East Asia’s Role
Arnold Toynbee and Daisaku Ikeda (Excerpts from Choose Life, pp249-254)
TOYNBEE: 
From the time of the Opium War till the communist takeover of China, the rest of the world treated China with contempt and bullied her with impunity. Even now, China is not much more powerful materially, by comparison with the Western countries, the Soviet Union and Japan, than she was during that humiliating century of Chinese history. It looks as if the present high estimate of her importance is based, not on China’s record during this relatively short period of her modern history, but on her performance during the preceding two millennia and on a recognition of the permanent virtues of the Chinese people – virtues that they continued to display during their country’s century of humiliation, especially in the worldwide private activities of Chinese expatriates in the modern age. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Eastern Asia preserves a number of historical assets that may enable it to become the geographical and cultural axis for the unification of the whole world. These assets are, as I see them: (1) the Chinese people’s experience, during the last twenty-one century, of maintaining an empire that is a regional model for a literally worldwide world-state; (2) the ecumenical spirit with which the Chinese have been imbued during this long chapter of Chinese history; (3) the humanism of the Confucian Weltanschauung; (4) the rationalism of both Confucianism and Buddhism; (5) the sense of the mystery of the universe and the recognition that human attempts to dominate the universe are self-defeating (to me, the most precious intuitions of Taoism); (6) the conviction (shared with Buddhism by Chinese philosophy of all schools, except perhaps the now extinct Legalist school) that, far from trying to dominate nonhuman nature, man’s aim should be to live in harmony with it; (7) the demonstration, by the Japanese people, that it is possible for East Asian peoples to beat the Western peoples at the Westerners’ own modern game of applying science to both civilian and military technology…
The modern world has learned by experience that the Chinese are extremely able in all kinds of business and that they also have a high standard of family life. The Chinese have continued to display these virtues even when their country has been weak or actually in chaos, but chaos is not China’s usual condition. Though there have been bouts of turmoil in China before the one that began in 1911 and ended in 1949, China has been politically united and effectively administered for most of the time since her original political unification in 221 B.C. Before that date, China’s political history resembled the political history of the west end of the Old World. China, too, had been divided among a number of warring local states. But, since 221 B.C., China has relapsed into political disruption and anarchy only occasionally and temporarily. In the word, the history of the Chinese Empire, which still survives in the form of the present People’s Republic, has been a political success story. It contrasts dramatically with the history of the Roman Empire, which tried and failed to give lasting political unity and peace to the West. 
Since the collapse of the Roman Empire in the West, the Western world has never succeeded in regaining its lost political unity. It has developed enormous energy in all fields of human activity and, within the last five hundred years, it has united the whole surface of the globe on the economic and technological planes and on the cultural plane to some extent. But the post-Roman West has not succeeded in giving political unity either to itself or to the rest of the world. Politically the influence of the West on the world has been divisive. The political regime that the West has propagated beyond its own borders has been the sovereign state; the post-Roman Western political tradition has been the sovereign state; the post-Roman Western political tradition has been nationalistic, not ecumenical. It therefore seems improbable that the West will be able to give political unity to the world as a whole. Yet global unification on the political plane is demanded by the global unity on other planes that the worldwide expansion of Western peoples has already established. 
It is conceivable that the future unifier of the world will not be a Western or a Westernised country but will be China. It is also conceivable that a premonition of the possible future political role of China is the cause of China’s surprising present worldwide prestige. For nearly twenty-two centuries, with only occasional lapses, a unitary Chinese government has held hundreds of millions of people together politically. Moreover, unified China has been the Middle Kingdom, whose political suzerainty has been recognised by a circle of client states and whose cultural influence has radiated still farther afield. In fact, China, for most of the time since the third century B.C., has been the centre of gravity for half the world. Within the last five hundred years, the whole world has been knit together by Western enterprise on all except the political plane. Perhaps it is China’s destiny now to give political unity and peace not just to half but to all the world. 
IKEDA:
In The Present-day Experiment in Western Civilisation, you said, ‘A Chinese domination and colonisation of the entire surface of this planet if one of the possibilities that the future may hold in store for us.’ May I ask on what grounds you base this statement? Do you still feel that this possibility exists? 
I do not think that the Chinese are a people with aggressive ambitions. On the contrary, I regard them as essentially pacifists seeking peace and security for their own country. China was forced to engage in, but did not start, the Opium War, the Sino-Japanese War and the Korean War. It seems to me that the Chinese participate in hostilities only when it is necessary to defend themselves. In my opinion, the Chinese people developed a nationalistic inclination as a natural reaction against the successive invasions by foreign countries – including Japan – that have occurred since the Opium War…
TOYNBEE:
Basically, I agree with your diagnosis of the Chinese attitude. I have read somewhere that Napoleon said, apropos of China, ‘Do not waken the sleeping giant.’ The British had no sooner disposed of Napoleon than they did waken China by making the Opium War. 
I agree that, since 1839, the Chinese have fought only in self-defence. I think they interpret self-defence as including the recovery of the frontiers that the Chinese Empire had attained when the Qing dynasty was at its zenith, during the latter part of the reign of Qianlong… China broke with India over some strips of territory in the high Himalayas that, though worthless in themselves and strategically superfluous for China, had, I guess, symbolic importance, because India claimed a frontier line imposed by the British when China was too weak to object. I see no indication that China intends to expand beyond her frontiers of the year 1796, the year of Qianlong’s death. Indeed, though recently the Chinese have clashed with the Russians along the Amur River, they do not seem to be seriously intending to try to recover the vast territories beyond the left bank of the Amur and the right bank of the Ussuri that China was compelled to cede to Russia in 1858-61. The Chinese element in the population of these territories was, and is, very small.
China’s foreign relations since the Opium War, however, have been something new in Chinese history. Before 1839, China was in truth the Middle Kingdom of the East Asian half of the Old World, and she was even all that is under heaven in the sense that the Chinese civilisation has been adopted by all China’s neighbours, including Japan, though Japan has never been subject to China politically. China did not begin to make contact with the non-Chinese civilised peoples of the western end of the Old World until the latter part of the second century B.C. The only great foreign impact on China, before the modern Western one, was made by India, and the Indian impact took the peaceful form of the introduction of Buddhism into China. Moreover, China Sinicized Buddhism when she adopted it, just as she Sinicized the northern barbarians, from the Xiongnu to the Manchus inclusive, who conquered China, or parts of China, at various times. 
……
Down to 1839, China’s relations with other parts of the civilised world were superficial and unimportant, with the one big exception of the impact of Indian civilisation in peaceful form of Buddhism. But, within the last five hundred years, the Western peoples have unified all mankind (on the technological and economic planes) by their worldwide expansion, and this process of unification, on Western initiative and originally in a Western framework, has drawn China, as it has drawn Japan, into the net of a new global civilisation. Since 1839, China has been implicated, more and more deeply, in a worldwide system of international relations on all planes of human activity: military, economic, political, cultural, technological and religious. While China has now shaken off the West’s temporary military, political and economic domination, she cannot withdraw into isolation. China’s world has been enlarged by the West’s impact from the eastern half of the Old World to the entire surface of the globe. China can never again be the Middle Kingdom of an insulated Eastern Asia. It is in this sense that I see a possibility of Chinese domination of the world. 
