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Setting the Stage, Part I

Overview of the Project

Daniel A. Bell

In June 2020, Indian and Chinese troops fought each other in harsh mountain con-
ditions along the Sino-Indian border, resulting in the deaths of dozens of soldiers.
Such skirmishes have flared up since the bloody war between China and India
in 1962 that left unresolved border conflicts (in contrast, China has peacefully
resolved territorial conflicts with eleven of its other neighbors). Notwithstanding
economic ties—today China is India’s second largest trading partner—the risk of
another full-blown war is ever-present. In February 2021, India and China agreed
to pull back troops from the Pangong Lake border hotspot, but tensions remain
high, and political and military leaders in the two countries seem to regard each
other as natural enemies. There are few cultural and academic exchanges between
the two great Asian powers and even economic ties seem to be worsening, with
India imposing bans on TikTok, WeChat, and other Chinese apps.

It wasn't always the case. India and China were both members of the nonaligned
movement in the 1950s, and Indian prime minister Jawaharlal Nehru went so far
as to say that India’s foreign policy with China should be based on “brotherhood”
In the more distant past, Nehru’s ideal may have been closer to the reality. The
two countries lived in peaceful coexistence and cultural ties were deep. Buddhism
spread peacefully from India to China, to the point that it has become far more
influential in China. In the 1920s, the poet Tagore deeply marked Chinese intellec-
tual culture when he visited China. The great Chinese intellectual Liang Shuming
regarded Indian culture as the apex of human moral growth. And the learning
was mutual: India benefited from Chinas paper, gunpowder, and silk. Perhaps
China’s greatest gift to India was the preservation of Buddhist texts, accomplished
by Chinese and Indian translators living and working in China. After Buddhism
disappeared in India and original texts were lost or destroyed by invaders, these
Chinese translations preserved Buddhist sutras, which could then be retranslated
for Indians. As Amitav Acharya notes, Buddhism would have been lost to Indians
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2 SETTING THE STAGE, PART I

without Chinese help, just as Arabs preserved Greek texts in science and philoso-
phy that would otherwise have been lost.

Our project aims to recover the deep respect and mutual learning between the
two great Asian powers with thousands of years of history and such dynamic and
diverse cultures. Such respect can improve political ties between India and China.
But our aims are primarily academic. The current debates about international
political thought and statecraft are based mainly on theories in international rela-
tions derived from the Western experience(s). What’s missing in these debates
are the contributions from ancient Chinese and Indian thinkers. Both India and
China had profound political thinkers who developed innovative thoughts
and theories of interstate relations that may still have lessons for today. Such politi-
cal thoughts are not well known outside of China and India. And there is hardly
any engagement between intellectuals from India and China.

We should state at the outset that it is controversial to use the terms “India” and
“China” to refer to the distant past. As Benjamin Elman and Sheldon Pollock put
it, “The countries, nations, regions, or civilizations—depending on how we define
these apparently simple but actually quite complex terms—that we now identify
by the names China and India have long and complicated histories” The histories
of “India” and “China” do indeed have sharp discontinuities, but they also have
surprising, millennia-long continuities. Given the complexities, we do not attempt
to survey the whole of political thought in both countries/civilizations/political
spaces. We limited our focus to “classical” ideas about political thought and state-
craft, meaning that (1) they emerged in ancient political spaces that we now call
China and India and (2) set the terms for much political debate in subsequent
Chinese and Indian history. In China, the “hundred schools of thought” emerged
in the Spring and Autumn (770-476 BCE) and Warring States (475-221 BCE)
periods, before the country was unified by Qin Shi Huangdi, the self-proclaimed
“First Emperor” of China. This period produced complex and profound thoughts
and theories about interstate relations, including Confucianism and Legalism, the
two most influential schools of political thought in subsequent Chinese politi-
cal history (Legalism influenced political practices but it was buried as an official
ideology for about two thousand years, until it was revived by Chairman Mao in
the twentieth century). The two most prominent thinkers of the Confucian school
in this period were Confucius (Kongzi) and Mencius (Mengzi), who tended to
defend what we would call “rule by soft power” (moral example, education, ritual,
persuasion, concern for the people, etc.). Han Feizi synthesized the Legalist tra-
dition that emphasized what we would refer to as “hard power” (building up a
strong state, military might, harsh laws, rule by fear, etc.). Xunzi was influential in
both traditions. All these thinkers are discussed in depth in our book. In ancient
India, two influential schools of political thought—Brahmanical Vedic (subsumed
later by the term “Hindu”) thought with its emphasis on rule by eternal law and
morality (Dharma) and Kautilya’s emphasis on hard-nosed political realism
and self-interested foreign policy—similarly emerged in a period of turmoil and
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interstate warfare, although Ashoka temporarily led a unified “empire” and defended
values of respect for diverse communities and forms of life, broadly influenced by
Buddha’s teachings. These three traditions set the terms for much political thought
and action in subsequent Indian history, although Kautilya’s Arthasastra disap-
peared from official discourse for about fourteen hundred years until it was (liter-
ally) rediscovered in the early twentieth century. All these political traditions from
ancient India are discussed in depth in our book.

Why bother recovering political traditions from the distant past? The most obvi-
ous reason is that these ancient schools of thought offer rich and profound ways
of thinking about politics and statecraft and explicitly or implicitly shape much
political debate in India and China, similar to the way rich and profound ancient
Greek and Judeo-Christian schools of thought set the terms for much political
debate in subsequent “Western” history. Just as, say, Augustine’s ideas about just
war influenced “universal” Christian thinking about just war, so Mencius’s ideas
about morally justified warfare influenced Confucian thinking about morally jus-
tified warfare, and it is worth asking in both cases to what extent the theories have
universal value, to what extent the ideals influenced government policies in his-
tory, and to what extent they ought to influence policies in the future. In the same
vein, the Thucydides Trap is one way of thinking about conflict between states,
but Kautilya’s insights on forging alliances with the enemy of my enemy may also
have lasting value, perhaps more so. At the very least, we should be open to the
possibility that hitherto-neglected ancient Indian and Chinese ideas can enrich
contemporary thinking about political theory and international relations.

Needless to say, we do not mean to draw direct implications from the past to
the present. Many factors other than ancient ideas shape foreign policy think-
ing and decision-making in modern societies. Capitalism, nationalism, and new
technologies set new problems and agendas that could not have been anticipated
by ancient thinkers. Still, there may be lessons for today. We discuss thoughts
and theories about politics that emerged mainly in what Karl Jaspers famously
called the “Axial Age” (ca. eighth to third century BCE): whether in Greece, China,
India, and Persia, old traditions and communal ties broke down, leading to social
transformations and political chaos, with the consequence that brilliant thinkers
from around the globe developed new theories and ways of thinking meant to
address new challenges and ways of life. At the same time, proto-modern institu-
tions, such as a complex and meritocratic bureaucratic system, emerged in politi-
cal contexts such as China. Today, arguably, we are undergoing another period of
great social and political transformations, and some of the ideas and institutions
that emerged from the “Axial Age” may offer solutions for today’s challenges as
well (hence we appreciate the opportunity to be published in the “Great Transfor-
mations” series by the University of California Press).

Why bring classical Chinese and Indian thoughts and theories about politics
and statecraft into dialogue with each other? Here, too, there are compelling rea-
sons. It is striking that Indian and Chinese ideas about politics, no matter how
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diverse and influenced by the rest of the world and no matter how much interaction
between China and India for two or more millennia in other domains, emerged
and developed in what appears to be relative isolation from each other, with the
possible exception of Buddhism. The rich and diverse Confucian tradition(s)
had almost zero impact in India, and the rich and diverse Hindu tradition(s) had
almost zero impact in China until the twentieth century. But it is not too late for
mutual learning. The gaps and problems in Chinese political traditions can be
enriched by engaging with and learning from thoughts and theories in the Indian
traditions, and vice versa. We encouraged our contributors to think about what
can be learned from the political thoughts of the other country’s traditions that
discuss similar themes and topics. There is a more practical/political reason for
mutual engagement. As we will see, ancient Chinese and Indian ideas continue to
be influential in contemporary political debates in China and India and inform
diplomatic thinking and policy-making. So Chinese thinkers can learn about
what influences thinking about political thought and statecraft in contemporary
India, and Indian thinkers can learn about what influences thinking about politi-
cal thought and statecraft in contemporary China. Cooperation and competition
between two great Asian powers will inevitably impact international relations and
political futures in Asia and the rest of the world. Deeper mutual understanding
can form the basis for mutual appreciation and friendship, or at least help to avoid
clashes based on misunderstandings.

In short, there is a dire need to bring the thoughts and theories of profound
political thinkers from ancient India and China into dialogue with each other, as
well as to think about implications for today’s world. This multiyear project aims to
remedy this gap. In 2017, the four editors of this book met at Schwarzman College
(Tsinghua University, Beijing), and we realized that there was a need for a project
that systematically compares classical international political thought from India
and China. We are pleased that recent books compare China and India in different
ways: the Sheldon Pollock and Benjamin Elman edited volume, What China and
India Once Were, compares histories of different domains in India and China from
the early modern period (ca. 1500-1800) and the Rajiv Ranjan and Guo Changgang
edited volume, China and South Asia, looks at the changing dynamics and regional
powers plays between contemporary China and South Asia.> Other books explore
classic works from the two great and diverse Asian civilizations, and they are
sometimes compared with classic texts in international political thinking from
the West, but no book-length manuscript systematically compares classic works
in political thought from India and China with each other. So we launched and
conceptualized this project with generous support from the Berggruen Institute.
From 2017 to 2019, we brought together leading political theorists of international
thought for workshops held in China, India, and Thailand. We asked experts in
Chinese political theory and international relations to write about the contribu-
tions of ancient Chinese theorists, and we asked experts in Indian political theory
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and international relations to write about the contributions of ancient Indian theo-
rists. We also invited our contributors to engage with insights from the “other”
philosophical tradition and to draw implications for political thinking and inter-
national relations theory as well as some policy implications for the modern world.

We held three workshops that resulted in this book. The dialogues coalesced
along seven leading themes in international relations theory and global political
thought: methodology of studying history and philosophy of interstate relations;
moral leadership; amoral realism; empire; just war; diplomacy; and balancing,
hegemony, and mandalas. These themes informed classical political thinking in
India and China help us to make sense of the present, and they serve to structure
our book. Each of the seven sections has an essay by a specialist on ancient Indian
political thinking paired with an essay by a specialist on ancient Chinese political
thinking. The essays are the product of a multiyear engagement and dialogue. The
essays on ancient Chinese political thinking were presented at the Shandong Uni-
versity workshop in 2017, with comments by specialists in ancient Indian politi-
cal thinking. The essays on ancient Indian political thinkers were presented in
Bangkok in 2018 (we had to move the workshop from India to Thailand due to
international tensions between India and China at the time), with comments by
specialists in ancient Chinese political thinking. The final workshop at Tsinghua
University in 2019 involved presentations by experts in both ancient Chinese
and Indian political thinking, and we asked presenters to discuss what they had
learned from the other “side” over the course of the multiyear exchanges and to
draw implications for the theory and practice of contemporary international rela-
tions. The essays were further refined over the next year. This overview draws links
and implications that are not always explicit in the essays themselves.

METHODOLOGY

The first section focuses on methodological issues. How should we study ancient
ideas of interstate relations from ancient India and China? How can the two
ancient civilizations be compared? Is it possible to draw implications for the con-
temporary world from ideas developed in a radically different time and context?
The section leads off with Patrick Olivelle’s essay. Olivelle—professor of Sanskrit
and Indian religions at the University of Texas at Austin—warns against the dan-
gers of “essentialism.” There is no “essential” and unchanging Indian (or Chinese)
thinking. Ancient Indian thinkers were extremely diverse and each thinker
must be discussed in his specific context: who was he or she addressing and
why. The terms need to be translated in ways that avoid misunderstanding gen-
erated by modern concepts. For example, the terms usually translated as “state”
in ancient India refer to small political communities led by a king in a constant
state of warfare (the empire of Ashoka is an exception), in contrast to imperial
China where the political community was usually a huge territory governed by a
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complex bureaucracy. Nor does it make much sense to refer to an “Indian” tradi-
tion since the thinkers held such radically different ideas over time and space.
Olivelle illustrates his argument by contrasting the ideas of Ashoka, the idealist
monarch in the third century BCE; Kautilya, the “realist” political advisor in the
first century CE; and Manu, the defender of Brahminism in the second century CE
who attempted to defend an international order based on dharma (often translated
as “moral law”) that transcends any particular polity. Olivelle cautiously and ten-
tatively draws implications for the modern world, noting Ashoka’s idea that moral
foreign policy involves the provision of medical knowledge and medicinal plants
abroad (the ancient equivalent, perhaps, of sharing vaccines with other states) and
Manu’s idea of punishments for planetary ecological crimes and harm to animals.

Olivelle’s dialogue partner is Roger Ames, humanities chair professor at
Peking University in Beijing. Ames has often been criticized for “essentializing”
Chinese philosophy in his efforts to show what is unique about Chinese phi-
losophy and how it differs from thinking generated in other contexts. But Ames
criticizes the language of “essentialism” itself as inappropriate to understand
Chinese philosophy: the different Chinese thinkers, no matter what their orien-
tations, did not adhere to a worldview of “essences” that stands apart and above
the ever-changing empirical world. Such Platonic and Christian notions—which
may be inherited from earlier Indian metaphysics—are absent from ancient
Chinese thinking that assumed a world of constant change. Nor is there anything
wrong with generalizing from particular ideas and concepts in Chinese history
if the aim is to show contrasts with influential concepts in other traditions, so
long as the cultural “translator” is self-conscious about the risks of losing sight
of internal diversity in the particular culture. Moreover, historical accuracy mat-
ters. The pure normative philosopher might draw implications for the modern
world even if it distorts history. But Ames tries to be as accurate as possible in
his analysis (and translation) of what thinkers said in the past, while recogniz-
ing that the “translator” can never completely transcend his or her own context
and field of interpretation. At the end of his essay, Ames invokes the ancient
Chinese idea of tianxia (often translated as “All-under-heaven”) to make sense of
the ideal informing China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). Tianxia is respectful
of diversity and assumes an interdependence of “heaven” and people. In practice,
it means a “win-win” scenario with economic benefits for all participants and
cultural learning and improvement in ever-changing mutual relations, in con-
trast to the universal and self-sufficient idea of a “dharma” that never changes
in time and space. Ames recognizes that there is a large gap between the ideal
of tianxia and the reality of BRI, but the ideal can and should be employed as a
standard to judge success and failure in reality.

What is clear from the dialogue between Olivelle and Ames is that they have
converged to a certain extent from radically different starting methodological
viewpoints. Olivelle defends the method of the political historian, similar to the
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Quentin Skinner school in contextual political theory: it is most important to
place thinkers in their context, and to trace in great detail who said what to whom
and why. Particularity matters more than generality. Ames defends the method of
the normative philosopher who looks at thinkers from ancient China to show the
contrast with other civilizations and to draw lessons for today. But they are both
cultural pluralists committed to better appreciation and respect for the world’s
diverse cultures. Both recognize that there are continuities and commonalities
(and priorities) that may be distinctive to particular traditions. They both con-
verge on the point that generalizations can be appropriate if they are done self-
consciously and in ways that do not flatten the contours of history or marginalize
dissident viewpoints in particular traditions. And both thinkers draw thought-
provoking implications for the behaviors of states in relation to each other in the
contemporary world.

POLITICAL LEADERSHIP

The next theme discusses the role of political leadership in international relations.
International relations theorists in the West tend to fall into two “camps”™ one
emphasizes economic and military power in explaining outcomes in international
relations and the other emphasizes the role of ideas and ideals. Missing, however,
is the role of political leadership: To what extent do different kinds of political
leaders affect change in international relations? Yan Xuetong, dean of the Insti-
tute of International Relations at Tsinghua University in Beijing, has formulated
a theory arguing that political leadership is the key “independent variable” that
can help explain the rise and fall of great powers (see his works Ancient Chinese
Thought, Modern Chinese Power and Leadership and the Rise of Great Powers).> Yan
argues for a rigorous scientific theory, “moral realism,” that would be appropriate
for the modern world and is directly inspired by ancient Chinese political think-
ers, especially the ancient Confucian thinker Xunzi (313-238 BCE).

Yan’s essay compares Xunzi’s thought on interstate politics with that of Kautilya
(370-283 BCE). Both thinkers lived in an era of incessant interstate warfare and
both wrote the most systematic political theory treatises of their time (Kautilya’s
thought is more commonly compared with that of Han Feizi—see Xu’s chapter
in our book—but Yan argues that Han Feizi did not say much about interstate
political thought, unlike Xunzi). Their theories, however, are substantially differ-
ent. As a method, Xunzi draws on history to support his points, while Kautilya’s
Arthasastra uses deductive logic. Xunzi argues for an ideal humane authority who
rules with compassion and unifies the political world primarily by means of moral
power, whereas Kautilya argues for the need to expand one’s territory by means of
aggressive warfare and such “Machiavellian” tactics as extensive spying networks
that plant lies and sow dissension in enemy states. What they have in common,
however, is that both offer proposals for dealing with the nonideal political world.
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In Xunzi’s case, he has good things to say about the imperfect “hegemon” who
can form alliances with other states and is strategically reliable in the sense that
he keeps his promises to friends. Kautilya is more cynical: “peace” alliances with
other states can and should be broken once they are no longer in the interests of
the state with more power. More importantly, from Yan’s point of view, both Xunzi
and Kautilya argue for the importance of political leadership: a leader, working
with capable ministers, can literally make or break a state in an international sys-
tem characterized by deadly dog-eat-dog competition. Yan concludes that Xunzi’s
thought hasn’t had much impact on contemporary Chinese foreign policy, whereas
Kautilya’s thought has influenced Indian foreign policy and his theory can provide
rich resources for scholars to develop new IR theories.

Rajeev Bhargava, former director of the Centre for the Study of Developing
Societies in Delhi, argues that Xunzi’s thought shares more affinity with the ideals
of Emperor Ashoka, who lived in the third century BCE in India (Kautilya’s ideas
are more commonly compared with those of Han Feizi, the ultra-realist “Legal-
ist” thinker who was Xunzi’s student). Bhargava’s essay discusses Ashoka’s politi-
cal ideals and argues that they are meant for both intra- and interstate relations.
Ashoka is a rare counterexample to the dictum that power corrupts and absolute
power corrupts absolutely: he became “good” after a history of immorality. Ashoka
expanded his state via brutal warfare, including a war on Kalinga that left at least
a hundred thousand dead, but then he had a Buddhist-inspired moral conver-
sion. He advocated rule by moral power rather than the brute force of domina-
tion, similar to Xunzi’s ideal of humane authority. But Ashoka shared the doubts
and regrets expressed by Roman emperor Marcus Aurelius in his Meditations and
Chinese emperor Kangxi in his Final Valedictory: his inscriptions often express
self-criticism and regret at the harm he has caused to humans and animals.* We
know Ashoka’s political thinking because his edicts, scattered in more than thirty
places throughout India, Nepal, Bangladesh, Pakistan, and Afghanistan, have sur-
vived across the centuries and can still be seen today on rocks, cave walls, and
stone pillars.

Ashoka’s political morality seems relatively modern because it is designed for
a political community characterized by what we would today call moral plural-
ism. Ashoka’s empire was indeed composed of highly diverse religious and social
groupings and he argued for a political ethic that binds the various groups, not
just in peace but in a kind of harmony that respects, if not celebrates, diversity
(a parallel might also be drawn with the Confucian ideal of “diversity in harmony”
(1) as opposed to uniformity and sameness ([5])). Most original, Ashoka argues
not only for a personal ethic characterized by such Buddhist values as compas-
sion and truthfulness but also for an intergroup morality that allows for peaceful
coexistence and moral progress. In contrast to, say, Christian missionaries
who tried to spread the moral truth and (implicitly or explicitly) downgraded
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other moral systems, Ashoka’s envoys aimed for mutual learning that requires
restrained and respectful speech. If envoys refrain from excessive self-glorification
and immoderate criticism of other groups, they can maintain the peace and avoid
humiliating people who think differently. And they must also strive to transform
their own views via actions, similar to Xunzi’s idea of rituals involving members
of different social hierarchies that have the effect of lifting participants out of their
selfish orbits and generating a sense of common concern. As Bhargava explains,
“Ashoka says that those seeking improvement in their ethical views should not
only communicate with others with different perspectives in order to learn from
them but even follow their precepts, ‘obey’ them. Thinking as if you were in some-
one else’s shoes may not on occasion be sufficient; you have to act with their shoes
on. This practical ethical engagement brings an experiential dimension that could
be ethically transformative” Bhargava notes that Ashoka’s ideals of tolerance,
respect, and mutual learning influenced the thought of India’s first prime minister,
Jawaharlal Nehru (although Yan notes that Nehru also referenced the arch-realist
Kautilya). Instead of the physical and verbal violence that so often poison inter-
national relations today, Ashoka’s ideals can promote mutually enriching relations
with other states in a multipolar and multicultural world.

AMORAL REALISM

The next section focuses on the theme of “amoral realism” in international rela-
tions. Nearly two millennia before Machiavelli penned the (in)famous line in The
Prince that rulers must “learn how not to be good,” Chinese and India thinkers
defended hard-nosed realist approaches to interstate relations that emphasized
commitment to maximizing the power of the state and allowed for, if not encour-
aged, amoral methods such as aggressive warfare and fraud. In the Chinese tradi-
tion, the third-century BCE thinker Han Feizi systematized the “Legalist” tradition
with its emphasis on rule by fear and harsh punishment. Han Feizi inspired the
self-proclaimed First Emperor of China, Qin Shi Huang, who unified China after
centuries of constant warfare, but Emperor Qin’s dynasty was short-lived and he
went down in history as a brutal dictator. In ancient India, Kautilya was not so
straightforwardly amoral, but he too was committed to amoral methods as nec-
essary to secure and expand state power in the context of “anarchical” interna-
tional relations with no higher authority than the individual state. Both ancient
thinkers—especially Han Feizi—were more consistently “Machiavellian” than
Machiavelli himself, who softened his political theory in The Discourses.

Xu Jin of the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences in Beijing systematically
compares the international political thought of Han Feizi and Kautilya. His main
conclusion is that Han Feizi is a more thoroughgoing “amoral realist” Both think-
ers lived in an era of brutal warfare, which led them to develop theories that
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prioritized material interests and state power above moral considerations. Han
Feizi argues that Confucian-style morality may have been appropriate in an ear-
lier era of peace and material abundance, but such means would lead to disaster
in the Warring States period. In chaotic times, stabilization and unification can
only be achieved by aggressive warfare abroad and the use of harsh punishment
and fear at home. Both thinkers held a pessimistic view of human nature as evil,
selfish, materialistic, and untrustworthy, but Kautilya’s thought did have a reli-
gious foundation with commitment to some sort of ethics. Han Feizi argued for
the ruthless pursuit of victory by any means in interstate relations, although he
did say that a sovereign who implements an impartial legal system is more likely
to succeed. Kautilya similarly allowed for force and fraud in interstate relations,
while placing more emphasis on diplomacy than war. He was concerned with the
well-being of people and seemed to have more faith in the idea that a wise and
moral ruler could be good for his country. In his conclusion, Xu suggests that
since states often prioritize national interests in the global arena, both thinkers
can help states to develop realistic policies in contemporary times, although he
sides with Kautilya’s view that the well-being of people should be the moral foun-
dation of any foreign policy.

Deepshikha Shahi of O.P. Jindal Global University even more forcefully argues
that we need to look beyond the seemingly immoral (or amoral) methods advo-
cated by political realists. She argues that the hard distinction between morality
and realism is the product of Eurocentric international relations and cannot do
justice to the thinking of ancient theorists from radically different contexts. Kauti-
lya did defend immoral methods such as targeted assassination, but such methods
were meant to preempt worse means such as warfare. Similar to modern theories
of just war, organized violence should be a last resort. Moreover, immoral meth-
ods were meant to serve moral goals in international relations. At home, the ruler
should be driven by the ideal that “in the happiness of his subjects lies his hap-
piness” and abroad the conqueror state should respect the value systems of the
subjects of the enemy state to the point that the distinction between self and other
becomes blurred. Han Feizi prioritized warfare and showed less obvious concern
for the well-being of people at home and abroad. But his theory of the successful
ruler may have been underpinned by an underlying moral concern. Unlike Kauti-
lya’s counsel that the ruler’s source of power comes from moral-energetic action,
Han Feizi argued that the ruler’s power is increased by nonaction (wu wei). Once
the ruler sets the law in place, he should withdraw to a mysterious and inacces-
sible realm, and show his face only when absolutely necessary. Such nonaction
is necessary both to maintain a sense of awe and to ensure that the ruler refrains
from showing his desires and thus be open to manipulation by his ministers. The
effect, however, is to ensure that subjects are not frequently the targets of arbitrary
power from the top and to ensure that mediocre rulers do not do too much dam-
age to the polity. The exchange between Xu and Shahi is striking because both
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thinkers charitably construe the thoughts of the political theorists from the less
familiar tradition.

EMPIRE

The next theme is empire, and both interlocutors compare ancient Chinese and
Indian ideas of empire that differ from Eurocentric notions of empire. Such “defa-
miliarization” opens new normative possibilities for future international relations
inspired by ideas and practices from the past. Zhou Fangyin, dean of the School
of International Relations at Guangdong University of Foreign Studies, asks the
question, was ancient China an empire, and if so, in what sense? If empire is
defined in a broad sense as a great power that establishes a hierarchical order with
some degree of control over less powerful political entities composed of differ-
ent nationalities and cultures, then China did establish and maintain an empire
in East Asia. But the Chinese empire had distinctive features that differ from its
Western counterparts. At the heart of the Chinese empire was the ideal of political
unification, so that there was always a pressure to reunify when the empire was
broken into smaller parts.’ The assumption was that the well-being of the people
could only be secured via a stable and unified political entity rather than through
a separatist regime. Another contrast with empires in the Western world is that the
ideal of political unity did not translate into a highly expansionary foreign policy.
More often than not, the rulers of Chinese empires relied on “soft power”—rule by
example, ritual propriety, and moral education—to expand beyond the core area
of Chinese civilization: “China usually does not exercise effective administrative
control over its neighboring countries, does not collect taxes, does not control
their armed forces, and has limited impact on their foreign relations.” Such institu-
tions as the civil examination system were spread to tributary states such as Korea
and Vietnam largely through peaceful means. Zhou recognizes the counterargu-
ments of “realists” who point to occasional violent conflicts launched by Chinese
rulers, but he argues that the East Asian regional order established by various
kinds of “tributary systems” relied less on coercion and forceable imposition of
rulers, institutions, and unequal treaties compared to European empires. Even
when the Chinese empire had the capacity to expand militarily, it often refrained
from doing so.

What'’s lacking, perhaps, is a knockdown argument against the realist school:
that the Chinese empire did not use military force against peripheral regions even
when it was in its long-term interest to do so. Still, it is worth investigating the
hypothesis that Chinese empires relied less on violence and coercion compared to
European empires; and even if it is not always historically accurate, the myth about
China’s past may play a role in restraining Chinese foreign policy in the future.
In his conclusion, Zhou argues that the ancient Indian empires similarly had a
clear opposition to war and did not pursue systematic colonization of foreign
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countries. But there are important differences between the Indian and Chinese
empires; most notably, Zhou argues that the ideal of “grand unification” was not
so prevalent in India’s past. Such differences in political culture help to explain
why the Indian empires were more often characterized by periods of division
compared to China’s empires: Zhou points out that the grand unification in India
was often founded by foreign nationalities such as the Sultanate of Delhi and the
Mughal empire (it is possible to overstate this difference: the Maurya empire was
not founded by a foreign nationality and Chinese empires were sometimes reuni-
fied by foreign nationalities such as the Mongolians and the Manchus).

Upinder Singh, professor of history at Ashoka University, concurs with
Zhou that both China and India had hierarchically ordered empires, not only
because they had a degree of control over peripheral regions but also in the sense
that thinkers from the core areas expressed the idea of a morally superior civiliza-
tion opposed to the culture of “barbarians” (foreigners and tribals) in surround-
ing areas (as we will see in Pardesi’s essay, such an outlook was more common in
Chinese history). Unlike the Chinese empires, the Indian ideal of empires explic-
itly distinguished between emperors and kings. The emperor was supposed to rule
over other kings: “What is emphasized in India is political paramountcy among
a hierarchy of rulers rather than political unification. An ancient Indian emperor
did not have to eliminate other kings; he had to get them to acknowledge his para-
mountcy.” Arguably, a parallel can be drawn with tributary rulers in Korea and
Vietnam who paid symbolic obeisance to Chinese emperors in exchange for secu-
rity and economic benefits. But the Indian emperors more explicitly allowed for
a multistate order, and the idea of empire coexisted with the idea of expansionist
regional kingdoms, which was rare in the Chinese case.

In Indian thought, there is a strong tension between the extremes of nonvi-
olence and idealization of a violent warrior ethic. On the one hand, there was
a strong commitment to nonviolence. In the Indian context, “the symbol that
emerged fairly early as a symbol of empire is the wheel (cakra). The cakravartin
is an emperor, a great paramount king, universal victor, whose chariot wheels roll
everywhere unimpeded, and who is victorious over the four quarters of the earth”
(ancient Chinese thinkers also thought of the earth as a place with four quarters).
Singh shows that the ideal is important in Jaina, Buddhist, and Brahmanical texts.
In the Jain tradition, the cakravartin is a great emperor who follows the wheel
and brings the whole world under his sway without indulging in any violence. In
the Buddhist tradition, Ashoka deployed the symbol of the wheel to represent the
ideal of dhamma, meaning nonviolence toward all living human beings, includ-
ing humans and animals. The Sanskrit epics, however, allowed for, and sometimes
glorified, martial virtues. In the Mahabharata and Ramayana, the ideal of the
paramount king has moral qualities that are explicitly combined with exceptional
warrior qualities, although in the Mahabharata the old-world warrior ethic of the
Ksatriya who blindly fights unto death is replaced with a new-age warrior who is
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assailed with questioning and doubt. Kautilya’s Arthasastra puts forward the goal
of a great king who should aim to enjoy the earth without sharing it with any other
ruler, and Kautilya allows for carefully planned war as a means to accomplish his
aim. Indian monarchs, with the exception of Ashoka, advertised and celebrated
their martial victories, even though “the violence of war is aestheticized through
the use of poetic language”

Indian emperors were supposed to be highly energetic and vigorous rulers, fol-
lowed (according to the poet Kalidasa) by its opposite in the form of renunciation:
the sage-king was supposed to give up power and go off to the forest to live out the
rest of his live performing yoga and meditation. In contrast, the Chinese ideal
wu wei (rule by nonaction) was meant to be a long-lasting strategy, and renuncia-
tion is not celebrated in classic Chinese texts. What is common in both Chinese
and Indian empires was the emphasis on rule by culture and economic benefits
with lots of room for local autonomy, even if the empires expanded by means
of war. Of course, the practice often deviated from the ideal, but neither Indian
nor Chinese empires expanded beyond neighboring regions (Indian empires were
land-based polities) and they largely refrained from naked economic exploitation
and annexation of territory, in contrast to European colonialism. In a contempo-
rary context, of course, China and India would need to drop the myth of moral
superiority and allow for learning from the cultures of other states, no matter how
small. But it may not be a bad outcome if the world’s two most populous countries,
inspired by ancient ideals and practices, aim to (re)establish establishing hierar-
chical orders within their regions by leading with moral example at home and
providing security, health, and economic benefits to surrounding weaker powers.

JUST WAR

The next section turns directly to the theme of just war: When is it morally justi-
fied to launch a war against another country? What are the morally justified rules
of combat (if any)? What are the obligations of “conquering powers” after a war is
fought and won? Ancient Indian and Chinese thinking about just war may help to
enrich contemporary debates, if not positively influence the actions of states in the
future. In ancient India, the text that engages most closely with these questions is
the Mahabharata, one of the two major Sanskrit epics of ancient India (the other
is the Ramayana). The text, probably compiled between 500 BCE and 500 CE, nar-
rates stories that took place much earlier. The text revolves around a family feud
turning into a bloody catastrophic war, known as the Bharata War / Kuruksetra
War, traditionally described as a dharmayuddha, or just war. Kanad Sinha, profes-
sor of ancient Indian and world history at the University of Kolkata, discusses the
notion of dharmayuddha, or just war, as well as the intense debates about war and
peace that preceded the war. The debates revolved around the extreme ideolo-
gies of martial heroism (of the ksatriya caste) and nonviolence. The protagonists
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debated difficult and agonizing questions: Should a wrong be avenged or forgiven?
Is violence justified to obtain a rightful end? Even if a war is justified, what are the
rules to conduct it? Even if a side proves to be morally superior, what if it takes
the wrong steps? Sinha argues that the Mahabharata ideal of Anrishamsya (non-
cruelty) should be central to modern thinking about just war in the contempo-
rary world as well. Ancient Chinese thinkers did not make the value of noncruelty
central to their debates, but arguably it’s similar to the Confucian value of 1= (ren,
humaneness), except that the value of noncruelty in ancient India developed into
a form of moral consciousness that applied equally to humans and animals. Still,
there are clear differences with ancient Chinese debates about just war. In terms
of form, female protagonists were active participants in ancient Indian debates,
whereas female voices were largely silent in ancient China (or at least, they do not
show up in written recorded history). In terms of substance, the ancient Indian
debates revolved around the polar opposites of pacifism and martial heroism,
whereas neither of these extremes were parts of debates in ancient China. On
the one hand, Chinese thinkers were not pacifist advocates of nonviolence (even
Mozi allowed for the possibility of defensive war); on the other hand, they never
celebrated martial virtues (even advocates of aggressive war such as Han Feizi rec-
ognized that war is, at best, a necessary evil and they did not valorize militant
aggression and war as a manly effort).

Daniel A. Bell, dean of the School of Political Science and Public Administra-
tion at Shandong University, turns to the thought of Mencius (372-289 BCE),
arguably the most influential thinker in the Confucian tradition after Confucius
himself. Bell asserts that Western debates on just and unjust war have largely
ignored Chinese contributions and he attempts to formulate a Confucian per-
spective inspired mainly by the philosophy of Mencius. Mencius is famously criti-
cized for being too idealistic. He does uphold an ideal theory of sage-kings who
govern the world by means of rites and virtues rather than coercion that seems
far removed from the real world. However, Mencius also puts forward principles
designed to provide practical, morally informed guidance for the nonideal world
of competing states (Mencius was writing in the Warring States period), particu-
larly when rulers must decide whether or not to go to war. He is severely critical
of rulers who launched ruthless wars of conquest simply to increase their terri-
tory. But states can defend themselves if their rulers are supported by the people.
Mencius also argues that wars of conquest can be justified if the aim is to bring
peace to foreign lands, so long as particular conditions are in place: the conquer-
ors must try to liberate the people who are being oppressed by tyrants; the people
must welcome their conquerors and the welcome must be long-lasting; and the
wars of conquest must be led by virtuous rulers who can make a plausible claim
to have the world’s support. Bell argues that such conditions can inform mod-
ern debates about humanitarian intervention to liberate people who are being
oppressed by their own rulers.
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Sinha endorses Mencius’s view that the forceful liberation of people from unjust
rule is justified when the people welcome the force (and the welcome is long-
lasting), and he draws implications for the modern world: “India’s military
intervention in liberating Bangladesh would have been justified according to Men-
cius. But the same cannot be said about the presence of American forces in Iraq.
Mencius would raise controversial but relevant questions about Chinese control
over Tibet or Indias handling of Kashmir” Bell, however, argues that Mencius
would restrict invasion of another country only to circumstances when foreign
rulers engage in systematic and purposeful killing similar to what we could call
today genocide. War involves killing and it is only justified to prevent more kill-
ing. Bell and Sinha do agree that Mencius is handicapped by his view that human
nature tends to be good, along with the implication that it is just a matter of get-
ting people to follow their naturally good instincts. Mencius doesn’t allow for the
possibility that some people can be born bad and cannot be changed. Nor does he
think the people as a whole can be misguided and in favor of war, to the point of
being bloodthirsty and fundamentally immoral. In the Mahabharata, by contrast,
the people themselves can be wrong and immoral, so moral rulers sometimes need
to go against the people. There is also a glaring contrast with respect to views about
just conduct in war. The more tragic view of human nature in the Mahabharata
informed detailed prescriptions of jus in bello, such as the rule against killing non-
combatants. Mencius, however, preferred to bury his head in the sand: perhaps the
thought that violence in war is so incompatible with his view of human nature left
him unwilling to think through in detail the implications of going to war. Not sur-
prisingly, Xunzi, who argued that human nature tends to be bad, specified rules of
combat that more closely approximate both those in the Mahabharata and mod-
ern Western views of justice in war.

DIPLOMACY

The next theme is diplomacy in international relations. Diplomacy involves man-
aging relations with other states, typically by a country’s representatives abroad.
Similar to arguments about just war, arguments about diplomacy flourished in
ancient China and ancient India, especially when states coexisted and competed
in the equivalent of a multistate system. In the case of India, the views about diplo-
macy inherited from the Mahabharata continue to have great influence. Drawing
on extensive fieldwork with India’s Ministry of External Affairs, Deep K. Datta-Ray
shows that modern-day diplomats in India’s foreign service often think in terms
of categories set by the Mahabharata and that such ideas continue to influence
policy. If we want to understand India’s foreign policy, Eurocentric catego-
ries are not always helpful. In this essay, Datta-Ray, senior visiting fellow at the
S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies, argues in a more normative vein
that Mahatma Gandhi drew inspiration from the Mahabharata and solved an
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unsettled paradox from that text: the question of how to defend without offense.
Gandhf’s answer was to extend the idea of nonviolence. Far from the sort of passiv-
ity condemned by ksatriya adherents of martial heroism in the Mahabharata, the
ideal of nonviolence is an active commitment to disinterested action: “Its success is
contingent on its practitioner entirely giving up any interest in themselves, laying
themselves open to offense, and in absorbing it, converting it” The practitioner of
nonviolence aims to convert the aggressor via the spectacle of the effects of aggres-
sion, for example by making the British realize the true evil of the opium trade.
Arguably, Gandhi’s active nonviolence cannot work with perpetrators of violence
who lack any moral conscience (Hitler comes to mind). But Datta-Ray shows
that the ideal had direct and positive impact on the foreign policy of India’s first
prime minister, Jawaharlal Nehru. Inspired by Gandhi’s ideal of nonviolence as a
global vision, Nehru committed to peaceful use of nuclear energy and proposed
a ban on nuclear testing. More recently, however, India’s foreign policy seems to
have traded disinterested diplomacy in favor of a more “modern” commitment
to purely self-interested tit-for-tat aggression. Datta-Ray criticizes India’s airstrike
against Jaish-e-Mohammed inside Pakistan by nuclear-capable fighter-bombers in
February 2019. India described the airstrike as a “nonmilitary preemptive action,”
but it could have escalated into a nuclear exchange had Islamabad not exercised
self-restraint.

Zhao Yujia, who teaches international relations at Shandong University, simi-
larly argues in a normative vein: ideals inspired by ancient political thought can
help to deal with the challenges of modern-day diplomacy. She notes that China
has not been very successful in promoting its vision of “win-win” Belt and Road
Initiative (BRI) projects. According to public opinion to date in English-speaking
countries, a majority of respondents accept China’s win-win economic rationale
for the projects, but less than five percent accept China’s ideal of “military conser-
vativeness,” meaning that China aims at peaceful development rather than seeking
to leverage BRI projects for military gains (there may be more support for China’s
view in developing, non-English-speaking countries). Such findings suggest that
China has failed to gain the trust of other countries via its diplomacy. In response,
Zhao suggests looking to both history and philosophy. The historical case is China’s
success at gaining the trust of the Wu Sun independent federacy during the
“ancient silk road” with Central Asia in 139-114 BCE. The Han dynasty rulers suc-
ceeded by informing the Wu Sun about the Han’s economic and military capabili-
ties. The Wu Sun were able to form a good understanding of the Han’s strategic
interests, thus allowing for trust-building. Zhao argues that the ancient Confucian
ideal of “brightness” (HH) helps to makes sense of the process of trust-building.
“Brightness” is a virtue of exemplary persons (), but it also underpins the
kind of trust-building that characterizes successful diplomacy. If rulers and diplo-
mats are honest and transparent about their intentions and act in accordance with
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clear and transparent rules, they can gain the trust of friends and allies and thus
rule the world as a “good hegemon” (in Xunzi’s sense of the hegemon who gains
friends and allies through strategic reliability). Conversely, it is difficult to trust a
state that is opaque or deceitful about its military capabilities.

Datta-Ray also endorses the virtue of brightness in diplomacy and emphasizes
that it goes beyond ties bound merely by self-interest. The Zuo Zhuan, an ancient
Chinese commentary on the Spring and Autumn Annals, recorded a story that the
King of Zhou and the Lord of Zheng exchanged their sons as hostages to enhance
their bilateral relation. However, the Lord of Zheng still secretly sent troops to
seize Zhou’s grain, thus undermining the possibility of trust between states. A
ruler may stop loving his son after a long separation and his son can be sacrificed for
the national interest. In other words, this weak sense of reciprocity, with states strik-
ing deals that are mutually advantageous, is fragile. The deals may have been trans-
parent and honest at one point in time, but once the situation changes and the deal
is no longer advantageous to one of the states, that state can simply opt out of the
deal. A more modern example might be the Trump administration’s decision to
renegotiate or scrap free trade accords with allies and friends on the grounds that
those deals no longer benefit the United States. What’s lacking in these cases is a
deeper sense of reciprocity and trust that comes from shared values and attach-
ment to a common good. For Xunzi, shared rituals over time generate a sense of
community. The rituals themselves need to embody other-regarding actions that
prove one’s sincerity. Ashoka-style self-restrained speech can also contribute to a
stronger sense of reciprocity that survives changing fortunes and power relations.
What might this mean for China’s BRI projects? Zhao is not explicit, but win-win
economiic relations that materially benefit both states, even if they are transparent
and honest, are not sufficient to build lasting trust. Deeper ties with surround-
ing countries can only be built by such means as Xunzi-style ritualized cultural
exchanges and Ashoka-style restrained and respectful speech.® Of course, foreign
policy is not entirely independent of domestic policy. The Chinese government
will find it difficult to gain the trust of neighbors and trading partners if it doesn't
treat its own citizens with humanity and compassion.

BALANCING, HEGEMONY, AND MANDALAS

The final section of our book is titled “Balancing, Hegemony, and Mandalas.” Both
of these essays—historical in nature—argue that balancing theories in mainstream
(i.e., Westcentric) international relations theory cannot explain the maintenance
and change of international order in ancient China and India. Qi Haixia, professor
in the Department of International Relations at Tsinghua University in Beijing,
asks, why did China’s Spring and Autumn and Warring States (SAWS) period end
with the unification of the Qin dynasty? Qi explains that the Spring and Autumn



18 SETTING THE STAGE, PART I

period was relatively stable, with limited warfare, because states were bound by
a patriarchal feudal order with Zhou Tianzi at its core. Different kinship states
competed within this order, but warfare was limited by “just war” norms such as
courtesy in the process of war and the obligation to stop fighting once the goal
had been achieved. “Good” hegemons in Xunzi’s sense emerged from this global
order—stronger powers gained the trust of weaker powers and provided security
against invading “barbarians” This order, however, gradually declined. Hegemons
grew in power and paid only lip service to Zhou Tianzi, and warfare became a
more straightforward affair of brutal conquest and annexation; as Qi puts it, “In
order to win, ignoring rules became the ‘only rule”” Patriarchal clans ties broke
down and rulers sought out political talent, regardless of family background. Con-
fucius, Mencius, Xunzi, and Han Feizi roamed from state to state offering different
kinds of political advice, but they converged on the need for some form of political
meritocracy and helped to break down rule by patriarchal clans. Qi concludes that
the “balance of threat” theory can explain the emergence of balancing behavior
but cannot account for its success or failure. As the Qin’s state power grew, the Wei
and Qi states did attempt balancing efforts. But the Qin managed to thwart their
efforts by “allying with faraway states while attacking those nearby, reducing the
readiness of the relatively distant states of Qi and Chu, and making its eventual
unification of the six kingdoms a foregone conclusion.”

The Qin’s strategy may not have been directly inspired by Kautilya’s theory of
the mandala, but Kautilyas’s theory can, arguably, better explain Qin’s success com-
pared to theories about balance derived from the Western historical experience.
Kautilya imagined an international order similar to the Warring States period,
with states using amoral means, including war if necessary, to expand their power
relative to other states. In this situation, neighboring states should be treated as
natural enemies, but faraway states—the enemy of my enemy—could potentially
serve as (temporary) friends. A relatively small state such as Qin, if it intelligently
forges alliances with faraway states for the purpose of attacking those nearby, can
eventually grow in size and influence, if not become a self-declared empire.

Manjeet S. Pardesi, senior lecturer in international relations at Victoria Univer-
sity of Wellington, invokes Kautilya’s theory to explain the international order of
ancient India. The Mauryas did establish a hegemonic international order domi-
nated by a single policy for five and half decades (ca. 260-205 BCE). But Mauryan
domination was exceptional and relatively fleeting and ancient India was not typi-
cally characterized by a balance-of-power system. In the nine centuries from the
emergence of territorial states in ancient India (ca. 60oo BCE) until the second
phase of hegemony under the Gupta empire (post-320 BCE), the interstate order
of ancient India typically consisted of a de-centered mandalas, with five “circles” of
states characterized by relations of amity (in the case of faraway states) and enmity
(in the case of contiguous states). Power relations often shifted within the mandala
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order that was informed by a “deep structure” of political and cultural heterogene-
ity. Pardesi draws contrasts with ancient China. Even if the Qin achieved victory in
the Warring States period by means of Kautilya-like strategies, other factors help
to explain the transformation of an ancient Chinese multi-polity system into a rel-
atively long-lasting empire (though the Qin dynasty itself lasted only fifteen years).
First, the quest for political peace is absent in the Indian textual tradition (with
the exception of Ashoka). The default assumption was that small states were con-
stantly competing with each other for territorial gain. In contrast, China’s multiple
philosophical traditions agreed on the ideal of a unified polity that provided peace
to tianxia (all-under-heaven) long before the emergence of an all-encompassing
empire. Second, the Mauryan empire was short-lived because the mode of empire-
building was informed by the norm of dharma that left vanquished rulers, states,
and their traditions intact, and hence was prone to fragmentation. In contrast,
empire-building in China was characterized by bureaucratic incorporation of the
vanquished kingdoms and empire-wide standardization of the “soft technologies”
of governance such as a unified script and advanced transportation and commu-
nication system. Third, ancient India was an “open” region of South-Western Eur-
asia that had close contact with other large and culturally sophisticated empires.
Triumphant rulers such as Ashoka could pronounce themselves as heads of the
civilized world, but they knew there were serious competitors out there. In con-
trast, Rome and Greece (and India) were far away from China, so ancient Chinese
rulers could more consistently view themselves as heads of the civilized world sur-
rounded by “barbarians”

Pardesi argues provocatively that a de-centered mandala regional order also
characterizes relations between states in the Indo-Pacific. Rather than apply con-
temporary IR theories that emerged from the Western historical experience to
the Asian region (the “Thucydides trap” is only the latest example), it makes more
sense to view the Indo-Pacific “as four (partially) overlapping mandalas (or sub-
regions): South Asia, Southeast Asia, Northeast Asia, and Oceania.” The mandala
framework has several key features that contrast with the Thucydidean power
transition theory. First, the Indo-Pacific is a relatively open region that includes
external powers such as the United States. Second, it is a de-centered region,
both in the political sense that there are multiple power centers and in the “ide-
ational” sense that there are several competing political and economic models.
Third, the secondary smaller states try to maintain autonomy in their strategic
decision-making. Fourth, the Indo-Pacific region has multiple domination seek-
ers that are neither hegemonic nor practice systemic balance-of-power politics.
Pardesi suggests that the de-centered mandala order should also serve as an ideal
for Asia’s future, but arguably Kautilya’s theory would need to be updated. If pro-
posals for global peace and interstate collaboration to deal with pandemics and
climate change are to make any headway, for example, it may be necessary to reject
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Kautilya’s view that rulers are motivated first and foremost by self-interest and
states should always try to expand their territory.

MOVING FORWARD

In the next introductory essay, Amitav Acharya discusses why it is important to
compare classical political thought in India and China from the perspective of an
international relations theorist. Such a comparison would counter Eurocentrism
and what he calls the “Greco-Romanocentrism” that is rampant in all branches of
the social sciences and humanities. In international relations, theoretical debates
tend to center on the West, even when they are comparative. Han Feizi is com-
pared to Machiavelli and Kautilya is compared to Machiavelli, but Han Feizi and
Kautilya are rarely compared to each other. So the first benefit of systematic com-
parison between ancient Chinese and Indian political thought is that each “side”
can learn from the “other”: experts in classical Chinese thought can learn about
classical Indian thought, and vice versa. Our book is the first work that systemati-
cally compares ancient thoughts and theories about international politics between
the two great Asian civilizations. In that sense, it is an original and important
work, but we realize it’s only a beginning, and we hope to generate more intel-
lectual engagement of this sort. It's not just that India and China can learn about
the other; they can also learn from the other. Political thoughts and theories from
ancient India can help address the issues and problems that thoughts and theories
from ancient China may not have been able to answer adequately, and vice versa.
For example, Kautilya’s mandala theory can help to explain Qin’s success in the
Warring States period, and Mencius’s theory of just war may add some nuance to
ancient Indian views on warfare that oscillated between the extremes of nonvio-
lence and idealization of martial heroics.

That said, Acharya cautions about the limitations and dangers of comparison,
including the belief about history repeating itself and essentializations of concepts
and countries (see also Olivelle’s chapter). Another risk is cultural arrogance, as
when leaders and regime intellectuals in China and India glorify their cultures to
justify present-day foreign policies and downgrade the contributions of other
powers. Our contributors do their best to avoid crude nationalist narratives that
downgrade other cultures and trace a direct line between past glory and present-
day politics. This volume’s purpose is primarily educational: to identify and debate
political ideas and institutions from ancient India and China on their own terms,
in their own time and context, without standards and concepts set by “Greco-
Romanocentrism” We cannot entirely avoid using concepts and ideas from
Western histories (not to mention that we are writing in the English language),
but our contributors do their best to gain a relatively undistorted view of ancient
Indian and Chinese ideas and thoughts about politics and statecratt.



OVERVIEW OF THE PROJECT 21

Beyond the intellectual benefits, there are also compelling political reasons to
care about theories from ancient China and ancient India. The theories formu-
lated by thinkers in long-dead civilizations founded on assumptions that seem
empirically wrong or morally obtuse from modern perspectives are primarily of
historical interest, without implications for decision-making in the modern world.
But India and China are very much “live” civilizations with a deep sense of his-
tory. Thinkers and leaders in India and China seek inspiration from ancient ideals
in their history, just as American thinkers and leaders seek inspiration from the
(much more recent) ideals of the Founding Fathers. Since we are rapidly moving
toward a multipolar age with China and India as leading economic and military
powers, it is important to understand classical political thought about statecraft
in India and China. If categories and values that inform foreign policies in India
and China can be explained, at least partly, by categories and values inspired from
ancient theories and thinkers, then those seeking to understand the contempo-
rary foreign policies of India and China need to understand those intellectual
foundations. The parochial universalism of theories derived entirely from ancient
Greek, Roman, or Christian sources won't be sufficient. That said, good under-
standing per se is not sufficient. Knowledge about intellectual foundations can be
used for good or bad purposes. A state can use knowledge about another state to
more effectively destroy it. A better outcome is that China and India, with deeper
mutual understanding, can (re)establish peaceful, economically beneficial, and
culturally enriching ties.
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Setting the Stage, Part II

Why Compare the Classical Political Thought
of China and India?

Amitav Acharya

The aim of this book is to compare classical Chinese and Indian political thought,
especially as it relates to “global” or “world” order-building.! What is the rationale
for such a comparison? What insights might one derive from such an exercise that
are not presently available from the literatures on political science, international
relations, and political philosophy? And what are the key referent objects or ques-
tions that would make such an exercise useful and meaningful? In this essay, I
offer some thoughts on these and related questions from the perspective of an
international relations (IR) scholar (albeit one who takes a very broad view of that
discipline), although much of my argument can be extended to other fields in the
social sciences and humanities.

GREECE AND ROME, CHINA AND INDIA

Western scholarship often holds up Greece and Rome as the definitive sources of
concepts and approaches to political science, history, philosophy, and IR. In IR,
for example, there is a common tendency to go back to the Greco-Roman period
when tracing the origins of democracy, diplomacy, anarchy, and empire. As Daniel
Deudney writes:

Action and words from classical Greece and republican Rome stand enshrined as foun-
dational in the modern conception of the West as a distinct civilization, and ancient
writers and events have exercised a startlingly powerful presence in all aspects of West-
ern thought, particularly about politics . . . For two millennia Western thinking about
politics and history has been a long dialogue with the ancient figures of Herodotus,
Hippocrates, Socrates, Plato, Thucydides, Aristotle, Livy, Polybius, Cicero, Tacitus, and
others. The works of major modern political theorists such as Machiavelli, Montesquieu,
and Rousseau are as much about ancient writers and experiences as modern ones.?

This Greco-Roman centrism is the forerunner and foundation of modern Euro-
centrism. Thus, the idea of anarchy is traced back to the Greek city-states system,
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democracy to the Greek Polis, and rationalism to Greek philosophers like Thales
and Aristotle. Herodotus is the “father” of history, Thucydides of realism, and so
on. Although Deudney stresses republican and not imperial Rome, it is the Roman
Empire (not the Persian Empire, which predated it and was as extensive) that is
held up in the West as the ideal type and even a model for all great empires. Indeed,
the Victorian and Edwardian apologists of the British Empire often invoked the
Roman Empire to legitimize British colonialism in India. And after the US inva-
sion of Iraq in 2003, both critics and supporters of the invasion likened America
to a new Rome. In the vocabulary of international relations or political thought,
Greco-Roman dominance is commonplace because its ideas and contributions are
approximations to the contemporary institutions and practices of world order.

Yet the history of world politics and order-building did not begin with Greece
and Rome. The Sumerians, along with the Egyptians, invented the institution
of universal divine kingship (which was adored and adopted by Aristotle, pupil of
Plato, the philosopher of the Polis). The city-states system was Sumerian in ori-
gin (between the fourth and third millennia BC).? It was a system of internally
independent city-states, with a shifting leadership (or collective hegemony). The
“great kingship” over all the city-states was not hereditary, and its main function
was to arbitrate among fellow rulers. The earliest recorded diplomatic system was
what scholars now call “Amarna Diplomacy” (early to mid-fourteenth century
BC), and the great powers of the period were Egypt, Hatti, the Kassite kingdom of
Babylon, Assyria, and Mittani. This was a “Brotherhood of Kings,” or a “club”
of powers, based on a fairly equal status for all of them.* This club utilized diplo-
macy, communications (through a common Akkadian language), gift exchanges,
and marriages to maintain stability and order. The ancient Middle East also
gave rise to the idea of universal empire (hegemony), well before the rise of the
Roman Empire.

The Indian and Chinese civilizations, the subject of this project, emerged earlier
than, but overlapped with, the Greco-Roman civilizations and contributed much
to the political, strategic, and economic interactions of the pre-modern period.
After the seventh century, Islam served as a bridge between the classical and mod-
ern eras, between the East and the West, and between ancient Greek (as well as
Indian and Chinese) knowledge and the Renaissance. Yet mainstream Western
narratives have ignored or marginalized the contributions of these and other non-
Western civilizations. In explaining the Renaissance, European artists, scientists
and scholars are given all the credit for the revival of classical Greco-Roman ideas,
while the contribution of the prior ideas and practices of the Egyptians, Sumeri-
ans, and Persians to the rise of the Greek civilization, and that of the Muslims to
the preservation of Greek knowledge after the collapse of the Roman Empire, are
forgotten. The Renaissance and the Enlightenment are contrasted with the East’s
backwardness, its lack of scientific rationality, or otherworldliness, while the mas-
sive intellectual debt of Renaissance Europe to the ideas and innovations of China,
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India, and Islam are sidelined. The Greco-Roman heritage is seen as more progres-
sive, scientific, advanced, and democratic and its practices and ideas as universal
and applicable to all. Such assumptions serve as the bedrock for modern social
sciences and humanities.

These disciplines often stress the attractive sides of Greco-Roman civiliza-
tions, while ignoring their shortcomings and dark sides. The Roman Republic
is presented as the antecedent of republican government, even though Rome
degenerated into one of the most brutally tyrannical empires in history. Athenian
democracy is privileged over Athenian tyranny. Greek democracy is adored as
an approximation of the modern democratic system and taken as the universal
standard or model to which all societies must aspire. But Greek democracy had
a very limited scope and span as a political system and degenerated into periods
of tyranny and dictatorship. A clear majority of people in Athens were not part of
the citizenry, including women, children, and slaves. The Greek idea of liberty
often meant liberty for the polis rather than for the individual person, since only
a small number of the Greeks qualified to be citizens; these included the prop-
ertied classes and other elites. Life in the polis could be stifling due to the strin-
gent system of social discipline, fear of ostracization, and martial training. And
while Greek civilization prized liberty for the city-states, it could not prevent war-
fare among them. It had a poor record in conflict management or maintaining
peace and order. Also, Greek democracy does not come across as a very suc-
cessful and exportable model.® Its longevity, or that of democracy in general,
pales in comparison to that of the Eastern model, invented by the Sumerians and
Egyptians, then perfected by the Persians, of universal monarchy or empire. Even
after the Peace of Westphalia and the advent of the nation-state, Europe contin-
ued to feature monarchies and empires. Even in the case of scientific rationality,
although the Greeks are credited with the invention of natural philosophy, they
borrowed heavily from the Sumerians, the Mesopotamians, and the Egyptians.
The Greeks, however, continued to assign causality to divinities and oracles in
preparing for conflict and colonization. Plato, like Pythagoras, had much in com-
mon with Hinduism, which then and now believes in the existence of the soul.
Thus, as it is increasingly being realized, the Greco-Roman age is not as enlight-
ened or sanguine as is often depicted in the Western classics literature. Yet, its
dominance in modern Western imagination persists.

At the same time, the non-West continues to suffer from epistemic prejudice,
injustice, and neglect, without due regard for its rich intellectual heritage and
practical contributions. Romila Thapar has pointed to the intellectual “inferiority
complex” produced by Hellenocentrism:

The superiority of Greek civilization has been so over-emphasized, as to produce an
unfortunate inferiority complex among members of certain other civilizations. This
has quite naturally resulted in an effort to prove that non-Greek cultures have iden-
tical values as those of the Greek-dominated ones. But progressive research shows
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that every culture and every civilization has its own “miracle,” and it is the purpose
of historical investigation to reveal it. This cannot be achieved by seeking to discover
identical values in every civilization, but rather by pointing out the significant values
of each culture within its own context.®

Against this backdrop, a comparative study of classical Chinese and Indian politi-
cal thought introduces a much-needed non-Western corrective to traditional
approaches to political science, philosophy, international relations, and the related
fields of social sciences and humanities. Speaking from an IR perspective, whereas
Greece and Rome are considered in the West to be the classical foundations of mod-
ern statecraft, the discipline of IR as presented in the West privileges the advent
of the nation-state with the Peace of Westphalia of 1648 as its modern foundation
(hence the “international” in international relations). But if one studies IR with the
nation-state as its core unit of analysis, one has less than four hundred years of his-
tory to play with. This is also the period of the rise and dominance of the West. If,
however, one studies IR from the perspective of civilizations, one has over five thou-
sand years of human history to reflect on and analyze. During the last five thousand
years, civilizations have risen, fallen, survived, and failed. From this long-term his-
torical perspective, no civilization can claim a monopoly over ideas or approaches
to politics, justice, morality, and security. Many civilizations have contributed to the
substance of philosophy, political science, and IR, including ideas about domestic
political organization, interstate relations, and world order-building.

Taking into consideration the ideas and practices of other societies through
history such as that of China and India’ helps IR, political science, and philoso-
phy to draw from the broad canvas of human interactions. The benefits of such
an approach can hardly be overemphasized. Mindful of the dangers of histori-
cism, and without assuming that the past may repeat itself, a historical analysis
such as that available from a comparative study of Chinese and Indian political
thought offers us a range of possible ways of organizing world order that either
supplement or challenge existing concepts that are derived mainly from European
history. Here, one might accept Wang Gungwu’s argument: “History never really
repeats itself and every event when closely examined is different” But “history can
teach us about an important kind of reality” “When enough of the historical is
knowable, that might go some way in preparing ourselves for what individuals and
societies might do in the future”

We are acutely mindful that the application of the comparative method in gen-
eral and to history in particular has been controversial, because of its associa-
tion with colonial-era comparative studies that looked at non-Western societies
as inferior or deviant. As Benjamin Elman and Sheldon Pollock point out, com-
parative studies emerging during the European colonial period took Europe as
the “standard” or “ideal type,” or gave it “the defining status” (or “secundum com-
paratum”); “everything compared with it ... was not just different, but deviant and

even deficient.”
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Such Eurocentrism has hardly disappeared. A good example in Western com-
parative writings on civilizations is Henry Kissinger’s 2014 book, World Order,
which begins with early modern Europe (in two chapters), before turning to
China, India, and Islam, sometimes rather disapprovingly (his chapter on Islam is
subtitled “A World in Disorder”), and ends by presenting the United States as “Act-
ing for All Mankind,” and discussing President Woodrow Wilson—a confirmed
racist—under the heading “America as the World’s Conscience Kissinger thus
not only reverses history, he also leaves no one in doubt that Europe represents the
ideal-type of world order. Eurocentrism, with its strong racist framing and bias,
was foundational to the emergence of international relations as a discipline about a
century ago and this has significantly not abated to this day; and “EU-centrism” has
been a central feature of the comparative study of regions and regionalism."! While
there is a body of non-Eurocentric literature on the comparative history of civili-
zations,'? the balance between Eurocentric and non-Eurocentric comparisons, we
submit, remains overwhelmingly in favor of the former, not the least because it is
embedded within more general histories of civilizations, and more importantly,
in school and university curricula and in the more general popular discourses. In
the words of Chinese international relations scholar Qin Yaqin, whose work draws
heavily on classical Chinese history and philosophy, “no matter what you theo-
rize about, its soul is Western”"* While there have been attempts to diversify and
“decolonize” the curriculum of disciplines like history and international relations,
Canadian philosopher Justin Smith concludes: “The goal of reflecting the diver-
sity of our own society by expanding the curriculum to include non-European
traditions has so far been a tremendous failure” Speaking especially of philosophy,
but in words that are applicable to all social sciences and humanities, he finds that
“Western philosophy is always the unmarked category, the standard in relation to
which non-Western philosophy provides a useful contrast. Non-Western philoso-
phy is not approached on its own terms, and thus philosophy remains, implicitly
and by default, Western”**

My highlighting of Greco-Roman centrism in the earlier part of this chapter does
not, however, mean that Greece and Rome have not influenced the approaches of
India and China to modernity. Neither do I assume India and China are approach-
ing “modernity” in their own distinctive ways. Or that they are simply deploying
a colonial modernity. These are extreme positions. Rather, the point is that the
Greek and Roman civilizations have such an overwhelming influence in shaping
the evaluation of what is considered modernity that alternative pathways have
been ignored and marginalized. As the quotes from Deudney and Thapar suggest,
there is a growing awareness that ancient Greece and Rome have dominated and
shaped our thinking about history, politics, philosophy, etc. To redress this is one
of the key objectives of this book. To this end, drawing from classical Indian and
Chinese history could be an important step, as would be similar exercises involv-
ing other civilizations such as Islam and Africa.”” Instead of using Eurocentric
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standards, we acknowledge the notion of “multiple modernities” proposed by
Eisenstadt,'® which gives space to the ideas and worldviews of China and India to
articulate their own approach to modernity. This is not a mutually exclusive situa-
tion. We do not assume or project that China and India will simply revert to their
precolonial classical past, because of the enormous constraints and costs of such a
move. At the same time, both are likely to take great account of their pasts as a way
of not only challenging the dominance of the West but also finding ways to build
and articulate and strengthen domestic politics and foreign policy.

In this volume, we do not avoid Western categories entirely, but at the same
time we make no assumption about, in fact we challenge, Europe as a model and
Western categories as superior. We are sympathetic to the “cosmopolitan compari-
son” approach proposed by Elman and Pollock, but we also do not want to convey
the impression that a comparative approach can avoid engagement with European
categories entirely. To have a dialogue between Western and non-Western scholar-
ship (which we do not take as entirely homogenous; our contributors are drawn
from both), one also has to deploy and target certain concepts that are part of the
standard literature on humanities and social sciences (as with natural sciences) all
over the world. Otherwise, the result would be a monologue, and can degenerate
into parochialism."”

This volume also does not engage in “connected history;'® at least not in the
sense of tracing how ideas from one civilization influenced the other, although
we keep in mind examples of classical Buddhist ideas that traveled between the two
civilizations (it was more of a two-way street than commonly presented).'® Neither
is this book a relational study—i.e., a study of China-India relations through the
ages, as Tansen Sen has so masterfully done.?® We do hope, however, that this book
will be useful to policymakers and academics in thinking about China-India rela-
tions, and in being better informed and avoiding prejudices as the two countries
become increasingly important forces in shaping world order.

Our major concern in this volume is to present the main elements of the classical
political thought of China and India, especially to those who may not be familiar
with them. The book is comparative mainly in the sense that it helps scholars and
readers from China and India, who are already familiar (at least to some degree)
with the classical traditions of his/her own country, to be better informed about
the political ideas and institutions of the other. Such an exercise would hopefully
engender a comparative sense of both civilizations, and engage in mutual learning,
without presenting either as superior. In this respect, we are very encouraged that
during the course of this project, a considerable amount of mutual understanding
and learning has been accomplished. When the project started in 2017, few of the
contributors had much of a sense of the other civilization’s political and philo-
sophical ideas; when the project ended, they were considerably more familiar with
those of the other civilization. This is the kind of cognitive shift that the book seeks
to stimulate in the minds of its readers, following in the footsteps of Elman and
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Pollock (although our volumes focus more specifically and in depth on politics
and philosophy).

With the above in mind, let me make the following points about the
insights and benefits of a comparative study of the classical political thought of
China and India.

CIVILIZATIONAL COMPLEXITY AND DYNAMISM

Despite their differences, China and India make up for a plausible exercise in the
comparative study of political thought and practice. They are two of the largest and
oldest continuous civilizations of the world.? Moreover, both have extended well
beyond their original cultural core, whether through material (including conquest
and trade) or ideational (cultural diffusion) means. Moreover, neither China nor
India is a singular or monolithic entity. They are testimony to the fact that civiliza-
tions exist in the plural. Every civilization combines different, even opposite, char-
acteristics and values: realist and idealist, spiritual and rational, just and unjust,
humane and coercive. Stereotyping civilizations as benign or aggressive, materi-
alistic or spiritual, is a very flawed way of looking at these entities. In addition,
every civilization is influenced by other civilizations. It is a process of mutual influ-
encing that defines the relationship among civilizations. This is as true of China
and India as of other civilizations. India and China offer striking examples of this
simplified rendering of non-Western civilizations in the West. While stereotyped
as “otherworldly,” with their politics seen as shaped by a deference to the divine
or the Heaven (in the Chinese case), classical Chinese and Indian thought were
much more complex and diverse. Some schools within Hindu philosophy (like the
Samkhya and Charvaka schools) rejected the idea of a creator God. Buddhism, a
reaction against Hindu orthodoxy, rebelled against Hindu notions of divine ori-
gin. In China, where before the advent of Buddhism spiritual concerns might have
mattered less than in India, ideas such as the mandate of heaven and Tianxia were
about managing very practical and secular concerns about political legitimacy and
compromise. They coexisted with sacrifices and other rituals of purification. East-
ern civilizations are not the singular, homogenous entities often depicted in the
Western imagination.

What is also striking is that within a relatively short historical period, China
and India each developed within themselves widely divergent, even opposing,
ideas about domestic governance and interstate relations. Thus, while China
during the Spring and Autumn and Warring States periods witnessed the rise
of the extremes of Legalism on the one hand and Confucianism and Daoism on
the other, India within the relatively short span of the Maurya dynasty exhibited
Kautilyan realism prescribing conquest and expansion, as well as Ashokan ideal-
ism urging abstinence from force and governance through morality and righteous-
ness. The modern orientalist view of ancient India and China as the antithesis of



WHY COMPARE CHINA AND INDIA? 29

Greece/the West—that is, as despotic, mystical, imperial, and otherworldly—is
misleading. The classical Indian and Chinese civilizations were fundamentally
eclectic, combining rationalism and spiritualism, realism and idealism, republi-
canism and monarchy, and anarchic and hierarchic orders.

It also emerges from a study of China and India that civilizations are not pas-
sive or static entities but highly dynamic ones; the same civilization can gener-
ate different types of world orders through time. Thus, the Chinese civilization
had an anarchic phase (the warring states) as well as a hierarchic phase (after the
unification under Qin and under the tributary system). Similarly, the classical
Indian civilization was anarchic before the Mauryas and hierarchic thereafter. The
Islamic civilization has had many centers, thus displaying both anarchic and hier-
archic tendencies and structures in different stages of its evolution.

THE PROMISE OF COMPARISON

It is against this backdrop that this project compares the classical political thought of
China and India. Such a comparative study yields a number of benefits for scholars
of international relations, political science, and political philosophy, although I will
limit myself to IR here. First, the history of classical political thought in China and
India helps us to test the validity of supposedly universal concepts and models of
statecraft and international relations that we take for granted in contemporary politi-
cal theory or philosophy. In other words, the comparative classical political thoughts
of two of the longest and largest civilizations can go a long way toward redressing
the problem of “tempo-centrism” or “presentism”—assuming the present to be eter-
nal and universal through time, which pervades the social sciences and humanities
today. Is the Westphalian notion of “international system” a truly universal category
or is it a historically specific form? As noted, the term international system is associ-
ated with modern nation-states. The tributary system challenges the universality or
timelessness of both the Westphalian system and the balance of power theory, which
Western scholars generally trace to the time of the Greek city-state system and the
Roman Republic. Does the balance of power logic really apply itself to different cul-
tures across time? While some scholars equate Kautilya’s ideas to a balance of power
theory, this is misleading, since the ultimate objective of Kautilya’s doctrine was to
help the ruler achieve hegemony. As Roger Boesche argues,

Kautilya, in fact, was not offering a modern balance of power argument . . . One
does find this argument occasionally in Kautilya: “In case the gains [of two allies
of equal strength] are equal, there should be peace; if unequal, fight,” or, “the con-
queror should march if superior in strength, otherwise stay quiet” Whereas these
balance of power theorists suggest that a nation arm itself so that it can ensure peace,
Kautilya wanted his king to arm the nation in order to find or create a weakness in
the enemy and conquer, even to conquer the world, or at least the subcontinent
of India.?
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Related to the above, a study of the classical Indian and Chinese civilizations sug-
gests that the anarchy-hierarchy dichotomy considered to be a central element of
international relations theory is an inadequate way of viewing interstate systems
through history. This dichotomy focuses on material structure while bracketing
the ideational elements of the system, or its moral purpose. Another way to ana-
lyze international systems would be along the realpolitik-normative spectrum and
the intersection of the two. India and China offer powerful examples of how the
classical world combined and reconciled the moral purpose of the state with real-
politik. In this sense, comparing classical Chinese and Indian thought might offer
further support for Yan Xuetong’s “moral realism”*

Second, comparing the classical thought of China and India helps in appre-
ciating the multiple and global origins of current global norms, institutions, and
practices that are now often solely credited to the West. One can offer a number
of examples, including the origins of republican and anarchical systems in ancient
China and India (as well as Sumer, as discussed earlier), which are overwhelmingly
presented as a legacy of the Greco-Roman world. Another important example of
this is the Just War tradition, whose roots in ancient China and India are analyzed
in this project. The essays on diplomacy also serve a similar purpose. Another
area that can benefit from a comparative study of China and India is the origins of
human rights norms, which some writers claim as having had no place in classical
non-Western thought.?* But as Amartya Sen argues:

The idea of human rights as an entitlement of every human being, with an unquali-
fied universal scope and highly articulated structure, is really a recent development;
in this demanding form it is not an ancient idea either in the West or elsewhere.
However, there are limited and qualified defences of freedom and tolerance, and
general arguments against censorship, that can be found both in ancient traditions
in the West and in cultures of non-Western societies.”

These claims can be seriously tested by analyzing the doctrines of Confucius,
Mencius, Ashoka, Kautilya, and the Code of Manu.

Third, a comparison between Chinese and Indian classical political thought
might help to uncover ways of statecraft and order-building that have been absent
in the European Western tradition and interstate systems, and/or received little
attention from them. It may be possible to discover entirely new ways of promoting
peace or extending hegemony that scholarship drawing only from Western history
have missed or obscured. The Tianxia model is a leading example from China,*
while PollocK’s idea of “Sanskrit Cosmopolis” also bears examination as a novel
form of world order-building through the pacific diffusion of language, ideas, and
political culture. The Indian mandala system (theorized by O. W. Wolters,*not
to be confused with the mandala of Kautilya) in classical South and Southeast
Asia offers another example of relatively distinctive approaches to politics and
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interstate relations that are not captured in the existing political science, philo-
sophy, or IR literatures. The classical mandala states of South and Southeast Asia
represent “indigenous, culturally oriented” models of state that ought to be
differentiated from “the Marxian and Weberian notions of the state with fixed
boundaries and the rule of law over a given territory.’*

Exploring and theorizing such patterns could considerably enrich the social sci-
ences and humanities and offer policy prescriptions for managing order and secur-
ing peace that remains elusive in the current Westphalian global order. Sometimes,
comparisons can lead to a more productive hybridization of different cultural and
political concepts, including Western and non-Western ones, as has been done in
the case of Western and Chinese concepts by scholars such as Yan Xuetong (espe-
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cially his aforementioned “moral realism”). His and Qin Yaqing’s “relational theory
of world politics;,* which challenges Western IR to come to terms with classical Chi-
nese approaches to statecraft, could provide inspirations for similar Indian efforts to
develop new or hybrid theoretical approaches. Such an effort could benefit immensely
from a comparative study of Chinese and Indian approaches to world order.

Fourth, the comparative study of Chinese and Indian classical political thought
helps to answer some of the most important puzzles and questions facing history,
political science, and IR. One such question is when and why an anarchic system
becomes a universal empire. Or why some anarchic systems stay as such, as with
Europe after Westphalia, while others transform into hierarchical systems, as
with classical India and China. As noted, in the first millennium BC, both China
and India had very well-developed “anarchic” systems—the republics of India and
the warring states of China—before each established their first empires: the Maurya
for India and Qin for China. What are the factors and modalities which contrib-
uted to the transition from anarchy to hierarchy and empire? Was it ruthless force
and discipline imposed by the legalists for China and the Kautilyan realpolitik for
Mauryan India? What was the role of ideas relative to material forces and organi-
zational innovation? One can get a broader answer to this question by comparing
China and India rather than limiting oneself to the Greek city-states or Rome’s
march from republic to empire.

Fifth, as suggested above, comparing Chinese and Indian classical thought helps
to analyze the peaceful circulation of ideas in world politics. Political science and
IR are not just about relationships based on power and wealth. They are also a rela-
tionship of different ideas. The “clash of civilizations” thesis proposed by the late
Samuel Huntington ignores the varieties of ways, including pacific ways, in which
civilizations have borrowed and exchanged ideas and engaged in mutual learning.
If one takes the long-term view, the nearly two thousand years of recorded interac-
tion between Chinese and Indian civilizations has been overwhelmingly pacific.”!
The history of civilizations may thus be told not in terms of blood, treasure, and
conflict, but of the convergence of ideas, identity, and mutual benefit.
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The classical intercivilizational interactions between China and India reached
its peak when a humble Buddhist pilgrim from the imperial Tang Dynasty took
a long and hazardous journey to India where he spent sixteen years of travel,
study, and document collection. But what is sometimes forgotten is that Xuanzang
was by no means the only Chinese pilgrim to visit India in search of knowledge.
He had been preceded by Faxian (who came through the desert and returned
to China by sea), and followed by Yijing (who made both legs of his journey to
India by the sea route). Nor was the “Nirvana traffic” (my term) a one-way flow of
Chinese monks visiting India. A possibly greater number of Indian monks traveled
to China, to preach, teach, translate, and advise. During the fifth and sixth centu-
ries, a parade of Indian monks with names such as Gunarahhata, Gunavarman,
Gunabhadra, Shanghbhadra, and so on, spread out in China founding monaster-
ies and temples, translating Buddhist sutras (some of these Indian monks were
fluent enough in Chinese to write books in Chinese). One prominent monk was
Paramartha (Zhendi in Chinese), who, after arriving in China in 546 AD, spent
twelve years in the area now called Guangzhou, playing a key role in the intro-
duction of Mahayana Buddhism to China. Another monk named Bodhidharma,
who had arrived a couple of decades earlier, crossed the Yangtze River and moved
further northwest. Settling in the Shaolin temple already established by yet another
Indian monk, Bodhidharma founded the sect of Chan Buddhism, which the
Japanese borrowed, developed, and made famous worldwide as Zen.

The Nirvana traffic between India and China suggests that no civilization is an
island. They are often interconnected with other civilizations. Civilizations exist
in relation to others within a complex and influence each other. Moreover, civi-
lizations respect and learn from each other. And they often do so peacefully. The
Buddhist diffusion between India and China, or for that matter between India and
Southeast Asia, which was through the maritime route via Southeast Asia, was
overwhelmingly peaceful.*”

CONCLUSION

Much has been written about the contribution of Greece and Rome in shaping
Western civilization and modernity, and thus to contemporary theories and con-
cepts of political science, philosophy, and international relations. This has led to
an undue neglect of the role of the ideas and practices of other civilizations, such
as India, China, and Islam. As a result, the so-called West versus the Rest debate
or the idea of the “great divergence,” which underpins a good deal of the concep-
tualization of world or global order today, rests on a remarkably narrow or one-
sided narrative. A comparative study of the characteristics and contributions of
other civilizations, especially those that preceded the rise of the West, is therefore
important in developing a more balanced picture of the evolution of global order.
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TABLE, PART 2.1 Classical Indian worldview and political order

Transition from republics to empire (the Mauryas, established around 321 BC, before the
Roman empire and the first Chinese empire).

Main Realist Thought: Kautilya’s Arthasastra, which advises a ruler to achieve hegemony
through war, spying, alliances, and conquest. Kautilya also gave first detailed descriptions of the
elements of a state.

Main Idealist Thought: Ashoka’s Law of Righteousness, abstinence from war, and humanism
(protection of the people from cruel and unjust rule).

Epistemology: rationalism blended with spiritualism.

“World ordering”: (1) “Chakravartin”: the ideal universal king who represents the highest prin-
ciples expected of a ruler (King Ashoka). (2) “Sanskrit Cosmopolis” (coined by Sheldon Pollock)
through peaceful export of ideas and institutions abroad, such as Buddhism, Hinduism, and
associated institutions to Asia and China, compared to spread of Greek ideas or “Hellenization”
before and after Alexander through physical conquest.

TABLE, PART 2.2 The classical Chinese worldview and political order

Transition from “anarchy” to empire of Qin established in 221 BC.

Main Idealist Thought: Confucianism assumes the essential goodness of human nature and rule
by virtue and example, with the belief that social hierarchy based on merit would inspire trust
and confidence in the ruler. But ruler’s legitimacy is conditional upon just and wise exercise of
authority that served people’s welfare and happiness. Elitist, but not an absolute justification for
authoritarian rule.

Main Realist Thought: Legalism, which assumes human nature to be inherently wicked, rejects
Confucianism’s idea of ruler’s obligation to people and ruling by virtue and benevolence,
emphasizing instead rule by a code of law strictly enforced by force and harsh punishment and
the need for power and order above everything else. Underpinning the transition from the
Warring States period to the Qin Dynasty in 221 BC, Legalism offers insights into how an anar-
chic system becomes an empire. Challenges balance of power theory. Balancing can fail, leading
to hegemony.

Epistemology: rationalism and ritualism.

“World ordering”: (1) Mandate of Heaven: if the ruler was not wise and just, the Heaven would
withdraw its mandate and his right to rule; (2) Tianxia (“all under heaven”): idealized concep-
tion of interstate relations where highest unit is the “world” not the state (hence, the opposite of
the Westphalian system); (3) Tributary system, a hierarchical system in which a leading power
(China) enjoys deference by offering the benefits of trade, recognition, and protection.

Such an exercise is also critical to building truly global disciplines of philo-
sophy, history, political science, and international relations, all of which suffer
acutely from Greco-Roman centrism and Eurocentrism. For example, the global
IR approach argues that this substance and practice of “international relations”
was not invented in the West, nor did it begin with the Peace of Westphalia in
1648. Other and older civilizations—e.g., India, China, Islam—pioneered different
modes of governance, interstate systems, and world orders (how they viewed the
world, and organized their own foreign relations to achieve stability and prog-
ress), and hence their contribution should be integral to the study of IR. Such a
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broadening of what IR means, and its scope, can easily be applied to other fields
such as history and philosophy. With the rise of the rest, e.g., China and India, it is
even more necessary to pay attention to these “other” civilizations and their con-
tributions. In IR as in philosophy, history, and related disciplines, a “global turn”
would require drawing from the broad canvas of interactions among all civiliza-
tions, even as some have been more powerful than others at different stages in his-
tory. Insights from the classical political thought of China and India can help the
imagining of such an inclusive “global order” (rather than a narrow world order in
the manner of the “liberal world order”) and contribute to building such an order
at a time of profound turmoil and transition.
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Mining the Past to Construct
the Present

Some Methodological Considerations from India

Patrick Olivelle

In this volume, and in the three workshops leading up to it spanning three years, a
group of scholars working on India and China have been engaged in searching for
ways in which Asian classics can be mined to develop a new Asia-focused interna-
tional relations theory. In this chapter I attempt to explore some methodological
problems facing such an enterprise, problems to which, I feel, our group has not
always paid adequate attention. In this regard, I address two interrelated issues:
(1) methodology: how can we use responsibly the systems of political science and
philosophy developed by ancient Indian and Chinese scholars in constructing the-
ories of international relations for contemporary times? (2) case studies: I present
three examples of political theory from ancient India as case studies in the practi-
cal application of the methodology I have enunciated.

PART ONE

Methodological Considerations

I will organize my comments on methodology around five topics: (1) dangers
of essentializing; (2) multiple voices; (3) problems of translation and definition;
(4) importance of context; and (5) gleaning from the past for contemporary
global order.

1. Dangers of Essentializing. Current historians of the religions and culture of
ancient India are keenly aware of the danger of essentializing—that is, assum-
ing there is and searching to discover the essence of a culture or a religion. Such
assumptions—sometimes explicit, but often implicit—were common among an
earlier generation of scholars, of both India and China. I cringe when people
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begin sentences with “Hindus believe,” “Buddhism is,” or “Indian philosophy
posits”—and their Chinese counterparts. As a young student, I was told that
we—the students of religion, the historians—should learn from the social scien-
tists in this regard. There are no essences to be discovered but only dynamic and
ever-changing social, cultural, and religious institutions, practices, and beliefs.
Today, however, I am astounded how easily these very scientists—be they anthro-
pologists, sociologists, or political scientists—sink into essentialism when they
speak about pre-modern or ancient societies. They seem to have absorbed the old
British colonial image of “an unchanging India” Let us recognize that all societies
and cultures, both modern and ancient, are historically dynamic, geographically
diverse, and ever changing. Let us give back agency to the people we are studying:
these changes do not simply happen; they are brought about by the work of indi-
viduals and groups.

Let me be blunt here at the risk of giving offense. In our past meetings, as I
have had occasion to observe, I was dismayed when people talked about “Chinese
thought” or “Chinese philosophy” as if it were one and singular, as if it has an
unchanging essential core. I would never dare to make such blanket statements
about India—ancient, medieval, or modern; India was and is diverse, vibrant,
dynamic, and ever changing. So, when we talk about ancient Indian theories of
statecraft and international relations, we must recognize that they were as diverse
as such theories are in modern Europe or America. We would not ever speak
about an American political science as a singular and essential entity. Let us be
clear. There is no ancient Indian political philosophy. For sure, there are continu-
ities and commonalities within the traditions, given that the past cultural and reli-
gious ideas and institutions influenced thinkers of later times. But such influences
provoked not just acceptance or incremental change but also outright rejection.
Continuities, however, do not constitute an essence. Speaking metaphorically, it
is best for us to leave Aristotle and his essences behind and follow the Buddha,
who insisted on the absence of any substance, any soul, behind the composite and
every changing entities we encounter, including ourselves. A culture, the Buddha
would have said, is like a river; there is an illusion of substance but the water is
never the same.

My friend and colleague Roger Ames, who has partnered with me in writ-
ing the chapters on method, has argued strongly for what he terms “thick gen-
eralizations,” which he distinguishes from essentializing. I can readily agree that
generalization—moving from the particular to the general—is essential to all
scholarly and scientific endeavors. Theory, after all, is a generalization that attempts
to explain the atomistic and particular phenomena. But for a cultural historian, I
still feel, such generalizations, unless done self-consciously, as Roger urges us to
do, can flatten the contours of history that often contain rejections of the accepted
views that often form the basis for those generalizations. For the cultural historian
it is much more important to identify and understand the rich internal contours
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of Chinese or Indian cultural history than to see how these cultures or philoso-
phies differ from their “Western” counterparts. The multiple voices of the tradition
should not be flattened to fit a preconceived notion of what “Chinese” or “Indian”
culture or philosophy is. Even when we opt to choose a particular voice from that
tradition, as we will do in the process of creating a new IR theory, we must be
cognizant that it does not represent all of that tradition and that the very selection
may distort our perception of that rich and diverse tradition.

2. Multiple Voices. A direct corollary of a nonessentialist and dynamic view of a cul-
ture is the recognition of multiple voices in any given period of time and, a fortiori,
across history. This seems like an obvious point, but even when scholars speak of
multiple authors, there is a tendency to distill their voices into a singular position.
In the ancient Indian legal tradition (Dharmasastra), this position is presented as
an exegetical principle: all the authoritative texts, both the Vedas and the authori-
tative legal texts called smrti, present the same truth; any differences we detect
in them must be eliminated using various hermeneutical strategies. So, the tra-
dition itself presents the illusion of a seamless and uniform doctrine and law.
Modern scholars often seem to be quite content to follow that lead.

Often the very terms and categories we use entice us to think this way. So we
speak of Hinduism, Buddhism, Indian Philosophy, and the like, giving at least the
impression that there are essences, substances, behind these terms, that they are in
some sense univocal. There aren’t. We must force ourselves to listen to the multiple
voices in ancient India. Ashoka’s views on state, religion, and morality were sin-
gular and, as we will see, vastly different from those of Kautilya and Manu, or the
authors of the Mahabharata. We cannot and should not put them all into a blender
to obtain a consistent and bland cocktail.

3. Problems of Translation and Definition. Ancient Chinese wrote in classical Chinese
and ancient Indians wrote in several languages, but principally in Sanskrit. This is
an obvious point, but it is often overlooked. Philosophical and scientific works use
technical terms in both languages. We must be attentive to this problem, even as
we use translated texts to understand those works and to draw inspiration from
them in order to construct theoretical frameworks suitable for the contemporary
world. Much is, indeed, lost in translation. When we use a translated English term,
we frequently miss the old connotations and implicitly import modern meanings
associated with the English term. Take, for example, the term “state,” which is cen-
tral to the work entailed in this volume. There are several Sanskrit terms translated
as state, but the principal ones are rastra and rajya, both connected to a king, the
raja. In ancient India, except for the period of Ashoka’s rule, a rastra meant a rath-
er small territory ruled by a king, a polity that was always jostling for space and
power with its neighbors. Inhabitants of such a state did not necessarily identify
themselves as citizens of that state. Simply moving to a different polity was always
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a possibility for subjects, and such large-scale migrations proved to be a danger
that a king was advised to guard against. These states did not base their identity
on ethnig, religious, or linguistic grounds. In contrast, for most of Chinese history,
except for the period of the warring states, China was a singular empire with a
central administration.

So, in these contexts how do we define “state” Can we extrapolate from
theories based on these ancient “states” to the modern nation-states? There are
significant differences between ancient Indian and ancient Chinese political dis-
pensations that militate against using their respective political philosophies to
build IR theories without taking these differences into account. These issues need
to be addressed if we are to use ancient sources responsibly.

4. Importance of Context. The three points I have already raised bring us to the cen-
trality of context in understanding political theories formulated by ancient Indian
or Chinese thinkers. The context includes, among others factors, the political, so-
cial, economic, and religious conditions of the time and the place. The context also
includes the life circumstances of the author. Thus, we need to take into account
whether the author was working for a king or state, whether he (it is invariably a
“he”) was a bureaucrat or military officer, whether he was from the rich elite or
a common person—that is, if such information is available.

In the Indian context, the three authors I deal with were from different histori-
cal periods and from different sociopolitical backgrounds. Ashoka was a powerful
emperor living in the middle of the third century BCE, who, however, repented
his violent past and became a devout Buddhist committed to the end of killing and
violence. Kautilya, who wrote three centuries later in the middle of the first cen-
tury CE, was probably a bureaucrat and was within a specialized intellectual tra-
dition that dealt with governance, law, and war. His work was addressed to kings
and high government and military officials. Manu, who lived probably a century
or so after Kautilya, came from a conservative Brahmanical background, intent on
fostering Brahmanical privilege and exceptionalism. He also probably wrote for
the classroom where Brahmanical education took place. During both Kautilya’s
and Manu’s time, northern India was subjected to military invasions from north-
western regions, especially central Asia. They established large polities—first the
Sakas and then the Ku$anas, in northcentral India. Manu, in a special way, reflects
some of the social disruptions of these times.

5. Gleaning from the Past. Before application must come understanding. And un-
derstanding must be historically grounded. That is the reason for the four forego-
ing points I have presented. We can understand what an author is saying only
if we understand his or her language and the socio-politico-religious context of
his or her life. Contextual understanding is the only reliable and legitimate form
of understanding. Humility is a virtue here. We can never be sure that we have
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truly understood what an ancient thinker intends to communicate. And we must
be humble enough to acknowledge it, knowing that our understanding is subject
to correction and improvement as new data and new methods of interpretation
open themselves to us. Just think of what the discovery of bamboo-strip writing
from ancient China has done to our understanding of major Chinese texts. And in
India the pivotal Arthasastra came to light only in 1905.

Once such an understanding is acquired, we can cautiously and tentatively—
and let me emphasize cautiously and tentatively—move to the next phase: applying
that understanding to contemporary issues. This is true in the areas of religion and
philosophy. It is doubly true for the case at hand: attempting to glean inspiration
and ideas to create a blueprint for a new global order.

PART TWO

Ancient India and International Relations Theory

So, with that methodological backdrop and with all the caveats that it engenders,
I think it may be useful to present some test cases of using ancient theories to
generate new knowledge for the contemporary world. The best way to undertake
such an enterprise, I think, is to ask a series of questions from the ancient sources.
Although not an expert on world order or international relations, I suggest that a
theory must present ideas which seek to transcend the interests of individual poli-
ties and to provide a legal and moral framework for relations among such polities.
We have several such frameworks, imperfect and subjected to criticism though
they may be: for example, the UN Declaration of Human Rights, the UN Conven-
tion on the Law of the Sea, the Chemical Weapons Convention, Crimes against
Humanity, International Court of Justice, and so on.

Here are some ways we may want to interrogate our sources. In what ways
do ancient theories attempt to rise above and beyond the specific polities within
which they are embedded or on whose behalf the authors may have been work-
ing? How do they envisage law/moral code as transcending individual polities?
Is there a transcendent source of law/morality that must be respected by each
polity? Can one polity intervene in another when that transcendent law is vio-
lated by the authorities of that polity? In other words, does an ancient theory
provide the basic ingredients to make it suitable as a source for creating a mod-
ern IR theory?

Ashoka. Ashoka (reigned ca. 268-232 BCE) consolidated the empire he inher-
ited from his grandfather, Candragupta,' the founder of the Maurya empire, ex-
tending it to much of India, from Afghanistan to Bengal and south into what
is today Karnataka. He left numerous inscriptions on stones and pillars con-
taining the emperor’s instructions and advice to his officials and subjects. Two
features of Ashoka’s corpus of writings stand out. First, we have them in situ
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exactly as they were written at the emperor’s command. Second, we know exactly
when they were written down. In ancient Indian history, these two features of
texts are unique.

Ashoka, however, does not explicitly articulate a foreign policy. His inscriptions
are addressed to his officials and subjects, and his mention of foreign kings and
his relations with them are given tangentially. Thus, we have to tease out what his
thinking with regard to foreign states and rulers would have been.

The centrality of social and personal morality encapsulated in the term dharma
in Ashoka’s political philosophy is well known. He used his state bureaucracy and
his inscriptional activities in his efforts to lead his people to cultivate moral vir-
tues and to build moral character. I have previously described this as Ashoka’s
“civil religion,” using mutatis mutandi the expression popularized by Robert Bellah
(1970) within the context of the United States.

Taking a step back, it is clear that Ashoka, following in the footsteps of his
father and grandfather, continued an aggressive program of territorial expan-
sion, waging war against independent states bordering his growing empire. The
most notorious of these was the war against the Kalingas, what is today’s Orissa,
which he annexed eight years after his royal consecration, that is, in the year
260 BCE. This was a particularly brutal war, and in his 13th Rock Edict, Ashoka
expresses remorse at the death and destruction he caused, with 100,000 killed
and 150,000 taken away as captives. It is significant that the most common term
Ashoka uses for kingdom, state, or empire is vijita, literally “conquered” and
from the same verbal root as the Kautilyan term for king, vijigisu, which we will
soon encounter.

All this changed with Ashoka’s conversion to Buddhism, probably two years
after the end of the Kalinga war. It was after this pivotal event that Ashoka became
fixated on his mission to propagate dharma. A cornerstone of Ashokas defini-
tion of dharma is the abstention from killing extended to both humans and ani-
mals. His abhorrence of war comes out loud and clear. After his horrific military
adventure in Kalinga, Ashoka says in his Rock Edict 13 that the greatest victory for
him now is the victory of dharma (dharmavijaya). But this victory of dharma, in
Ashoka’s mind, is not restricted to his own empire. It is a victory he seeks in every
territory and kingdom known to him:

But this is for the Beloved of Gods [i.e., Ashoka] the foremost conquest, namely,
the conquest through dharma. This again has been won by the Beloved of Gods
here and among all the neighbors, as far as 600 Yojanas where the Yona king
named Antiyoka resides; and, beyond that Antiyoka, the four kings named Tula-
maya, Antekina, Maka, and Alikasundale; and, in the south, the Codas, the Pan-
dyas, and as far as Tamraparni. Likewise, here in the king’s domain, among the
Yonas and Kambojas, the Nabhakas and Nabhapamtis, the Bhojas and Pitinikas,
the Andhras and Paladas—everywhere they follow the dharma instruction of the
Beloved of Gods.



MINING THE PAST TO CONSTRUCT THE PRESENT 45

Even where envoys of the Beloved of Gods do not go, after hearing about the
dharma discourses, the ordinances, and dharma instruction of the Beloved of Gods,
they conform to dharma and they will conform to it in the future. In this manner,
this conquest has been won everywhere. In all cases, however, the conquest is a
source of joy. And joy has been obtained in the conquest through dharma.

This joy, however, is truly insignificant. Only what is done for the hereafter, the
Beloved of Gods thinks, bears great fruit.

The intention of Ashoka in sending these missions to faraway countries is clear:
it was a missionary effort to spread his dharma philosophy, to get rulers of these
countries, as also their subjects, to adopt Ashoka’s moral philosophy in their per-
sonal lives, internal administration, and external affairs. How successful these mis-
sions were is hard to gauge, but Romila Thapar (1997: 126) thinks that at least in
the west the missions did not amount to much. Thus, in Pillar Edict 7, the last
of his inscriptions written in the twenty-seventh regnal year and consisting of a
retrospect of his activities on behalf of dharma, Ashoka does not speak about his
foreign activities but only of his domestic successes.

Yet, whatever the outcome, Ashoka’s guiding principle in his foreign relations—
as also his domestic policy—is clear: it is the moral philosophy rooted in dharma
and fostering peaceful coexistence. In Rock Edict 2, however, Ashoka provides
some details about what activities his dharma missions entailed. They included,
significantly, the provision of medical knowledge and medicinal plants:

Everywhere in the territory of the Beloved of Gods, King Piyadasi, as well as in those
at the frontiers, namely, Codas, Pandyas, Satiyaputras, Keralaputras, Tamraparnis,
the Greek king named Antioch, and other kings who are that Antioch’s neighbors—
everywhere the Beloved of Gods, King Piyadasi, has established two kinds of medical
services: medical services for humans and medical services for domestic animals. In
whichever place medicinal herbs beneficial for humans and domestic animals were
not found, he had them brought in and planted everywhere. Likewise, in whichever
place root vegetables and fruit trees were not found, he had them brought in and
planted everywhere. Along roads he had trees planted and wells dug for the benefit
of domestic animals and human beings.

The final statement about planting trees and digging wells along roads may well
refer to his activities within his own territory. Nevertheless, it is instructive that
Ashoka thought that providing medical assistance was part of his dharma mission
to foreign countries, as it was for domestic policy. Ashoka’s dharma, thus, had a
social and activist dimension. A point that we should keep in mind as we move
to considering Manu is Ashoka’s conviction that dharma is a moral force that
stands above all kings and territories. It is a moral force to which all kings and all
peoples must submit. And it is in this submission, in conforming to the demands
of dharma, that Ashoka envisages domestic prosperity and, internationally, the
elimination of wars and conflicts and the establishment of peace and tranquility.
These points are elaborated by Rajeev Bhargava in chapter 4.
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Kautilya. Kautilya, writing three centuries after Ashoka, provides a different voice
with respect to domestic affairs and interstate relations. His work called Arthasastra
(KAS) is a scientific treatise on political science encompassing both domestic and
foreign affairs, and thus quite different from Ashoka’s personal letters.

Except for the periods when the Maurya, the Gupta, and perhaps a few other
regional empires ruled, the usual ancient Indian kingdom covered a relatively
small territory. The result was that small states were butting against each other;
they were thus forced to deal with each other either as enemies or as allies.
Ancient Indian trade also was transregional and crossed state boundaries, forc-
ing different kingdoms to establish relations with each other and to maintain
trade routes. It was this political and economic reality that underlies the theories
and policies enunciated by Kautilya in the second half of the Arthasastra devoted
to foreign policy. It also underlies the theory of mandala or circle of kingdoms
espoused by Kautilya. His policies were developed within the scenario of numer-
ous small states having to deal with and to outwit each other through military
and diplomatic strategies. Foreign policy, therefore, occupies a central position
in Kautilya’s work.

Kautilya’s attitude to foreign policy is based on the definition of the king as
vijigisu, “one who desires to conquer” This adjectival term is derived from the
desiderative form of the compound verb vi- \ ji, (to conquer), from which are
also derived common Sanskrit words such as vijaya (conquest). This is the pivotal
concept in Kautilya’s ideology of kingship as it relates to foreign affairs. In fact,
this epithet is never used in the first half of his treatise, which deals with internal
administration, bureaucratic structures, and law. Clearly the term in inapplica-
ble when a king is dealing with his own territory and subjects. In all, this epithet
occurs thirty-one times in the second half of the treatise. According to Kautilya,
in his relations with other states and kings, the king he is addressing assumes the
role of a “would-be-conqueror” It has been suggested in recent scholarship on
the Arthasastra that vijigisu is “a potential conqueror state” (Shahi 2014: 71). This is
incorrect and runs the risk I have already mentioned of introducing the notion of
a modern state into the Kautilyan discourse. The term vijigisu always refers to an
individual human being, in this case the king, rather than to an impersonal entity
such as a state. This ultimate goal of conquest, which any individual vijigisu may
have to postpone indefinitely or until the right circumstances prevail, dictates all
the king’s activities with respect to foreign affairs.

Kautilya thinks that the desire to acquire what one does not possess is an essen-
tial element of the very ideal of governance, which he calls dandaniti. At the very
beginning of his treatise, in dealing with economics, he notes the importance of
economic activities: “By means of that, he brings under his power his own circle
(mandala) and his enemy’s circle using the treasury and the army. . . . Government
(dandaniti) seeks to acquire what has not been acquired, to safeguard what has
been acquired, to augment what has been safeguarded, and to bestow what
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has been augmented on worthy recipients” (KAS 1.4.3).? This was turned into a
proverbial saying by Manu (7.99) and repeated frequently by later authors. Early
in the section on foreign affairs, Kautilya offers a definition of vijigisu: “The seeker
after conquest (vijigisu) is a king who is endowed with the exemplary qualities
both of the self [enumerated at 6.1.6] and of material constituents [enumerated in
6.2.28], and who is the abode of good policy” (KAS 6.2.13).

The whole point of being a king was to expand his territory by conquest or
through diplomatic strategies. But, of course, all the neighboring kings were
operating under the same assumption. Correct strategy and good foreign policy
separated the successful conqueror from the failures. Good policy required good
counsel or mantra. Although counsel was important for all state affairs, it was of
paramount importance when dealing with foreign powers. The group of counsel-
ors (mantrin) headed by the chaplain did double duty in advising the king on both
domestic matters and foreign affairs. There was, however, a bureaucracy that spe-
cialized in dealing with other states. With reference to diplomacy, the most signifi-
cant official was the envoy (diita).* Kautilya speaks of three levels of envoys (KAS
1.16.2-4). The highest, the plenipotentiary, has the broadest authority to negotiate
with foreign governments, and he is expected to possess all the qualities of a min-
ister. The mid-level envoys are given circumscribed and specific missions, while
the low-level envoys merely conveyed royal edicts and messages.

Internal security was another important consideration, because kings were
constantly attempting to undermine and to destabilize neighboring states by infil-
trating secret agents, assassins, and spies. Given normal trade relations and the
mobility of wandering ascetics and similar itinerants, this was a difficult task. Bor-
der guards headed by the frontier commander (antapala), often residing in a fort
and assisted by friendly forest tribes (afavi), were responsible for border security
to prevent infiltration of enemy operatives. On the other hand, Kautilya recom-
mends a robust secret service with a wide variety of covert operations directed
both internally and against neighboring states.

Finally, there was the military organization headed by the chief of armed forces
(sendapati). Books 9 and 10 deal extensively with the various kinds of military
forces and their deployment. In general, an army was supposed to have four kinds
of regiments: infantry, cavalry, chariot corps, and elephant corps. The kinds of
troops one would deploy in an actual military conflict would, of course, depend on
the terrain where the fighting was to take place and the kinds of troops deployed
by the enemy.

Obviously, it was too expensive to maintain a large standing army. Therefore,
Kautilya recommends a small army consisting mostly of hereditary soldiers called
maula, belonging to the heartland of the kingdom. These are the best and the
most loyal of troops. Other troops could be mobilized when a war was imminent.
Kautilya at one place points to four kinds of troops besides the hereditary (7.8.27).
The first consists of hired troops or mercenaries (bhrta). Then there are corporate
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troops (sreni), who were probably men belonging to martial castes or guilds. They
would offer their services to the highest bidder. The third comprised troops pro-
vided by an ally, and the last comprised those provided by a tribal chief (atavika).
To this we should add troops provided by an enemy with whom the king may be
temporarily allied, probably when he is attacking a common enemy.

In crafting his foreign policy Kautilya presents a theory of the foreign powers
with which his ideal-typical king would have to contend. True to his desire to pres-
ent abstract rather than historical realities, he enunciates the theory of mandala,
the circle of kingdoms. A king is surrounded in a circle by other states, and
because they have common boundaries with him they are his natural enemies.
Around these enemy kingdoms is a second circle of kingdoms. Given that they
abut the territories of enemy kings of the first circle, they become his natural
allies: my enemy’s enemy is my friend. Those forming the third outer circle, by
the same logic, are the enemies of his allies, and thus his own enemies—and so
on. That this theoretical construct is artificial is obvious, but it also highlights
the truism that you are most in conflict with your immediate neighbors. The
only two kings Kautilya considers outside the mandala theory of ally and enemy
are the madhyama, who is an intermediate king located between two enemies,
and the udasina, a powerful king who remains, or can afford to remain, neutral.

There is also a nonmonarchical type of state called sarigha recognized by
Kautilya. The term refers to confederacies where power is shared by leaders of
clans. These confederacies, often erroneously termed republics (Jayaswal 1924),
appear to have been common in the second half of the first millennium BCE.
They are referred to in the Buddhist literature, and they probably gave their name
to the Buddhist monastic order, the sarigha. Kautilya is aware of both the strengths
and the weaknesses of confederacies. I will discuss below his strategies with
regard to these polities.

Although military might is important, Kautilya recognizes that it is a double-
edged sword: one can lose a war just as easily—one might say, more easily—as
one can win. War is inherently unpredictable. It is also expensive. So Kautilya rec-
ommends a variety of other strategies that are several steps removed from actual
warfare and that can further the king’s goals more effectively and less expensively.

One set of strategies called updya (2.10.47) has four elements: conciliation
(sama), gifts (dana), dissension (bheda), and military force (danda). The second
set of strategies containing six elements is called simply sadgunya (sixfold strategy;
7.1.1-19): peace pact (samdhi), initiating hostilities (vigraha), remaining station-
ary (asana), marching into battle (yana), seeking refuge (samsraya), and double
stratagem (dvaidhibhava). The four upayas are discussed throughout the text,
including the first half (Books 1-5), whereas the sadgunya is confined mostly to
Books 6 and 7. It appears that the former was a more general and widespread, and
perhaps older, formulation of major foreign policy strategies, whereas the latter is
a more sophisticated and nuanced strategy developed by the author of the sources
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Kautilya used in crafting the second half of his treatise. Further, the upayas appear
to be concerned with policies both toward other kings and toward internal centers
of power, whereas the sadgunya is focused on strategies that a king himself would
use vis-a-vis his external opponents. Although both lists contain the option of
resorting to military force, the other components of these strategies are directed at
achieving the desired objectives without war.

The central strategy that runs through all of Kautilya’s foreign policy is captured
in the word atisamdhana and its nominal (atisamdhi) and verbal (atisamdhatte,
atisamdhiyate) equivalents. There is an obvious connection between this term and
samdhi as a peace pact or alliance. The origin of the term is probably to be located
in precisely such a peace pact, which is used not to ensure peace but to outmaneu-
ver and outwit the opponent—the prefix ati indicates the transgressive nature of
this strategy. It uses the peace pact cunningly and skillfully—we could even say,
deceptively, trickily, guilefully—to outsmart, outmaneuver, and finally overpower
the king with whom he has concluded the pact. I have thus translated this term
as “outwitting” (Olivelle 2011). At every step, Kautilya wants his king to pay atten-
tion to the larger picture and to use the tools at hand—whether it is negotiating a
peace pact or initiating a state of hostilities, or even going on a military expedition
with allied troops—in order to outwit and ultimately defeat the opponent. Much
of Book 7 is given to the ways in which the strategy of outwitting an opponent can
be used in diverse situations. This proverb highlights the centrality of good policy
in foreign affairs:

An arrow unleashed by an archer may kill a single man or not kill anyone; but a
strategy unleashed by a wise man kills even those still in the womb.? (KAS 10.6.51)

Let us, however, take a step back, and look at Kautilya’s views on alliances, which
he calls samdhi.® This, as we have seen, is the first member of the sixfold strategy
(sadgunya), and it stands always in relation and contrast to the second member,
hostilities (vigraha). The thesis I want to propose is that, contrary to how they
have generally been depicted, vigraha and its verbal equivalents do not mean war,
attack, fighting, or combat, and that samdhi, as also its verbal equivalents, does not
mean peace or even a peace accord, at least in the modern sense of this expres-
sion. The terms used for warfare in the Arthasastra are the verb Vyudh and the
noun yuddha, as well as other terms such as abhi- Vhan and abhi- \yuj. Thus,
for example, we have expressions such as: asvayuddha (“cavalry charge”: KAS
10.5.53), hastiyuddha (“attack with elephants”: KAS 10.5.54), and the like, but never
an asvavigraha. The actual march into battle is always called yana, along with its
verbal equivalents. The suspicion that vigraha does not refer to actual warfare
is further confirmed by several significant usages of this term, especially in its
verbal forms.”

Let us now turn to the companion term samdhi, which does not imply a state
of peace between two kingdoms or even a formal peace treaty, but a temporary
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and focused contract between two parties aimed at accomplishing a specific goal,
such as attacking a common enemy. While that contract or pact lasts, naturally, the
two sides will be in alliance rather than at war with each other. We see that it also
entails a strategy to overcome and outwit another king rather than the initiation of
a time of peace or the conclusion of a peace accord. The Arthasastra (7.1.6) defines
samdhi as panabandha, that is, a negotiated agreement. That samdhi is a tactic
is made clear at KAS 7.4.17-18:

If he were to foresee that the result can be secured alone and within a brief period of
time, then he should initiate hostilities (vigrhya) with the rear enemy and his backer
and march into battle (yayat). Under circumstances opposite of the preceding, he
should enter into a peace pact (samdhi) and then march into battle.?

In a footnote to this passage, Kangle (1972: 333) comments in surprise: “This is
downright duplicity, making peace and then attacking the enemy when he is least
expecting such an attack” But that is the whole point! One should not be sur-
prised; samdhi is as much a strategy seeking tactical advantage over other kings
as vigraha. That it is so is explicitly stated in a long passage stating the conditions
under which a king should resort to samdhi (KAS 7.1.32).

The clearest statement linking atisamdhana with samdhi is in KAS 7.6. Here the
opening sentence states:

The seeker after conquests [that is, the vijigisu] should outwit (atisamdadhyat) the
second constituent of the circle [i.e., the amitra or enemy] in the following manner.’

It is interesting that in these passages the samdhi is done with the amitra, one’s
natural enemy, rather than with an ally. So if we translate samdhi as alliance, as is
often done, we should be careful to distinguish such an alliance from the mitra,
the natural ally of a king within the ideology of the mandala (circle of kingdoms).

So, far from being a peace treaty, samdhi is a strategic move on the part of a
king, either because he is in a difficult position and wants to buy time or because
he thinks that such a pact could ensure victory either over the king with whom he
is entering into the pact, or over another king whom he wants to attack with the
support of his new ally, or, ideally, over both. Another point to remember is that an
alliance formed through a samdhi is temporary and has nothing to do with the ally/
enemy (mitra, amitra) configuration coming from the theory of the mandala, the
circle of kingdoms. These allies and enemies result from the very nature of territo-
rial contiguity. As we have seen, one can indeed form a samdhi with one’s natural
enemy. On this point, samdhiis very similar to another form of compact or contract,
namely sambhiiya, the coming together of individuals, especially businessmen,
to join forces and to combine resources in order to accomplish a particular com-
mon task (KAS 7.4.19-22).

Thus, we need to see these two terms, samdhi and vigraha, not as simple state-
ments of facts—the states of war or peace—between kingdoms or states, but as
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deliberate political and military strategies employed by kings against each other.
The one who is able to execute them better will outsmart the opponent. Within the
Kautilyan political ideology, there really is no place for peace as a value and goal
to be sought after; at best, peace is an interlude when no open hostilities are taking
place. A state of stability where established states with boundaries respected by
other states exist in mutual respect and cooperation—a la Ashoka—is something
that Kautilya would have seen as an anomaly, as something antithetical to the very
idea of kingship. The centrality of the concept of atisamdhdana in Kautilya’s politi-
cal strategy cannot be overstated, and it is a feature of his foreign policy that has
often been ignored by scholars.

Before leaving Kautilya, let me briefly explore a kind of polity different from
monarchy, namely the sarigha or confederacy that I have already referred to.
Kautilya devotes Book 11 of his work entirely to the topic of confederacies. He
considered them the most stable and strongest form of government, and if a king
could have a confederacy as an ally, it would be better than any gain he can expect
to get: “Gaining a confederacy is the best among gains, whether it is army or ally,
for confederacies, because they are closely knit, are impervious to enemy assaults”
(KAS 11.1.1-2)."° He refers by name to eleven confederacies: Kimbojas, Surastras,
Ksatriyas, Srenis, Licchivikas, Vrjikas, Mallakas, Madrakas, Kukuras, Kurus, and
Paficilas (KAS 11.1.4-5). Kautilya recognizes that open assault is not very effective
against a confederacy, because they are united in their fight against an external
enemy. Sowing dissension (bheda), the third of the four upayas, is the principal
means of overpowering a confederacy. Kautilya goes into great detail about how
this might be accomplished. I will cite just a couple of examples. The first involves
rivalry among chiefs of confederacies:

In the case of all of these, secret agents operating nearby should find out the grounds
for mutual abuse, hatred, enmity, and quarrels among members of confederacies, and
sow dissension in anyone whose confidence they have gradually won, saying: “That
person defames you” When ill will has thus been built up among adherents of both
sides, secret agents posing as teachers should provoke quarrels among their young
boys with respect to their knowledge, skill, gambling, and sports.!! (KAS 11.1.6-8)

Here, Kautilya demonstrates a fine grasp of psychology in getting the adults
involved in the quarrels of their children. The common method of sowing dissen-
sion involves, naturally, sex.

An agent working undercover as an astrologer should describe to one man a girl who
has been chosen by another: “That man’s daughter is bound to become the wife of a
king and the mother of a king. Get her by giving all you have got or by using force
If he fails to get her, he should stir up the opponent’s side. If he gets her, a quarrel
is assured.

Or else, a female mendicant should tell a chief who loves his wife: “That chief,
arrogant due to his youth, sent me to your wife. Because I fear him, I have come
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carrying this letter and ornaments. Your wife is innocent. You should deal with him
secretly”'? (KAS 11.1.49-52)

Let me note, parenthetically, that a sentiment very close to that of Kautilya is
expressed by the Buddha when King Ajatasattu sends his minister, Vassakara,
to the Buddha before he begins a military attack on the confederacy of the
Vajjis, saying:

I will root out these Vaggians, mighty and powerful though they be, I will destroy
these Vaggians, I will bring these Vaggians to utter ruin! And bear carefully in mind
whatever the Blessed One may predict, and repeat it to me. For the Buddhas speak
nothing untrue!

Buddha replies to Vassakara in a roundabout way, showing where he thought the
strength of a confederacy lies:

So long as the Vaggians hold these full and frequent public assemblies; so long may
they be expected not to decline, but to prosper . .. So long as the Vaggians meet
together in concord, and rise in concord, and carry out their undertakings in con-
cord—so long as they enact nothing not already established, abrogate nothing that
has been already enacted, and act in accordance with the ancient institutions of the
Vaggians as established in former days . . . so long may the Vaggians be expected not
to decline, but to prosper. Mahaparinibbana Sutta (trans. T. W. Rhys Davids)

It is this unity that Kautilya is attempting to break by sowing dissensions within a
confederacy through deviant strategies for which he is well known.

When everything fails, however, a king must resort to military force to attain
his objective, namely, the conquest of adjoining lands. Books 9, 10, and 13 of the
Arthasastra are devoted to war: mobilization, military preparation, march, and
capturing the fort. I will leave out the intricate details of the march, the vari-
ous military formations, the foraging raids to obtain food for the soldiers, the
ambushes, and other military tactics. The ideal-typical battle is waged in an open
field with the two armies arrayed facing each other, although battles in less ideal
terrain, such as forests, marshes, and water, are also discussed. Besides open and
formal warfare, there are various kinds of special operations aimed at weaken-
ing the enemy, including surprise night attacks, burning the crops, and poisoning
water supplies. When everything is said and done, the enemy can always escape
into his fortress and barricade himself there. The whole of Book 13 is thus devoted
to how one can capture a fort, first by trickery—inciting the people within the fort to
sedition, drawing the enemy out of the fort by various tricks, destroying its food
and water supply, and the like—then by laying siege, and finally taking it by storm.

The discussion of foreign policy and war, as also the entire treatise, culminates
with instructions regarding the conduct of the victor and how a newly conquered
territory should be pacified and its people induced to shift their loyalty to the
new ruler (KAS 13.5). The incorporation of conquered territories into one’s own



MINING THE PAST TO CONSTRUCT THE PRESENT 53

kingdom always posed challenges and dangers. Kautilya does not envisage a cen-
trally controlled large empire. He instructs the victor to act magnanimously with
the leaders and the people of the conquered land and “arrange for the venera-
tion of all gods and hermitages” (KAS 13.5.11). He should not act as a foreign con-
queror but as a local ruler: “Therefore, he should adopt the habits, dress, language,
and conduct similar to theirs, and demonstrate his devotion to them during fes-
tivals in honor of the gods of the region, festivities, and recreational activities”
(KAS 13.5.7-8).

Manu. Manu, writing a century or so after Kautilya, represents a very different
intellectual and expert tradition from that of the Arthasastra. He was writing in
a time and after a long period when Brahmanism faced strong challenges from a
variety of sources, both religious—such as the Buddhist—and from foreign inva-
sions setting up polities within India—such the Shakas and the Kushanas. Manu
was within the mainstream of Brahmanism and was very much part of what
Bronkorst (2016) has called the “reinvention of a tradition,” in this case, of
Brahmanism. A central element of this reinvention was making the Brahmin not
simply the apex of a new pyramidal sociology—the system of social class or caste
(varna)—but also the indispensable person for every king and ruler.

Manu’s seventh chapter is devoted to the king, and, as has been repeatedly
pointed out (McClish 2014; Olivelle 2004), he borrows much of his material
on political science from Kautilya. I want here simply to focus on one aspect
of Manu’s discussion, namely the thesis that law—moral, civil, and criminal—
defined as dharma is universal and not constrained by territory. In other words,
law as dharma is supra-state and not dependent on legislatures or rulers. The
view that moral law in some sense transcends the political structures of a state,
or even general historical vicissitudes, is found in many cultures and religions—
including, as we saw, in Ashoka—whether morality is viewed as based on some
kind of natural law, divine revelation, or the will of god. But, what is significant
for IR Theory, is that for Manu even law in the strict sense—that is, civil and
criminal law—is also viewed as transcending any particular state or political
structure, at least within the cultural geography of India. Kings don’t make laws
but only enforce them.

This view is not unique to Manu; it is articulated in other Brahmanical texts as
well. But I have chosen Manu both because he more than any other author per-
sonifies the Brahmanical social and legal philosophy centered on the concept of
dharma, and because his work has had a disproportionate impact on the develop-
ment of Indian ethics, political science, and sociology.

In an early Vedic text, dharma is presented as a transcendent source of royal
power connected with the cosmic king Varupa: “Varunpa himself, the lord of
dharma, makes him [the king] the lord of dharma. This, clearly, is supremacy,
that he is the lord of dharma”" This statement, significantly, occurs in the ritual
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consecration of a king (rdjasiiya). Varuna is well known as the divine enforcer of
moral law and order, called rta in the Rig Veda and, when that term became obso-
lete, dharma. The central duty of the king as the “lord of dharma,” then, is to make
sure that he himself and all his subjects follow dharma. Thus dharma, one text tells
us, is “the power superior to the ruling power” or ksatra; dharma stands above the
king as the power that confers on him the power to rule:

It created dharma, a form superior to and surpassing itself. And dharma is here
the ruling power (ksatra) of the ruling power. Hence there is nothing higher than
dharma. Therefore, a weaker man makes demands of a stronger man by appealing
to dharma just as one does by appealing to a king. Now, dharma is nothing but the
truth. Therefore, when a man speaks the truth, people say that he speaks dharma;
and when a man speaks dharma, people say that he speaks the truth. They are really
the same thing."* (Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 1.4.14)

Here we have a conception of dharma that is universal, that stands above tempo-
rary rules and rulers, and that permits weak individuals to make demands of those
who are strong—quite the opposite of what happens with the “law of the fish,
matsyanyaya, where, in the absence of an authority to impose dharma, the bigger
fish eat the smaller ones. Dharma is truth, and this transcendent nature of dharma
is noted in another verse of the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad (1.5.23):

From which the sun rises,

And into which it sets;

The gods make it dharma.

It's the same today and tomorrow.

yatas codeti sitryah astam yatra ca gacchati |
tam devas cakrire dharmam sa evadya sa u sva ||

The term and concept of dharma, however, were appropriated by different reli-
gious traditions, especially the Buddhist. During the last centuries before the com-
mon era, dharma was a site of contention. What is dharma? And how do we come
to know it?—these were central issues in the epistemology of dharma. Within the
Brahmanical tradition, the ultimate source of dharma came to be located in
the Veda, which was thought to be eternal, self-existent, and without a human
or divine author. Manu (2.6) spells out the sources of dharma, both ultimate
and proximate:

The root of dharma is the entire Veda, as also the recollection and conduct of those
who know it; likewise the practice of good people, and satisfaction of oneself.
vedo ‘khilo dharmamulam smytisile ca tadvidam |

acaras caiva sadhinam datmanas tustir eva ca ||

There is no talk here of king, legislature, or state: dharma stands above all the
contingent social and political formations. Manu also speaks of punishment called
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danda as a central aspect of dharma. The king wields danda against those who
transgress dharma. The king’s duty is not to create but to enforce dharma.

So, in Manu, as also in Ashoka, we have a concept of social order that is
governed by a law that transcends any given political formation. This concept of
dharma also governs what is lawful and permissible in the conduct of war, and in
Ashoka even interstate relations.

Yet, Manu also allows for localized dharma: the dharma of a region, a village, or
even a family. So we have a universal dharma, often articulated in legal treatises,
and local dharma contained in the customs of the people. The only requirement is
that the local dharma cannot contravene the dharma articulated in the authorita-
tive legal texts.

CONCLUSIONS

The central conclusion from my brief foray into three major writers on ancient
Indian political philosophy is that it is rich and diverse, and any attempt to distill it
to one thing that we may prefer will both distort that complex reality and impov-
erish the rich Indian tradition. This was the main conclusion of my comments on
methodology at the beginning of this paper.

Kautilya presents a unique view within Indian intellectual history, a view shared
more broadly by the tradition of political science (Arthasastra or dandaniti). His
is the only extant scientific treatise from that tradition. His views on external
relations are based on power politics that take as their central principle the
enhancement of a king’s power, wealth, and territory. It is a strong articulation of
realpolitik, and it probably comes closest to the historical reality of ancient Indian
kings vying for power and control against each other.

Ashoka is unique both in India and possibly in the world, because he is the only
real king who has left us written documents of his own views and aspirations, his
moral and political philosophy, in a deeply personal way."> Much of his political
philosophy of coexistence and nonviolence based on dharma, nevertheless, soon
disappeared from Indian political history, although it remained a cornerstone of
Indian moral philosophy.

Manu and the mainstream of Brahmanical political thought were probably the
ones that had the most influence on later political philosophy. I also think that
Manu’s views of law, both moral and civil, probably provide the best source for
talking about a new IR Theory, although I am not competent to take that idea any
further, let alone construct such a theory. But I think that, if IR Theory attempts to
construct an international order based on laws that transcend any particular pol-
ity, then Manu’s conception of dharma to which all Indian kings subscribed may
offer some precedents. Manu, of course, envisaged only the cultural landscape of
India, and his concept of dharma as transcending individual polities was easily
accepted within that context. The task of a modern IR Theory would be to broaden
that landscape to include a world constructed out of nation-sates.



56 CHAPTER 1

I think such supra-state laws may have ecological dimensions as well. Manu,
at least in the case of individuals, proposes punishments for what we would call
ecological crimes. So, for example, Manu (11.143-145) talks about penances that
people who cut down trees should observe:

For cutting down fruit trees a person should recite softly one hundred rc verses; so
also for cutting down shrubs, vines, creepers, or flowering plants. . . . For needlessly
tearing out cultivated plants or ones that grow spontaneously in the forest, he should
follow a cow for one day, subsisting on milk.

Similar penances are given for people who harm animals, even very small ones
that lack bones (Manu 11.132-142).

Let me conclude with the caveat that I started out with: the states that we are
dealing with in ancient India do not parallel the ones in contemporary times. The
only ones that come close to such a parallel are the Greek kingdoms of west Asia
mentioned by Ashoka. When attempting to construct theories for modern politi-
cal realities, we must always guard against anachronism and the attempt to read
ancient texts through modern lenses rather than taking them on their own terms.
That is the respect we owe to these great thinkers of the past, the least we can do
to their memory.

NOTES

1. Candragupta gained power in the aftermath of Alexander the Great’s incursion into northwest
India and his subsequent exit.

2. taya svapaksam parapaksam ca vasikaroti kosadandabhyam | . . . dandanitih alabdhalabhartha
labdhapariraksani raksitavivardhani vrddhasya tirthe pratipadani ca || The Sanskrit term labdha and
its cognates refer to any acquisition, but in the case of the king they refer in particular to the acquisi-
tion of territory by conquest . This is clear in Ashoka’s RE 13, where he refers to the Kalinga territory as
acquired by conquest: laddhesu kalimgesu (Sk. labdhesu kalinigesu).

3. raja atmadravyaprakrtisampanno nayasyadhisthanam vijigisuh ||

4. The diita as envoy is mentioned also by Ashoka in RE 13.

5. ekam hanyan na va hanyad isuh ksipto dhanusmata | prajiiena tu matih ksipta hanyad
garbhagatan api ||

6. We should also note that samdhi (normally spelled Sandhi) is a central concept in Sanskrit
grammar. It refers to the way the last sound or letter in a word changes or is changed by sounds that
immediately follow or precede it. So it refers to the euphonic combination of sounds, and in the politi-
cal realm the political alliance of adjacent polities.

7. For further details and for a detailed analysis of samdhi and vigraha, see Olivelle 2011.

8. yada va pasyet “na Sakyam ekena yatum avasyam ca yatavyam” iti tada samahinajyayobhih
samavayikaih sambhitya yayad, ekatra nirdistenamsena, anekatranirdistenamsena ||

9. vijigisur dvitiyam prakrtim evam atisamdadhyat || KAS 7.6.1.

10. sanghalabho dandamitralabhanam uttamah | sangha hi samhatatvad adhrsyah paresam ||

11. sarvesam dsannah sattrinah sanghanam parasparanyangadvesavairakalahasthanany upal-
abhya kramabhinitam bhedam upacarayeyuh “asau tva vijalpati” iti | evam ubhayatobaddharosanam
vidyasilpadyitavaiharikesv acaryavyarijana balakalahan utpadayeyuh ||
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12. kartantikavyafijano va kanyam anyena vrtam anyasya prarupayet ‘amusya kanya rajapatni
rajaprasavini ca bhavisyati, sarvasvena prasahya vainam labhasva” iti | alabhyamanayam parapaksam
uddharsayet | labdhayam siddhah kalahah | bhiksuki va priyabharyam mukhyam brityat “asau te mukhyo
yauvanotsikto bharydyam mam prahinot, tasyaham bhayal lekhyam abharanam grhitvagatasmi, nirdosa
te bharya, gudham asmin pratikartavyam, aham api tavat pratipatsyami” iti ||

13. varuna eva dharmapatir dharmasya patim karoti paramata vai sa yo dharmasya patir asad
(Satapatha Brahmana 5.3.3.9).

14. taccheyo ripam atyasrjata dharmam | tad etat ksatrasya ksatram yad dharmah | tasmad
dharmat param nasti | atho abaliyan baliyamsam asamsate dharmena | yatha rajfiaivam | yo vai sa
dharmah satyam vai tat | tasmat satyam vadantam ahur dharmam vadatiti | dharmam va vadantam
satyam vadatiti | etad dhy evaitad ubhayam bhavati ||

15. Richard Salomon (2012) observes that Ashokan inscriptions “are highly untypical”: “In terms
of format, contents, and tone, there is practically nothing in the later inscriptional corpus of the
Indian world that even resembles Ashoka’s inscriptions” He comments on how unique Ashoka is even
in world history: “It can hardly be denied that Ashoka stands as a unique figure in Indian, and indeed in
world history. And if so, why shouldn’t his inscriptions be unique?”
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Some Methodological Reflections

In Defense of Philosophy of Culture
and Thick Generalizations

Roger T. Ames

In a single generation we have experienced nothing less than a seismic sea change
in the economic and political order of the world. In the wake of this grand trans-
formation, the Berggruen Institute in sponsoring the multiyear workshops on
“Chinese and Indian Worldviews on Global Order” is prescient in anticipating
the influence that the cultures of both East Asia and South Asia will have on the
reshaping of a newly emergent geopolitical configuration. A point to be made
at the outset: When we bring cultural “China” and “India” into conversation to
inventory and assay the cultural resources available to us for a new geopolitical
order, we must be wary of any uncritical assumption that we are referencing two
nation-states in the ordinary sense of this term. The scale of these two “continents”
(rather than “countries”) is such that, when considered together, they not only
constitute half of the world’s population, but perhaps more importantly, they are
heirs to and perpetuate antique cultural resources that take us back to human his-
tory’s earliest memories. A second point: I am truly honored that, in the pairing
up of sinologists with indologists, I have had this opportunity to work with and
learn from Patrick Olivelle, one of the international academy’s most distinguished
scholars of Sanskrit literature.

Patrick and I have been tasked by the workshop organizers to think through
some of the methodological issues in making cultural comparisons. In our
exchange, I have had the benefit of receiving Patrick’s essay as I prepared my own,
and thus the opportunity to engage each of Patrick’s important themes explic-
itly: the dangers of essentializing, making room for many voices, the problems of
translation and definition, the importance of interpretive context, and the glean-
ing of resources from the past in our search for a new geopolitical order. As will
be clear from what follows, Patrick and I are sometimes inclined to say things
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differently, and while some might want to make much of these differences, I think
we are much closer than we are apart in the concerns we are expressing, and in
the recommendations we chose to make. At the end of the day, both of us are cul-
tural pluralists who over our lifetimes have been committed to promoting a better
appreciation of, and respect for, the world’s many diverse cultures.

Patrick is properly concerned about the issue of gross generalizations that
would essentialize world cultures, and might have good reasons to associate my
name with this déformation professionnelle. Indeed, on the sinological side, some
contemporary scholars go so far as to believe that in discussing Chinese history
and culture, we would do well to abjure generalizations altogether. And two of
them, Paul Goldin and Michael Puett, have indicted me and my collaborators,
happily in the company of some of the most distinguished sinologists of the past
century, as offering what Goldin calls “an updated Orientalism.” For Puett, Marcel
Granet, Fritz Mote, Joseph Needham, Angus Graham, K. C. Chang, and Hall and
Ames are all described as “cultural essentialists” in offering our best attempts to
provide an interpretive context for understanding the evolution of Chinese cul-
ture. Goldin charges us along with these other scholars with presenting “China
as a reified foil to a reified West, an antipodal domain exemplifying antithetic
mores and modes of thought” As his alternative to our “Orientalism,” Goldin
would argue that “if there is one valid generalization about China, it is that China
defies generalization. Chinese civilization is simply too huge, too diverse, and too
old for neat maxims”> And Puett, explicitly rejecting our self-conscious inter-
pretive strategies, argues that “we should instead work towards a more nuanced
approach in which we make no a priori assumptions regarding single statements
made in single texts and the significance of any individual claims.

I think that Goldin and Puett, while both presumably aspiring to some osten-
sive interpretive objectivity, are advocating for nothing short of a naive realism
that fails to acknowledge the inevitable and profound subjective coloration of all
interpretative experience. We might appeal to Hilary Putnam to make this point.
Putnam not only rejects “view-from-nowhere” objectivism, but further insists that
the subjective dimension of experience is always integral to what the world really
is. He would argue that

elements of what we call “language” or “mind” penetrate so deeply into what we call
“reality” that the very project of representing ourselves as being “mapper’s” of something
“language-independent” is fatally compromised from the start. Like Relativism, but in

a different way, Realism is an impossible attempt to view the world from Nowhere.*

Putnam will not admit of any understanding of the real world that cleaves it off
from its human participation and that does not accept our experience of it as inte-
gral to what the world really is:

The heart of pragmatism, it seems to me—of James’ and Dewey’s pragmatism if not
of Peirce’s—was the supremacy of the agent point of view. If we find that we must



SOME METHODOLOGICAL REFLECTIONS 61

take a certain point of view, use a certain ‘conceptual system, when engaged in a
practical activity, in the widest sense of practical activity, then we must not simul-
taneously advance the claim that it is not really ‘the way things are in themselves.”

In our earlier forays into translating the Chinese canons—a translation of both
texts and culture—I and my collaborators, rather than advancing spurious claims
to an erstwhile objectivity, have produced what we have called self-consciously
interpretive translations. In describing our translations as “self-consciously inter-
pretive,” however, we are not allowing in any way that we are recklessly speculative
or given to license in our renderings. Nor we are willing to accept the reproach
that we are any less “literal” and thus more “creative” than other translators. On the
contrary, we would insist first that any pretense to a literal translation is not only
naive, but is itself an “objectivist” prejudice of the first order. Just as each genera-
tion selects and carries over earlier thinkers to reshape them in their own image,
each generation reconfigures the classical canons of world philosophy to its own
needs. We too are inescapably people of a time and place.

At the most general level, I would suggest that modern English as the target
language for translating the Chinese canons carries with it such an overlay of cul-
tural assumptions that, in the absence of “self-consciousness,” the philosophical
import of the text can be seriously compromised. To conventionally translate the
classical term tian “Kas a capital “H” “Heaven,” for example, is to insinuate Abra-
hamic theological assumptions into what is a fundamentally an a-theistic cosmol-
ogy. As the distinguished French sinologist Marcel Granet observes rather starkly,
“Chinese wisdom has no need of the idea of God”® Again, a failure of naive transla-
tors to be self-conscious and to take fair account of their own Gadamerian “preju-
dices” with the excuse that they are relying on an existing “objective” dictionary, is
to fail to acknowledge that in the case of China at least, this lexical resource, given
its missionary origins, is itself so heavily colored with cultural biases that Chinese
philosophy is for the most part taught in religion or Asian Studies departments in
our universities, and shelved in the religion section of our libraries. To fail to be
self-conscious as translators is to betray our readers not once, but twice.” That is,
not only do we fail to provide the “objective” reading of the text we have promised,
but we also neglect to warn our unsuspecting readers of the cultural assumptions
we willy-nilly insinuate into our translations.

This self-consciousness, then, is not to disrespect the integrity of the Chinese
philosophical narrative, but to endorse one of the fundamental hermeneutical
premises of this commentarial tradition captured in a cosmological postulate of
the first among the Chinese classics, the Yijing Z)%or the Book of Changes, with
its notion of “continuity in change” (biantong $£3%):

According to the Changes, with everything running its full course, there is flux
(bian), and where there is such flux, there is continuity (fong). And where there is
such continuity, it is enduring.®



62 CHAPTER 2

Risking here a thick generalization that emerges from a contrast between early
Greek substance ontology and this Confucian process cosmology, this postulate
might be used as an example that is revealing of a fundamental and resilient “con-
tinuity” integral to their different cultural identities. I would suggest that these
early Confucian hermeneutically inclined philosophers were less disposed to ask
what makes something real or why things exist, and more interested in how the
complex relationships that obtain among the changing phenomena of their sur-
roundings could be negotiated for optimum productivity and value. Rather than
any predetermined necessity in teleologically derived assumptions about origins,
or causal speculations about some grand design that are associated with ontologi-
cal thinking, it is the pursuit of superlative quality in an achieved personal, social,
and ultimately cosmic harmony (he 1), and the creative possibilities of encultur-
ating the human experience (wenhua “Z{L), that served as a fundamental guiding
value for these seminal Confucian thinkers.

What this postulate means when applied to the philosophical canons is that
textual meaning at the intersection of change and persistence is irrepressibly
emergent, and that, like it or not, we translators of the culture, far from being pas-
sive or secondary or epiphenomenal in our interpretive work, are integral to the
growth of the tradition. The hundreds of translations of the Daodejing that have
transformed it into world literature, for example, not only have extended its reach
and influence but have dramatically appreciated the meaning and relevance that
can be drawn from its pages.

As a self-confessed philosopher of culture, I am required to do my best to
excavate, identify, and articulate generalizations that distinguish different cultural
narratives. My premise is that only in being cognizant of these uncommon cul-
tural assumptions will we, in some degree at least, be able to respect their most
fundamental differences and to locate the philosophical discussion within their
alternative worldviews. Just as in the watershed of the Western cultural narrative
with the ontology made explicit by Plato and Aristotle, in the formative period of
Confucian philosophy certain enduring commitments were reinforced by Con-
fucius, Mencius, and Xunzi that are more persistent than others, and allow us to
make useful generalizations about its evolution. In fact, one of the premises that
allows for such generalizations is the importance of reading and understanding
the earliest conditions available to us as the history of an organic process unfolds.
Nathan Sivin observes that “man’s prodigious creativity seems to be based on the
permutations and recastings of a rather small stock of ideas,” where the fundamen-
tal distinction between a Greek substance ontology and a classical Chinese process
cosmology must number among this stock.’

We might take two historical examples of distinguished philosophers of
culture—one from Europe and one from China—who were themselves willing
to risk thick generalizations. In the Preface to his Novissima Sinica (News from
China) written over the period of 1697-99, an astute and penetrating Gottfried
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Wilhelm Leibniz offers a synoptic comparison between the contributions made
by European and Chinese culture. In theoretical disciplines such as mathemat-
ics, logic, metaphysics, and in particular, theology, Leibniz argues, there is a clear
European superiority. Indeed, for Leibniz, we Europeans “excel by far in the
understanding of concepts which are abstracted by the mind from the material”
We own the theoretical sciences and surpass the Chinese in those rational tools of
the intellect that lead us to demonstrable truth, while the Chinese struggle with a
kind of empirical geometry owned by most artisans.

On Leibniz’s reading, by contrast with this European gift for theoretical and
spiritual abstraction, the Chinese excel in the pursuit of civil philosophy where
Chinese “civilization” in this important respect has set a standard far superior to
that found in Europe. In Leibniz’s own words:

But who would have believed that there is on earth a people who, though we are in
our view so very advanced in every branch of behavior, still surpass us in compre-
hending the precepts of civil life? Yet now we find this to be so among the Chinese,
as we learn to know them better. And so if we are their equals in the industrial arts,
and ahead of them in contemplative sciences, certainly they surpass us (though it is
almost shameful to confess this) in practical philosophy, that is, in the precepts of
ethics and politics adapted to the present life and use of mortals.

Considering the dearth of information on China available to Leibniz in his own
time, this philosopher, resisting his own formalist and universalist philosophical
proclivities that should have inclined him steeply in the opposite direction, was
indeed a surprisingly keen and honest observer of cultural continuities and differ-
ences. He continues:

Indeed, it is difficult to describe how beautifully all the laws of the Chinese, in con-
trast to those of other peoples, are directed to the achievement of public tranquility
and the establishment of social order, so that men shall be disrupted in their rela-
tions as little as possible. . . . Certainly the Chinese above all others have attained a
higher standard. In a vast multitude of men they have virtually accomplished more
than the founders of religious orders among us have achieved within their own
narrow ranks.'

Leibniz, in thus advancing his own generalizations about European and Chinese
cultures, saw a clear contrast between the value invested in those abstract, theoreti-
cal disciplines in the European academy that are in search of axiomatic-deductive
demonstration, and the more aesthetic and pragmatic applications of the
Chinese tradition, a distinction that broadly distinguishes a European confidence in
the dividends of the rational sciences from those alternative rewards that can be
derived from virtuosity in the art of living. In fact, it was more than a fundamental
sympathy and respect for Chinese culture that led Leibniz in the long-simmering
Rites Controversy that came to a boil in Rome towards the end of his own life
to defend Matteo Ricci’s advocacy of an accommodationist Christianity. Leibniz’s
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commitment to accommodationism was based upon his conviction that the pre-
cepts of any universal civil philosophy that would seek to construct a framework
for optimizing the social, political, and indeed religious life of human beings in
community would do well to take into account the substantial accomplishments
of Chinese culture in this same effort.

As a second example of a distinguished philosopher of culture, Qian Mu $&£2,
in attempting to provide a corrective to the key Confucian philosophical terms
that have been compromised by a Christian “conversion,” is adamant that this
vocabulary expressing the unique and complex Confucianism vision of a moral
life simply has no counterpart in other languages."! Qian Mu’s point in making
this claim is not to argue for cultural purism and incommensurability; on the con-
trary, he would allow that with sufficient exposition made through thick general-
izations (the ambitious objective of philosophers of culture), the Confucian world
can be “appreciated” in important degree by those from without. Qian Mu’s claim
is in service to the uniqueness and the value of a tradition that has defined its
terms of art through the lived experience of its people over millennia, and antici-
pates the real difficulty we must face in attempting to capture its complex and
organically related vocabulary in other languages without substantial qualification
and explanation.

In accordance with Qian Mu’s project, I want to contest the resistance among
some contemporary scholars to accept the kind of thick cultural generalizations
being made by both Leibniz and Qian Mu that I believe are necessary if we are to
respect the rich differences that obtain among traditions and if we are to avoid
as best we can an impoverishing cultural reductionism. I would argue that the
canopy of an always emerging cultural vocabulary is itself rooted in and grows
out of a deep and relatively stable soil of unannounced assumptions sedimented
over succeeding generations into the language, the customs, and the life forms of
a living tradition. And further, I would argue that to fail to acknowledge the fun-
damental character of cultural difference as an erstwhile safeguard against the sins
of either “essentialism” or “relativism” is not itself innocent. Indeed, ironically, this
antagonism to cultural generalizations leads to the uncritical essentializing of one’s
own contingent cultural assumptions and to the insinuating of them into one’s
interpretation of the ways of thinking and living of other traditions.

I think that in my advocacy of “self-conscious generalizations” in translation,
and in my appeal to the postulate of “continuities in change” from the Book of
Changes, I am rehearsing what Patrick Olivelle has insisted upon when, in his own
efforts at cultural translation, he rejects cultural essentializing while at the same
time affirming the need to register and respect cultural continuities. In PatricK’s
own words:

For sure, there are continuities and commonalities in both traditions, given that the
cultural and religious ideas and institutions influenced thinkers of every age. But
continuities do not constitute an essence. It is best for us to leave Aristotle behind
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and follow the Buddha, who insisted on the absence of any substance, any soul,
behind the composite entities we encounter, including ourselves. A culture, the
Buddha would have said, is like a river; there is an illusion of substance but
the water is never the same.'?

Indeed, one might argue that the bugbear of “essentializing” that quite properly
worries Patrick is itself, like any such corollary of “universalism,” largely a cul-
turally specific deformation. Indeed, I am anxious to defend a rather thick gen-
eralization that Patrick himself makes when he observes that “this assumption,
I think, is a remnant of our Aristotelian heritage” Such essentialism broadly
conceived must be closely associated with Aristotle’s substance ontology, and has
been rejected broadly as a shared target in the post-Darwinian internal critique of
the Western philosophical narrative beginning in the late nineteenth century with
Nietzsche’s “God is dead” After all, we can only “essentialize” if we are predisposed
to believe there are such things as “essences,” a way of thinking about things that
did not recommend itself to the formative, analogizing philosophers of classical
China. Essentialism itself arises from familiar classical Greek assumptions about
ontology as “the science of being per se”—the self-sufficiency of being—and from
the application of strict identity as the principle of individuation. It is this notion
of “essences” that grounds Platonic idealism as well as Aristotle’s doctrine of spe-
cies (eidos) as immutable natural kinds. It is also the assumption of strict identity
that grounds Aristotelian logic with its exclusionary “A or not-A” principle of non-
contradiction.

In advancing the agenda of philosophy of culture, without going to the self-
defeating extreme of essentializing, there are still important cultural continuities
that must be registered. A point that was drilled into me by my teachers when my
hair was still blonde was that different cultures think differently, and that we elide
important distinctions among them at our peril. My teacher Angus Graham, for
example, ascribes unique and evolving categories and conceptual structures to dif-
ferent cultural traditions, and in so doing, is challenging the Saussurian structural-
ist distinction between langue (universal and systematic linguistic structures and
rules governing all languages) and parole (diverse and open-ended speech acts in
any of our natural languages).'* Like many (but not all) of us, Graham is persuaded
that different populations within their always changing cultural milieus appeal to
different concepts and ways of thinking and living. For Graham, getting at such
conceptual differences is not an easy task:

That people of another culture are somehow thinking in other categories is a familiar
idea, almost a commonplace, but one very difficult to pin down as a topic for fruitful
discussion."

In trying to overcome this difficulty of stipulating conceptual differences, we
might recall Nietzsche’s appeal to a “common philosophy of grammar” as having
anticipated Graham in this respect. Nietzsche asserts that a particular worldview
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has over time been sedimented into each member of the family of Indo-European
languages to both shape and constrain the semiotic structures of these disparate
yet in some ways continuous cultures. As a consequence of this shared history, our
culturally specific Indo-European languages in their various modes of expression
encourage certain philosophical possibilities while discouraging others:

The strange family resemblance of all Indian, Greek, and German philosophizing
is explained easily enough. Where there is an affinity of languages, it cannot fail,
owing to the common philosophy of grammar—I mean owing to the unconscious
domination and guidance by similar grammatical functions—that everything
is prepared at the outset for a similar development and sequence of philosophi-
cal systems; just as the way seems barred against certain other possibilities of
world-interpretation.'

Graham, like Nietzsche before him, looks to what languages reveal grammati-
cally and by extension, conceptually, to get at the slippery issue of other cultures
“thinking in other categories” Graham has consistently warned us that serious
equivocations emerge when we elide the distinction between classical Greek
ontological commitments and those assumptions grounding a classical Chinese
processive, procreative cosmology. Ontology privileges “being per se” and a sub-
stance language with its “essence” and “attribute” dualism—that is, substances as
property-bearers and properties that are borne, respectively. Process cosmology,
on the other hand, gives privilege to “becoming” and to the vital, interdependent,
correlative categories needed to “speak” process and its eventful content. Graham
is quite explicit about the nature of these philosophical differences and their lin-
guistic entailments:

In the Chinese cosmos all things are interdependent, without transcendent princi-
ples by which to explain them or a transcendent origin from which they derive. ... A
novelty in this position which greatly impresses me is that it exposes a preconception
of Western interpreters that such concepts as Tian “Heaven” and Dao “Way” must
have the transcendence of our own ultimate principles; it is hard for us to grasp that
even the Way is interdependent with man."”

Thus, my defense against the familiar charge made by some that philosophy of
culture “essentializes” the Other, is first to acknowledge that cultural narratives are
contingent. We are referencing holistic, protean, and always reflexively inflected
historical narratives of populations—not reified other minds. Recently, and spe-
cifically in reference to the classical Chinese language, Graham concludes that in
reporting on the eventful flow of gi cosmology, “the sentence structure of Classical
Chinese places us in a world of process about which we ask . . . ‘Whence?’ and also,
since it is moving, ‘At what time?””*® T have followed him in consistently advocat-
ing a holistic, narrative understanding of Chinese culture as being more revealing
of underlying cultural assumptions than any detemporalizing and essentializing
analytical approach.
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Further, the entertainment of other cultural narratives is always a reflexive
exercise. If we acknowledge that the experiencing of other cultures is inevitably a
matter of mutually shaping stories, then in failing to articulate apposite generaliza-
tions, we are at real risk of imposing on them cultural importances not their own.
After all, without struggling with imagination to identify, refine, and ultimately
defend such distinguishing characterizations, the default position is an uncriti-
cal cultural assimilation. Such cultural reductionism follows from the seemingly
respectful and inclusive assertion that we are all the same, a claim that, far from
being innocent, is in fact insisting that “they” are the same as “us” And in the
cautionary language of Richard Rorty, such forced redescription is not only con-
descending but, indeed, is cruel and humiliating.

The distinguished scholar of comparative literature Zhang Longxi, for exam-
ple, in his commitment to pursuing intercultural understanding, is quite critical
of those of us (singling out Jacques Gernet as one primary example) who would
describe the tension between Christianity and Chinese as not only one “of differ-
ent intellectual traditions” but also “of different mental categories and modes of
thought”" Zhang becomes impatient when “the cultural difference between the
Chinese and the Western is formulated as fundamentally distinct ways of thinking
and speaking, as the ability, or lack of it, to express abstract ideas” Zhang does not
recognize that in thus giving abstract and theoretical ideas pride of place as the
marker of the highest theoretical and spiritual ascent, he is advocating for decid-
edly Western philosophical assumptions that are not only absent in the classical
Chinese tradition, but in fact are under assault within Western philosophy’s own
ongoing, internal critique.

My teachers thought that those who would claim that other peoples and cul-
tures are too complex to make the necessary generalizations, or by default, that
they are somehow “equal” in their ability to think, while probably intended to be
inclusive and respectful, is anything but innocuous. Why would we assume that
to allow that other traditions have culturally specific modalities of thinking is to
claim such traditions do not know how to think, unless we ourselves believe that
in fact there is only one way of thinking, and that this way of thinking—that is, our
way of thinking—is the only way? The uncritical assumption that other cultures
must think the same way as we do is for me the very definition of essentialism and
ethnocentrism. I would argue that it is precisely the hard work needed to excavate,
to recognize, and to appreciate the degree of difference obtaining among cultures
in their modes of living and thinking that properly motivates cultural translation in
the first place, and that ultimately rewards the effort. Surely arguing that there are
culturally contingent modalities of thinking can itself be pluralistic rather than
relativistic, and can be accommodating rather than condescending. At the very
least, if comparative studies is to provide us with the mutual enrichment it prom-
ises, we must strive with imagination to take other cultures on their own terms and
appreciate fully the differences that obtain among them.
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This same point can be made another way. I would argue that the only thing
more dangerous than striving to make responsible cultural generalizations is
failing to make them. Generalizations do not have to preclude appreciating the
richness and complexity of always evolving cultural traditions; in fact, it is gen-
eralizations that locate and inform specific cultural details and provide otherwise
sketchy historical developments with the thickness of their content. There is no
alternative in doing philosophy of culture, and in making the needed cultural
comparisons, to an open, hermeneutical approach that is ready to modify always
provisional generalizations with the new information that additional detail yields
as it is interpreted within the grid of generalizations.

Edward Said, in his influential book Orientalism that was published in 1978, on
behalf of the idea that “many voices should be heard,” made the claim that largely
for political reasons, “Oriental Studies” in the Western academy has constructed
a distorted description of Islamic cultures in service to its own self-image and
understanding. In the decades since the cautions of Said regarding the projection
of “orientalist” prejudices in the study and teaching of other cultures, the tendency
in academic circles has been to steer clear of what has come to be understood as
“essentialist” constructions of culture. This cautionary corrective has resulted in
valuable efforts to peel back layers of exotic and universalizing veneer that previ-
ous generations of scholarship had effectively laid over cultural realities, and to
bring to light the often complex and convoluted striations of living and always
changing cultures. In rejecting cultural essentializing, a genuine endeavor has
been made in the scholarship to try with imagination to take other cultures on
their own terms. However, this important attempt to rethink and to get past the
naive constructions of cultural others now runs the risk of obscuring the crucial
and still vital role played by assaying differences in their ways of thinking and liv-
ing, and of failing to acknowledge persistent cultural ideals in engendering and
sustaining cultural change.

The story is complex. As a consequence of the challenge of new directions in
historiographical thinking, the assumption that cultural families develop their
distinctive patterns of values, norms, and practices in relative isolation from one
another has become markedly less trenchant over the past several decades. Both
historians and philosophers have come to recognize significant distortions that
attend any unreflective tendencies to compartmentalize the ancient and premod-
ern worlds according to currently prevailing spatial and conceptual divisions and
their underlying (often highly political) rationales. In particular, critical assess-
ment is now well underway regarding the degree to which persistent prejudices
about metageography—especially the “myth of continents”—have shaped and
continue to shape representations of history and cultural origins.?® The classic
assertion of “independently originating” European and Asian cultures on either
side of the Ural mountains, for example, is being abandoned in favor of high-
lighting “Eurasian” characteristics in the complex cultural genealogies of both
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“West” and “East” Indeed, since cultures arise interculturally, or better yet, intra-
culturally, in wide-ranging, intimate commerce with one another over time, it
would seem that no culture can be fully understood in isolation from others. There
is a borderless ecology of cultures that has only an inside without an outside.

Again, we need to think genealogically as well as morphologically. That is, the
development and growth of cultures does not take place only by way of historical
interactions among them, resulting either in accommodations of differences as
conditions for mutual contribution, or in competition for acknowledged superior-
ity. Cultures change not only in adaptive response to others and to political, eco-
nomic, or environmental exigencies, but are also animated by an internal impulse
as an expression of their own particular aspirations. Quite often, this change
involves and requires envisioning ways of life distinctively other than those that
are near and familiar, revealing with greater or lesser clarity what present cultural
realities are not, and do not promise. Cultural change does occur in response to
differing circumstantial realities, but it also takes place as a function of pursuing
new or not-yet-actualized ideals. Said differently, ideals as “ends-in-view”—what
Charles Taylor calls “hypergoods”—are also realities that live in history, and that at
least in degree, have the force of directing the patterns of change.”!

This recognition of the indigenous impulse has as its own corollary the
insight that the histories through which cultures narrate their own origins and
development are not primarily aimed at accurately depicting a closed past, but
rather at disclosing arcs of change projected into open and yet more or less dis-
tinctly anticipated futures. The cliché that history is written by the winners is
perhaps better couched in terms of history being written to affirm that what has
occurred amounts to a victory. Cultural change is inseparable from the process, at
some level, of both valorizing and actualizing new (or at least alternative) interpre-
tations of the changes that have occurred.

Thus, in seeking a new geopolitical order by trying to glean valuable resources
from our several past cultural narratives, we must be self-conscious of the fact
that our redescriptions of these cultures, including our own, while certainly being
informed by their past, are also being reformulated to serve our own contemporary
needs and interests. Patrick quite rightly gives us the example of how the notion
of nation “state,” that in our time has become the lowest common denominator in
thinking about international relations (IR), is only of recent origin and has little
relevance for the cultures of either ancient India or China. He asks, in formulating
an alternative to our contemporary notions of IR, whether the Indian and Chinese
traditions offer an alternative to what is a conflicted and fragmenting Westpha-
lian model of independent, sovereign states. One example provided in PatricK’s
own answer is to select what he recommends as the most influential model of IR in
Indian history, the dharma of Manu as it is consonant with the Brahmanical Vedas.

Let me try to summarize what Patrick says about this Manu tradition in his own
words as preliminary to offering at least my own interpretation of an alternative
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but equally robust classical Confucian notion of IR captured in the expression
tianxia KN, or “All-under-the-heavens.” First, Patrick draws from the dharma
of Manu “the thesis that law—moral, civil, and criminal—defined as dharma is
universal and not constrained by territory or government,” an idea captured in
the insistence that “kings don’t make laws; they only enforce them.” Further, what
makes Manu particularly relevant to our search for new resources for a changing
global world order is that “this concept of dharma also governs what is lawful and
permissible in the conduct of war, and in Ashoka even interstate relations.”

To this universal and capacious reach of dharma, Patrick offers a further, seem-
ingly inclusive refinement:

Manu allows for localized dharma: the dharma of a region, a village, or even a family.
So we have a universal dharma, often articulated in legal treatises, and local dharma
contained in the customs of the people, called dcara. The only requirement is that the
local dharma cannot contravene the universal dharma articulated in the authorita-
tive legal texts.

There is a Confucian alternative to this “one-behind-the-many,” universal and self-
sufficient conception of Manu’s dharma that might have some immediate relevance
to the precipitous change in the geopolitical order of the world we have witnessed
over the last decade with the rise of China. At the end of 2013, China introduced
what it calls the “One Belt, One Road Initiative” (yidaiyiluchangyi —ii—F&{E:E)
(usually referred to in English-language reports as BRI). From the Chinese per-
spective, this bold BRI initiative is touted as nothing less than an evolving program
of collaboration between China and its extended neighbors that will transform
the existing world order from top to bottom and in all of its parts. Rhetorically
there are two espoused values that ground this vision of BRI, “equity” (gongying
H:57) and “diversity” interpreted through the language of a “shared future for the
human community” (renleimingyun gongtongti \3HariE$L[E#S). Rhetorically at
least, China has on offer here an inclusive “win-win” vision of what we might call
a doctrine of “intra-national relations” in the sense that it advocates for an eco-
logical model of IR within which “transformation” (hua{t) means that just as the
one changes the many, so the many change the one. And the BRI claim is that the
roots of this new Chinese IR initiative are grounded in traditional Chinese think-
ing—cosmological and political—reaching back as early as the Book of Changes.
One important distinction Confucian philosophy might bring to BRI and its
corollary IR theory is the difference between “inter-national relations” and “intra-
national relations” We use the prefix “inter-” to suggest a joint, external, and open
relationship that conjoins two or more separate and in some sense comparable enti-
ties. By way of contrast, “intra-” meaning—“on the inside,” “within”—references
internal and constitutive relations contained within a given entity itself. “Intra-”
has immediate organic, ecological implications—an inside without an outside.
It references a radical contextuality—the inseparability of the one and the many
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(yiduobufen —214y)—where the global order is the always provisional and
emergent totality of all orders without any single privileged and dominant order
among them. What recommends the neologism “intra-national” over “interna-
tional” is that, rather than referencing the external relations that obtain between
or among separately individuated and sovereign polities, the assumption behind
intra-national is that we are describing a matrix of internal relations—a “field of
polities” or a “political ecology”—where each “polity” owns its unique aspectual
perspective on the unsummed totality, and where together in their constitutive
relations with each other, these polities comprise our shared, interdependent,
interpenetrating, and irreducibly social and political identities.

Intra-national gives us a focus-field understanding of our relationality, where
each polity is holographic as a specific construal of all relations within the
unbounded ecology of intra-national relations. In contrast to a world of “things”
that follows from Aristotle’s substance ontology and the doctrine of external
relations that define them, this Confucian ecological cosmology is a world of
interpenetrating “events” defined in terms of organic, internal, and constitutive
relations. This model resonates immediately with Patrick’s appeal to a nonessen-
tialist description of cultures wherein all identities are interdependent, interpen-
etrating, and mutually entailing, ideas immediately associated with the Buddha’s
doctrines of “no-self” (anattd) and “co-dependent arising” (pratitya-samutpada).

One corollary of this Confucian process cosmology is that in the absence of a
nature-nurture dualism, human culture is not only perceived as being integral to
nature, but in the Confucian canons, erstwhile distinctively human values such
as “sincerity” (cheng i) and “family reverence” (xiao %) are themselves elevated
to cosmic status.”> As Patrick would suggest with the Manu conception of a uni-
versal dharma, the coincidence of the human and natural norms means that the
yiduobufen global order has immediate environmental and ecological implications
as well. Again, applying this insight to IR, we have to allow that there is no one
true world order, but only the many, equally revealing perspectives on a planetary
order that, in their totality, come to constitute its always emergent, continuous and
yet multivalent order.

While the uncritical Western assumption that China’s ambitious strategy for
effecting an alternative world order must necessarily be a contemporary iteration
of the West’s own imperialistic history, this notion of tianxia so conceived through
a traditional Confucian process cosmology provides an alternative explanation.
Tianxia provides an ecological model of IR that begins from an acknowledgment
of interdependence in all political and economic activity, and that advocates for
hybridity rather than assimilation. As with the yiduobufen syncretism, in the
absence of one universal dharma order to which all particular dharma orders
must conform, there is only a continuity and interdependence among a mani-
fold of geopolitical orders, each of which is construed from one particular polity
or another.
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China, in its unwavering commitment to proceed with this geopolitical strategy
for an unprecedented scale of world economic development, if viewed sympatheti-
cally in terms of its understanding of its own history and identity, might be seen as
parlaying tianxia into a new world politics. BRI has a political, an economic, and
a cultural dimension. Such an idealized cultural reading of tianxia, laid out clearly
by the Chinese academy as the interpretive context for BRI, might have the posi-
tive benefit, both domestically and internationally, of setting in a concrete way the
appropriate aspirational targets for this initiative for the economic and political
forces, and of providing a basis for evaluating their successes and failures. If BRI
is to be successful, it needs to take into account China’s earlier attempts at col-
laboration over the past few decades, such as its very mixed African adventure. A
standard can be established for assaying and defending the successes of BRI, and
at the same time, for recognizing and thus acting to minimize its failures. BRI to
be successful must certainly have an economic and a political component. But
absent the cultural assumptions that must guide these forces, a failed BRI would
become an Asian imperialism that simply replaces one race with another. Intellec-
tual China must get past its reticence of being “tutor to the emperor” (dishi 7 Eil),
and step up to fulfill its responsibility to bring real clarity to these assumptions.
Indeed, the notion of tianxia as a way of articulating and promoting the values of
a cultural and spiritual China drawn from its own canonical texts must be used
to exhort the economic and the political Chinas to live up to their own rhetoric,
and to thus lead the way into a more equitable world order.

Patrick Olivelle and I think somewhat differently about cultural translation and
have set our own priorities in how we should proceed. But in service to a healthy
pluralism, these differences can certainly be read as cautionary and in many cases
compensatory for one another. His essay has certainly inspired me to continue to
reflect carefully on my own assumptions, and to try to make them more explicit.”
If we can rise above any exclusivity in our critical dialectic, we might well have to
concede that there is something to recommend each of our positions, and that we
would certainly have less if we had only one of them.
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How Do Xunzi and Kautilya Ponder
Interstate Politics?

Yan Xuetong

Xunzi/Xun Kuang (313-238 BCE), a Chinese philosopher, and Kautilya/Chanakya
(between first century BCE and first century CE), an Indian philosopher, lived
in an era of frequent interstate warfare. It is always helpful to explore the ideas
of ancient thinkers of different civilizations and draw useful insights on under-
standing contemporary international politics. Indian scholars view both Sun Tzu
and Kautilya as strategists and have done many comparative studies about their
thoughts on strategies.! Although Han Feizi and Kautilya are often categorized as
Machiavellian thinkers, the former’s work does not touch extensively on interstate
relations. However, Xunzi and Kautilya both have plenty to say about interstate
politics. Thus, this article explores and compares their thoughts on the aspect of
interstate politics, based on two corpora, Xunzi and the Arthasastra. Since Xunzi
and Kautilya were not aware of each other’s work, their shared thoughts reflect a
cross-cultural understanding of interstate politics, and their differences of views
may result from, but are not limited to, different personal experiences and inter-
state systems.

METHODOLOGY OF STUDYING INTERSTATE POLITICS

Although both books are about political governance, Xunzi focuses on political
ideas while the Arthasastra addresses mainly governmental strategies. The for-
mer is more concerned with basic concepts of political studies, the latter primarily
with policy making. The methodology used in Xunzi is historical induction, while
that used in the Arthasastra is logical deduction. The methodological differences
between the books may be due to the personal experiences and cultural differences of
the authors or editors. Despite these differences, both Xunzi and the Arthasastra
adopt an individual level of analysis, treating political leadership as the indepen-
dent variable and ministers as the intermediate variable.

77
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Historical Induction vs. Logical Deduction

As mentioned above, Xunzi and the Arthasdstra make arguments using historical
inductive and logical deductive methods, respectively. Xunzi illustrates his argu-
ments by bringing forward a viewpoint before or after presenting historical cases.
For instance, when he argues that morality enables a king to conquer the world
quickly, he says, “They uniformly applied moral principles throughout the land,
and in a single day it was plainly evident. Such were Tang and Wu’? Differing
from Xunzi’s inductive methodology, Kautilya applies a deductive method. Every
book of the Arthasastra illustrates arguments with detailed literal explanations but
rarely with historical cases. For instance, when he discusses strategies for dealing
with allies, Kautilya comments on more than forty scenarios but provides neither
successful nor failed historical examples.?

Xunzi's methodology makes his arguments empirically convincing, and
Kautilya’s makes his arguments rigorously logical. Unfortunately, Xunzi’s argu-
ments cannot be applied to every case because he does not set up rigorous
conditions for them. The defect in Kautilya’s methodology is that many of his argu-
ments cannot be proven by empirical experiences. Inductive methodology makes
Xunzi’s thought concrete and deductive methodology makes Kautilya’s abstract.

Xunzi’s thoughts blend the ideas of Confucianism and Legalism but not reli-
gious thinking.* Since both Confucianism and Legalism are secular political
thoughts rather than religious ideologies, he attributes different political phe-
nomena to rulers’ or ministers’ mentality and capability rather than a nonhuman
power. His writings are loaded with historical records of human activities but
say nothing about the power of a god. Differing from Xunzi, Kautilya is a reli-
gious believer and his analysis treats human capability and supernatural power
as equally important factors in the fate of a state: “[Acts] of human agency are
good policy and bad policy; of divine agency, good fortune and misfortune. For
it is acts of human and divine agency that make the world go. . . . That [human
acts] can be thought about; the divine is incalculable” The abstract style of
the Arthasastra might have been influenced by the religious practice of Kauti-
lya or this booK’s unknown editors. It is full of conversations between Kautilya
and other people, all of which are presented in the name of Kautilya or the
third person.

Individual Analysis: Treating Kings
as the Independent Variable

For modern IR theoretical studies, the level of analysis comprises system, state,
and individual.® Xunzi’s and Kautilya’s analyses can be interpreted at the individual
level, for they treat rulers as the fundamental independent variable. They define
the nature of states as an instrument used by rulers. Xunzi says:

The state is the most powerful instrument for benefit in the world. The ruler of
men is the most influential position of authority for benefit in the world. If a ruler
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employs the Way to maintain these two—the state and his position—then there
will be the greatest peace and security, the greater honor and prosperity, and the
wellspring for accumulating what is beautiful and fine. If a ruler does not employ
the Way to maintain them, then there will be the greatest danger and peril and the
greatest humiliation and adversity. It would be better not to have these two than to
have them.”

Kautilya also views rulers, namely kings, as the most important factor for the sur-
vival of a state. “The king, the minister, the country, the fortified city, the treasury,
the army and the ally are the constituent elements (of the state),”® Kautilya says.
“The king and (his) rule, this is the sum-total of the constituents” Treating kings
as the most important element of a state, every book of the Arthasastra engages
with the theme of what policy a king should adopt for the survival and improve-
ment of his state.

Although they hold the same view about the role of kings and the nature
of states, Xunzi differs from Kautilya in his understanding of the components of
states. Xunzi views people and land as two independent components, but Kautilya
views people and land as one. In Kautilya’s writings, the term “country” refers to
the land with people ruled by a king outside his fort: “For there is no country with-
out people and no kingdom without a country”'® Nevertheless, he regards people
as just one of many components of a country:

Possessed of strong positions in the center and at the frontiers, capable of sus-
taining itself and others in times of distress, easy to protect, providing neighbor-
ing princes, devoid of mud, stones, salty ground, uneven land, with agriculture
land, mines, material forests and elephant forests, beneficial to cattle, beneficial to
men, with protected pastures, rich in animals not depending on rain for water, pro-
vided with water-routes, with valuable, manifold and plenty of commodities, capable
of bearing fines, and taxes, with farmers devoted to work, with a wise master, inhab-
ited mostly by the lower varnas, with men loyal and honest—these are the excel-
lences of a country."

Xunzi and Kautilya hold different views about the relations between land and peo-
ple, possibly because the Chinese feudal system makes every individual’s identity
tied to the state where he/she is born; for instance, Xunzi is still identified as a native
of the State of Zhao. In ancient China, people with different state identities often lived
on the land of a same state; Xunzi regards land and people as separate elements of
a state. In ancient India, there were groups of wandering people without state iden-
tity. For instance, Buddha and his followers were stateless and landless people. This
situation may have caused Kautilya to make no distinction between people and
land and to consider the combination of people and land as country.

Triadic Categorization

Niraj Kumar noticed that both Kautilya and Xunzi prefer triadic categoriza-
tion when they analyze political subjects: “We find various triads all through
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[the Arthasastra]. The war itself is to be launched in three ways: open war (praka-
shayuddha), secret war (kutayuddha) and silent war (gudayuddha). There are three
kinds of neighbours—hostile (aribhavi), friendly (mitrahavi) and vassal (bhrib-
havi). The aggressor is one of three kinds—righteous (dharmik), greedy (lobhi)
and tyrannical (atyachari)—and appear[s] to be resonating [with] Xunzi’s thought
during the same period”"? It is true that there are also many triads in Xunzi, such
as the three desires of rulers— desire for security (an), desire for glory (rong), and
desire for establishing his fame and meritorious accomplishments (gongming)—
and the three types of leadership—humane authority (wang), hegemony (ba), and
tyrant (giang)."

Kumar suggests that the geopolitical shape of India had an impact on
Kautilya’s triadic framework of thinking: “Since India has a perfect triangular
peninsula, this landscape had profound influence over Indian thought-structure.
Indian mind is encapsulated in triadic thinking that possibly stems from the
geophilosophical domain”** Regardless of whether Kumar’s argument is popular
among Indian scholars, the geographical analysis of Kautilya’s concept does not
sound convincing. However, it is quite certain that Chinese scholars have never
thought Xunzi’s triadic thinking to have been influenced by the geographic shape
of ancient China. The geographic shape of ancient China changed frequently both
before and after Xunzi.

Viewing Ministers as the Intermediate Variable

Both Xunzi’s and Kautilya’s individual analyses are not limited to the rulers. They
treat ministers as the intermediate variable in their arguments, with ministers
fulfilling the roles of policy consultation and implementation. Xunzi says:

Those who are to maintain the state certainly cannot be so alone. Since this is the
case, the strength, defensive security, and glory of country lie in the selection of its
prime minister. Where a ruler is himself able and his prime minister is able, he will
become a True King. Where the ruler is personally incapable, but knows it, becomes
apprehensive, and seeks those who are able, then he will become powerful. When
the ruler is personally incapable, but neither realizes it, nor becomes apprehen-
sive, nor seeks those who are able, but merely makes use of those who fawn over
him and flatter him, those who form his entourage of assistants, or those who are
related to him, then he will be endangered and encroached upon, and, in the extreme
case, annihilated.”®

Xunzi illustrates his arguments with historical cases, such as the following:

Thus, the relation between King Cheng and the Duke of Zhou was that he heeded
the duke’s advice on everything that transpired, for he realized what was valuable.
The relations of Duke Huan to Guan Zhong were that in the business of state he
used Guan for everything that developed, for he knew what was beneficial. The
kingdom of Wu had Wu Zixu but was incapable of using him, so ultimately the
country was destroyed, for it turned against the Way and lost this worthy man.
Thus, those who honored sages became king; those who valued the worthy became
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lords-protector; those who respected the worthy survived; and those who scorned
them were destroyed.'®

Kautilya also suggests that the correct principle for appointing ministers should
be based on capability rather than personal relations to the king: “For from the
capacity for doing work is the ability of a person judged. And in accordance with
their ability, by (suitably) distributing rank among ministers and assigning place,
time and work (to them), he should appoint all these as ministers, not, however, as
councilors”” He provides details about the appointments of ministers, councilors,
and chaplains; the administration of secret tests to determine the integrity of min-
isters; the appointments of persons to the secret service; and so on. But he does not
provide any imperial references to support his views.'®

Kautilya does not view the capability of ministers as equally important to that
of the capability of rulers, whereas Xunzi does. For instance, Xunzi believes
that capable ministers can make a state strong even when 