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Debates on World History and Global History

The Neglected Parameters of Chinese Approaches

Dominic Sachsenmaier

Conceptualizing History on New Scales

Terms such as world history, trans-cultural history and global history have be-
come more common in recent years, but often they still are seen as a challenge
to mainstream understandings of the past.! Indeed, our primary access to the past
18 local. It 1s tied to regions, nations and other geographically confined areas.
According to many dominant interpretations of history, the timelines of the past
are necessarily connected to territory, and history does and can only take place
within confined spaces. Such notions of history are not only part of popular his-
torical memory but rather deeply engrained in most academic traditions around
the globe. In fact, in almost every society in the world, modern historiography
was a product of the nation-building process, and originally its disciplinary
structures and cultures were geared towards creating images of the past that were
compatible with the nation state.” It was usually the modern state that endorsed
and enabled the professionalized academic study of history, and in this capacity
it greatly influenced the contours of this discipline. In that sense historiographical
traditions in most societies all over the world have many disciplinary features in
common, even though factors such as the formation of national public spheres
certainly led to very different accentuations and variations of the field. The fact
that current academic cultures share many common elements and traditions 1s
very important when trying to situate the rising interest in global history within
a wider, trans-cultural context.

While the vast majority of historians no longer see themselves as advocates of the
nation,’ their discipline remains very much influenced by its heritage as a state-
entrusted endeavor. The field, which historically paid most attention to detailed
source work as a key to understanding local conditions, still has some difficulties
accepting trans-local research agendas.* In many countries fields such as world
history or international history have only played a rather marginal role within
the academic community.” Even in cases such as China, where world history can
look back at rather long disciplinary and institutional traditions, most narratives
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tended to take the nation state as the key unit of analysis in research projects.®
Furthermore, in most cases world history and — to a lesser extent international
history — tended to be viewed primarily as fields producing macroscopic syntheses
and textbooks rather than studies based on primary source-based research.
Particularly during the past decade this situation has begun to change, since debates
among historians on how to gain apt trans-cultural perspectives have intensified.
A growing number of scholars with a background in more area-specific research,
or fields such as economic or diplomatic history, have become active in the disci-
pline.” A rising number of historians in different parts of the world have come to
regard the main trajectories of their own fields as somewhat limited. They point
out that particularly the 19th and 20th centuries, ages of unprecedented global
interactions and entanglements, have so far largely been viewed through the
lenses of the nation state. While there have been mounting critiques of national
perspectives, they did not lead to a resurgence of universalizing master narratives
a la modernization theory or certain currents of Marxism. The challenge for the
future will be to maintain the appreciation of local details while at the same time
opening the field to wider, more daring spaces of exploration.

In Western societies it 18 often mistakenly assumed that the more recent move-
ments towards trans-cultural and global history largely emerged from the United
States as well as — to a lesser extent — Europe.® However, also in East Asia, South
Asia, Latin America and other parts of the world there have been strong tenden-
cies to move the disciplinary boundaries of the field so that it can encompass
topics across and between the realms of the national, the regional and the local.
The rather simultaneously rising international interest in trans-cultural history
has certainly been conditioned by the overall global, political and intellectual
context of our time. Important factors were certainly the international debates
on globalization, which after the end of the Cold War grew in many neighboring
fields as well as in the general public.” Discussions on related topics such as the
debates on migration, the pressure on the nation state, a globalizing economy or
the advent of trans-national popular cultures have certainly encouraged historians
in many parts of the world to take a position in these debates. In many cases this
trend has occurred through rethinking local history in a wider, global context'® and
has started to widen or even deconstruct national tropes by emphasizing modes of
interaction and entanglements with the rest of the world. Many debates related to
the global history movement in Germany, for instance, seek to change conceptions
of German history by exploring the significant colonial and other trans-cultural
connections that have traditionally been under-explored by academic scholarship.
Likewise, in China a new generation of historians often associates “world history”
with attempts to break through some hitherto dominant tendencies to separate the
study of Chinese history categorically from international history.
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What 1s considered to be “world history” or “global history” remains largely
conditioned by local particularities, which in turn are contingent upon peculiar
modes of historical memory, disciplinary traditions, political factors as well
as the general intellectual environment. Of course this observation should not
suggest that these locally specific debates are largely homogenous within their
own parameters and completely unrelated to each other. Everywhere the field is
characterized by a variety of methodologies and schools of thought, yet at the
same time the central themes and parameters of the debates on world history
remain locally, or — in some cases — nationally specific. If we look at the cur-
rent landscapes of scholarship on world history and global history, we can see
a relatively close connection between researchers on both sides of the Atlantic.
Yet this Atlantic exchange remains largely imbalanced, since scholarship in
the United States 1s still more influential in European societies than vice versa.
Asian approaches to world history, however, have so far been almost completely
neglected in the European debates. They have also played only a marginal role in
the United States where, for example, the Journal of World History has at least
published some reports about research in the other parts of the world." Yet, just
as in Europe, in the United States there are so far hardly any sustained, intensive
dialogues with non-Western historians.

At the moment scholarship faces a very remarkable situation, in which the inter-
nationally growing interest in global and trans-cultural history is not paralleled
by a significant rise of international cooperation in the field. Particularly a field
such as world history or global history cannot be academically and publicly
convincing if it 1s global in scope but local in structure. The very fact that there
1s no given, objective world history and that our interpretation of the global
past largely depends on local standpoints, makes exchanges between different
nationally and regionally specific research approaches even more important.
Particularly the West has to learn to break through its Eurocentric heritage and
take the debates in East Asia, India and elsewhere absolutely seriously — seriously
enough as to allow for a genuine dialogue and even some conceptual carryovers.
Whereas historians in other parts of the world cannot become leaders in their
fields without being familiar with Western scholarship, the equivalent is not true
for scholars in Europe and the United States.

GGlobal history will be a rather awkward and intellectually unstable endeavor if
1t continues to be based more on a rising interest in scholarship about the world
rather than scholarship in the world. To start fulfilling the promises and expec-
tations of new multi-faceted, pluralistic forms of world history, new academic
landscapes have to be cultivated as well. The field has to become more ecume-
nical in terms of international cooperation and the general flow of scholarly
concepts and 1deas. First and foremost, there needs to be a rising awareness of
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concomitant scholarship in other parts of the world. For example, the Chinese
debates on world history, which will be outlined in this article, need to be treated
as a major facet of the current global and transnational turn in historiography. In
the past, world historical conceptions in China were heavily influenced by the
torpid, rapidly changing currents of Chinese politics since the late 19th century.
Today the great themes, which Chinese historians debate in conjunction with
world history and trans-cultural history, are significantly different from the spec-
trum of Western discussions. Regarding the Chinese debates on world history 1s
absolutely essential when trying to situate the current impulses and movements
within the field in a larger, global context. In the following sections this article
will provide an overview of the historical development of modern academic world
historiography in China. Subsequently, it will discuss some of the key issues in
the Chinese debates surrounding the wider parameters of the field.

Past Trajectories of World History in China

Like many other cultures, pre-modern China also had a long tradition of “uni-
versal histories”, which tried to offer a full gaze at the known world. However,
these histories typically painted China as the cultural and historical center of
the world and used Confucianism as the prime doctrine to assess other cultures.
These Sino-centric conceptions of history certainly did not remain unchallenged
—one may think of some early Buddhist works, which treated India as the center
of the world,'? or the great success of Matteo Ricci’s world map,'* which was
published in China during the early 17th century. Nevertheless, the main cur-
rents of pre-modern Chinese historiography tended not to treat other cultures as
equals to China.

This situation started to change during the middle of the 19th century when the
Middle Kingdom was ravaged by a series of international and domestic crises.
Scholars often point to the Haiguo Tuzhi (Illustrated Treatise of the Maritime
Countries), a world account published in 1844 that openly abandoned Sino-
centric visions, as the slow beginning of a more extroverted tradition of Chinese
social scientific scholarship.'* A few decades later the search for world historical
perspectives was closely tied to attempts at developing a new historiography of
China, which could support the nation building process. Around the turn of the
20th century prominent scholars such as Liang Qichao and Yan Fu were fore-
runners in the effort to build a national historiography, which — they believed
— would no longer focus on dynastic cycles but reveal the forces of development
and dynamism inherent in the Chinese past.*> For this purpose it seemed necessary
to copy the national histories of countries such as Britain, Germany or France,
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and to detect the forces, which made the industrialized West as well as Japan
allegedly so triumphant on a world stage. From the very beginnings of modern
academic scholarship in China, “the world” figured as an important stage on which
an apt history for a new China could be grounded. The Chinese nation-building
project was quite consciously carried out as both, a reaction to outside forces and
a transfer process of identities and institutions. Modern Chinese historiography
was never fully conceptualized as an autochthonous development but always as
closely entangled with international academic currents.

Modern Chinese world history was supposed to act in a close relationship with
national history. Among other tasks, the field was expected to help find the al-
legedly universal principles by which a new China was to be built. Given this
official mission of Chinese world history as it unfolded during the late empire
and the early republic, it is thus hardly surprising that the field paid high levels
of attention to themes such modernization and the expansion of the West. This
did not change during the aftermath of World War I when the political and cul-
tural visions of a future China started to polarize in a country facing great intel-
lectual insecurities. Some Chinese scholars started to write world history from
a Socialist perspective!® while others continued to portray Western Europe and
the US as the models for China. Some world histories treated Social Darwinism
as the predominant logic of the international system whereas others were closer
to liberal ideologies.!” Yet another group of world historians sought to defend
cultural perspectives against the waves of Western approaches.

From its beginnings, Chinese world historical writing was thus very closely
linked to political struggles — arguably far more so than world history in the West,
where the debates among experts were usually centered on academic concepts
with mostly indirect political connotations. In spite of their rivaling approaches,
most Chinese world historians shared the idea that one guiding principle was
underlying the history of the human community. World historians were expected
to uncover this principle and thus pave the way for a more prosperous and digni-
fied future of China. It 1s thus hardly surprising that varyving degrees of cultural
iconoclasm characterized large parts of the field during the period before World
War II. Most Chinese world historians largely accepted Eurocentric discourses
and believed that Western history could provide the keys for development while
core aspects of Chinese tradition were seen as impediments to progress. In the
midst of a climate, which Mao Zedong described as the “search for truth from
the West”, the contested issue was not whether to learn from more advanced
societies, which in the eyes of many Chinese observers included Japan, but what
to learn from them.

The politicized nature of Chinese world history and 1ts mission to find umversal
principles did not come to an end after the Communist Revolution in 1949. The
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Chinese Communist Party greatly narrowed down the range of world historical
interpretations circulating in China, but it continued some of the main trends of
the Republican Period.'® The division of history departments into institutes of
Chinese history and world history was turned into a nationwide system, which
basically lasts until the present day. During the 1950s and 60s Soviet historio-
graphy started to dominate Chinese world historical research — most notably
the History of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (Bolsheviks): Short
Course, which had been developed under Stalin and quite randomly defined the
stages of historical development Marx had outlined 1n his Preface to a Critique
of Political Economics. The task of fitting Chinese history mto a set of stages,
which Marx had derived from FEuropean history, provided a significant challenge
to Chinese scholars.

During the 1950s and 60s Chinese world history moved within a range of con-
ceptual approaches, which was much narrower than during the Republican Era.
Marxism became the sole and only doctrine to explain the history of the Chinese
nation and the world at large. In any case, theory was clearly given priority over
narrated history. Rather than following Marx in deriving theories from the study
of history, Chinese historians tried vigorously to apply a set methodological
framework to the Chinese and its surrounding context.'” Yet Chinese scholars
also resorted to interpreting Marxism in ways that would make the Chinese
experience compatible with an ideology, which had been largely created from a
European context. Due to government censorship, the development of Chinese
world history became more closely entangled with the rhythms and changes of
Chinese politics. For example, the field was significantly influenced by the politi-
cal crackdown following the intellectual opening during the Hundred Flowers
Movement. Also the fallout with the Soviet Union during the late 1950s and
the subsequent increased efforts to turn China into the power center of a global
leftist countermovement had a strong impact.

The main world historical text from this period was the Shijie Tongshi (Gene-
ral History of the World), a volume edited by Wu Yujin and Zhou Yiliang,
both Harvard-trained scholars teaching in Beijing.?® Since the Shijie Tongshi
tried to trace back universal developments in single societies, the text al-
most completely neglected trans-regional interactions, or topics such as the
emergence of trans-national cultural spaces. Wu not only relied on Soviet
methodologies but also drew heavily on Geoffrey Barraclough’s History in a
Changing World, which he regarded as a Western alternative to Eurocentric
approaches.”! Furthermore, the edited volume was clearly centered on the West
but also included other world regions. However, it excluded one major part
of the world: China itself. The fact that Chinese history was omitted from a
comprehensive history of the world 1s a mirror reflection of the clear division
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of labor between world historians and historians of China at that time. Stages
of development could and had to be applied to the history of China, yet at the
same time the national boundaries stood conceptually so firm that scholars did
not often apply trans-national perspectives to the cities and regions of China.
In spite of the period’s relatively narrow spectrum of methodological options,
many Western world historical texts were translated into Chinese during the
1950s and early 60s — officially in order to demonstrate the superiority of Marx-
1sm to the Chinese audience but in reality to foster a quite lively and at times
rather open debate as well 2> During the Cultural Revolution that started in 1966,
however, leading figures in world history were persecuted and sent to work in
the countryside. Even after its high tides were over during the 1970s, scholars
remained extremely cautious, which — in addition to material factors in a crisis-
ridden society — greatly reduced publication levels in the field. Only after the
death of Mao in 1976 did the field slowly start to reconstitute itself.

The experience of the Cultural Revolution, including the humiliations and
personal hardships most Chinese intellectuals had suffered, greatly changed the
intellectual climate of China. These traumatic experiences, which were shared
by a majority of scholars and intellectuals, were one of the key factors behind
the emergence of a profoundly different trend that rose to prominence during the
1980s. “Culture fever” (wenhua re) became a key designation for the intellec-
tual climate during the Deng-era, particularly the 1980s, which also had great
ramifications for the academic sector. The term “culture fever” may be somewhat
misleading since what characterized the intellectual atmosphere of the 1980s was
much less a renewed respect for Chinese tradition than a new wave enthusiasm
for Western learning. For example, large parts of the scholarly community were
eager to absorb the facets of American and European scholarship that had been
developed during the past generation when intellectual flows into China had been
reduced to a trickle. One of the main trends of the ime was a sense of disillusion-
ment with Chinese culture in general and the Communist Party in particular. Many
scholars started to argue that the Mao Period had not broken with Chinese culture
but continued a long tradition of isolationism and despotism. Parallel to this new
discourse, there was a growing trend to understand Western history as successful
history again and the Chinese past as a past shattered by domestic failures and
foreign intrusion.* As a popular and intellectually influential Chinese TV series,
which had been produced with the support of party reformers, expressed it, a blue,
ocean-oriented culture would need to replace the yellow, isolationist traditions
of China.? In this series, parts of which were centered on a historical narrative,
the sea-faring nations were portrayed as more open, dynamic and hence superior
to the allegedly introverted civilization of China. Like many portraits of Chinese
history published at the time, this series either downplayed or largely ignored the
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complex and multi-layered interactions between China and the outside world.
In that sense it clung to a monolithic, holistic vision of Chinese history and paid
hardly any attention to the great differences between regions such as the inner
Asian provinces or the Southeastern coastal areas — differences, which were partly
conditioned by their foreign connections.

The new intellectual paradigms of the culture fever period also affected world
historical scholarship. A wide range of texts by world historians, such as William
MecNeill’s Rise of the West,*® were translated into Chinese and generated intensive
discussions.”” Another important change was the introduction of new Marxist
theories such as world systems theory or E. P. Thompson’s work,” which started
to include cultural factors into the study of class-related movements. During the
1980s an increasing number of Chinese scholars managed to spend significant
research times abroad while at the same time prominent Western world historians
visited China.” The methodologies applied by Chinese world historians were still
grounded in historical materialism, but scholars started to operate with a wealth
of new perspectives ranging from cultural history to oral history.

The Tiananmen crackdown was only followed by a brief period of tight intellectual
and academic control, even though its impacts on intellectual life were certainly
profound.’® During the 1990s the range of methodologies applied by world his-
torians continued to grow wider.’! Nevertheless, the culture fever period came to
an end, and the intellectual mood grew more in favor of nativist discourses. An
increasing number of academics in China no longer regarded copying Western
methodologies as an attractive option. Many world historians started to believe
in the necessity to develop specifically Chinese perspectives of world history,
that would differ from the interpretations of the alleged centers of the modern
international system. There was a certain agreement that alternative approaches
to European and American world histories could be based on Sinified versions
of Marxist and other Western methodologies. One of the driving forces behind
the effort to develop trans-cultural histories with Chinese characteristics was
actually Wu Yujin, the grand seigneur of Marxist world history and editor of the
landmark publication in 1962. Wu Yujin tried to exemplify his new emphasis on
cross-cultural entanglements and pluralistic visions in his edited World History,
which appeared in 1994, a year after his death.** The book depicts the 20th cen-
tury as an unresolved global competition between socialism and capitalism, even
though it stresses that both sides had started to evolve into different forms.
Important for the pluralization of Chinese scholarship were the growing levels of
interaction between historians from the Chinese mainland and their colleagues
in Taiwan and Hong Kong. Due to its local historical experience Hong Kong has
certain research traditions, which concentrate on themes such as “marginality”
and “hybrdity” as well as on the history of global migrations, diasporas and
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colonialism.*® Taiwanese scholars placed more emphasis on conceptualizing
Chinese tradition in new cultural, regional and global contexts,** which was
often part of the attempt to gain a new Taiwanese identity.* In spite of such new
methodological impulses, the institutional parameters of world history in China
have been slow to change. Almost all history departments are still split into
mstitutes of world history and Chinese history, and on paper about 40 per cent
of all Chinese historians qualify as world historians. But this number actually
hides a more problematic situation: world historical institutes actually comprise
all non-Chinese history. This means that most historians of Japan, Europe,
Africa and other parts of the world qualify as “world historians™ for the mere
reason that their own research actually focuses on one part of the outside world.
Furthermore, the regional expertise of the vast majority of “world historians™ is
either Western and — especially among an older generation of Chinese scholars
— Russian/Soviet history. A certain number of Chinese historians do research on
neighboring societies ranging from Japan to the Central Asian republics but only
a small fraction covers other world regions

Modernization versus Revolution

In a country experiencing a rapidly changing position in the international system,
world historical research is tightly interwoven with more general debates on the
future of China. Due to China’s enormous transformations, historiography in
general and world history in particular tend to enjoy higher degrees of public
attention than in most Western societies. As a consequence, most developments
in the field need to be seen in the context of wider intellectual movements and
political contestations over the future of China and its place in the world. Academic
discussions tend to be ardent, which has been often noted by outside observers.
During a lecture tour in China in 2001 Jiirgen Habermas even expressed some envy
of the dense intellectual atmosphere 1n a country where academic institutions still
serve as the central forums for cultural and societal debates. A significant number
of Chinese historians do not see themselves solely as academic experts but also
as intellectuals whose work carries a wider significance for the public sector.

Among the debates, which also affected the field of world history, are the dis-
cussions on the concepts of “modernization” and “revolution”.’” During the
1980s a growing number of world historians started to investigate the history
of China and other developing societies under the aegis of “modernization” — a
concept endorsed by the Deng government and its successors. Many Chinese
scholars even referred to the classics of modernization theory such as the works
of W. W. Rostow or Cyril E. Black, which in Western academic discourse after
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the cultural turn had come to be widely regarded as methodologically obsolete or
even as instruments of neo-imperialism.*® By contrast, during the 1980s quite a
few Chinese social historians started to use the concept of “modernization”? in
order to confront earlier government-endorsed interpretations of history, which
had ascribed progress almost exclusively to revolutionary movements. Many
proponents of the modernization paradigm challenged this revolutionary trope
by arguing that many facets of communism in China had not truly broken with
the Chinese past but rather continued many problematic elements of Chinese
“tradition”. The proponents of the “feudal communmsm hypothesis™ pointed to
hierarchical social structures, the worship of party leaders or the corruption in
the bureaucratic apparatus as examples of allegedly “pre-modern” facets of life
under Mao.*

In conjunction with the rising interest in historical continuities, many scholars
came to question the year 1949 as the clear historical watershed, as which it
had been described in previous Chinese scholarship. For example, some studies
focused on modernizing processes initiated by the Guomindang government
prior to World War II, while others dealt with the beginnings of a modern
Chinese civil society during the late Qing-dynasty (before 1911) and the Re-
publican Period (1911-1949). In such studies many central tenets of the Mao
years appear implicitly as relapses of traditional elements destroying many of
the modern seeds that had started to grow before the Communist Revolution.*
Similar developments can be observed in the periodizations in more recently
published world historical accounts. For example, important works such as
Wu Yujin’s world history edition of 1994 abandon the year 1917 as a world
historical landmark,* which undermines the central position of revolutionary
changes in world history. Rather than choosing the Russian Revolution as a
temporal demarcation line, Wu'’s Shijie shi treats the year 1900 as an approximate
transition between the periods of contemporary and modern history. From a
slightly different perspective also Qian Chengdan, a prominent world historian
based 1n Beijing, has argued that during the past few 100 vears modernization
processes constituted the core of world historical developments.*® Under the
rising influence of modernization as a lead paradigm, many standard world
history texts in China now tend to portray European history as advanced and
progressive while they depict East Asia, Africa and other parts of the world as
previously rather stagnant cultures.* Such discourses of modernization do not
necessarily need to be understood as endorsements of developmental models
following a “Western” path. In fact, many Chinese social historians have pointed
out that the latest developments in Western theory can be used to enhance lo-
cal approaches, which may eventually provide a globally recognized spectrum
of alternatives to Western models of world history.* The potential alternative
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Chinese perspective, many intellectuals assume, have been profoundly shaped
by socialism.

The continued prominence of quite uni-linear master narratives among many
historians in China marks a major difference from main currents of Western
historiography in recent decades. Nevertheless, a growing number of Chinese
scholars have pointed to the great diversity of approaches within their field in
order to suggest that social history actually challenges the search for a coherent
set of methodologies* and, by implication, sociopolitical models allegedly
covering the entire world. Indeed social historians introduced a wealth of new
topics to Chinese historiography ranging from the study of urban milieus and
trans-national networks to research on migrant communities. In this context some
scholars came up with new trans-cultural perspectives that were incompatible
with older lead paradigms such as revolutionary progress or tropes equating
globalization with modernization.*’

New Spatial Parameters

Chinese researchers often position themselves as reform Marxists who moved
the research focus from the structure of societies to their transformations.* This
paradigm shift opened the gateways to alternative interpretations of the Chinese
past and its entanglements with the world beyond. For example, parts of the
rapidly growing literature on China’s modernization have led to spatial concepts,
which add new facets to the understanding of China’s interconnections with 1ts
neighbors and the world beyond.® Studies of urban modernization, for instance,
have started exploring the tight networks among Chinese coastal, Japanese and
Korean cities as distinct trans-national spaces characterized by a high intensity of
exchanges.”® Generally speaking, Mainland Chinese historians studying cultural
hybridization processes have drawn heavily upon scholarship in Hong Kong where
the study of inter-cultural encounters can look back on a long tradition.> Under
the impact of such new research China no longer appears as a historical space
that can be clearly demarcated. Conceptualizing Chinese history, many scholars
have come to agree, has become increasingly complex and impossible without
embedding it into macro-regional or world historical perspectives.*

To a certain extent the growing presence of neo-humanist,” postmodern and
post-colonial thought in China further stimulated the search for new ways of
conceptualizing the interplay between the global and the local in the Chinese
case. Furthermore, these theories or ideas derived from them proved to be im-
portant tools to further deconstruct Marxist and other Western master narratives.
Many intellectuals associated with the somewhat 11l defined school of “post-ism”
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(houxue) referred to Chinese “otherness” when arguing against the claim that
China’s historical experience could be measured by Western standards and be
understood through the lenses of Western concepts.> This is very often presented
as a direct challenge to Western world histories, which — scholars belonging to
this group argue — are based on the alleged universality of Western values and
concepts.” Yet at the same time postmodern and post-colonial elements were also
used as essential ingredients of new intellectual nativisms and academic national-
1sms, which rebelled against attempts at deconstructing and internationalizing
hitherto dominant tropes of Chinese history. Unfortunately a significant number of
neo-conservative or “post-ist” scholars do not use postmodern doubts to equally
deconstruct discourses of Chinese national belonging but have rather turned to
advocate certain cultural essentialisms.*

Parts of these more right-wing interpretations of post-colonial and postmodern
thought in China are related to an intellectual wave generated by the so-called
“national studies fever” (guoxue re). This movement had initially been promoted by
the government but then took a life of its own through its connections to growing
forms of grassroots nationalism.>” Many scholars affiliated with this trend called
for national identity as a major principle for the Chinese humanities and social sci-
ences. In this context they started to actively defend nation-centered perspectives
against historiographical trends that could — in their eyes — potentially undermine
the cause of state building. Efforts to deconstruct the idea of a contingent, largely
autochthonous Chinese past are seen as a threat to Chinese historical integrity. Yu
Pei, the director of the World History Institute at the Chinese Academy of Social
Sciences, for instance, published an article in which he defended patriotism as
the leading paradigm in world history. Yu’s understanding of national history is
characterized by the idea that Chinese nationhood can be traced back several
millennia in the past.®® Some scholars have argued that China should study the
world primarily because it can be expected to rise to a great power status by the
middle of the century.”® Others have resorted to advocating strict civilizational
perspectives in the spirit of Oswald Spengler as the main parameters for world
historical writing in China.®

Chinese World Histories and the Global Scholarly Community

A crude look at the current intellectual context of world historical research
in China necessarily passes by a whole range of additional theories that have
played an important role in China during the past few decades.® Yet as evidenced
by the examples above, the current debates on world history are tied to larger
issues faced by the general public as well as government circles.®? In a country
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experiencing epochal changes, debating new forms of world historical thinking
or internationalizing the study of Chinese history has implications for such es-
sential problems as the meaning of being Chinese, China’s place in the world
or the role of Marxism as a state orthodoxy and lead paradigm. The intellectual
positions surrounding such burning issues are certainly very complex and char-
acterized by conceptual overlaps, shifting alliances and individual theorizing. Yet
it 1s possible to discern several idealtypical intellectual divides and polarizing
questions, which are being debated in academic circles and the public beyond.
Among these core problems is the 1ssue to what extent China needs to develop
alternatives to the main currents of Western theory and conceptions of history.
Furthermore, there is the question whether such alternative approaches should
be strictly confined to Chinese visions of the past or whether they may become
more influential in other parts of the world. Related to this issue, an opinion
gap separates those who defend strictly national, or even nationalist visions of
the Chinese past from those who proceed to deconstruct the idea of China as a
coherent historical arena by shedding light on the multifaceted entanglements
of its regions with the world beyond.

Since Chinese visions of world history have been decisively shaped by inter-
national intellectual currents and modes of global consciousness it would be
wrong to exoticize them as worldviews of the “Other”. Quite to the contrary,
Chinese perspectives of world history are largely outcomes of international
exchanges, translations, reactions as well as intellectual adaptation processes
to outside trends. This is not to suggest that Chinese historiography in general
and world history has melted into a supposed homogenous international com-
munity of academic historians. The spectrum of world historical approaches
remains locally specific and is partly shaped by particular historical experiences,
political factors, academic traditions and intellectual forces. Yet the peculia-
rities of world history in China need to be understood as the products of glo-
cal dynamics rather than as the outcome of an almost independent tradition of
conceptualizing the past.

It 1s especially because the debates of world history in China have gained shape
in complex international nexuses that they should receive more attention in
the Western discussions about possible new paths to world history.® Like scholar-
ship in other societies, the great issues debated by Chinese historians offer new
perspectives on the processes of globalization as well as the challenges, historical
memories and expectations they evoke. In the future, the changing global research
landscapes may actually strengthen the Chinese voice in international historical
dialogues. Recently Chinese academia has already experienced a spectacular
growth 1n financial resources, which made 1t possible to start transforming a fairly
large number of Chinese universities into centers of higher learning endowed
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with substantial library holdings and other resources. Institutions such as Beijing
University or Fudan University in Shanghai are arguably already in the process
of becoming globally significant intellectual transaction hubs. Particularly dur-
ing the past decade, a rapidly growing number of Chinese historians were either
able to go abroad on a regular basis or host international conferences in China.
Changes in global funding structures may suggest that less Western-centric
international research communities might be in the offing.

The field of global history could greatly benefit from more international dia-
logues, which may be one of the best ways to ensure the growth of multi-faceted,
dialogical perspectives on world history. The sides in such dialogues will not
be neatly structured around Western and alternative non-Western epistemo-
logies. For example, as this article has shown, developmental models such as
modernization theory tend to be far more influential within parts of Chinese
academia than in most Western societies. International discussions pertaining
to trans-cultural, global and world histories will need to go beyond academic
issues in the narrow sense and be open to discussing problematiks ranging
from historical memory to the hierarchies in the international landscapes of
knowledge. Academic exchanges on these questions will necessarily entail a
wider debate on the values and world-views within which historical scholar-
ship is embedded.
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Abstract

Debates on World History and Global History.
The Neglected Parameters of Chinese Approaches

In Western societies it 1s often mistakenly assumed that the more recent move-
ments towards trans-cultural and global history largely emerged from the United
States as well as — to a lesser extent — Europe. However, also in East Asia, South
Asia, Latin America and other parts of the world there have been strong tenden-
cies to move the disciplinary boundaries of the field so that it can encompass
new topics between the realms of the national, the regional and the local. As the
author argues, it 1s essential to pay attention to the Chinese debates on world
history when trying to situate the current impulses and movements within the
field in a larger, global context. The article provides an overview of the historical
development of modern academic world historiography in China and subsequently
discusses some of the key issues in the Chinese debates surrounding the wider
parameters of the field.



	Debates on World History and Global History : the neglected parameters of Chinese approaches

