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The world order constructed around China as the “Middle Kingdom” a term that one sometimes sees translated as “center of the world” is generally referred to the “tributary system” and that order which dominated Asia prior to its major and sustained encounters  with Western powers in the mid-19th century is usually termed the “Sinocentric world order.”  Without question, the major scholarly works on the tributary system are by Fairbank, either alone or together with S.Y. Teng.  Then there are a slough of  works addressing the interrelationships of the powers in the region at various points during the tributary period, with Gari Ledyard and Mary C. Wright being important figures, as well as more recently a growing number of variations or even critiques of Fairbank, such as the excellent work by UCLA graduate Peter Yun.  

It seems that even the most obvious “facts” can be contested.  It seems to be a “fact” that China is in Asia and has always been in Asia.  I will take the position of arguing that unless one abandons this “fact” one will never move towards an understanding of the tributary system.  Obviously, to say that China is in Asia invokes a metageographical discourse the origin of which is outside of Asia.   But more importantly, to say that China is in Asia implies divisions of human society into civilizational constructs, which pre-19th century China, in theory at least, entirely rejected.  The tributary system placed China at the center of a single human society, one in which Confucian ethics were presumed to be the ideal system for ordering human conduct.  In theory, this system encompassed the entire world.  Every political entity outside of the imperial center in Beijing possessed some degree of barbarism.  Obviously, a more orderly Confucian society such as that in a sometimes model tributary state like Korea was regarded as far less barbaric than a tributary group such as a nomadic tribe in the Islamic region of central Asia.  But the point is clearly made by Fairbank and others (for example, Fairbank and Teng, “On the Ch’ing Tributary System”) that any political entity in the world was regarded by China as a potential tributary state, and as an actual tributary state the moment China encountered it.   This should lay the foundation for my claim that the Middle Kingdom did not exist in Asia, and hopefully my discussion that follows will better clarify and enrich my argument.

I will be using the terms “state” and “tributary state” simply because they are convenient, not to suggest that I think the pre-modern political entities involved in the tributary system corresponded with the idea of “state” according to the European discourse.  

Fairbank and Teng link the rise of the tributary system as a formal approach to Chinese statecraft with the spread of neo-Confucian philosophy in China in the 11th and 12th centuries.  They describe this period as characterized by “intense struggle and bitter humiliation” for China in contending with power rivals.  Out of this arose the notion that “national security could only be found in isolation.”  Of course, there are some possible problems in the language used by Fairbank and Teng, and they speak/write in the context of  other discourses that have lots of baggage attached to them.  But putting aside these problems for the moment, one can accept their point that vassalage was adopted by China as the single form that its foreign policy would take.  Any foreign entity wishing to interact with China must do so on China’s terms; it must “kowtow.”  

In his book The Chinese View of Their Place in the World, C.P. Fitzgerald repeatedly argues that although the Chinese were aware from Han times (roughly 200 BC-200 AD) that there were other “empires,” other societies that were beyond China, such as the Romans, the Persians, and India, that this awareness did not change China’s world view.  He says that by the T’ang period (618-907), there was vigorous contact between the Chinese empire and other societies/races - Africans, Arabs, Indians, Persians, etc. - and indeed more contact than at any time until the 19th century.  But still, he says, there was no impact on the “Chinese worldview.”  It strikes me that he could only make such an argument if he holds a particular assumption of what kinds of chains of causality are supposed to result from exposure to other cultures?  Maybe Fitzgerald’s argument assumes that a “change” in worldview would have to take a particular form – i.e., assimilation, conversion, desire for conquest, etc.  Simply remaining indifferent to other cultures - which is what China seems to have done, sort of - is perhaps not among the choices available in Fitzgerald’s Eurocentric approach, of the kinds of things that are supposed to happen when one major cultural form encounters another.  Relating back to my introduction, I would argue that rather than its worldview remaining unchanged by external contact, China’s worldview was profoundly shaped by that external contact, but perhaps not in ways that Western historians are accustomed to considering.

Several important points need to be made about the tributary system.  For one thing, it imposed absolutely nothing on a state which chose to remain outside of China’s sphere, but it imposed the entire discourse on states which chose to initiate an encounter with China.  With few exceptions, which I will come to later, tributary contacts were only one-way affairs.  “International relations” were by definition incompatible with peace and security, according to the Chinese worldview.  There was a single form that human social relationships should take - that is, the form practiced by China - and a single system encompassing all human society.  So “international relations” would be irrelevant.   Throughout the tributary system’s history, the number of tributary states fluctuated widely; states would come and go, drop out of the system, reappear after years.  The frequency of tributes also fluctuated widely.  For a certain period of its tributes to the Ming, Choson Korea sent annual tributary missions.  However, other states would send missions only once in eight or more years.  By no means are all of the tributary states still recognizable as autonomous national units.  Some, such as Korea, Japan, Tibet, Siam, Annam, Cambodia, Laos are still recognizable as actual states or at least as recognizable place-names.  But many more of the tributary states had place-names that have long passed into obscurity or can only be found in the pages of Orientalist texts: Samarkand, Rum, Hami, Champa, Turfan, Dzungars, Sulu.  

Surprising to me when I first read it in Fairbank is that not all of the states that participated from time to time in the tributary system are what we would think of as states that would have seen themselves as part of the Chinese world order at the time they sent tributary emissaries: for example, Arabia, Russia, Portugal, and Holland.  Holland appears as a "Regular Ch'ing Tributary" on Ch'ing tables, translated by Fairbank, for the period circa 1690 and again for the period circa 1732.  It is really interesting that this is the same time that, according to world systems theory, Holland was presiding over a "world system" of economic interactions.  In a sense, Holland's inclusion supports the world system claim, as it shows how far afield Holland was exerting its influence.  At the same time, though, it refutes it, since China clearly had an operational economy and was forcing Holland to play by very restrictive rules, regarding it as scarcely different than any other tributary state.  A Chinese imperial scribe wrote in 1653 that, “The country of Holland reveres righteousness and pays its allegiance by sailing across the sea to cultivate tributary relations.  We are mindful that the route is dangerous and long.  Let them come once in eight years to Court, thus manifesting our compassionate sympathy for men from afar."  Of course, groups coming from places in Europe or the Arab world were not interested in taking part in China’s Confucian world order, strictly speaking, but rather in generating trade.  But it is necessary to highlight these examples to show the dramatic differences in perception and in political vocabularies that were going on.  

A model is sometimes projected which posits two parallel world orders going on at the same time - one dominated by Europe, the other by China - with each being largely ignorant of the other.  I think that a close reading of Fairbank and others must dispel that model, or at least demand significant modifications to it.  

Another important point about the tributary system is that many of the tributary “states” were in fact some other kind of loose collectivity - kingdom, tribal group, etc. - and these were gradually incorporated into China, proper, changing the territorial identity of China.  Many tributary groups apparently had no clear territorial referents at all, but rather were nomadic entities.  This brings up the question of the territoriality of the tributary system, one of the most challenging dimensions of and one that makes it so difficult to understand as to be paradoxical.  The tributary system appears on the one hand to be highly territorial, primarily because many of its central players, such as Korea, had highly developed concepts about the political space of Korea as a state.  But on the other hand, the tributary system can be understood as being not territorially based at all.  

Take the perplexing example of tributary envoys from Korea to the Imperial Center.  Upon leaving Korea, enroute to pay tribute, a diplomatic mission would cross a border and be conscious of having departed Korean territory.  However, all along the way it would be equally conscious of not yet having arrived at the Imperial Center yet.  So where are they?  If the only clear territorial reference of the Chinese state is literally the space occupied by the Forbidden City, then what terms does one use to speak of territory outside Beijing but still within the area known as China?  Another indication that political identity has no clear reference to territory within the tributary system is the case of Manchuria.  Yes, it is seen as the home of the “Manchus” a tributary group which eventually challenged the Ming for power over all China, becoming the Ch’ing Dynasty.  But Manchuria is also the realm of other tribute groups, the Jurchen, for example.   

Still another example of a territorial dimension to the tributary system is found in the area of “travel literature” of hapless seamen who were blown off-course and washed up in China.  The main examples of this that I have looked at involve Koreans.  The pattern to these stories is that the Koreans found themselves in some remote part of China that no outsider had ever been in, but they would ultimately be recognized as “civilized men” by the fact that they could speak the court Chinese dialect (the language of all Confucian scholars).  But it was unthinkable that outsiders should remain in a remote part of China, so these stories have the travellers being whisked off to Beijing, where they join up with a diplomatic envoy, and return to Korea that way.  The prevalence of such approaches to travellers in general is indicated by the presence in Chinese legal codes of rules pertaining to the treatment of shipwrecked sailors, with the idea being that every effort must be made to get them out of China as soon as possible, absent killing them.  This material interests me because it suggests the emergence of beliefs about the exotic, about hinterlands, about the “foreign.”  And it suggests that although tributary relations could certainly be carried out without reference to territory, the tributary world order still had a territorial dimension, in terms of a clear sense of who did and did not belong in certain places.  

I will not pretend to be able to solve this thorny issue here, only to raise it to highlight how important it must be for any geographic approach to the study of Chinese social history.  My own answer to the question of the territoriality of the tributary system is to begin with the assumption that the Chinese state - reduced to its purest form - was the Emperor in the Forbidden City.  It was not a territorial entity, indeed, it could not be, because it presumed to be a system that encompassed the whole of human society.  But in a more practical sense, territorial dimensions developed, especially when the Chinese state came up against tributary states that had a very different approach to political space, such as Korea.  

Briefly I want to mention that there was a series of highly celebrated Chinese sea voyages headed by the eunuch seafarer Cheng Ho, in the early 15th century, to places in Africa and the Arabian peninsula.  Scholars see these as perhaps a bold effort to experiment with the tributary system, by establishing trade routes, regularizing them.  But the problem with this approach was that the contact went in the wrong direction.  Chinese emissaries going out initiating contact with the foreign was antithetical to the concept of tribute.  

It was tradition for the tributary system to be based on land frontiers, with tributary missions arriving by crossing a border, entering a gate; and that act would be marked by ritual, as I alluded to with the Korean example above.  The symbolic value of the "gates" to China was enormous - the Jade Gate, the Gate of Heaven (Tiananmen), and so on.  China oriented itself to the world by means of the spaces marked out by these gates.  Wu Hung’s article about the symbolic layout of the city of Beijing alludes to how the layout of the city - nested rectangles with a north-south axis punctuated by gates - was meant to convey the hierarchical order of Confucianism itself.  This is also addressed by Paul Wheatley in Pivot of the Four Corners and by Joseph Needham in Science and Civilization in China.  Presumably, then, gates at other “frontiers” would be oriented to the layout of Beijing itself, and would simply be an extension of the city’s symbolic space.  Again, this suggests a particular approach to territoriality, much of which seems to contradict what I have already discussed.  I do not know the answer, but neither does anyone else, it seems; or at least no one seems to have specifically addressed the territoriality of the tributary system.  

Besides its territoriality, the most important dimension that emerged for me in my own study of the tributary system was the issue of tributary autonomy and sovereignty.  It seems oxymoronic to suggest that a tributary state is also an autonomous state.  Indeed, superficial accounts of the tributary system often portray the Chinese Emperor as having ultimate political authority over all tributary states, as though the states must go to the Emperor to get permission to do things.  However, political authority clearly rested with the tributary king, at least in the case of Korea.  That being said, assuming that the Confucian system of hierarchical relationships binds the king into a particular protocol vis-a-vis the Emperor, it would be proper for the king to appeal to the Chinese Emperor for certain things, and to receive recommendations or assistance in the form of advisors sent to address local problems.  This sort of thing seemed to be rarely simple.  One instance that is addressed by Gari Ledyard had to do with the period of the Hideoshi Invasions of Korea by Japan, in the 1590s.  A Chinese military advisor who was doing his best to help Korea win a battle happened to be out of favor with his colleagues back home; so that when he lost the battle, the Chinese wanted him punished and sent back to China in disgrace.  The Koreans, including the king, were defending him, and were faced with the dilemma of how to defend him against unjust attack without appearing to fail in their loyalty to the Emperor.  In another example of problematic authority between Korea and the Imperial Center, the Chinese tried to use a pretext of official formality to “sneak” into Korea to conduct a mapping survey of the northern border region in the late 17th century.  That the attempt was resisted so strongly speaks volumes for the degree to which Chinese exercised real authority over tributary states.  

On the issue of autonomy, it is important to reflect on the notion that the so-called vassalage of the tributary system was beneficial to Choson Korea for a number of reasons, not the least of which being that it tended to perpetuate the ritual subjugation of a fairly weak monarch to an imperial center which essentially was too far away to matter on a day to day basis.  This suited the Korean aristocracy, or “yangban” who were for the most part able to control the monarch.  The monarch was forced to be compliant with the yangban especially through the system of “remonstrance” which meant that Confucian scholars (and every bureaucrat was also a Confucian scholar) could bring grievances to the king, argue them in terms of Confucian ethics, and more or less force the king to acquiesce to their persuasive Confucian logic.  

Other important contributions to thinking about the tributary system are found in the work of Alexander Woodside, “Territorial order and collective identity tensions in Confucian Asia: China, Vietnam, and Korea; Early Modernities.”  One of Woodside’s biggest concerns is to challenge the idea of an eternal China, historical and with a fixed geography.  He points to the relatively stable territoriality of Korea from the 10th century (Koryo) onwards, in contrast to the territoriality of the Chinese imperial state, which grew and fluctuated during the same period.  He claims that the peoples which the Chinese state incorporated in its peripheries were either “culturally immature” so they could hardly resist domination, or they were outright aboriginal peoples belonging to loose language groupings, not organized into powerful kingdoms.  (He makes the comparison to North American tribal groups, but it is not very apt.)  But his point is well-taken that the territorial entity we take to be China had only existed for some 80 years Abefore China collided with Western imperialism” and he suggests a broader theoretical issue: to what extent is building a territorial state synonymous with the process of colonization, both in Asia and elsewhere?

Woodside also points out usefully that Korean and Chinese words which are now used for “economy” and “statecraft” arose from the “practical learning” period - sirhak, so their modern usage should be understood within that context.  For the term “statecraft” its original expression was something like, “order the state and save the world.”  He also declares that the idea of  “statecraft” thought in the tributary system came into fashion because of the rising importance of some kind of money for exchange, as well as the question of dealing with long open frontiers.   

The issue of contestation to the tributary system is raised by Woodside when he discusses the challenges to the Manchu emperors presented by Islam’s maturation in China and on its western fringes.  The Islamic peoples presented an uncomfortable “other” who possessed a social order based on precepts apart from Confucianism.  So the Manchus responded by reassessing what was really necessary to be orthodox Confucian, and what was perhaps second-echelon, therefore local and nonessential.  This shows at least one way in which the tributary system responded to contestation from within.

Woodside concludes by suggesting usefully that since “pre-modern” Asia had features that pre-modern Europe never could have hoped to achieve - vast territorial integrity, unchallenged centrality of state - that perhaps our vocabulary does not contain the right words to discuss conditions of pre-Western Asia, at least in terms of assessing its aptitude for modernity.  

Earlier I mentioned Peter Yun, whose work Rethinking the Tribute System: Korean States and Northeast Asian Interstate Relations, 600-1600 critiques some of the assumptions often derived from reading Fairbank.  Yun’s major contribution is to point out that although Korea is often pointed to as the Amodel” tributary state, in fact, its relationship with China fluctuated dramatically over time.  He argues that the Fairbank approach tends to idealize the tributary system, and use a few examples from relatively limited times and political-historical situations to typify an institution over its entire 800 year history.  He raises some of the points I alluded to already, on the problematic territoriality of the system, and on the advantages that the system offered the Koreans.  He suggests thinking of the tributary system as “normative” rather than as a set framework.  

Finally, a good point made by Yun has to do with the geopolitics of the region that perhaps were set in place during the tributary period, with powerful centers of some kind or another in Korea, China, and Manchuria, all of which had to jockey for advantage.  He points out usefully that for much of its pre-modern history, Korea was not exactly a contiguous “neighbor” to China, in the sense of facing it across a clearly defined borderline.  Rather, the entity we vaguely call “Manchuria” was Korea’s northern neighbor, and it was the home of some powerful tribal groups.  Moreover, Korea itself had compelling historical claims to part of it.  So Yun suggests that a pattern of triangular geopolitics was laid in place in the premodern period that continues to inform the geopolitics of both Koreas today, with regard to other major states in the region - Russia, China, and Japan.

 
I close by saying that Fairbank challenges the reader to further study when he declares that the history of trade and of ideas should be examined more closely for clues about the "dichotomy" of China's reaction to the west.  This dichotomy can be set forth as follows: on the one hand there is the "intellectual inadaptability of the Chinese elites and bureaucrats; but on the other hand, there is the near-abetting stance taken by the Chinese merchants on the issue of Western mercantile invasion in the 19th century.  Fairbank seems to be suggesting that the Sinocentric world order contained the seeds of its own downfall.
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