Toynbee’s view of China's history in Mankind and Mother Earth.

English historian Dr. Arnold Toynbee, born in 1889, examined the future of mankind in the 1970s. It was a period of time when many important historical events occurred, so he questioned how people could learn from it and live a vibrant life by looking back in history. How much did people know about history?



Toynbee believed that rapid technological developments have had a devastating effect on the biosphere.
About 40,000 years ago the early Paleolithic humans began making technological advances. Since then, technology has continued and inventions have continued progressing until the Industrial Revolution in the 17th century, when science and technology reached another peak in human history. (Toynbee, 1976, pp.38–45)
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Since the Industrial revolution, humans have benefited materialistically, and it is reasonable to say that life has become more stable and happier for many. But the world went into crisis when World War I broke out in 1914 and in 1945, when the United States dropped its first atomic bomb on Japan, declaring the nuclear weapons age had started. The emergence of nuclear weapons makes the collective suicide of humankind more realistic. War means the demise of mankind. (Toynbee, 1976.)




The above is a brief description of human history from Toynbee's point of view. The rapid development of human beings on an industrial level and the variety of technological breakthroughs in science is too fast. This has led to an imbalance on some levels which cause many problems with the earth. 



After the Second World War, Toynbee pondered the crisis of modern civilization and the future of the world. These questions enabled Toynbee to discover the problems of modern society, through the connections of the rise and fall of civilizations throughout history.

How to save humanity and human civilization from extinction? Humans are the only creatures in the Earth's biosphere that can dominate, and even destroy the biosphere. As the master of this biosphere, what is the most pressing problem? What role does the human spirit play in the biosphere?

At present, environmental pollution and energy shortage is showing damage to the world from the over-emphasis on material and industrial development. Where should humanity seek answers in the face of this dilemma?

In Taoist philosophy, there is the saying in the "Ho Gung Zi , Huang Liu"(鶡冠子‧環流): “Wu Zi Bi Fan” (物極則反) meaning that “things will develop in the opposite direction when they reach an extreme” or “when a thing reaches its extreme , it reverses its course”. (楚隱士, 黃懷信, 2004)


With the current excessive material development and the lack of strength from a spiritual background means that human beings are heading to a dead-end without a solution. We must seek the answers from a higher level of spirituality and Toynbee believed that humans need self-awakening. (Toynbee, 1976)

Toynbee saw the extreme use of science and technology by humans having endless greed, the growth of the world's population, and the limited and severely deprived natural resources of the planet. He suggested that humans should place spiritual teachings above materialism. (Toynbee, 1976)


He was believing that a moral crisis was precisely the primary problem that would require all the wisdom and strength of today's human beings to solve. 
The future of mankind would mean becoming a “global country”, to avoid the narrowmindedness of nation states pursuing their own interests that would lead to the demise of mankind. Human society would transition to a world country. However, he thought that Western society could not complete such a task. (Toynbee, 1976)This was due to excessive material development, leading to the loss of human morality, which stems from the width and depth of thought that humans lack today. However, Toynbee pinned his hopes on Chinese history, known for its richness in thought, culture and national strength. (Toynbee, 1976)


Toynbee valued China’s past experiences and for taking a cautious attitude towards technological development, and for considering the role of mankind in the future. He had high hopes for China because he realized that Chinese people had good qualities that had been cultivated over thousands of years and predicted that China would be at the heart of world civilization in the future. Toynbee mentioned China's past achievements and historical experiences, qualifications that the West lacks. On the strength of those achievements, China has a more promising chance of shepherding mankind into unity than any other country.
 (Toynbee, Ikeda,1974)


Of all the civilizations in the world, only China has continued for more than two thousand years.
For example, the ancient Egyptian and Greek civilization are extinct, but the Chinese civilization continues.




In 1974, Toynbee predicted that East Asia would make great contributions to the peaceful development of human civilization. (Toynbee, Ikeda,1974) China is not a superpower in terms of economic and military strength. However, East Asian civilization has maintained some important historical assets, which serve as the main axis of geography and culture in the process of global integration.
The East Asian civilization area includes China, South Korea, Korea, Japan, and Vietnam. This civilization involves to the history of Chinese culture (or Han culture), the past or present use of Chinese characters, and has used Chinese as a written language, which are the basic elements of the East Asian cultural circle for Chinese characters. Chinese culture has influenced East Asian countries’ language and writing, ideology, social structure, and productivity development level with a profound impact.
These assets include:
Chinese people in the past 2000 years have built a large unified empire experience. 
During this period, Chinese people showed the world the spirit of "One World" （All under heaven are one family）天下一家

China's successful fusion of an external ideological culture: Buddhism, which has enriched China's indigenous civilization 

Confucianists, Taoists and Buddhists share the same idea that mankind and nature should live in harmony. The three faction of theory, all believe that if man wants to conquer nature, he would become the victim of his own evil deeds.


The Japanese have the ability to apply technology to civil-military industries and defeat Westerners with the rules of the Western game.

The Japanese and Vietnamese have shown courage to challenge the West.

The above are several advantages from China.
And the East Asian countries benefit from Chinese Culture.

These East Asian countries, influenced by Chinese culture, are voluntarily integrated into Chinese civilization. In other words, the expansion of Chinese culture into the surrounding region is not achieved by the conquest of force, but entirely on the appeal of the culture's influence to the surrounding tribal countries. Toynbee uses the adjective "voluntary" to describe the cultural integration that took place in ancient China. (Toynbee, Ikeda,1974)
 
East Asia is made up of China, Japan, Korea and Vietnam; a large population. Geographically, they are closely linked by the common heritage of Chinese culture and Buddhism. And as far as the Chinese are concerned, it has succeeded in uniting the vast majority of people in the land, politically and culturally for thousands of years, more than any other nation in the world.

Such unity is exactly what the world needs today. China and East Asia can play a leading role, and Toynbee sees this as an indispensable valuable experience for the reunification of mankind, for the reasons stated.

It is described here that there is a common underlying culture in the East Asian circle, and that there are different developments on their own basis. This underlying culture spans the sea and the continent, across time and space with the country. This underlying culture can be called Chinese values and Toynbee sees this as a necessity for the world for its future.



In the 1970s, Toynbee felt that China would soon flourish in the world. The situation in China had stabilized, and in the near future, the wisdom cultivated by the Chinese over the past two thousand years would also play an important role in the formation of a new society. He predicted that in the future, China would be the closest country to the concept of a future world government, and that China would have the potential to be at the heart of this unity. (Toynbee, 1976)

Toynbee says China’s political unity, as well as the Roman Empire’s political unity (previously prominent in Europe) were both based on regional cultural integration. He also mentioned that in this fundamental aspect of cultural integration, Ancient China has surpassed the Roman Empire. (Toynbee, 1976)
 
Toynbee suggests here that the main factor in China's ability to maintain national unity for more than two thousand years is its cultural integration. He believes that because China has the foundation of cultural integration, although it has experienced several internal political divisions, the country is still soon able to return to the pre-secession state of unity. 

Toynbee states that, for the Chinese, this kind of cultural consistency existed long before the Qin Dynasty conquered the six countries by force. Although the written language of various parts of China at that time had not yet been unified, this cultural integration is the result of a voluntary, spontaneous cultural integration.

Ancient Rome and China are two examples of empires which possessed unity and the establishment of cultural integration, but the Roman Empire ended, and now China, through the test of time, remains undivided and maintains a state of unity.

Since the emergence of civilization, human beings have controlled social institutions through their individual countries. To date, there has been no single country that can afford to lead all existing human responsibilities in the world, and many countries have always coexisted. The countries of the civilized age are not isolated from each other and they clash with each other. This kind of conflict can suddenly lead to war, which has always been one of the ills of civilization.

Toynbee mentioned that since the dawn of human civilization, there has always been a contradiction between human technological progress and social behavior. Advances in technology, especially in the last 200 years, from 1773 to 1973, have greatly increased the wealth and power of mankind. The moral divide between the material power of human evil and the spiritual capacity to deal with it continues to widen the rift, like a door opening to hell. (Toynbee, 1976)

This huge moral divide has created the seeds of a terrible disaster for humanity. 
Toynbee believes that in today's era, with the gradually disappearing spiritual culture and the prosperity from technological advances, mankind must choose whether to turn back from greed completely or face the disaster of the total destruction of civilization.

However, he also makes it clear that there is a prerequisite for political integration among ethnic groups in different countries. Judging from the history of interaction between different human groups in different countries, it is impossible for different ethnic groups to live in harmony and co-exist from now on, if there is a lack of consensus on moral values, the idea for cross-cultural transnationality requires a common cultural language that connects different ethnic groups to communicate with each other. 


Toynbee believes that in today's nuclear age, if humanity is to survive, all nations must be united and integrated, that is to say, there is a need for some kind of political integration throughout the world. Toynbee sees moving towards integration as the only way forward for human existence in this era. (Toynbee, 1976)

 
Some scholars also share the same point of view that global integration will have to be faced by mankind in the future. In fact, humans have been constantly trying to integrate, for example, by more and more cross-international organizations, or by the use of the Euro currency on the European continent. In addition, many scholars agree, such as Yuval Noah Harari, author of A Brief History of Humanity, that humans need to make choices together regarding the road to global solidarity, in the face of the current threat of the Corona Virus and many other issues. (Harari, 2020)


Toynbee has mentioned that China, after experiencing the bullying and aggression from foreign countries, changed its original political philosophy, and thus became yet another member of the world's struggle for material competitiveness.
He believes that the shift in the political philosophy of modern China peaked after Japan's invasion of China, and that China has since adopted western political philosophies, hoping that the country can escape the historical humiliation that it has endured. (Toynbee, 1976)


Even so, we can see in Toynbee's later writings that he still holds in several books that shows his hopes on China, and believes that in the foreseeable future, China will eventually be able to restore its broad mind and be able to shoulder the mission to lead the world towards a peaceful and prosperous world of great unity.
Toynbee believes global integration led by the Chinese will build a harmonious and prosperous world of coexistence and prosperity for all.

In his later years, he believed that what really could save humanity was the ability to spontaneously adjust the attitude towards material life. Only when people can return to the attitude of life that restrains desire, avoids over-enjoyment of material pleasures, and abides by the commandments and teachings on self-restraint, can mankind avoid the destruction of civilization.

Otherwise, Dr. Toynbee predicted that the way to save humanity in the future is likely to be from a great disaster (to make mankind to aware take care the Mother Earth); where after some serious disaster, the mentality of pursuing material desires will begin to change. This will temporarily halt people’s greed and bring the attention towards the spirituality side.
In Toynbee's view, this is likely to happen, although it would be something he does not wish to happen.

But at the time of writing this in the 21st century, the world is facing a serious challenge of the Corona virus. In 1918, no one thought that a quarter of the world would become infected with the plague, the death toll of up to 100 million people. Toynbee thought it was one of the disasters brought about by scientific progress and development. More than a century later in 2020, we are experiencing another catastrophe, with at least 192 countries have been affected badly in the world, with schools and shops closed, and people being told they must stay at home. It is at this point that many people are experiencing a minimalist life, where they may now begin to think more deeply about the meaning of life. One cannot help but think that Toynbee was indeed a wise man who possessed the insight of a prophet.

With the Corona virus outbreak, humans have a chance to calm down and think. This is an important turning point in history as humanity moves towards globalization. There are important choices between countries, people and governments, needing to choose between nationalist isolation or global solidarity. The epidemic itself and the resulting economic crisis are global problems, and perhaps global cooperation can more effectively address these problems.



Toynbee's writings and ideas, beyond the academia world, are generally not widely known in China.
China suffered and has been suffering from poverty after the wars, with its people losing their national pride. Only a few wise people or people who understand history could realize the true value of China. As a British scholar, Toynbee objectively analyzes China's value and historical experience in the world. It inspires the Chinese to recognize the value of their culture.

From his perspective, he has a unique objectivity to China's perspective, expressing the possibility that China can make contributions to the world.
His study of history has made the cultural exchanges between East and West more accessible to each other. If East and West could learn from each other, the earth would be able to create a better future.
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