Preface
Among the most reported stories in the first decade of the twenty-first century, topping the list was not the global financial crisis, the long-running Iraq
War, or even the ‘September 11’ terrorist attacks—it was the rise of China. 1
These findings, announced by Global Language Monitor in 2011, were based
on a study of global media reporting trends among 75 000 print and electronic
media sources. Were there a similar survey on the issues concerning the
international scholarly community, China’s rise would almost certainly rank
among the most closely scrutinised as well. Long gone, it seems, are the days
when an American publishing company did not publish a single book on
China for fifteen years. 2 With such extensive coverage on China’s ascendancy today, there seems hardly a need for yet another study on this subject.
Existing commentaries, books, and articles must have already covered a
sufficiently wide range of perspectives.
Despite or precisely because of the vast amount of literature on this issue,
I feel compelled to join the chorus. However, in doing so this book does not,
as do many other books, seek to examine whether China is rising or not, or
what its rise means. This is not because I believe such questions are unimportant or have already been settled; I do not. Rather, I believe what China’s rise
means cannot be independently assessed in isolation from what we already
mean by China’s rise. Though tautological it might sound, the latter question
draws attention to the meaning-giving subject of China watchers. It turns the
spotlight on our thoughts and representations of China’s rise, which constitutes the main focus of this book.
Though it may appear that way in the eyes of some, going along this path
is not a cunning attempt of finding a literary niche in an increasingly crowded
field to score some cheap points all the while dodging the heavy lifting of
tackling complex ‘real-world’ issues surrounding China. Nor is it to deliberately court controversy or strike an affected pose of malaise about an otherwise vibrant field of study. To me, this book is a necessary move justified on
both theoretical and practical grounds. Theoretically, the book rejects the
prevalent assumption about the dichotomy between reality and representation.
Contra positivism, we cannot bypass thoughts and representations to come
into direct contact with China as it is. What we see as ‘China’ cannot be
detached from various discourses and representations of it. Works that
purport to study China’s rise, as if it were a transparent and empirically
observable phenomenon out there, are always already inextricably enmeshed
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in representations. In all likelihood, those works will then become themselves
part of such representations, through which still later studies will gaze at
‘China’. In this sense, my focus on representation is less an expedient choice
than ontological and epistemological necessity.
On practical grounds, given the inescapable immanence of representation
and discourse in the social realm, a proper study of discursive representation
is not a retreat from the real world but a genuine engagement with it in the
full sense of the words. Perhaps with the exception of sleepwalking or unconscious twitching, no human action (let alone social action) can do without
thought and representation. Constructivists are right in saying that words
have consequences. But we may add that all social domains and human
relationships are mediated through and constituted by thought and representation. China’s relationship with the West is certainly no exception. With
regional stability, prosperity and even world peace at stake, there is now an
urgent, practical need to understand how the various strains of representation
and discourse pervade and condition this critical and complex relationship.
For these reasons, this book turns to Western representations of China’s
rise. In particular, it focuses on two influential paradigms: the ‘China threat’
and the ‘China opportunity’. Commonly held by their respective exponents as
objective truth about the implications of China’s rise, both paradigms, despite
their seemingly contrasting views, are reflections of a certain Western selfimagination and its quest for certainty and identity in an inherently dynamic,
volatile and uncertain world. While understandable, such a desire often
proves elusive in the social world. With no lasting law-like certainty in sight,
the desire for certainty then often comes full circle to two subsets of desire:
namely, fears and fantasies. For these forms of desire can provide some
emotional substitutes for the holy grail of certainty and truth. In this book, I
will argue that the two China paradigms are, respectively, discursive embodiments of these two popular types of emotional substitutes. As such, they
are not objective China knowledge, but are closely linked to habitual Western
self-imagination and power practice. By probing into the interrelationship
between knowledge, desire and power, the book aims to deconstruct contemporary Western representations of China’s rise. Although it will tentatively
point to some methodological openings for what one might call ‘critical
China watching’, due to its scope and ontological stance as well as limits of
space, it promises no ready-made alternative toolkit through which to better
understand China as it is. Alas, the ‘China as it is’ simply does not exist
except in our ingrained desire and conventional imagination.
Conceiving and writing this book has been a long, challenging, but ultimately stimulating and rewarding journey. Along the way, it has been made
possible and enjoyable by a large number of people, to whom I have accumulated enormous intellectual and personal debts. Regrettably it would not be
possible to mention all the names here, hence my apologies to anyone I may
have inadvertently omitted.
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Although the book does not bear resemblance to my PhD thesis completed
at the Australian National University (ANU), some of its initial seeds of ideas
were sown during my time in Canberra. I therefore would like to thank Jim
George, a model scholar, inspiring teacher and generous friend, for his
tireless guidance, numerous thought-provoking conversations and incisive
critique. This book owes a profound and lasting intellectual debt to him and
his uncompromising stance on quality in scholarship.
My thanks are also due to Simon Dalby, Tessa Morris-Suzuki, Stephen
Rosow, Ian Wilson, and Yin Qian, whose insightful and constructive feedback and comments were indispensable to an earlier phase of this project. I
have the good fortune to have known Roland Bleiker, Shaun Breslin and
Linda Chelan Li, and to have worked closely with Baogang He, Geoffrey
Stokes and David Walker. They all are exemplary scholars, outstanding
mentors and generous colleagues, and are often my first ports of call for
advice and guidance. To them I extend my deep gratitude. Similarly, I was
very fortunate to have had many a great teacher and scholar at my alma mater,
Peking University, notably Yuan Ming, Jia Qingguo, Wang Jisi, the late Liu
Suchao, Xu Zhenzhou and Zhu Feng, among many others. Their examples
and encouragement led me eventually to a pursuit in academia. Also at Beida,
I learned a great deal from colleagues and friends such as Zhao Xuewen,
Zhao Weimin, Yang Kangshan, Zhang Liming and Sun Zhanlong.
For their insight, advice, conversation, encouragement and generosity at
various junctures of my academic journey, I also thank Nick Bisley, JeanMarc Blanchard, Morgan Brigg, Anthony Burke, Priya Chacko, Gerald Chan,
Stephen Chan, Gordon Cheung, Matthew Clarke, David Fouquet, Baogang
Guo, John Hart, Kanishka Jayasuriya, Damien Kingsbury, David Lowe,
Michael McKinley, Fethi Mansouri, Michael Shapiro, Gary Smith, Roland
Vogt, Rob Walker, Yao Souchou, You Ji, Yu Bin, Yongjin Zhang, David
Zweig. Together with my numerous colleagues at Deakin University across
several campuses, they have contributed to my thinking in a number of
valuable ways and well beyond this book, but needless to say I alone bear
responsibility for the book’s shortcomings.
Malak Ansour, Heidi and Michael Hutchison, Kim Huynh, David Kennedy, Kong Tao, Katrina Lee-Koo, Weijian Lu, Anne McNevin, Jeremy
Moses, Xiaolong Ni, Ben Wellings and Guangyu Zhang were among an
amazing group of fellow travellers at the ANU. They remind me of my ‘old’
classmates and friends at Beida as well: Fan Shiming, He Zhaotian, Shao
Yanjun, Wang Lian, Yu Tiejun, Zhou Youguang, among many others. While
many of them have moved on to new and exciting places, their generosity,
sense of humour, and friendship remain unsurpassed to this day.
For several research grants that greatly assisted the completion of the book,
I thank the Faculty of Arts and Education, School of Humanities and Social
Sciences (formerly School of International and Political Studies), Centre for
Citizenship and Globalisation and Alfred Deakin Research Institute at my

Chengxin Pan - 9781845429157
Downloaded from Elgar Online at 07/17/2018 10:03:03AM
via free access

x

Knowledge, desire and power in global politics

University. On different occasions, the University of Melbourne and the
Hong Kong University of Science and Technology (HKUST) hosted me as a
visiting fellow, and my research benefited from the hospitality and resources
of both fine institutions. In particular, I would like to thank Derek McDougall
(Melbourne) and Barry Sautman (HKUST) for their support as well as many
fruitful conversations. Liu Mingsheng, Li Shuo and Jiang Bin made my oneyear stay in Melbourne immensely enjoyable and for that I am grateful.
My publisher Edward Elgar has shown unwavering confidence in me since
he first saw my book proposal in Melbourne. My editors Alexandra
O’Connell, Jennifer Wilcox and Chloe Mitchell have been incredibly patient
and helpful at every stage of preparation and production of the book. Andrew
M. Watts’s help was instrumental to the Index. An anonymous reviewer of
the proposal, two anonymous referees of the manuscript and a copyeditor
made a number of helpful suggestions. My thanks go to them all.
Xuemei deserves my special thanks for her love, understanding, and sacrifice. As do my two beautiful daughters, Amy and Lily. The love and joy they
bring to me each day has been an endless source of pride and inspiration. As I
watch them grow, I learn along with them and become, as a result, a fuller
person. Also, I would like to thank my sister and brothers in China; they
know how much they mean to me.
Above all, I dedicate the book to the memory of my parents. At this moment of reflection, my overwhelming feeling is a profound and ever-aching
sense of loss and regret: although I had known all along that nothing I could
do would ever adequately repay their nurture and love, at least the book, I
had hoped, could be such a gesture; but even this small gesture has arrived
far too late. In the end, they had not quite understood what their youngest
child was doing over so many years, and so far away from home. Yet,
through two remarkable lives, they had taught me by example the most
valuable knowledge of all: how to become a human. This knowledge I could
never dream of fully grasping, but it is a privilege to know that it is always
there for me to return to for guidance, inspiration, comfort and precious
memory.
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