave rise
to forms of debate, argument and empirical observation that stand compari-
son with the emerging scientific rationalism of Western Europe. The rider —
and a very important one — is that in these other traditions there was still a
strong tendency to seek to reconcile new arguments with those of older
authorities, instead of rejecting them.?”

By 1800 Europe had accumulated various cultural assets, such as the rule
of law and the beginnings of parliamentary government, but these were not
the key to its economic breakthrough. They should be seen as characteristics
of European modernity rather than as preconditions for it.® There is no rea-
son to believe that other cultures — with their own diverse characteristics —
were not capable of achieving the breakthrough into modernity: this, after
all, is precisely what has been happening since 1960. Fundamental to an
understanding of why Europe succeeded and China failed at the end of the
eighteenth century are conjunctural factors rather than long-run cultural
characteristics. Christopher Bayly draws the following conclusion: ‘If, in
terms of economic growth, what distinguished Europe from China before
1800 was only its intensive use of coal and the existence of a vast American
hinterland to Europe, then a lot of cultural baggage about inherent Euro-
pean political superiorities looks ready to be jettisoned.’

EUROPEAN EXCEPTIONALISM

Far from Europe being the template of modernity which every subsequent
transformation should conform to and be measured by, the European expe-
rience must be regarded — notwithstanding the fact that it was the first — as
highly specific and particular.* In practice, however, it has seen itself, and
often been seen as, the defining model. This is not surprising. The extraordi-



nary global hegemony enjoyed by Europe for almost two centuries has made
the particular seem universal. What, then, have been the peculiar character-
istics of Europe’s passage to, and through, modernity?

Although European nations spent an extraordinary amount of time and
energy fighting each other, the European passage to modernity from the mid
sixteenth century onwards was achieved without, for the most part, a persist-
ent threat from outside, with the exception of the Ottoman Empire in the
south-east. By the seventeenth century, however, the latter was progressively
being rolled back, though it was not until the nineteenth century that it was
finally excluded from the Balkans.# Europe was the only continent to enjoy
this privilege. Every subsequent aspirant for modernity — Asia, Africa, Latin
America — had to confront and deal with an outside predator in the form of
the modern European nations. Even the European settlers in North America
had to fight the British in the American War of Independence to establish
their sovereignty and thereby create the conditions for economic take-off. A
consequence of this is that Europe has been little concerned in recent centu-
ries with dealing with the Other, or secking to understand the Other, except
on very much its own, frequently colonial, terms. Only relatively recently did
this begin to change.

Europe’s colonial history, in fact, is a further distinguishing characteris-
tic. From the sixteenth century to the 1930s European nations, in a remark-
able display of expansion and conquest, almost uniquely (the only other
instance being Japan) built seaborne empires that stretched around the
world. The colonies, especially those in the New World and, in the case of
Britain, India and the Malay Peninsula,* were to be the source of huge
resources and riches for the imperial powers. Without them, as we have
seen, Europe could not have achieved its economic take-off in the way that
it did. No non-European country, bar Japan after 1868, was to achieve
take-off in the nineteenth century: as a result, a majority found themselves
colonized by the European powers.

Although the passage through modernity universally involves the transi-
tion from an agrarian to a service-based society via an industrial one, here we
find another instance of European exceptionalism. European countries (six-
teen in all) — with Britain, Belgium and Germany (in that order) at the head
— are the only ones in the world that have been through a phase in which the
relative size of industrial employment was larger than either agrarian or serv-
ice employment.# In Britain, industrial employment reached its peak in



1911, when it accounted for 52.2 per cent of the total labour force: by way of
contrast, the peak figure for the United States was 35.8 per cent in 1967 and
for Japan 37.1 per cent in 1973. It was the sheer weight of industrial society
that was to lend modern Europe many of its most distinctive characteristics,
notably the centrality of class conflict and importance of trade unions. From
a global perspective, a different and far more common path has been to
move directly, in terms of employment, from a largely agrarian to a mainly
service society, without a predominantly industrial phase, a route that has
been followed by the United States, Canada, Japan and South Korea.*

Although the pace of European industrialization was extremely rapid by
the standards of previous economic change, it was slow compared with
subsequent take-offs, the United States included, but especially East Asia.*s
The transformation of Western Europe was a long and protracted affair: it
took Britain, after all, over two centuries to get where it is now. One conse-
quence has been that the conflict between modernity and tradition has
been relatively muted. The European city neatly illustrates this point: it is
like a geological formation, one era of architecture existing cheek by jowl
with another, a living museum embracing centuries of history, in contrast to
North America, where cities were newly created, and East Asia, where little
survives from the past in places like Tokyo, Seoul, Singapore, Shanghai,
Kuala Lumpur and Hong Kong.

Another peculiar characteristic of Europe has been a succession of intra-
continental conflicts or what might be described as internal wars.# Perhaps
this was in part due to the relative lack of an external threat, which meant
that the dominant fault lines were national or intra-European rather than to
do with the outside, as was to be the case, in varying degrees, with colonized
societies. The initial cause of these internal wars was religious conflict, start-
ing in 1054 with the struggle between eastern and western Christianity fol-
lowed, after 1517, by the division between Catholicism and Protestantism,
which was to split the continent largely on a north—south axis. The persist-
ence of these religious conflicts was to lend Europe a strongly doctrinal way
of thinking which was initially expressed in theological and then later ideo-
logical forms. This was to be a far more pronounced characteristic than in
any other continent: most of the major non-religious ‘isms’ — for example,
liberalism, anarchism, socialism, communism, republicanism, monarchism,
Protestantism and fascism — were European in origin.#” From the 1540s to
the 1690s Europe’s internal wars were largely concerned with the consolida-



tion of the early modern states. After the French Revolution, class assumed
growing importance, and from the early nineteenth century until the late
twentieth century it formed the overarching language of European politics
and society in a way that was never to be the case anywhere else in the world.
From 1792 through to around 1870 the establishment of nation-states was to
play a fundamental role in Europe’s internal wars. By the late nineteenth cen-
tury these national rivalries were to be increasingly transposed on to the glo-
bal stage, with the struggle over colonies, notably in Africa, contributing to
the First World War. The Second World War started as a further instalment
of Europe’s internal wars but rapidly spread to engulf most of the world,
although its heartland remained in Europe. This penchant for internal war
found global projection in the very European phenomenon of the Cold War,
in which the fundamental divide was ideological, with the two great ‘isms’ of
the time — capitalism and communism — ranged against each other. Uld-
mately, this appetite for internal war was to prove near-fatal for Europe: it
fought itself to a standstill in the two world wars of the twentieth century
and thereby rendered itself both exhausted and, in terms of global power,
largely a spent force.

Finally, the transformation of Europe has also been differentiated by indi-
vidualism. The historian and anthropologist Alan Macfarlane has described
individualism as ‘the view that society is constituted of autonomous, equal
units, namely separate individuals, and that such individuals are more impor-
tant, ultimately, than any larger constituent group.’® This is very different
from East and South Asian cultures, where group rather than individual iden-
tity is central. Take the family, for example. The English family system had its
origins in the thirteenth century and, courtesy of the Pilgrims, it also became
the basis of the family system in North America. This individualistic system,
with its emphasis on the nuclear family, stands in stark contrast to the tradi-
tional extended-household, arranged-marriage, kinship-based systems to be
found in societies like China and India, whose values and distinctive charac-
teristics persist to this day, notwithstanding urbanization and a dramatic fall
in the size of the nuclear family.® Thus, while marriage in the West is essen-
tially a union of two individuals, in Chinese and Indian culture it involves the
conjoining of two families.

Europe’s journey to and through modernity took highly specific and unique
forms — the relative absence of an external threat, colonialism, the preponder-
ance of industry, relatively slow growth, a pattern of intra-European conflict



(or what I have termed ‘internal wars’), and individualism. We should not
therefore be surprised that the characteristics of its modernity are also more
distinctive than is often admitted. Since Europe has enjoyed such a huge
influence on the rest of the world, however, distinguishing between the spe-
cific and the universal is often difficult and elusive. Europeans, unsurpris-
ingly, have long believed that what they have achieved must be of universal
application, by force if necessary. It is only with the rise of a range of new
modernities that it is becoming possible to distinguish between what is uni-
versal and what is specific about the European experience.

THE DOMINANCE OF EUROPE

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, GDP per head in Western
Europe and on the North American seaboard was perhaps twice that of
South Asia and roughly on a par with Japan and the southern and eastern
seaboard of China. By 1900, income per head in Western Europe and the
North American seaboard dwarfed that of China by a margin of at least ten
times. China was to pay dearly for its inability to overcome the economic
constraints that began to bear down on it during the late eighteenth century;
in contrast, Europe luxuriated in its good fortune. The key to Europe’s trans-
formation was the Industrial Revolution. Britain’s was well under way before
1800; by the second half of the nineteenth century, it had been joined by
much of Western Europe. Previously economic growth was of a glacial
speed; now compound rates of growth ensured that Western Europe far out-
distanced every other part of the world, the United States being the most
important exception. Apart from North America, the old white settler colo-
nies’' and Japan after 1868, Europe enjoyed a more or less total monopoly of
industrialization during the nineteenth century, a scenario with profound
consequences for everyone else.

The economic chasm that opened up between Europe and nearly every-
where else greatly enhanced its ability to dominate the world.s* The colonial
era had started in the seventeenth century, but from the middle of the eight-
eenth century onwards, with the progressive acquisition of India, it rapidly
expanded. In the name of Christianity, civilization and racial superiority, and
possessed of armies and navies without peer, the European nations, led by
Britain and France, subjugated large swathes of the world, culminating in the



scramble for Africa in the decades immediately prior to 1914.5 Savage wars
took place between whites and non-whites as Chinese, Indians and native
peoples in North America, Australasia and southern Africa made their last
stand against Europeanassaults on theirreligions, rulers,land and resources. s+
Niall Ferguson writes:

Western hegemony was one of the great asymmetries of world history. Taken together,
the metropoles of all the Western empires — the American, Belgian, British, Dutch,
French, German, Italian, Portuguese, and Spanish — accounted for 7% of the world’s
land surface and just 18% of its population. Their possessions, however, amounted to
37% of global territory and 28% of mankind. And if we regard the Russian empire as
effectively another European empire extending into Asia, the total share of these West-

ern empires rises to more than half the world’s area and population.ss

As the world’s leading power, Britain sought to shape the new global trad-
ing system according to its interests. Its national wealth depended on export-
ing its manufacturing products to as many markets as possible while
importing food and raw materials at the lowest possible prices. Laissez-faire
was not simply an abstract principle or a disinterested policy. It was the
means by which Britain tried to take advantage of its overwhelming advan-
tage in manufacturing and prevent others from seeking to erect tariffs to pro-
tect their nascentindustries. The international free trade regime championed
by Britain had a stifling effect on much of the rest of the world outside north-
west Europe and North America. Industrial development in the colonial
world was for the most part to prove desperately slow, or non-existent, as
the European powers tried to prevent or forestall direct competition for
their domestic producers. “Whatever the official rhetoric,” writes Eric
Hobsbawm, ‘the function of colonies and informal dependencies was to
complement metropolitan economies and not to compete with them.’s® The
urban population — a key measure of industrialization — in the British and
French empires in Asia and North Africa remained stuck at around 1o per
cent of the total in 1900, which was barely different from the pre-colonial
period, while standards of living may even have fallen over the course of the
nineteenth century.’” India — by far Britain’s most important colony (it was
colonized by the East India Company from the mid eighteenth century, and
formally annexed by Britain in 1857)5* — had a per capita GDP of $550 in
1700, $533 in 1820, and $533 in 1870. In other words, it was lower in 1870
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than it had been in 1700, or even 1600. It then rose to $673 in 1914 but fell
back to $619 in 1950. Over a period of 250 years, most of it under some form
of British rule, India’s per capita GDP increased by a mere 5.5 per cent.
Compare that with India’s fortunes after independence: by 1973 its per cap-
ita GDP had risen to $853 and by 2001 to $1,957.5°

Not only did Europe take off in a manner that eluded Asia after 1800,
but it forcibly sought to prevent — by a combination of economic and mili-
tary means — Asia from taking the same route. China was a classic case in
point. The British fought the Chinese in the Opium War of 1839—42 over
the right to sell Indian-grown opium to the Chinese market, which proved
a highly profitable trade both for Britain and its Indian colony. The increas-
ingly widespread sale and use of opium following China’s defeat predict-
ably had a debilitating effect on the population, but in the eyes of the
British the matter of ‘free trade’ was an altogether higher principle. Chi-
na’s ensuing inability to prevent the West from prising open the Chinese
market hastened the decline of the Qing dynasty, which by the turn of the
century was hopelessly enfeebled. When European and American expedi-
tionary forces invaded China in 1900 to crush the Boxer Uprising, it was
evident that little, other than imperial rivalry, stood in the way of China
being partitioned in a similar manner to Africa.®

Paradoxically, nothing serves to illustrate the overwhelming power of
Europe more vividly than the rise of Japan. Stalked by the threat of Western
invasion and fearful that it might meet the same fate as China, following the
Meiji Restoration in 1868 Japan embarked on a carefully calculated process
of rapid modernization. It sent teams of specialists to study the European
systems of education, their armies and navies, railways, postal systems and
much else. It rejected the idea that it was any longer a meaningful part of Asia
and instead coveted acceptance as a Western power. It even emulated the
Western model of colonialism, occupying Taiwan, Korea and part of
China. The Meiji project of modernization was testament to the compre-
hensive character of European hegemony. Every other country lived in the
shadow of Europe and was obliged, willingly or unwillingly, to adapt and
adopt some of its characteristics, or face the threat of colonization. The rise
of Europe changed the rules of the game for everyone else. The conse-
quences were by no means exclusively negative: above all, Europe demon-
strated what was possible through industrialization and thereby confronted
the world with the ineluctable choice of modernization. Although imperial



powers saw their colonies as the servant of their needs, and prohibited them
from competing with their masters, some, nonetheless, acquired from their
colonizers a few of the building blocks of their subsequent development.
India obtained a widely shared language in English, Taiwan inherited the
Japanese education system, and the Chinese in the treaty ports, especially
Shanghai, learnt about Western commerce.® But the balance of outcome
was largely negative, as reflected in the economic evidence presented earlier
as well as the profound popular hostility towards what was perceived by the
great majority in the colonial world, then and now, as alien rule; in some
cases, notably Africa, moreover, it was almost entirely negative. The one
great exception was the white settler colonies of Australia, Canada and New
Zealand: these were always treated entirely differently — for straightforward
racial and ethnic reasons — and prospered greatly as a consequence.®*

The high-point of European power was probably just before the First
World War, although as late as the 1930s Italy still managed to annex Abys-
sinia. By then, however, the United States had begun to emerge as the succes-
sor power, enjoying not only great economic strength but also growing
cultural and intellectual influence. The full impact of its rise, though, contin-
ued to be obscured by a combination of its isolationism and its obvious affin-
ity with Europe. This latter perception was reinforced by the huge scale of
migration from Europe to the United States between 18 50 and 1930, amount-
ing to 12 per cent of Europe’s own population by 1900. The decline of
Europe became manifest after 1945 with the rapid and dramatic collapse of
its empires, with the Indian subcontinent, Indonesia, much of Africa, Indo-
China and Malaysia, for example, all gaining independence. The number of
nation-states grew by three times.* The global map was once again redrawn,
as it had been in the nineteenth century — but this time far more rapidly and
in the opposite direction. Independence opened up new possibilities,
although these proved to be extremely diverse and uneven. India’s perform-
ance was transformed, as the figures cited earlier for its economic growth
illustrate, but Africa was left debilitated by the experience of the slave trade
and then colonialism. It has been estimated that the slave trade may have
reduced Africa’s population by up to a half as a result of the forcible export
of people combined with deaths on the continent itself.*s In contrast East
Asia, which was far less affected by colonialism and never suffered slavery
(though it did experience indentured labour), was much less disadvantaged.
In the light of the economic transformation of so many former colonies after



1950, it is clear that the significance of decolonization and national libera-
tion in the first two decades after the Second World War has been greatly
underestimated in the West, especially Europe. Arguably it was, bar none,
the most important event of the twentieth century, creating the conditions
for the majority of the world’s population to become the dominant players
of the twenty-first century. As Adam Smith wrote presciently of the Euro-
pean discovery of the Americas and the so-called East Indies:

To the natives, however, both of the East and West Indies, all the commercial bene-
fits which can have resulted from these events have been sunk and lost in the dread-
ful misfortunes which they have occasioned . . . At the particular time when these
discoveries were made, the superiority of force happened to be so great on the side
of the Europeans, that they were enabled to commit with impunity every sort of
injustice in those remote countries. Hereafter, perhaps, the natives of those coun-
tries may grow stronger, or those of Europe may grow weaker, and the inhabitants of
all the different quarters of the world may arrive at that equality of courage and force
which, by inspiring mutual fear, can alone overawe the injustice of independent

nations into some sort of respect for the rights of one another.*

THE RISE OF THE UNITED STATES

Although American and European modernity are often conflated into a sin-
gle Western modernity, they are in fact rather different.” The point of com-
monality was that the settlers, who first arrived in 1607, were Europeans. By
1790 the total population of the United States was 3,929,000, of whom
698,000 were slaves and thereby not regarded as part of American society: of
the white population, 8o per cent were British (the rest being largely
German and Dutch).®® Successive waves of European settlers brought with
them the values, beliefs, customs, knowledge and culture with which they
had grown up. Their intention was to re-create the Old World in the New
World.% In contrast to Europe, however, where capitalism was 