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INTRODUCTION


The tiny hamlet of Jung Wo Lei in Guangdong province is, in many respects, a typical slice of rural China. The working-age villagers have all departed to find jobs in the burgeoning cities nearer the coast, leaving the very old to look after the very young. Grandmothers sit on small plastic chairs, gossiping and dandling babies on their knees. Every other house is boarded up or tumbling down. The road leading to the village is a yellow dirt track that winds between vegetable plots. Senescent farmers scratch a living from the land with the same rough tools used by their ancestors in imperial times. A weary man lugs a bamboo pole over his shoulder, with two giant baskets overflowing with freshly harvested sweet potatoes suspended from each end.


At first glance the village looks a timeless plot, a speck of earth where things have never really changed. But in China it often pays to delve a little more deeply. If you were ever to explore Jung Wo Lei you might discover a surprise that confounds your expectations.


Picture a Chinese house. Perhaps it’s a traditional one with curved sloping roofs, green tiles and overhanging eaves – the pagoda style familiar from countless Oriental paintings. Or perhaps it is a modern, ugly, breezeblock mansion. Yet here, on the edge of Jung Wo Lei, next to a grove of turquoise bamboo, stands an elegant classical European-style villa with impressive arched windows and a flat, balustraded, roof. Were it not for the bars on the windows, the structure would not look terribly out of place in the Italian countryside. This architectural curiosity is the house that my great-great-grandfather built.


A century and a half ago, when the dam of the rotten old Qing Dynasty crumbled, this region of Guangdong was the source of a mighty flood of Chinese emigration. It was the birthing ground of many of the Chinese labourers who built the American railroads, 



and fed the boilers of the steamers of the British merchant navy.


Through the door of Guangdong Chinese people flowed to South East Asia, to the Americas, to Europe. For a hundred years the language that was heard spoken in Chinatowns from Manila to Limehouse to San Francisco was not mellifluous Mandarin, but the yakety yak1 of the local Cantonese dialect. My grandmother’s grandfather, Zau Gasam, was among those peasants who set out to seek his fortune in the turbulent denouement of the Qing.


Family history is unclear as to whether Gasam, whose photo shows a kindly looking man with twinkling eyes, went to America or Canada, or what sort of businesses he did when he got there. But by the time he returned to China, not long after the 1911 republican revolution that ended the reign of the emperors, the former penniless emigrant was a wealthy man. Gasam had achieved every Chinese migrant’s dream of coming home ‘robed in embroidered silk’. Gasam used his capital to set up a shoe factory in the nearby city of Kaiping, helping to feed the growing appetite for Western clothes. By rural standards, the family was prosperous. Gasam wanted a house that advertised his status and cosmopolitanism, so he got hold of designs for balusters and classical reliefs, and in the 1920s commissioned a local builder to throw up this European-style residence in the Guangdong countryside.


In China, however, prosperity is often transient. ‘Wealth does not last three generations’ goes the old saw, and so it was with my family. Gasam’s son, Chernggong, my great-grandfather, was a wastrel who became hooked on opium. Soon after the factory passed into his hands after Gasam’s death the business went bust. In 1939 Chernggong died of an overdose. The drug that the British Empire had violently pushed on China in the previous century’s Opium Wars had helped to ruin the family. The Japanese occupation of Guangdong and the chaos of the civil war between the nationalist government of Chiang Kai Shek and Mao Zedong’s Communist insurgents completed the immiseration.


My grandmother, Chernggong’s daughter, and my grandfather (an amateur musician from the neighbouring village) saw the writing on the wall. Just like Gasam two generations before, they wanted out of Jung Wo Lei. Eager to follow the example of a relative who was making money running a laundry in England before them, 



they set their sights on emigration. With their two young sons, the second of whom was my father, the family packed up their belongings and left China, never to return.


The Chu family knew little about the Ying Gwok – England – except that it meant ‘brave country’ and held out the promise of an existence less beset by poverty and insecurity. They settled in Sheffield in 1960 where my grandfather opened his own laundry. Like so many migrant families, they worked fiercely hard, scrubbing shirts, starching collars and ironing sheets in order to fill the table with food and to create a better life.


Amid the hills of Yorkshire my father met, fell in love with and eventually married my white British mother. In time, the couple moved across the Pennines to Manchester, where, in 1979, I was born. With my older sister and younger brother, we were a half Chinese and half British family: an amalgam of the Orient and the Occident. It was Church of England primary school during the week, Chinese school at weekends; rice on Saturday, roast beef on Sundays.


In 1984 the Orient called my father back. He was posted to Hong Kong by his employer, the engineering conglomerate GEC. In those days the territory, off the southern coast of China, was still under the control of the British crown. But not for much longer. That same year Margaret Thatcher had signed an agreement with the Chinese leader Deng Xiaoping to transfer control of Hong Kong back to Beijing in 1997. So, as the clock of the British Empire ticked down, we lived there in languorous expat comfort for two years, enjoying a life that revolved around country clubs, international schools and holidays in the various luxury resorts of the South China Sea. It was during that balmy time that I first travelled into mainland China to meet the rest of my father’s family – the ones who had stayed behind.


They had all left Jung Wo Lei and moved to the province’s capital, Guangzhou (once known as Canton). The train journey from Hong Kong to Guangzhou only took a few hours, but in that short journey we seemed to travel back decades in time. The exuberant neon glamour of 1980s Hong Kong melted into a drab, concrete austerity. Roads that had been full of Toyotas and Porsches were now replete with thousands of bicycles. My grandmother’s brother, my great-uncle, had a job, working for the Guangzhou government 



as a cartographer. His wife was employed in a shaving-brush factory. They were comfortable by the standards of most Chinese at that time. And yet their entire family of six people, including my frail ninety-year-old great-grandmother, lived in just three bare rooms of a dank and crumbling housing block. There was no television, no oven, no washing machine. The toilet was shared with a dozen other families. Charcoal bricks fuelled a small stove from which my great-aunt miraculously managed to produce a spread of Cantonese culinary specialities.


I was puzzled at the fact that there seemed to be no beds in the cramped apartment. Where on earth did everyone sleep when we returned to our hotel? Many years later my cousin told me that, at night, the family would pull out a collection of wooden boards from an alcove. With these they would literally make their own beds. I was just five years old but I remember thinking during the visit how few possessions my relatives had compared with us. We were looking at the life that my father probably would have had if he had remained in China.


Since then, of course, there has been a convergence. I’ve seen how the lives of my relatives in China have been transformed over the years as the country has progressively liberalized its economy. In 1990 the old residential block was demolished to make way for a gleaming new office tower and my great-uncle’s family used their savings to buy a new apartment on the other side of town. Their new residence is four times larger and even has a pleasant balcony where my great-uncle grows orchids. The stove runs on gas and the beds do not have to be assembled at night. The apartment has its own bathroom.


The family is not only wealthier; they also have economic self-determination. My cousins have set up their own businesses, one in public relations and one in construction. Other freedoms have materialized, not least the right to travel abroad. My cousin’s daughter now lives in New York, where she is an assistant to a Chinese contemporary artist. None of these things would have been possible thirty years ago when I first visited. Life is very far from perfect, but my family in Guangzhou is immeasurably better off than they were in 1984. So if that’s what China’s economic resurgence means for them, what does it mean for the rest of us?


‘CHINESENESS’


After I graduated from university in 2000, I went to work at the Independent newspaper in London where, after a few years of learning the ropes, I was allowed to write leading articles for the opinion pages. These are the unsigned columns expressing the view of the paper on the salient issues of the day. Leader writing is an intellectually rewarding and stimulating job that forces you to read widely. Because you might need to rattle out some words on any subject at the drop of a hat it’s essential to keep fully abreast of current affairs. And in the first decade of the new Millennium that inevitably included developments in China, the world’s fastest-growing economy.


China’s boom, the most spectacular in history, has prompted countless news stories, opinion articles, books and documentaries, in recent years. The Global Language Monitor, a media analysis firm, found that ‘the rise of China’ was the most closely followed topic in newspapers, blogs and social media through the noughties.2 

China’s economic boom has inspired even more coverage than the September 11 terror attacks and the invasion of Iraq.


Many of these stories purport to explain what the country is, who the Chinese people are and why it all matters. Among this welter of commentary I noticed some themes kept appearing: an ancient culture, a unified race, a strong work ethic, a population who care more about economic growth than personal freedom, a people obsessed with education. And then there was the most eye-catching observation of them all, and perhaps the unifying, underlying theme: that the Chinese people are destined one day to ‘rule the world’.


This sense of being overtaken by China is now constantly promoted in the media. In 2012 the BBC aired a documentary about an entrepreneur from Merseyside attempting to move his cushion factory in China back to the UK. The dramatic tension came from the question of whether the English manual workers would prove the equal of those in China in terms of reliability and cost. ‘This is the story of one small town in the North of England,’ asserted the narrator, ‘and its attempt to take on the economic might of one of the fastest-growing nations in the world.’


The BBC’s most feared inquisitor, Jeremy Paxman, took a trip to China in 2012 where he marvelled at the native work ethic. ‘The whole economy floats on a sea of migrant workers willing to go anywhere for a day’s pay,’ he observed. ‘You can hear them hammering on the construction sites and see them clambering across the half-built highway towers from dawn until long after dusk.’ Tellingly, Paxman’s thoughts also turned to home. ‘It is more than enough to see off soft, Western welfare states which have sold their future for the sake of cheaper televisions and trainers,’ he thundered.3


The message is reinforced through our political discourse. We’re told that we are engaged in a ‘global race’ with developing countries, China pre-eminent among them. It’s a race that we seem to be losing, with commercial bosses hailing China as a more business-friendly environment than our own over-regulated economies. Those sky-high Chinese GDP growth rates that we constantly hear about – notwithstanding the odd wobble – seem to support that picture. The forecasters now confidently predict that China will overtake America as the world’s largest economy before the decade is out.


This competition does not only relate to economics. It involves culture and attitudes too. In 2011 Chinese-American academic Amy Chua published a memoir titled Battle Hymn of the Tiger Mother in which she chronicled her obsessive approach to parenting, describing it as typically Chinese. This spawned an earnest debate about whether it was cruel or kind to be a Tiger Mother, and, by extension I suppose, Chinese. What no one really doubted was the effectiveness of this kind of parenting in producing high-achieving children. ‘The brutal truth [is] that we’re being out-educated’, argues the American Secretary of Education Arne Duncan.4


This is having an impact. I’ve noticed a growing angst about China, perhaps we should call it Changst, injecting itself into ordinary conversations. I recently spoke with a neighbour in London – a rather posh, middle-aged, interior designer – about what a dreadful impact the downturn was having on the young. It was a sympathetic conversation. Then, out of nowhere, she said: ‘And meanwhile the Chinese look on, smiling!’ She seemed to imagine that the economic mess was some kind of plot devised in Beijing, or perhaps that the Chinese were revelling in our misfortune.


Such reactions appeared to spring from a primal place. A friend of mine, a rational and intelligent person, once quietly told me that he would never visit China. Why ever not, I asked. ‘Because I had a nightmare that I went there and the people just swallowed me up.’ Not everyone is afflicted by such paranoia, but a fear of the country does loom increasingly large. During conversations about the future – almost any conversation – it is now common for someone to lower their voice as they introduce an awesome and mysterious new influence on the world: ‘China’.


And there is some very dark stuff too. In 2010 a two-year-old Chinese girl called Wang Yue was crushed in the city of Foshan, not far from where my family live in Guangzhou, in a backstreet hit-and-run accident. But it was what happened next that was truly horrifying. Closed-circuit television footage showed that no fewer than eighteen people passed the toddler, who was bleeding at the side of the road, without offering help. In the end it was an elderly street sweeper who played the Good Samaritan and came to the child’s assistance. By then it was too late. The little girl died of her injuries in hospital. The sad tale became global news. Newspapers and broadcasters from Australia to America picked it up. One journalist from the mass market Daily Mail in Britain wondered whether the behaviour of the Chinese passers-by was a ‘cultural trait’, recalling that Victorian missionaries in the nineteenth century had noted how the Chinese ‘lacked moral awareness’.5


At first I brushed this off as stereotyping nonsense. Yet what was striking about the horrible story of Wang Yue’s death was that many Chinese commentators condemned Chinese culture in similar terms to that Daily Mail journalist, arguing that the fate of the poor child was a symptom of a broader social sickness, a reflection of a society that has lost its moral values. Perhaps the stereotype of the ‘amoral’ Chinese wasn’t such a stereotype after all.


Could other aspects of the conventional portrait of the Chinese have substance too? I’ve been surprised by some of the things my Chinese family and friends have said to me in passing over the years. I remember my father, a mild-mannered man not given to nationalist tub-thumping, telling me that the Chinese people would be an unstoppable force once they got their act together. Recalling that reminds me of those pundits who today herald ‘the Chinese 



 century’. There’s an ambivalence about personal freedom too. An acquaintance in Guangzhou, an impeccably socially progressive career girl, told me that democracy was probably not appropriate for the Chinese people. ‘So many are not educated,’ she said. ‘You need the government to control them.’ Chinese attitudes to race can make you squirm too. I was once told, perfectly pleasantly, by a Chinese friend that I was merely a ‘half-blood’ because of my British mother. Other elements of the conventional portrait find support among Chinese people too. The most high-profile Chinese Briton today, the television presenter Gok Wan, was impressed by the ‘remarkable work ethic’ of the Chinese during a recent trip back to his motherland.6


In 2004 Tim Clissold, a British businessman who worked for many years in China, produced an enthralling book about his experiences titled Mr China. In those pages he wrote of something called ‘Chineseness’. Apparently this is ‘innate, something that you are born with’. He added: ‘It can’t be changed by something as ephemeral as a passport or a mere lifetime spent abroad.’7 That set me thinking. What exactly is this Chineseness? Do I have it? Does my family have it? Is it everything we think it is? This book is, in part, my attempt to reach an answer.


‘GREAT IMMORALITY’


According to some historical accounts Chineseness is a rather unpleasant thing. One of the most persistent allegations made against the Chinese by outsiders has been that they are irrepressibly deceitful. The nineteenth-century German philosopher Hegel described the people’s ‘great immorality’. He wrote that ‘friend deceives friend, and no one resents the attempt at deception on the part of another, if the deceit has not succeeded in its object, or comes to the knowledge of the person sought to be defrauded’.8


The idea that you can’t trust the Chinese was cemented over the centuries. A Spanish historian based in the Philippines, Luis Tejero, described in 1857 how ‘they possess the art of disguising their feelings and desire for revenge, hiding all appearances of humility so well that one believes them to be insensitive to all types of outrage’.9


The Chinese residing abroad were portrayed in a similarly 



unflattering light. In 1870 an American poet, Bret Harte, published ‘Plain Language from Truthful James’, the tale of a Chinese card shark called Ah Sin who bested two white gamblers at their own crooked game. Harte intended the verses to be a satire on the swelling anti-Chinese sentiment of his native land, but the poem was popular precisely because it articulated the prevalent prejudice of the time: ‘For ways that are dark and for tricks that are vain, the heathen Chinee is peculiar.’ By the twentieth century Chinatowns in the West were commonly seen as sinks of immorality, nests of vice full of opium dens and the lowest form of criminals.


The Chinese were not just deceitful, but vicious too. The English pulp novelist Sax Rohmer put sadistic infanticide at the heart of his Edwardian fictional super-villain Fu Manchu and, indeed, of all Chinese people. The thin-moustachioed Fu was an ‘inhuman being who knew no mercy . . . whose very genius was inspired by the cool, calculated cruelty of his race, of that race which to this day disposes of hundreds, nay! thousands, of its unwanted girl-children by the simple measure of throwing them down a well specially designated to the purpose.’10


It wasn’t, apparently, just killing babies that reflected the innate cruelty of the Chinese. The British philosopher Bertrand Russell travelled to China in 1920 and noted their amusement at the plight of tortured animals, relating how ‘if a dog is run over by an automobile and seriously hurt, nine out of ten passers-by will stop to laugh at the poor brute’s howls’. According to Russell: ‘The spectacle of suffering does not of itself rouse any sympathetic pain in the average Chinaman; in fact, he seems to find it mildly agreeable.’11


Despite the amusement they seem to take in the pain of creatures, some outsiders doubt whether the Chinese truly find anything funny at all. In the late 1980s the American writer Paul Theroux spent a year travelling by train around China and, by his own estimation, became something of an expert on the Chinese people. He claimed he was able to differentiate between the various Chinese laughs. ‘There were about twenty,’ Theroux concluded. ‘None of them had the slightest suggestion of humour. Some were nervous, some were respectful, many were warnings. The loud honking one was a sort of Chinese anxiety attack. Another brisk titter meant something had gone badly wrong.’12


Others are less sure. The most common adjective we use of the Chinese is ‘inscrutable’. As a weary viceroy in a Rudyard Kipling poem said: ‘You will never plumb the oriental mind, and if you did, it isn’t worth the toil.’ Nevertheless one writer at the turn of the twentieth century gave it a go. American author Jack London tried to get inside that mind in a short story called ‘The Chinago’. A Chinese coolie on Tahiti is given a twenty-year prison sentence by the French colonial authorities for a crime that he did not commit. Ah Cho, however, did not seem disturbed by such a gross miscarriage of justice. ‘Twenty years were merely twenty years,’ thinks Ah Cho to himself. ‘By that much was his garden removed from him – that was all. He was young, and the patience of Asia was in his bones.’13 Here was exemplified another striking characteristic of the Chinese in the eyes of outsiders. As Bertrand Russell put it: ‘They think not in decades, but in centuries.’14


Even when the Chinese impressed Western travellers, their qualities were often denigrated. The nineteenth-century French missionary, Abbé Huc, noticed the ‘incomparable tranquillity’ with which the Chinese met death. This wasn’t to be confused with a spiritual peace, said Huc, but rather was a manifestation of their heathen, inhuman, existence: ‘The apprehensions connected with a future life, and the bitterness of separation, cannot exist for those who have never loved any one much, and who have passed their lives without thinking of God or their souls. They die indeed calmly; but irrational animals have the same advantage, and at bottom this death is really the most lamentable that can be imagined.’15 The Chinese spiritual vacuum theme has proved a persistent one over the centuries. Writing in the 1970s, George Kennan, the American Cold War strategist, noted that the Chinese ‘seemed to me to be lacking in two attributes of the Western-Christian mentality: the capacity for pity and the sense of sin’.16


Some of the abuse was more prosaic. The enlightenment political philosopher Montesquieu believed the heat twisted Chinese brains. ‘There are climates where the impulses of nature have such force that morality has almost none.’ The Chinese man who could resist the temptation to rape, he asserted, was a virtuous freak.17


Adam Smith, the revered eighteenth-century father of free market economics, claimed that Chinese in Canton had lower standards 



than Europeans when it came to what they put in their mouths: ‘They are eager to fish up the nastiest garbage thrown overboard from any European ship. Any carrion, the carcase of a dead dog or cat, for example, though half putrid and stinking, is as welcome to them as the most wholesome food to the people of other countries.’18


‘John Chinaman’, a popular song with miners during the nineteenth-century California gold rush, took on the theme of revulsion at their eating habits and linked it to some other good reasons to despise the Chinese:


I thought of rats and puppies, John,
you’d eaten your last fill;
But on such slimy pot pies
I’m told you dinner still.
Yes, John, I’ve been deceived by you,
and all your thieving clan,
for our gold is all you’re after, John,
to get it as you can.


‘Rough on rats – clears out rats, mice, bedbugs, flies, and roaches. 15 cents per box’ read an advert for pesticide that circulated in the US city of Boston in the 1880s. Alongside it was an image of a pig-tailed Chinese man, with a golden hat and bright red jerkin, lifting a juicy rodent to his hungry maw.


‘OPPRESSED BY A MULTITUDE’


There are just so damn many of them too. Outsiders have always been fascinated with the sheer size of the Chinese population – an obsession that dates from the very first encounters. Galeote Pereira was a Portuguese soldier of fortune, imprisoned in the sixteenth century by the Ming court for smuggling. In one of the earliest European accounts of life in the Middle Kingdom, Pereira wrote how he felt ‘loathsomely oppressed by the multitude of people’ in the country. ‘Out of a tree,’ he observed, ‘you shall see many times a number of children, where a man would not have thought to have found any one at all.’19


The Protestant missionaries of the nineteenth century were just as 



fixated by China’s scale. A Christian periodical, aptly named China’s Millions, expressed anguish at how much of God’s work was to be done in the country. ‘During the year represented by this volume [1883] more than eight millions of souls have passed from time to eternity in the Chinese Empire,’ lamented the editorial. ‘To how few of these millions has there been any adequate presentation of the Gospel of the grace of God!’20


In the twentieth century Westerners switched from selling the Chinese millions religion to peddling mammon. In 1937 Carl Crow, an American journalist in Shanghai, wrote a book called 400 Million Customers, the title deftly chosen to give executives back in the United States wet dreams about the potential to make vast profits from the untapped China market. They are still at it, only the millions have multiplied. Billions: Selling to the New Chinese Consumer was the title of a 2005 book by American advertising executive Tom Doctoroff.


Even now we can’t seem to make up our minds as to whether the Chinese population is an opportunity or a threat. In the Communist era a Hungarian journalist wrote Mao Tse-tung: Emperor of the Blue Ants with the ‘swarming’ insects in question being the blue-overall-wearing Chinese workers.21 In 2010 British environmental journalist Jonathan Watts published When a Billion Chinese Jump in which he related a myth he remembered being told in his childhood that if all the Chinese were to jump in the air simultaneously they would knock the earth off its axis and destroy humanity. Watts used to fret about ‘the possibility of being killed by people I had never seen, who didn’t know I existed, and who didn’t even need a gun’. Today that childhood nightmare is coming true in the form of China’s industrialization, which is accelerating global warming and cooking the planet. ‘Now China has jumped,’ argues Watts, ‘we must all rebalance our lives.’22


Great numbers and great peril often seem to be bedfellows. ‘It makes a big difference if a fifth of humanity decides to hack you, rather than hire you,’ warned the historian Niall Ferguson in his television documentary on China, referring to the supposed proliferation of Chinese cyber criminals.23 Joel Kotkin, a writer for Forbes, describes the overseas Chinese as an ominous-sounding ‘Sinosphere’ (a club of which I may or may not be a member, depending on 



whether my ‘half-blood’ disqualifies me). Other writers casually talk of ‘Greater China’, an entity that they assume to include Taiwan, Hong Kong and Singapore, as well as the numerous Chinese communities across South East Asia.


What all these images have in common is that they present the Chinese as a giant, homogeneous, mass of humanity – a people we might imagine converting to Christianity in unison, buying Western-made cars in unison, turning Communist in unison, jumping in the air in unison. ‘There is a sense,’ explained the American missionary Arthur Henderson Smith in 1894, ‘in which every Chinese may be said to be an epitome of the whole race.’24


We rarely hear such talk about Westerners. There are more than 300 million Americans in the world today and more than 700 million Europeans, but you will search in vain for a reference to ‘American millions’ or ‘European millions’. It probably helps that we can tell Westerners apart. Dip into pre Second World War literature on China and the stereotyping leaps from the page. Again and again the Chinese are described as having ‘yellow skin’ and ‘slant eyes’ as if the physiognomy of the population was uniform. But this isn’t just about Western racism. What’s interesting is how the Chinese are considered to be homogeneous in a way that Indians, or Brazilians, or Russians, for instance, are not. We tend to acknowledge the immense diversity of those nations. We know that there are black Brazilians and white Brazilians and all shades in between. We know that there are Hindus, Muslims, and Sikhs in India. We know that there is a profound difference between a Muscovite and a reindeer herder in Siberia. China, on the other hand, has always been viewed as somehow monolithic.


‘THE NOBLEST PART OF THE UNIVERSE’


Of course, there’s much more to the encounter between the outside world and China than abuse and what sociologists call ‘othering’. It’s not all crude stereotyping. There’s a powerful attraction, too, an apparent yearning to understand. We must not ignore the fact that Chineseness has, at times, been seen as a quite wonderful thing.


In the thirteenth century, Marco Polo, the first European to travel extensively in China and record his experiences, was full of praise 



 for the emperor who ‘surpasses every sovereign that has heretofore been or that now is in the world’.25 Medieval Europeans lapped up Polo’s memoirs, which were translated into numerous languages after the travelogue’s first appearance in 1300.


The fascination intensified in the following centuries. ‘The noblest part of the universe [and] the seat of that most glorious empire in all natural respects that the sun ever shines upon’ was the rapturous description of China by the seventeenth-century Spanish missionary Friar Domingo Navarrete.26 The German scientist Gottfried Leibniz felt it was difficult to do justice to ‘how beautifully all the laws of the Chinese, in contrast to those of other people, are directed to the achievement of public tranquillity and the establishment of social order, so that men shall be disrupted in his relations as little as possible’. To Voltaire, the French dynamo of the Age of Enlightenment, the Chinese empire was quite simply ‘the best the world has ever seen’.


Many eighteenth-century thinkers saw China as a land ruled by benevolent philosopher kings, where officials were selected on the basis of academic merit, rather than aristocratic titles; a kingdom where brain, rather than muscle ruled. The Physiocrats, a French school of economists who believed that a nation’s prosperity was determined by the quality of its land, also held China in the highest esteem.


Moreover these Sinophiles were not cranks on the edges of the intellectual plain. For a time, monarchs in the West aspired to the China model. In 1756, when Physiocrat ideas were in the ascendancy, the French monarch, Louis XV, was persuaded to emulate the spring ploughing ritual of the Chinese emperor at Versailles. The Austrian emperor also took up the ceremonial Oriental ploughshare a decade or so later. There was a Chinoiserie boom in haute European society. The Royal Pavilion in Brighton, the Prince Regent’s eighteenth-century pleasure palace on the south coast of England, resembles an Indian Mughal fantasy from the exterior, with its collection of onion domes. Within the palace complex, however, room after room is filled with emulations of Chinese wallpaper. Gold-painted Oriental dragons glower from sumptuous corners. It was quite a tribute, despite the designers committing a Chinese architectural faux pas by mixing up the dragons with carved serpents.


More recently, even amid waves of bigotry, the Chinese have always had foreign champions. Carl Crow in 1939 described China as ‘one vast reservoir of love of beauty, laughter and an optimism which nothing can daunt’. George Kennan might have believed the Chinese to be lacking in any capacity for pity, but they were still ‘the most intelligent, man for man, of any of the world’s peoples’. Eric Idle of Monty Python simply sang ‘I Like Chinese’ in 1980.


Western business executives today often enthuse about the country in the manner of the philosophes of old. The American adman, Tom Doctoroff, calls the Chinese ‘an amazing, even inspiring people . . . analytically and tactically brilliant’. Politicians are by no means uniformly hostile. For every Sinophobic ‘dragon slayer’ in America’s House of Congress there can also be found an enthusiastic ‘panda hugger’. Not everyone has a negative agenda. Many of us approach China with nothing except goodwill and a simple desire to understand.


PEOPLE, PEOPLE EVERYWHERE


We should recognize too that the Chinese themselves have long helped to promote some of the conceptions that populate our minds. Amid the many brutal clashes between outsiders and the Chinese in the nineteenth century, Oriental intellectuals began to form not only a view of the character of the invading powers, but also to construct their own self-image. To articulate how they were different from the strange, aggressive foreigners, Chinese scholars were forced to consider what it was that made them Chinese, to describe the essence of their Chineseness. They began to talk about their uniquely continuous five-thousand-year-old culture and their ‘yellow’ race (yellow being a colour spanning shades from broken white to light brown and with positive connotations in Chinese culture). The picture that they painted influenced the way they were described by the increasing number of Western missionaries, diplomats and soldiers who arrived on Eastern shores.


That tradition of domestic stereotypes reinforcing and interplaying with perceptions held by outsiders continues today. Justin Yifu Lin, a senior official at the World Bank, defected from Taiwan to the People’s Republic of China in 1979 by swimming across the strait 



 separating the two territories. All Lin’s relatives, except his wife and immediate family, are still in Taiwan. Despite the closer ties between the two territories, Lin has been unable to travel to the island of his birth to visit them. Asked in a recent television interview in Canada how he felt about that enforced separation, Lin replied that a full reunification between Taiwan and China was inevitable and, moreover, that ‘China has five thousand years of history so I don’t care about waiting a few more months or years.’27 Is it any wonder that we still talk about the ‘patience of Asia’?


The Chinese will wax lyrical about the longevity of their culture. Some speak of the country’s collectivist mentality, which is contrasted with that of the individualistic West. Lee Kuan Yew, the founder of modern Singapore, and an ethnic Chinese, has spent many decades promoting the idea that there are special ‘Asian values’, which he describes as a reverence for family, social order and education.


The Chinese sometimes appear to be as obsessed with the size of their own population as any outsider. ‘Ren shan, ren hai’ – ‘people in mountains, people in the sea’ – is the phrase used to lament overcrowding. I once walked down an alleyway in Guangzhou that was almost impassable because fruit and vegetable sellers had colonized so much of the pavement. ‘There are so many people here in China,’ my cousin remarked to me, apologetically, as we squeezed past the hawkers. Not in this street, or this city, note, but ‘in China’.


Chinese often use rather dehumanizing rhetoric about other Chinese people too. Young, poorly paid, graduates surviving in major cities are described in newspapers as ‘the ant tribe’ or sometimes ‘the rat tribe’. Those who emerge from the countryside to find menial work in the megacities are often dismissed contemptuously as faceless ‘nong min gong’, or agricultural labourers, by wealthy city folk.


China’s authoritarian rulers, the Chinese Communist Party, promote many of these ideas too. No foreign power has been more cavalier with Chinese lives than the Party. ‘So what if we lose three hundred million people? Our women will make it up in a generation,’ said Mao Zedong when he was warned by the Soviet Union that China’s aggression towards Taiwan could invite a nuclear strike by the US.28 ‘In China, even one million people can be considered a small sum,’ Deng Xiaoping, Mao’s successor, was reported as saying during the Tiananmen Square mass democracy protests of 1989, 



which almost toppled the regime. And it was Deng who established the one-child policy in 1979 – that prevented most parents having more than a single infant – out of a conviction that the Chinese population was too large.


The cadres of Beijing tell us that China is an exception, a place where universal ideas such as human rights simply do not apply. The Chinese people don’t, they insist, desire messy Western-style freedom and democracy. And that sense of history and shared culture seems to be unshakeable. Even the Communist Party, whose founders were supposedly inspired by Marx and Lenin, now say that China is a land of Confucian ‘harmony’. If the Chinese themselves paint their own nature in such bold colours, why shouldn’t outsiders take that portrait at face value?


Can it be true though? Does their culture give the Chinese different values? Do the Chinese care more about social order than freedom? Are they really in love with hard work? Are the Chinese racist? Is China going to rule the world? Being half-Chinese I felt a compulsion to find answers to these questions. After all, what sort of Chinese person doesn’t know what Chineseness is?


What I discovered is that the reality is often deeply at odds with the conventional wisdom. I found that China, far from being cut off from the rest of the world throughout its history, has long been shaped by foreign religions. Chinese parents, rather than being beneficiaries of the world’s finest education system, are often desperate to send their children abroad to learn because they regard foreign teaching methods as superior. Younger generations, far from being workaholics, are condemned for laziness and lack of drive, just like younger generations everywhere. What began to emerge was a picture of a nation not of fathomless inscrutability but surprisingly familiar to us – rather like my great-great-grandfather’s house in Jung Wo Lei. Perhaps most telling of all were the deep historical roots I discovered of the ways – both positive and negative – that we today think about China and its people.


CHINESE WHISPERS


It used to be a party game. A message would be relayed in hushed tones through a long line of people and emerge at the other end 



 amusingly garbled. Most of us have found alternative amusements nowadays, but the name Chinese Whispers survives as a figure of speech; an idiom used to signify how facts or a story tend to get twisted over time and distance.


Why ‘Chinese’ though? There seem to be no concrete answers. One theory has it that messages relayed between the lonely watch-towers of the Great Wall of China suffered this kind of distortion. Another is that China was once a byword for misunderstanding and confusion in the West, something to do with that old inscrutability. It doesn’t seem to be a very old usage, with the first references only appearing in the middle of the twentieth century. Whatever the provenance of Chinese Whispers, there’s something appropriate about the name.


These pages will examine the stories that we whisper to each other about China. They will show how ideas about the Chinese have historically been warped when passing through the long chains of people that have mediated between China and the outside world – and how they were often twisted once again when they arrived. Much the same thing happens today. In our interpretation of China and its people, powerful currents in the waters of our thoughts seem to keep yanking us in the same directions. Often, just as in a game of Chinese Whispers, we end up hearing what we want to hear. Now, with China poised to become the world’s largest economy and an ever more profound influence on all of our lives, it is time to reconsider what we think we know.









WHISPER ONE


CHINA HAS AN ANCIENT AND
FIXED CULTURE


In July 1851 Charles Dickens visited an exhibition of Chinese crafts and curiosities at a small gallery in London’s Hyde Park Place. Among the works on display were painted lanterns, clay teapots and delicate ornamental balls of carved ivory. There was, however, some intimidating local competition for tourists that summer. Down the road, in the green lung of Hyde Park itself, stood the Great Exhibition. Under the canopy of a magnificent ‘Crystal Palace’ were arrayed all the fruits of Victorian industrial and scientific genius from steam locomotives and centrifugal pumps, to agricultural engines and electrical telegraphs.


Dickens did not feel it made for a flattering contrast. In a review of the two shows in his own journal, Household Words, the novelist, who had published David Copperfield to critical acclaim the year before, was overflowing with contempt for the works of the Orient. ‘Consider the greatness of the English results, and the extraordinary littleness of the Chinese,’ he wrote. ‘Go from the silk-weaving and cotton-spinning of us outer barbarians, to the laboriously-carved ivory balls of the flowery Empire, ball within ball and circle within circle, which have made no advance and been of no earthly use for thousands of years.’ There were, felt the celebrated author, profound conclusions to be drawn about the nature of China’s culture from this juxtaposition. China had violated the ‘law of human progression’:


Well may the three Chinese divinities of the Past, the Present, and the Future be represented with the same heavy face. Well may the dull, immovable, respectable triad sit so amicably, side by side, in a glory of yellow jaundice, with a strong family likeness among them! As the Past was, so the Present is, and so the Future shall be, saith the Emperor. And all the Mandarins prostrate themselves, and cry Amen.1


Quite an outburst, but one that would have sat snugly with the prejudices of many of Dickens’ readers. His themes – ancient China, static China – constituted the conventional wisdom of the age. Indeed, it was the view of China held by generations of outsiders before him. And in some respects it remains our perspective today.


THE PERMANENT PHENOMENON


Open any travel guide, history book or newspaper that takes China for its subject and you’ll read the same assertion: this is the ‘oldest continuous civilization’, the most ‘ancient culture’ on the face of the earth. China is, we tend to assume, antiquity itself. While other great empires have been torn apart over the centuries by revolution and the entropic forces of history, China, uniquely, has endured.


‘Since the days of Confucius,’ wrote the philosopher and mathematician, Bertrand Russell in 1922, ‘the Egyptian, Babylonian, Persian, Macedonian and Roman empires have perished; but China has persisted.’2 It is as if the citizens of Rome, or the subjects of the pharaohs, were walking among us, still locked into the same grooves of life as their ancient ancestors. Writing more recently, Henry Kissinger goes even further in his estimation of Chinese antiquity. Richard Nixon’s old adviser puts China on a par with the trade winds or the rising of the sun, describing the country as ‘a permanent natural phenomenon’, a civilization-state that ‘seems to have no beginning’.3


As remarkable as the longevity of the Chinese civilization is its permanence. ‘They have continued the same with regard to the attire, morals, laws, customs, and manners, without deviating in the least from the wise institutions of their ancient legislators,’ said the Jesuit historian Jean-Baptiste Du Halde in 1738.4 The American novelist Jack London in 1904 described the Chinese as ‘dozing . . . through the ages’.5 The Chinese are, in the words of the Protestant missionary Chester Holcombe, ‘the very incarnation of conservatism’.6 The view has endured. ‘China has been Chinese, almost from the beginnings of its recorded history,’ claimed the anthropologist and popular science writer Jared Diamond as recently as 1998.7


China never changes because it is the most fixed and resilient culture on the planet. The country might have succumbed to foreign 



invasions by various barbarian tribes over the centuries but those invaders were themselves always conquered, in a kind of reverse takeover, by the overpowering institutions and magnificent culture of their prize. This idea goes back at least to Voltaire in the eighteenth century. In his play The Orphan of China, the French Enlightenment philosopher engineers a culmination in which Genghis Khan, the Mongol conqueror, witnesses an act of native Chinese virtue and proceeds to bow before the moral superiority of the people that he had won through force of arms:


You have subdued me, and I blush to sit
On Cathay’s throne, whilst there are souls like yours
So much above me; vainly have I tried
By Glorious deeds to build myself a name
Among the nations; you have humbled me,
And I would equal you.8


A hundred years later a Catholic missionary to China, Abbé Evariste Régis Huc, described how a different set of the country’s conquerors, the Manchus from north of the Great Wall, had made little impact on peoples of their new territories. ‘The Manchu race has . . . imposed its yoke upon China but has had scarcely any influence on the Chinese mind,’ he wrote. Huc even sounded a note of pity for China’s new masters, whom he described as ‘isolated and lost in the immensity of the empire’.9 The American philosopher and poet Ralph Waldo Emerson described how the ‘elemental conservatism’ of the Chinese had ensured that ‘the wars and revolutions that occur in her annals have proved but momentary swells or surges on the Pacific Ocean of her history, leaving no trace’.10


The idea that Chinese conquerors over the centuries all ended up ‘Sinicized’ remains widely accepted to this day. Twentieth-century historians suggested that external invasion by the likes of the Mongols and the Manchus merely made Chinese culture more cohesive, by forcing its people to find refuge in social institutions. John King Fairbank, the last century’s doyen of American scholars of China, argued that these waves of conquest had prompted the Chinese to develop a ‘culturalism’, which he described as a binding communal identity as strong as the patriotism that unites other peoples.11


This deep sense of cultural unity has been posited as a reason why China has been so resistant to foreign religions. ‘It is almost impossible for Christianity ever to be established in China,’ predicted Montesquieu. The Gospels, he said, would only win Chinese souls if there were a total revolution in their customs, and given the fixed nature of Chinese mores that was inconceivable. The failure of Catholic missions, from the sixteenth-century Jesuits onwards, to prise hundreds of millions of heathen Chinese souls from the clutches of native Taoism and Confucianism seemed to bear this out.


Protestants were just as unsuccessful. The London Missionary Society sent out their first man to China in 1807. Asked whether he expected to have any spiritual impact on the country, Robert Morrison replied with indomitable confidence: ‘No, but I expect God will.’ Some three decades later the Protestant church had no more than a handful of converts.12 The message is clear: China doesn’t change. China changes you.


China’s long unbroken history has also apparently imbued its people with a remarkable ‘historical mindedness’,13 a profound understanding of their place in the continuum of their own national story. ‘Only in China can one interview an official charged with civil service reforms who, in describing these reforms, recalls how officials of the Han Dynasty dealt with the problem of nepotism,’ noted the journalist Jasper Becker.14 This has engraved self-confidence, arrogance even, on to the Chinese mind. The Chinese believe themselves to be ‘more intelligent, more cultured, and more capable than any other people’ observed the American sinologist Herrlee Creel.15


This colours the Chinese attitude to the rest of the world. ‘China regards all other states as various levels of tributaries based on an approximation for Chinese cultural and political forms,’ according to Henry Kissinger. The more ‘Chinese’ you are, the more civilized you are in the eyes of Beijing. China’s very name for itself – ‘The Middle Kingdom’ – seems to reflect an assumption of cultural superiority, the ingrained belief that the world revolves around China.


This is not merely the impression of outsiders; the Chinese themselves subscribe to it too. ‘Barbarian tribes with their rulers are inferior to Chinese states without them,’ said the Chinese sage Confucius in the fifth century before Christ.16 Some Chinese 



intellectuals claim that no other country is so wrapped up in its own history. ‘Chinese history is the very flesh and blood of China . . . [it] is the place where we see most clearly that the human being is homo historiens through and though,’ argues Huang Cheun-Chieh of National Taiwan University.17 Chinese officials seem to be forever paying homage to China’s long cultural and historical continuum, while ambassadors from the Middle Kingdom in foreign capitals miss no opportunity to lecture their hosts on the special historical status of their nation.


Chinese and the rest of us thus appear to be united in regarding China as something different. We see an ancient people unified by a Bronze Age writing system, enduring values that go back to the teachings of Confucius, and the ancient native spiritual guide of Taoism. China seems a uniquely self-confident, culturally self-assured, often profoundly arrogant nation.


In fact, when one looks a little closer this sprawling empire’s cultural unity turns out to have been grossly exaggerated. China, far from being a ‘permanent natural phenomenon’, does not even date back five thousand years. Assertions of the country’s uninterrupted political history make little sense, and the theory of China’s age-old imperviousness to external religious influence is as fragile as one of Dickens’ disappointing ivory balls.


ESSENTIALLY THE SAME?


‘Chinese, regardless of whether they live in China, Taiwan, or Hong Kong, are essentially the same’ writes the Shanghai-based advertising executive Tom Doctoroff.18 That seems a stretch when millions of Chinese cannot even speak to each other in a common tongue. China’s education ministry reported in 2007 that only around half of the country’s population could communicate effectively in standard Mandarin. The figure in cities was 66 per cent, while in rural areas it fell to just 45 per cent.19 Hundreds of millions of Chinese rely on local dialects and languages for everyday communication.


In my father’s ancestral village of Jung Wo Lei the locals speak Toishanese. A Cantonese-speaking friend came on a trip to the village last year. As we sat at a table of a roadside restaurant, which creaked under the weight of local dishes such as lotus-root chunks



and cloud-ear mushroom soup, he remarked that he couldn’t understand a word that the Toishanese next to us were saying. This despite the fact that he lives just two hours away by car. Drive east through Guangdong for a few more hours and you come to the city of Chaozhou where yet another language is spoken, which no one else in the region can understand.


And this is within just one of China’s twenty-two provinces. According to some estimates there are as many as three hundred different languages, or dialects, across China. This remarkable linguistic diversity is one of the reasons it is misleading to think about this country as a Western-style state. China has roughly the same landmass as the United States, around 9,800,000 square kilometres, but an American would expect to be understood in every corner of the country. In China a traveller can move from one province to the next and feel as if he or she has passed into another land entirely, rather like travelling through Europe. Yet how many of us would describe all Europeans as ‘essentially the same’?


FIVE THOUSAND YEARS


He was the man of the moment and the world was waiting to hear him speak. Xi Jinping stepped onto the stage within the cavernous Great Hall of the People in Beijing on 15 November 2012 after being unveiled as the new leader of China’s Communist Party. The fifty-nine-year-old was expected to outline his direction for the country, but first Xi, like all new Chinese leaders, was required to pay homage to the nation whose reins he now found in his hand. ‘During the civilization and development process of more than five thousand years, the Chinese nation has made an indelible contribution to the civilization and advancement of mankind,’ was how he began.


Of all the bland things Xi said that day, that was probably the blandest. The idea that Chinese history extends back five millennia has been repeated so often that it is now taken for granted. It shouldn’t be. The claim is predicated on the existence of a so-called ‘Yellow Emperor’, who is said to have ruled three thousand years before the birth of Christ. As well as bringing the Chinese nation into existence, this God-like founding father is supposed to have 



taught his people how to grow crops, domesticate animals and even to clothe themselves.


There is no archaeological or written evidence that such a figure ever existed. So to argue that Chinese history ‘begins’ at this point is akin to claiming that King Arthur was the first British sovereign, or that the mythical Trojan hero Aeneas was the founder of modern Italy. It is the stuff of legend, not history. If David Cameron started talking about the Knights of the Round Table, or an Italian prime minister were to make earnest reference to King Priam, they would open themselves to ridicule. But in China a myth is embedded in mainstream political rhetoric, and few Western writers have shown any inclination to challenge it.


In fact the claim is relatively recent. The China scholar Kerry Brown has noted that before one of Xi Jinping’s predecessors, Jiang Zemin, made an official visit to Egypt in the late 1990s, the Beijing authorities tended to talk of three or four thousand years of Chinese history. It appears that in Egypt someone brought to Jiang’s attention that there, on the Nile Delta, was a civilization that could claim even more venerable origins than the Middle Kingdom. So Chinese leaders unilaterally awarded the country an extra thousand years of history in an act of international one-upmanship.20


Not that those lesser claims were any sturdier. The foundation of the Xia Dynasty was put at 2100 BC by China’s earliest chroniclers, but there is very little archaeological evidence of the existence of such a state. The earliest written records date from the era of the Shang Dynasty in 1600 BC. ‘Oracle bones’ – the shoulder blades of oxen with a primitive Chinese script engraved upon them – appear to have been used by rulers for divining the future. As the Shang only covered a relatively small region of modern-day northern China, it is not clear why they should be regarded as the founders of the modern nation, rather than just an early people who lived within the geographical borders of the present state.


So what about two thousand years of continuous history? This has more force, given that 221 BC saw the Qin unification of the warring fiefdoms and principalities that comprised a significant area stretching from modern-day inner Mongolia to Hunan province in the south. Qin Shi Huangdi, the man who accomplished this feat, styled himself the ‘first emperor’, and his surname became the root 



of the European name ‘China’. Unlike his predecessors, Qin had manifest ambitions to build a mighty nation and bind it tightly together. He standardized weights and measures, dictated the width of the axles on chariots, established a common currency and oversaw the imposition of a single script that forms the basis of today’s writing system. More miles of road were built in China under the Qin than in Europe under the Romans. The Qin emperor was certainly a blessing to the future Chinese tourism industry. He commenced the construction of a ‘long wall’ to keep northern raiders out, the predecessor of today’s Great Wall. It was in Qin’s necropolis in Xi’an that thousands of terracotta warriors were discovered in 1974. He was less of a blessing, however, to his contemporary subjects. Legend records that he ordered dissident scholars and unfortunate concubines to be buried alive, and used slave labour on his grand construction projects.


For all its horrors and achievements the Qin Dynasty itself only lasted fourteen years before it was swept away by a peasant uprising, which installed the Han Dynasty. The Han, in turn, broke up after four hundred-odd years. Then came the Jin, the Tang, the Song, the Yuan, the Ming and the Qing, all separated by periods in which no single dynasty ruled the geographic region we now call China. This catalogue of dynasties, punctuated by disintegration, raises questions about what we mean by terms such as ‘continuous’ when we talk of Chinese civilization. If we were to substitute the adjective ‘fractured’, the description would be closer to the truth.


Some historians, alive to this conceptual wrinkle, maintain that while dynasties came and went the Chinese system of political administration remained constant. This however does not stand up to scrutiny. The celebrated Confucian exam system, the supposedly meritocratic means of selecting officials, was only fully developed in the seventh century, more than a thousand years after the death of Confucius. When the Ming toppled the Yuan Dynasty they also shook up Chinese governance institutions, establishing a hereditary military caste of soldiers to prevent a resurgence of the Mongols they had vanquished.21 The Qing too were innovative in matters of governance, imposing their own system of tribal loyalty, termed the ‘Eight Banners’, over the existing state institutions.22


If it is legitimate to talk of China’s ‘continuous’ political history



stretching back for two millennia, then so, equally, might we speak of a continuous European history over that same period. In theory there is a continuous two-thousand-year-old European civilization, from Imperial Rome, through the Holy Roman Empire, to today’s European Union. If it is culture, rather than politics, that constitutes the glue of continuity, then Europe might be said to have the shared philosophical heritage from Ancient Greece, reinforced by Christianity, then the Renaissance and finally the Enlightenment. Of course this would mean turning a blind eye to the Dark Ages, the Hundred Years War, the Thirty Years War, and the two shattering conflicts of the twentieth century. Such omissions would be ridiculous. Yet by accentuating China’s historic ‘continuity’ we do something very similar. The innumerable catastrophic collapses of the Chinese polity, from the warring states period when Confucius was alive, to the era of feuding warlords in the early twentieth century, become mere footnotes in our teleological vision.


THE LAUGHING BUDDHA


What about cultural imperviousness, the argument that China has never been much altered by foreign ways of thinking? Well, that’s challenged by my great-uncle’s sideboard in his home in Guangzhou. On that sideboard sits a porcelain figure of a shaven-headed man with a benevolent smile and a gigantic exposed belly. Small children are climbing delightedly on his corpulent frame. My family tell me that this charm – known as ‘do jai fat’, or ‘many children bring luck’ – attracts prosperity and fertility to a household.


The tubby man is a character from a tenth-century Chinese folk tale. There was a monk from modern-day Zhejiang province who performed small wonders during his life and, as the legend goes, revealed himself on his deathbed to be an incarnation of the Buddha. This laughing Buddha today can be found in homes across China. The original Buddha, of course, wasn’t born in China.


The Chinese first had contact with the alien creed called Buddhism in the first century AD. It had made its way northwest out of India to modern-day Pakistan and Afghanistan. The Chinese encountered it through trade with Central Asians on the Silk Road. Siddhartha Gautama Buddha was an Indian nobleman turned ascetic who lived 



 in the sixth century before Christ. He had taught that there was a way to find perfect inner peace and enlightenment. This promise of mental release from a turbulent and cruel world proved attractive to a Chinese people who were, at that time, boiling in a cauldron of civil strife during one of the empire’s periods of breakdown.


The Chinese used terms from the local Taoist religion, which bore some resemblance to the new philosophy, to translate Buddhist spiritual concepts from the original Sanskrit. Some have suggested that Buddhism was thus assimilated into traditional Chinese culture, rather than fundamentally altering the host nation. But this is to ignore the clear challenge that Buddhist teachings posed to the dominant Confucian tradition. In the universe of Confucian values the family was of supreme importance. The only time a man realized himself to the full was in mourning his parents.23 To fail to produce children was considered a betrayal of one’s forebears. Buddhism, by contrast, recommended a complete severing of all family ties – and monks were supposed to be celibate.


That was not the only clash. Confucius argued that contemplation, in the absence of extensive study, was useless. ‘I once spent all day thinking without taking food and all night thinking without going to bed, but I found that I gained nothing from it,’ as he put it. ‘It would have been better for me to have spent the time in learning.’24 Instead Buddhism recommended pure meditation as the road to enlightenment. It seems safe to assume that Confucius and the Buddha would not have seen eye to eye.


Nevertheless this alien spiritual morality is embraced by ‘Confucian’ Chinese society. One of the central characters in the Water Margin, one of the sturdy pillars of Chinese literature from the fourteenth century, is a Buddhist monk called Lu Zhishen. Lu, whose title ‘the flowery monk’ came from the floral tattoos that covered his torso, was considered to be the embodiment of the value of loyalty. The Buddhist influence extended to architecture. The quintessentially Chinese pagoda is a multi-storied version of the Indian stupa burial mound.25 Buddhism is flowering in China today: temples are flush with donations and China’s expanding middle classes have taken up the religion as a means of demonstrating their cultural sophistication. Official estimates put Buddhist followers at around one hundred million; unofficial counts suggest 



the figure is three times that. No one disputes that it is the largest single religion in the country. The teachings of a foreigner from the Indian subcontinent helped to revolutionize Chinese spirituality. As the twentieth-century historian and liberal reformer Hu Shih put it: ‘India conquered and dominated China culturally for twenty centuries without ever having to send a single soldier across her border.’


Buddhism isn’t the only foreign religion that has successfully pierced the supposedly impenetrable bubble of Chinese culture. The foundations of the Huai Sheng mosque in Guangzhou were laid in AD 627, five years before the death of Muhammad. It is a fascinating melange of Chinese and Arabic architectural styles, with a stone minaret that, until just thirty years ago when the skyscrapers arrived, was still the tallest structure in the city. Islam, like Buddhism, entered China through trade, arriving from the Middle East via the sea commerce routes during the Tang Dynasty, when Muslim traders married local women. The religion spread further through China during the thirteenth century under the patronage of the Mongol Yuan Dynasty.26


One Muslim rose remarkably high under the early Ming too. The fifteenth-century explorer-general Zheng He, a figure now celebrated in China as a national hero, was the son of a Muslim lord in Yunnan, in the far southwest of China. After his father was defeated by the Ming imperial forces the eleven-year-old Zheng suffered the brutal, but not uncommon, fate of the offspring of disloyal vassals: he was castrated and sent to be a slave in the imperial court. Yet Zheng’s misfortune turned into an opportunity when he became an adviser to a Ming prince who later became the Yongle emperor. The young Muslim proved his prowess in battle and was put in charge of a grand imperial naval expedition. Zheng’s giant fleet of 300 ships and 28,000 crew – one of the world’s earliest blue water navies – sailed as far as the Horn of Africa in a spectacular demonstration of China’s technological prowess. Today there are some twenty million Muslims in China, spread across almost every province. Except for those in Xinjiang, who have a distinctly Central Asian culture, many of the followers of the Prophet Muhammad in China are impossible to distinguish from the dominant Han ethnic group in their language and dress. Even their wedding and funeral rites are the same. 



 However their faith in a religion founded in the Arabian Peninsula still endures.


Other world religions have left their mark on China – for both good and ill. There were Christians in China long before the Jesuits arrived in the fifteenth century. Those European missionaries assumed that they were the first to preach the gospel of Christ in the Far East, but a stone tablet unearthed in Xi’an documents the presence of Nestorians – Persian Christians – in China from the seventh century.27 The Mongols patronized Christianity too. The mother of the great Mongol emperor of China, Kublai Khan, immortalized in verse by the pen of Samuel Taylor Coleridge as the commissioner of the ‘stately pleasure dome’, was a Nestorian. Winston Churchill in his History of the English-Speaking Peoples depicts the Mongols as ‘heathen hordes from the heart of Asia’, but they were religiously tolerant heathens. And Marco Polo, who was appointed as an administrator in the city of Yangzhou by Kublai, even suggested that the Grand Khan himself might have converted to the cross if Rome had sent a sufficient number of missionaries over.28


Christianity has also shaped China’s modern history. The Taiping Rebellion against the Qing Dynasty in the middle of the nineteenth century was led by a Christian convert called Hong Xiuquan. Hong’s thirteen-year revolt convulsed China and left some twenty million dead. To put such a figure in context, the American Civil War, which raged at roughly the same time, is estimated to have resulted in a death toll of 750,000. Such was the monumental scale of the Taiping slaughter that some historians have suggested that the conflict ought to be regarded as China’s equivalent of the First World War. And the man who lit the fuse had been inspired by pamphlets produced by Protestant missionaries preaching in Guangzhou.


Hong was not, it is true, sponsored by the Church; he was a millenarian fanatic, rather than a recognizable Christian. But China’s rulers nevertheless came to identify the spread of foreign faiths in those years as an existential challenge to Confucian civilization. ‘This is not just a crisis for our Qing Dynasty, but the most extraordinary crisis of all time for the Confucian teachings,’ warned the leader of the anti-Taiping forces, Zeng Guofan.29 Even though Hong was ultimately crushed, Zeng was right to fear the revolutionary 



potential of Christianity because the man who led the movement that ultimately deposed the crumbling empire in 1911 and became China’s first president, Sun Yat Sen, was a Protestant. Sun had converted while studying medicine in Hong Kong during the 1880s. In China today there are around forty million followers of Christ. Underground churches – Christian congregations that refuse to register with the authorities for monitoring – are also flourishing. My aunt in Guangzhou became a Catholic in 2010. She told me she was inspired by the message of human compassion in the Gospels. Foreign religions have long shaped spiritual belief in China and continue to do so.


Evolution has been essential to the survival of spirituality in China. The Falun Gong, which advocates a mixture of Taoist and Buddhist philosophy together with an emphasis on meditative exercises, has been savagely repressed by the state. But between the sect’s foundation in 1992 and the turn of the Millennium, when the Falun Gong was forced underground, it was believed to have attracted one hundred million adherents in China – more than the entire membership of the Communist Party.


One might look at the laughing Buddha on my uncle’s sideboard and see the fat monk as China and the scrabbling children as the world’s religions, competing, with varying degrees of success, to get his attention.


BUTTONS AND PIGTAILS


The idea that the Chinese civilized their conquerors through their superior culture is no sturdier than the proposition that the great walls of Chinese life have never been breached by foreign religion. The Mongol emperors of the thirteenth century ruled fairly tolerantly, making no attempt to overturn the traditional bureaucracy of the majority Han people (although they did ban the imperial examinations). Voltaire’s caricature was right up to a point. But the heirs of Genghis Khan were not assimilated, or ‘civilized’ as Voltaire imagined. Nor was their dominion merely shrugged off by the Chinese. For one thing the Mongols helped overhaul China’s wardrobe. Before the Mongol Yuan Dynasty the Chinese kept their robes tied with belts. The Mongols introduced the distinctive toggle-and-loop 



 buttons – accessories that are now, ironically given their origins, seen as quintessentially Chinese.30


The warriors from Manchuria who established the Qing Dynasty in the seventeenth century also successfully preserved their own distinctive culture. Indeed, they were jealously protective of it. Marriage between Manchus and Han Chinese was forbidden and the Qing emperors kept their own language alive as a means of secret military communication.31 Visitors to the Ming emperors’ Forbidden City, if they examine the blue and gold signs above the many courtyard gateways, will see a strange script next to the more familiar Chinese characters: Manchu. The Qing had inscribed their own culture into the symbolic heart of their new empire.


The classic image of ‘old China’ is a man with a shaved forehead and a long braided pigtail. This was not, however, an ancient Confucian fashion statement, but something enforced, upon pain of death, on the majority Han people by their Manchu overlords. It is a curious kind of cultural assimilator who is compelled to shave off half of his hair. The Manchus also demanded that all Han get rid of their old robes and wear the cheongsam. A slim-fitting version of this full-length dress, with its split down the leg, is most commonly associated with the femme fatales of 1920s Shanghai, but this classic item of ‘Chinese’ clothing was once an item of Manchu sartorial oppression.


The early Qing emperors were, however, essentially pragmatic. Like the Mongols, they ruled China as a multicultural empire, recognizing that this was the only way they could hope to hold together this diverse and naturally fractious political entity made up of Christians, Muslims, Buddhists and a host of different groups and tribes. It is said that the Qing governed as Confucians in China, Mongolians on the northern steppe and, unlike today’s Communists, actively sponsored Tibetan Buddhism, with its worship of the Dalai Lama.32 Early Qing rulers even made an effort to become multilingual. The emperor Qianlong explained how his statecraft worked: ‘I use their own languages and do not rely on an interpreter . . . to conquer them with kindness.’


This pragmatism extended to foreign relations. The so-called Chinese ‘tributary system’, under which neighbouring Asian states were required to deliver regular gifts to the emperor, is often cited as a manifestation of China’s cultural superiority complex. Yet these



states received lavish gifts in return for this tribute. Some China scholars now regard the tribute system as a cover for an expansion of foreign trade, or possibly a face-saving way for emperors to buy protection from aggressive northern raiders. In the words of the historian Joanna Waley-Cohen, ‘for tributary states the entire process primarily represented a peaceful way to acquire essential Chinese goods without having to steal them in border raids’.33


We often hear that China arrogantly refused to acquire technological expertise from the West when it had the chance and paid a heavy price. This interpretation draws a straight line between the moment a British trade mission, led by Lord Macartney, was dismissed empty-handed by the Qianlong emperor in 1794, and the appearance of British gunboats off Canton in 1839 to blast open the gates of China to international commerce. ‘We possess all things. I set no value on objects strange or ingenious, and have no use for your country’s manufactures,’ Qianlong wrote to Lord Macartney’s patron, King George III, in a missive that has gone down in history as the final word in deluded hubris.


However the Qing emperors were not so closed-minded as this rebuff would suggest. The Qing, like the Ming before them, had patronized Jesuit missionaries and commissioned them to transfer Western technologies such as cannon manufacture and cartography. Indeed, a number of the Chinese cannons captured by European powers in the invasions of the nineteenth century and transported back to museums for display had been designed for the Qing by the Flemish missionary Ferdinand Verbiest two hundred years previously. These examples of ‘Chinese’ technology were in fact a testament to China’s willingness to absorb expertise from the West. Jesuits were also appointed to senior positions in the state astronomy bureaucracy. The Qianlong repudiation of Macartney’s overtures might have been a calculated move against a rival power rather than an example of supreme complacency.


In another of history’s great ironies, a wing of the Qing emperor’s Old Summer Palace, which was burned down by British and French soldiers in the second Opium War in 1860, was a neo-classical structure, designed by two Jesuits. The voluted chunks of masonry that can be seen heaped up on the site of the ruined palace to this day in northwest Beijing are an eloquent testament to the fact that China’s 



 emperors were not, in fact, as insular as their European detractors (including some of the very soldiers who looted the palace) insisted. Indeed, they might be seen as the mirror image of their Western monarchical counterparts who began to commission grand works of Chinoiserie in the late eighteenth century.


Nor were all the Chinese so hubristically convinced of the superiority of Chinese culture and technology as the caricature might suggest. As early as the First Opium War in 1839–42 there were instances of Qing officials attempting to replicate Western military technology. As the belligerent British advanced up China’s eastern seaboard they discovered paddleboats fitted with brass guns in Wusong, and in Xiamen they came across a replica of a British man-of-war. Even during these first bruising contacts the Chinese were copying foreign technology.


The Guangxu emperor of the later nineteenth century also failed to fit the Victorian stereotype of the reactionary and closed-minded Chinese autocrat. Not only did he appoint radical intellectuals to enact deep political reforms, he also wanted to shed some of the old rhetoric about China’s cultural superiority over its Asian neighbours. When Guangxu’s ministers brought him the diplomatic instructions of the new ambassador to Korea, the emperor ordered the removal of a phrase suggesting that he should be described as existing in a plane well above the Korean sovereign. His explanation was simple: ‘Korea is independent and no longer a vassal to us. What’s the use of affecting such hollow forms of arrogant pride?’34


The empress dowager Cixi, with the help of Manchu nobles, repressed the reformers and deposed Guangxu. Yet even this old reactionary agreed to scrap the imperial exam in 1905. Cixi also celebrated her sixtieth birthday in 1897 watching ballroom dancing in the neo-classical Astor House Hotel in Shanghai. Perhaps, as she gazed on the twirling Western-dressed dancers that night, she puffed on one of her preferred ‘Peacock’ brand of cigarettes, imported especially from Japan.


THE NEW CULTURE


We tend to think of China as a place determined not to change. ‘After every successive revolution this extraordinary people has 



applied itself to re-constitute the past, and recall the antique traditions, in order not to depart from the rites established by their ancestors,’ said the missionary Régis Evariste Huc. In reality, a closer look at its twentieth-century history reveals a nation engaged in a long struggle to throw off the chains of its traditional culture. The founding father of the republic, Sun Yat Sen, made a point of wearing Western clothing and implored his countrymen to do the same. To Sun, who is the one nationalist leader still esteemed by the Communist Party, China did not float separately to the rest of humanity and world history but was very much a part of it. In 1912, upon the foundation of the republic, Sun declared that the Chinese were ‘continuing the historic struggle of the French and American peoples for republican institutions’.
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