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My name is Ramon Myers. I am 77 years old, and I have been at the Hoover Institute since August 1st 1975 and I am nearly ending my career here as a scholar at Hoover, though I intend to be here a little longer; some people think permanently.
Can you talk about the history of your academic pursuits, and why you chose Asian studies?
I always wanted to read; I was very influenced by Marx. But my mother had no money to support my college study. When I joined the army, I was sent to Korea.  The Korean War broke out on June 20th 1950 when I was on my way to Japan to be a laboratory technician at a hospital in Osaka during the American occupation; our orders were changed and in early July 1950, I was in the first cavalry in Korea. I was there for 2 years working in a medical unit of an infantry battalion.  We worked 5-10 miles behind the front line, receiving the sick and injured.  We had to decide whether to send them back to the front, or send them back to the MASH, which is a mobile army service hospital.  They would there undergo severe surgery and then be sent to the US or Japan.  Some would return to war. We moved all over Korea, from the Pusan area to the border with China, so I had the chance to see much of Korea. I was very impressed with what Japanese colonialism had done to Korea. So when I returned to the US and was discharged, I decided to study Japanese and Japanese history.

What did you think of China at that time?

I had a romantic view of China, influenced in my late teens by Edgar Snow’s works.  I thought very highly of the Communists fighting in the hills for freedom and democracy, though they were not always democrats, as I would later learn.

Then you went to Seattle for your PhD, right?

First, I had to get my BA, because I had not finished at Oberlin.  I lost my scholarship, and had no skills except as labourer.  However, I did not want to be a labourer so I signed up for the army for 4 years.

Where did you do your Master’s degree?

I took a BA in history, an MA in economics and a PhD in Japanese economic history, all at the University of Washington in Seattle.

Which scholar inspired you most?

Initially Marx, but I later became more conservative because I read more widely and found that the Marxian theory of economic change was flawed, undermined by articles I read.

How did that relate to the reality of the period?

The only reality I knew was that of trying to support myself on a small government stipend and get my degree.  I wanted to get a PhD and teach.  I made a big mistake by getting married too early.  It was not a good marriage and I had to support my wife and two children during my PhD.

Who was your dissertation advisor?

Marius Jansen advised me on Japanese history.  Douglas North was also involved, though I never took a course with him and do not remember seeing him very much.  I read his articles as a graduate student.

Were you influenced by Hsiao Kung-chuan (蕭公權Xiao Gongquan) who taught at UW at that time?

I attended his seminars and read his book.  The seminars were on 19th century China regionalism.  Zhang Zhongli (張仲禮) was there at that time, also Franz Michael.
Could you speak Chinese then, or only Japanese?

I spoke some Japanese because my wife was Japanese. No spoken Chinese.
After you got your PhD at UW, what happened?

I began reading people like J.E. Schumpeter, who were very much opposed to Marxism.  These were major influences.

Where did you get teaching jobs? 
In 1959, I moved to Honolulu with my wife and two children.  I joined the economics department of the University of Hawaii.  After a year, I applied for a Ford Foundation grant for junior faculty members to go to Taiwan for a year of intensive Chinese.  I signed up and had to take an exam, though I had not even taken a course in it.  The Foundation was desperate for an economist though, as they mostly had historians.  Lloyd Eastman, Harold Kahn and Van Slyke were in my class that year.  Going to Taipei in 1959-1960 with my family was very difficult, but I had to take them and live on a small grant.  I spent the year studying Chinese, but got interested in Chinese economic history.  I could read journal articles in Chinese as well as in Japanese.  I read articles by the Bank of Taiwan and became very interested in agriculture.  I also interacted with people in National Taiwan University’s economics department (台大經濟系).  In Taipei I met Zhang Hanyu who was very senior but had taken his PhD at Tokyo University.  We wrote an article for the Journal of Asian Studies.  It was my first, and a learning experience, but they published it and it was influential for a long time.  It established the concept of a bureaucratic entrepreneur, which was Zhang Hanyu’s idea, but appealed to me as a student of Schumpeter.  The bureaucratic entrepreneur was an agent inside government who could create a domain network of personal power. We cited Goto Shunpei and Kodama Gento as two entrepreneurial bureaucrats responsible for the early economic and agricultural development of Japan.  Taiwan would later adopt this model until the Pacific War. Within 2 years of going to Taiwan, I had not only written that article about bureaucratic entrepreneurship in colonial Taiwan, but I’d also finished an article on how the Green Revolution was promoted in colonial Taiwan.  I was moving sharply towards economic history.
What can you tell us about teaching in Florida and Australia?

I first lived in Australia.  Ironically, though I was one of the youngest faculty members to publish, I had a poor relationship with the Chairman of the Economics faculty at Honolulu.  He was Japanese and his name was Harry Oshima, who was interested in the Philippines and spent the rest of his career there.  We immediately disliked one another, and this dislike grew.  I managed the problem badly: I was young and tended to say things I should not have.  As a result, Prof Oshima rejected my application for tenure.  I knew I would never get tenure while he was Chairman, so I signed up for a Fulbright professorship in Hong Kong.  Hong Kong then had three universities, which were not then united into HKCU (香港中文大學). I attended Chengji University. Before the decision was made for me to go to Hawaii, I had met an English Economist passing through the University of Hawaii when he visited our department.  He had mentioned that I should consider applying to the Australian National University, as they were offering 3-year scholarships for people to study their own subjects with no obligations.  Therefore, when my dilemma at University of Hawaii occurred, and I was due to go with Fulbright to Hong Kong, I decided to get in touch with people in Canberra.  I sent them items I had published, and they liked my interest in China.  They invited me for a 3-year fellowship and I had been John Maynard Keynes’s secretary and research associate.
What do you mean by your interest in China?

I had published two articles on Taiwan’s agrarian system, or what began as Taiwan’s Green Revolution.  I began to get interested in the late Qing cotton textile industry, and my article would be published in the Economic Historical Review, a very distinguished journal.  When I came to Australia, I sent the article to London for review and publication.  I turned my attention to the rural economics in North China. There were Japanese rural surveys described as Nōson Chūgoku Kankō Chōsa [Surveys of customs in Chinese villages], published by Iwanami Shoten.  By 1962, nobody had used these, except for a few Japanese scholars.  Therefore, I spent the next few years going through all 5 volumes. I learned about the Hebei and Shandong countryside in the very late Qing and early Republican Eras. This became my first book, published in 1970.  Now 47 years later, I have just bought two books published by Stanford University Press about Northern China, and I learned from them that my work still being cited as a pioneering work.
Only a few scholars in the world study China’s agricultural sector, were you the only one?

I was the first outside Japan to use Japanese texts to study the Chinese rural economy.

What was your main thesis?

As the cover showed, it was essentially an anti-Marxist interpretation of China’s rural life and economy.  Agrarian commodity markets and service and factor markets were highly competitive, easy to enter and withdraw, and therefore by the neo-classical economic theory – firms attained low unit cost and maximum revenue; competition produced maximum welfare outcomes – China’s agrarian economy would function well. Marxist theory argued that landlords, money lenders, and local bureaucrats were not responsible for poverty in northern China.  People could live well if man-made and natural disasters did not happen.  China’s rural economy really needed a Green Revolution and an input of technology.  There was a growing interest in China, because of the 20th Century agrarian crisis, which – along with the Japanese invasion of China – helped the Communists to power.  The Chinese agrarian system was exploitative, and responsible for poverty.  This book basically demolished that thesis.  It was widely quoted, debated and discussed.  When Philip Wong [黃宗智Huang Zongzhi] produced his book some 7-8 years later, he made no mention of my book.  It did not appeal to him.  But then people compared our theories and there was a big debate in economic history about the interpretation of China’s pre-1940 rural economy.  It was also the first time that Japanese sources were used in depth.  Hence because of my 3 years at the Australian University, part of a year in Hong Kong, and two trips to archives in Tokyo, I was invited to Harvard University. Dwight Perkins was responsible for my coming to Harvard. My book was accepted by Harvard University Press. I was offered a teaching post in Miami.  
Can you illuminate a bit more about your viewpoints on the Chinese economy debate?

After World War II and the Chinese civil war, Chinese Communist party elites created a paradigm or tixi (體系) to explain the reasons for why the party learned from its errors and won popular support to win the civil war. Part of this CCP tixi explained the contradictions in China’s economy which made it possible for a growing   rural and urban elite group of property rights owners to dominate in factor and product markets and become powerful and wealthy in the Chinese market and customary economies. This group became the leading property rights owners or capitalists, landlords, bureaucrats, war lords, etc. who controlled markets through their pricing and market power. This theory argues that these rising elite groups supported the CCP after 1945 because of its land reform policy and new program of nationalizing economic enterprises. The validity of this tixi was based on historical information about the concentration of wealth to powerful families or lineages and the political patronage those families received. Left wing theorists argued that the concentration of ownership wealth increased prior to 1949 because these owners of wealth fixed prices and extracted surplus value from the non-property classes in the market system. But when scholars like me searched for evidence to support this concentration of wealth through monopoly controlled factor and product markets, such information could not be found and markets were proved to be highly competitive, not monopolistic, and poverty was the result of war and break down of local law and order, not caused by the exploitation of one class of another.  Another variant of the theory to explain poverty worsening was that in early 19th century China and again in the first half of the 20th century some scholars  believed that involution was causing poverty to deepen and spread. This argument was based on special relationships between the current state of technology and the available supply of rural and urban labour seeking employment. As more labour was applied to land, owners and workers received less output from every increment of labour applied to the land. Diminishing marginal productivity of labour was alleged to be the major factor causing farming communities to become impoverished. The most serious problem with involution theory is that no one so far has found productivity data for labour and land inputs to confirm that diminishing marginal productivity of labour was ever taking place in rural China. Recent argument has focused on the role of institutions or formal and informal rules being responsible for raising or lowering transaction costs for entrepreneurs and households to enter the market economy. The influence of Douglass North and other economists has been spreading in recent years. These economic historians now argue that if property rights are not made clear, protected, and transacted by declining costs, improvement the performance of market economy activity will be slow to develop. The role of the state becomes important if state policies are unable to protect private property rights and lower the costs of information and specification of quality of goods and services. For these reasons institutional theory is emerging in recent years and replacing Marxist theory, involution theory, etc. 

Was there any other event in your academic career up to this point?

As a graduate student, I had held a Ford Fellowship to look at Japanese materials in the Library of Congress for one year.  Hardly anyone was doing this at the time.  I also taught a summer school at University of Washington before I went to Hawaii.  Then I went to Taiwan, back to Hawaii for 2 years, Hong Kong for 6 months, and Australia for 3 years, Harvard for 1 year, and 6 years in Miami.  Then I came here [to the Hoover Institute].  Even my son told me “Dad I don’t know how you ever did it!”  Few people would match this odyssey.  My marriage was strained to the limit.  My wife was very unhappy with this gypsy lifestyle.  It affected both our personalities.  By the time I was invited to Hoover, being 2-3 months away from the household, I knew I could never go back to her or invite her to come to Hoover.  I initiated what turned out to be a very bad divorce, but I was finally free to make my own life. The children were adults, and our lives changed. 
Why did Hoover want to recruit you?

Good question!  The curator, a Chinese gentleman called Ma (馬).  His predecessor Eugene Wu had been in charge of the Yenching Library at Harvard.  Before him was Mary Wright.  I also took the name Ma (馬).  The first Ma was only at Hoover for 6 years, but he had a very serious problem with women.  Several of them went to Director Glenn Campbell and complained.  Campbell offered Ma the choice of resigning or being fired.  Campbell wanted a curator who was also a scholar and a fundraiser.  I did not know about all these internal developments until I had been here 2 years.  I applied to be a senior fellow, and the committee concurred. Finally, the President of Stanford University agreed.

Did you have connections with Taiwan then?

No.  That came 2 years later.  Wei Yong (魏鏞) had been a National Fellow at Hoover in 1974. But he left to take up a job in Chiang Ching-kuo’s cabinet.  Campbell and Wei Yong and also Yuan Li Wu (吳元黎) helped me to visit Taiwan. Richard Starr, who was Campbell’s deputy, suggested I take a couple of trips to Taiwan.  Based on these travels, I developed a friendship with many in the KMT.  
With Lee Teng-hui (李登輝)?

I met him much earlier, when I went to Taiwan in 1959.  He was at the Nong Fu Hui (農復會) and Taida’s Agricultural Economics Department (台大農經系).  We were once at conferences together, and admired one another’s agricultural economic work, which was the focus of our dialogue.  When I went back on short 2-3 week trips to meet Taiwanese people, I developed an interest in the KMT, and began to learn about Taiwan; one thing led to another.  I wrote a book on the February 28 Incident (二二八事件) with two other Chinese scholars. Next visit was to go to the Sun Yat-sen University in Kaohsiung (中山大學) in 1982-83.
How did you know Qin Xiaoyi (秦孝儀)?

That was also accidental.  When Qin made his first visit to the US in 1984, he was invited to the Association for Asian Studies annual meeting in Chicago.  He wanted to come to Hoover or Stanford to get some publicity. I learned of his desire to visit Hoover before going to Chicago. So I arranged for Qin to come here. He gave a talk in the reading room of the East Asian Library. We had a huge audience for him to address.  He got a lot of publicity in the local newspaper about being invited to speak here.  He was very grateful and so he and Lee Huan (李煥) arranged for Edna (my wife) and me to go to the Sun Yat-sen University (中山大學).  Qin used his connection with Hoover to gain support from among the Chinese community.  This worked out very well for him and for us.  Then when I went out to Sun Yat-sen University, my ties with the KMT became closer.  I would say the Qin Xiaoyi’s trip in 1984 was very important.
Didn’t you know him before that?

I only had met him when he came to Hoover, and also two years later when Edna and I visited Kaohsiung. I also met Kuo Ta-chun (郭岱君), who came here on a grant from Institute of International Relations, National Cheng-chi University (政大國關中心). She came to Hoover and worked with me on a long article, which became a book on how to interpret Communist China.  We published it at the Hoover Press, and many people used it.  In the early 1980s, Western scholars were trying to re-evaluate the achievements of Chinese Communism, particularly Mao Zedong.  Our book was a comparison of how good the work of Taiwanese China-watchers compared with that of Europeans and America’s. I think we omitted the Japanese. We pointed out, quite credibly but controversially, that the Taiwanese Chinese-watchers were the best: they had met and were with Communist revolutionaries when they were doing underground spying. They had inside documents from intelligence sources far much better than we had.  They could make powerful argument about CCP rule of China and interpret change.  Where they did best was interpreting how China was having a series of problems with the Communist system which proved that its problems were srious.
I think you have some kind of bias, for example, a difference of opinion with Michael Oksenberg, but when he moved to Stanford, two of you became close, right?

My personal views towards China changed, though not overnight.  I was probably one of the last few foreign scholars to be convinced that the Chinese were on a new road to reform, and were not going to return to Communism.  The reason that it took me longer to recognise this was that I did not think the CCP could change the colour of their skin so quickly.  But they did.  It took a lot of internal debate and struggles, but eventually a new leadership emerged around Deng Xiaoping and they charted a new road based on a new ideological pragmatism.  This made it believable: I looked at this and said, these guys would really reform, and what convinced me most was the 14th Party Congress in 1992.  The reforms started in 1978, but I thought there was no way they would ever reform, and that they were just doing this to reinforce the CCP’s control.  That was largely true.  It took14 years after Deng initiated reforms for me to change my view completely.  Then I thought that China in the 1990s was a lot like Taiwan in the early 1950s, but with many differences.  That was an authoritarian state rather than a totalitarian state.
Oksenberg started to have some of these long-term views too, but from the perspective of American interests.
Your point is well taken.  A proper answer has to go back to my reading of Marx and Lenin.  I was initially hooked on that belief system.  Only when I realised how flawed it was, I pushed it out of my life. I became a strong anti-Marxist, both academically and socially.

Were you to the other extreme, a so-called Marxist, when you were young?

I always tried to be honest in my scholarship.  I never tried to cover up trails that would prove me wrong.  But in my psychology and in my emotional system, I was probably more intense and dedicated to my belief that Marxism was good for humanity and would bring about the best of all possible worlds.  When I found I was wrong, I switched very sharply to the right, as you correctly say.  At times, I went even too far to the right: I even voted for Nixon, and that shows how right wing I was.

Why did they recruit you to come to Hoover?

They liked me.  I fitted in very well here.  This was the most anti-communist research institute in the world. Therefore, I was happy here.  I just thumbed my nose at those liberals.  I did not like those people.  To me, their policies were wrong; their methodology was questionable.  Now I have come back to embrace the centre. At 77, I am not as conservative as I used to be.
Usually as one gets older, one goes towards the right, but you have converged to the middle.

I think that I have now accumulated a certain wisdom about beliefs, ideologies, methodologies, how to apply these to the social sciences, and history.  When I was at Miami, I became very interested in the writing history: Marc Bloch, Lucien Febvre, etc., made a new school of historians.
You can speak French?

I learned enough in high school to read it.  I have written some reviews in China Quarterly and the Journal of Asian studies on French books, also Japanese and Chinese books.  I have to show that I have a little bit of scholarship.  

This is relevant to my main question.

Coming back to the Annales school is the idea that you apply all parts of social science to understanding the complexity of day-to-day life.  It can be applied to people at the top as well as the bottom of society.  I liked that, and enjoyed reading their works. Taiwan under Qing, Japanese, and Chinese rule were inspired by the Annales’s approach.  I looked at polity, the economy, society, village and cultural life, and covered all these themes in articles published in Hong Kong.  Zhang Hang Xun helped me to get these published.  He was a very close friend.  I also made some good friends with people in Japan: Amano Motonosuke, Banno Masataka, Ichiko Chuzō. I had some really good China scholars as friends. Then later in Hong Kong, at NTU, and now in Beijing I have tried to behave like a scholar.
How did you start at Beijing?

Through Zhang Jialin (章嘉琳).  I have always had a warm spot in my heart to help him stay here.  I have never been able to get him the position he thought he should have.  If I had tried to do that through the politics of Hoover, I would not have gotten him any position at all.  Nevertheless, the way I have worked it, he has been able to stay on every year, and he has gotten some money from time to time and so forth.  Zhang Jialin invited me in 1991 or 1993 to meet Wang Daohan (汪道涵).  I had a series of meetings with Wang Daohan in the 1990s before Wang passed away.  He helped me to come to Beijing and be introduced to people in the Taiwanese Institute (臺灣研究所) in Beijing, and to be part of the China Academy of Social Sciences (北京社會科學院).  As that went on, I met more and more Chinese scholars who wanted to emigrate and I was able to try to cultivate this huge Chinese diaspora, particularly Taiwan.  Taiwan has always been my biggest love, worry and frustration.  Taiwan is still a great place in spite of being slowly ruined by certain people who I will not mention.
What is your viewpoint about the future of cross-straits relations?

I hope God intervenes.

How about the US government playing an important role; isn’t that the Taiwanese God?

As for the US government, I do not know the people running the Taiwan pipeline, but there has been an agreement worked out between Washington and Beijing that they are going to try to maintain the status quo.  If they cannot sit down and talk about peaceful reunification with mainland China, and it starts to get wild or tilt this way and that, then the US will get involved. Taiwan and the U.S. will work with China to ensure that the system does not become explosive.  So far, for the last 2-3 years this system has worked well.  It will continue to work well no matter which president or party follows the current one, because there’s enough people in the Pentagon and so on now to realise that Taiwan cannot rock the boat in terms of Sino-American relations.  It just will not work.  That is a fundamentally new development in cross-straits relations that not a lot of people know about.  Or if they do, they do not quite believe it.  Nevertheless, they should because it is true, and I do not see it changing unless something very unusual happens to Sino-American relations.  Right now, there is a huge flow of information and writing, much of it shallow and without historical context, about what is happening in China, China’s characteristics and intentions.  This discussion is so big and confusing that it is hard for anyone to make clear and correct sense of what is taking place in China.  If I were to boil it down, China is now going through very rapid change, some of which is bad rather than good.
What do you mean by bad change?

I mean wealth becoming more and more unequally distributed.  More have-nots and fewer people having more.  Huge demand for scarce resources, which will cause huge social problems: fresh water, non-polluted soil, all of these things that are part of what we call scarce resources.  There also is the human rights conflict, trying to find a new, fair, trustworthy and durable legal system.  The current legal system is under enormous strain right now.  Everywhere you look in China, there is a problem.  Now, with deepening corruption as we saw in the Shanghai case with Chen Liangyu (陳良宇), that’s a very serious case, but I think it has spread all over China like a disease.  I think the biggest mistake that people are making all over China is that they will not comply with the law.  If there’s a law there, people find a way to bend it but never try to find a way to comply with it.  Their first aim is to bend it somehow to their own purposes.  Every Chinese in China is doing this.  Chen Liangyu and his colleagues squandered billions of dollars on things that shouldn’t have been built now, but that could have waited five or ten years.  They did not spend the money solving serious problems.  They used pension funds and then hooked up with crooks in the construction industry, all levels of government, the banks, and so on.  This was a marriage made in hell, and has just damaged Shanghai.  The moral core of Shanghai is badly hurt by this kind of corruption.  If it is not stopped in 10-15 years, China will not enter the modern era, but will become a political economy of mendacity, and a country that cannot be trusted.

Do you think the West should view China as a potentially dangerous and unpredictable enemy, and a modernised one?

It is an enemy in the sense of a partnership that is going sour.  The US does not know what to do about it.  The partnership should be becoming more trusting and cooperative but that is not necessarily happening.
Are there more reliable partners than China, e.g. India?

It depends on what issue.  You cannot generalise and say, “Japan is more reliable than China”, or “Japan is more trusting than China”.  These generalisations are too big.  However, Japan and the US are slowly working to build an anti-missile system in case the disputes go to such a bad level that we are almost back in the Cold War era.  We are not on that track yet, but we are close to getting onto it, unless somehow some of these problems can be solved better.  This is my biggest worry.  In almost 25 years working with the Chinese and the Japanese one-to-one, I saw how they reacted to challenges, how they behaved among each other, how they treated one another, and how they tried to treat me.  I learned that the only way to deal with the Chinese is firstly to give them a lot of polite respect, and secondly to be as firm as hell.  You have to manage these two sets of relationships, and bring them together. Whatever problem you are trying to handle with the Chinese, treat them with sincere respect.  On the other hand, use power and firmness when disputes worsen.

You mean use the carrot and stick?

This is another way of saying it.  But when you give them the carrot, it must have a special ingredient: respect.  You must explain to them that we respect what you’re doing, but on the other hand we know that you’re doing some things that you have no right to do because you have bent the rules and so we don’t trust you.  “Therefore, our position will be tough; we will not bend.  You had better get on the train, or else it’ll be out of the station and you’ll be left behind.”
You wrote an article about mainland Chinese taste for democracy.  Do you think we should pay attention to Chinese culture and other such factors that will help them to develop their own kind of democracy?   For example, when Hu Jintao talks about a peaceful rise to superpower status in harmony with other countries, what do you think of their strategy for dealing with the US as another superpower?
Historically, the Chinese have always believed in a great, unified Chinese civilisation.  I do not think many Chinese would ever agree to partition or division.  A unified China has always been desired.  This is a given, and it will not change.  So long as they are doing the carving, a carve-up is not an option.  With its size, all of its problems, there is the constraint that a unified country requires a certain degree of domination, of using power.  That means authoritarianism for a long time.  When talking about democracy, we must be clear what kind of democracy we want.  The Chinese leadership wants a democracy that works efficiently and that the leadership believes is good for the people as well as for the leadership.  For people to be harmoniously happy and involved, so that big domestic and international problems can be readily solved, and for government to be fair and efficient, there must be some kind of selection of these unique people who can pull that off.  That is not the kind of political process that we in the West ever consider.  For Anglo-American’s, we simply mean electoral democracy.  The Chinese are groping for a different kind of electoral democracy that can put their elite, and the highly capable and brilliant people to work.
Do you mean “representative democracy”?

Exactly.  Elitist democracy; that is the system they are going to build.

Don’t they already have this system?


It is evolving.  It is just not functioning too well.  They are not really there yet.  The problem lies further down society, where many people and interest groups are involved.  

You don’t think they could have American-style democracy?

No, that is just not possible.

Would you say that “China” includes Taiwan?
I never say “China”.  I always say “Mainland China”, because for me it is “China” mainland, and it is also Taiwan.  

What do you mean that China includes Taiwan?

I see China as am evolving new civilisation.  It has a set of beliefs and cultural values.  

China has a belief system?

My model is that in the great imperial past, certain ruling groups did better than others did.  China always was a unique civilisation.  The challenge from China is to merge this unique civilisation with the modern world.  However, the modern world is something different from everything the Chinese have ever known in the past.  Yet the Chinese are very creative and have a wonderful set of core values: to raise families and keep their basic unit of social solidarity.  They have a wonderful religious way of viewing your life on earth as the great thing.  They believe in making oneself unique and performing greatly during one’s time here on earth.  It is a very secular religion.  It is unique.

Are you talking about Confucianism?

In part.  Confucianism provides the moral rules and ethical principles by which one is respected and achieves greatness during one’s life on earth.  It is not a religion that holds out the promise of heaven or anything similar after death.  That is something the Chinese have never really cared for.
Did you read those [Zhu Xi’s -朱熹] four books, i.e. Mencius (孟子), or [Confucius’ - 孔子] Great Learning (大學)?
A long time ago.  The core of this thinking lies in those texts.
Do you think that the CCP’s leaders have inherited that kind of philosophy?

Some of them might have a little of it.  However, those leaders have had a different kind of life in Communist China so I do not know.

So can we still label current China as part of a Confucian cultural zone?

If we made a shortlist of Confucian principles, I think they are still alive in China.  They are: people still talk about them.  Some people still try to practice them.  They try to bring them into the school system, things like that.  One does not know just how much is real and how much is bogus (假的).  At least they talk about it and take it seriously.  In the US too, there is a great movement underway to Christianise US society.

How do you characterise Mencius?  Your Chinese name follows his name? 
Actually, that is because it sounds so good in Chinese.  If I say “Ma Ruo Kong (馬若孔)” versus “Ma Ruo Meng (馬若孟)” [i.e. Ramon Myers], it sounds good.  It is not because of something profound that I saw in the characters (漢字).  

Mencius was very critical.

Oh, he was a big talker, but did not do so much.  However, it fits well with “Ramon” (Ruo Meng), and a horse (Ma馬) is also somewhat cute.  It sounds good; it grabs people’s interest.  In China, if you mention “Ma Ruomeng”, it is a household name.
Do you have any suggestions for the younger generation, as to how to start researching China?

I think that research on China gets increasingly difficult and complex.  The trend is increasingly towards the social sciences, mini-survey approach: getting data from questionnaires.  That takes a lot of time and money.  You need a small team to do that kind of research.  It is hard for a single person to write good history.  The way I did it was always to find very good people to complement me, to do what I could not do, or to do what I could do but do it better than I could.  I would then get them to co-operate.  If you look at my books and articles, more than half are written with someone else.  I am very easy to co-operate with.

Do you think surveys are a good way of studying China, or historical methods researching documents?

You have to use a combination, not just one or the other.  However, if you use the more historical, documentary approach, you need two or three people: there are just too many documents.  But this requires a good partnership, which is rare.  I had this for a while with Thomas Metzger; we wrote a few things together.  I wrote my first piece with Zhang Hanyu.  The only thing I ever wrote alone was that book on North China’s agrarian economy.  Then I worked with Linda Chao for a couple of years, and then Zhang Jialin on our recent book.  Then there were three books published by Princeton University Press on the Japanese occupation.  I have done a lot of conferences.  Thus, in the majority of my work, I have tried to look for a co-operative partner so we could make up for one another’s weaknesses, so that we could get together and efficiently go through many articles.
Do you feel any kind of constraint from your western training when it comes to researching contemporary China?  Our kind of analytical skill development in this society is different, so do you feel constrained when using that in China?

No.  Because firstly I have not done that type of work, except through Zhaolin.  I have not done fieldwork in China like Andrew Walder and Jean Oi and a whole generation of US scholars.  That is the only thing I have not done.  I could do it if I were younger.  Moreover, if I were younger, I would try to pick up a young Chinese colleague, a girl or a boy, and try to get a good division of labour between us: you do that, I do this, and then we put it together.  I would use the questionnaire approach: that is the best way to go.  It is harder though, you have to co-operate; it is not simple; it is quite difficult.  There are so many materials to go through if you are going to do it.  People who work and publish a book, and if another ten years go by without them publishing a second book then there’s a tendency for people to say that he’s left the field, that he’s not working hard, or something on those lines.  However, generally it is very difficult to do that kind of work.  It takes so much energy and time.  It is not easy.  If people can write a few good things in a lifetime, that is something to be proud of.  Nevertheless, I try to think of every kind of shortcut to solve problems, so that I will not be distracted and waste time.

One last question for today: how do you conceptualise China now?

When people from the Students’ Daily (學者日報) or such groups talk to me, I always like to use the term “Chinese civilisation”, which includes Taiwan.  I like to talk about this as some ideal type, what China could be or might have been in imperial times, in great moments of prosperity and glory.  That to me is what China is.  It is still a romanticised view, confrontational.
Does that stand in confrontation to oriental culture, or western culture?

There is only one thing I have always criticised about China.  It is just because of my cultural bias.  It is that the overwhelming majority of Chinese do not know how to comply with or abide by rules. 

They don’t know the rule of law?

They do not know the rule of law.  They have no idea.  First and foremost in their minds is how to bend the law.  First and foremost in the minds of westerners is how to comply with the law (守法).   
But the Chinese talk about rules all the time.  We know rule by law.
Yes, but look at the way you create your legal statutes.  There is something deep in Chinese society.

So why do people in Taiwan and China know how to play with the law?
This is the Chinese people’s great creativity.  They are very creative in changing the law to their own purposes.

But even here [in the US], it does not matter if you are creative, you follow the law.
It depends on the case, and the problem involved.  Take the recent Shanghai scandal: obviously Chen Liangyu and others knew that rules existed but we don’t under any circumstances take pension funds and use them for purposes that they’re not supposed to be used for.  One does not do that.  Nevertheless, the first thing they thought about was how to bend the law.

How to avoid the law?

Yes, how to avoid the law.

The same thing happens in Taiwan.

Yes, it still goes on.  Japanese and western influence could not entirely change that.

Why? 

Largely it was Japan’s martial and military, cultural history.  Rules for family and lineage influenced the military’s domination and its power.  This, I think, made their rules and agreements very strong.

In Japan?

After the Hei-an [Dark] period, which was like the Tang period, aristocratic families agreed to deals to control the emperor and empress, the lawyer culture continued until WWII.  The Japanese cultural life and belief system were heavily influenced by Bushi-do, the way of the martial or warring spirit.

Lee Teng-hui knew so much about the Japanese system.

He not only grew up under the Japanese.  He also embraced it; he went looking for it. He grabbed it and held it to his chest.  He loved the Japanese.  When Hirohito died, he cried.

*** End of first recording ***

For a few decades, you were the curator of Hoover’s East Asian collection.  How did you develop the collection?
Mark Tam and I tried to establish some rules for how to build the collection, and we decided to concentrate on the modern period, and move in to the contemporary period.  For medieval and ancient China and Japan, we would simply select high quality humanities materials.  We used that approach to build the collection.  Secondly, we produced check lists, e.g. KMT land reform, Japanese imperialism in China.  These were to be used as guides to access the library.  We were the first library in the US to adopt a computer system and close our catalogue.  We were the first library at Hoover to use a brochure to entice people to use the collection; it had a little history, a little thematic discussion of which topics were important for the materials in the collection, e.g. the rise of the CCP and its struggles with the KMT.  The other branches of the library copied this type of brochure.  Mark and I reorganized the Library, made it efficient, added new things, built a unique collection of Japanese and Chinese materials, and they formed the basis of the present collection.

In recent years, the Hoover archives have expanded to include many interesting and precious materials, e.g. Chiang Kai-shek and Chiang Ching-kuo’s diaries and the KMT archives.  What do you think is the significance of these collections?  What is your plan for these archives?
Firstly, this archive fills a huge gap in history.  Other world archives and libraries focus on Chinese Communism.  The entire CCP-KMT struggle, and the continuing PRC-Taiwan struggle, is not covered very consistently, except perhaps in Taiwan.  However, even there, the libraries are scattered from north to south.  Therefore, when we had the good luck to get Lien Chan’s (連戰) approval to microfilm and preserve the KMT materials, and when Tai-chun Kuo (郭岱君) was able to produce fair legal contacts with Elizabeth and the Soong family, we suddenly made a great leap forward.  We built a new dimension of modern Chinese history that had hitherto been ignored.  Secondly, when scholars use these materials, they open up new problems for. That keeps scholars busy for generations. 

In recent decades, you collaborated with China scholars from Hong Kong, China and Taiwan.  What are the differences between the Chinese scholars and western scholars in terms of mythology and conceptions?

Briefly, Chinese scholars emphasise exploring understanding of leadership roles.  They feel that leaders and influential elites determine big events.  Therefore, it is important for them to understand the elites’ thinking, scheming, planning and role in the events in question.  They do it very well.  They have a keen eye to the materials.  Westerners are biased towards theorising and conceptualising.  We try build theories of understanding, e.g. why were CCP able to set up a central government to unify China.  That is the big difference.

What is your view of the future of modern Chinese studies in the West?

The current trend seems to examine the role of society: the way people think and live in certain societal relationships in urban and non-urban settings.  That trend will be exhausted.  Economic history might come back with a new institutional approach to economics.  We are getting closer to a multi-disciplinary approach.  Professor Liao Dachi (廖達琪) is a good example of trying to combine politics with ideas, personalities and institutions.  She has been westernised and learned a lot from that experience.  Our approach is not better than the Chinese’s.  If we figure out what the problem is, we can use the best methodological approach.
You have some different perspectives from Michael Oksenberg.  In the past, you had different viewpoints to his.

I am not sure I can do justice to this question.  I remember listening to one of his lectures at Stanford, about political history and political cycles.  I was not enthusiastic about that kind of idea.  We have had people looking at cycles in economic behaviour, and I do not think it has helped us at all.  

His perspective takes a cyclical approach?

That is what I remember.  It was about power struggles.  I never seriously read his works.  He and Lieberthal were also interested in CCP leadership.

They were interested in governance from a western perspective.

Yes.  Organisational efficiency.

I am still curious because both Kenneth Lieberthal and Michael Oksenberg treated China as a semi-partner, neither a friend nor an enemy.  I would have to check with Lieberthal; his view might refer to the future.  We should try to co-operate with China, and persuade China to play a responsible role in the world.  This is my understanding.  Do you agree?
I think your comment is quite correct.  People who make a career out of studying modern China, teaching it, doing policy work in think-tanks, going into government and working stints in the state department, they believe we must somehow accommodate with China and work together to avoid terrible mistakes and problems likely to foment distrust or an arms race between us.  Right now, so much rhetoric, articles, books, and news reporting comes out about China that it is hard to explain what is really going on?

In the future, would you like to view China as a semi-partner as Oksenberg and Lieberthal do?  I do not know if they will revise their view as China changes so fast.

Sometimes they do.  In the last few years this rise of China, (Zhongguo jueqi – 中國崛起) has been the subject of many conferences.  People remember the rise of Kaiser Wilhelm’s Germany in the 1890s and early 1900s.  That rise was not channelled into a group of European countries that could have friendly relations.  Instead, they perceived Germany as a threat, and stumbled into a terrible 4-year war.  Even that did not solve things because they had to have another war 20 years later.  We do not want that kind of pattern repeated between China and the US.  There is a lot of fear now that the US’ power, prestige and influence in South-East Asia are beginning to decline.  With India on the rise, the US now is probably thinking about how to keep a balance of power.  They will either check China or seek to incorporate China as a friendly power into that balance of power, to co-operate with the US.
I have already talked to Dennis Hickey from Missouri State University.

I have heard of him.  

He is relatively younger

Yes, middle-aged.

Dennis mentioned that he and Prof John Garver from Georgia Tech were invited by the Woodrow Wilson Institute to give their views on the Diaoyu-Senkaku Islands (釣魚台) sovereignty issue.  I do not know your view, but Dennis thinks it is unclear, whereas John thinks that the US should insist on Japanese sovereignty over the islands because Japan is our ally and China is not.  Dennis was speechless.  A group of Japanese specialists in the US, like you, also worry about China as a potential US enemy so they advocate a future alliances with Japan or India.  They think Japan is more reliable than China.  As a Japanese specialist too, do you agree?
It is an interesting and complex story.  Firstly, I worry about an emerging alliance between Japan, Taiwan and the US.  This might get out of hand.  It has not happened, but it has potential.
Why are you worried about that?  Many Americans want it.

It would create tensions between China and this triangular alliance.  We do not want to create distrust.  There are already tensions between China and Japan; we are trying to settle those disputes in harmony and co-operation.  It is ridiculous to think about going to war about these kinds of issues, but some crazy people think crazy things, say crazy things and do crazy things.

Are you worried about this triangular alliance?

I keep an eye on it.  I do not want to see it becoming militarised and dependent on a ballistic missile system of defence and offence. 
There is a tendency for that?

There is an incremental movement in that direction.

Japan is going to amend their constitution.

There’s a lot of events happening like that, which suggest that those forces are going to either move us towards a new balance of power, or tip the current balance of power in a way that’s dangerous for everybody’s security.  It is a serious problem.  We have to watch it carefully.  

So we have to try to maintain the balance?  And not view China as a potential enemy?

The only answer is to follow our national interests.  That is the easy argument always to follow.  Nevertheless, so far I do not see any real provocative voices or studies that have pushed this triangular confrontation.  It is not moving in that one direction with any certainly.  I think we can control it so far.  Nevertheless, it is something to look at, to keep paying attention to.
You mean the government?

Yes, the US government.  It has been performing in the last few years as though it wants to work with China, and that is good.  However, we cannot overload that connection and expect good results unless we somehow forge some enduring agreements.  Therefore, we need some agreement on this anti-missile system and militarization of space.  We do not want conditions here to make those issues of such glaring importance that people get frightened and we have to take some action.  We want to avoid that.  We want to solve the North Korean problem.  We want to solve the Taiwan problem, hopefully by getting a new political regime there that can somehow work with China, but it is going to be very difficult.

How about Japan, compared to China?  How do you view these two countries?

They do not like each other.  They do not trust each other, and this has worsened in the past five years.  That is a big problem.

But you cannot solve that problem?
That is right.

Which of the two countries would you want to befriend?

I do not want to take sides.  We want to maintain a strong co-operative relationship with China.  If we do that, it will take care of the problem.  We also want to work with Japan.  Where Japan and China have a disagreement, we may be able to intervene constructively sometimes.  But even that will be difficult.  I personally take the position that we need to work hard with China, but we should treat China not as some special partner above everyone else but as another major power that we respect.  That is the bottom line.  We should be firm with China on maintaining our commitments and obeying our promises to each other.

Did you collect a lot of Japanese art?

No.  It is impossible to go to Japan and go to the book market, or even to go around and talk to individuals.  That kind of relationship takes 5-10 years of investment.  Nobody here has been able to do that.

Do you think there is any Japanese collection in the US?

There are many Japanese libraries at universities.  Harvard and Princeton have special collections that they have managed to build decades and decades ago when they could buy these in the market.  We do not want to duplicate that.  We cannot just go over there and get the papers of some important Japanese.  The Japanese simply will not give them to the Hoover Institute.  They will not give them to any western organisation.   We would not do it either.  We do not give the records of our important people to other libraries in the world. 

They are not so friendly in terms of documents?

I am repeating what the feeling is for every major archival collection in the world.  They want to build from their own countries.  That is why we are so lucky to have these materials to preserve, for scholars to access.  We can immediately start reinterpreting modern Chinese history.

Why is there such a big difference between China’s attitude and Japan’s towards their historical documents?

The civil war in China, the struggle between the CCP and the KMT, is not over.  Its continuation makes possible the things we have achieved at Hoover.  I was fortunate to have a long-term relationship with people in Taipei, which could be translated into a co-operative relationship.  There was an incentive for the KMT to do that because they wanted the real history of the KMT to be written.  We do not have a good book on the history of the KMT.  In fact, I do not think we have a good book on the history of the CCP either.  But if in the next 5 years we can bring all those KMT materials here, we will be able to write the book on the KMT.  We will know so much more about that generation of KMT leaders who went to Taiwan and created a new political system there.  The inside story of the KMT after 1960 has never been written. Maybe it never will be.
1960?

After the seventh Party Congress of autumn 1953.  We have the materials up to 1952.  However, we need to go forward to time and collect those materials for Hoover.  We are building that collection in Taipei to open it for all researchers.  If we were not so aggressive in our actions to work with the KMT, I am not sure their own readers or scholars would have had access either.  I think we were a big help to Chinese scholars.  In our understanding of all of 20th Century, Chinese history is very biased towards the limited amount of materials we have to look at.  There have not been good biographies of many prominent party people.  Therefore, we do not know what they really did. All we get is very limited interpretations of scheming and corruptions and forming various factions.  
But that is part of the story.

That is true.

What else do they have?

I do not know.  You are raising a very serious question.  We have published a number of books about Taiwan’s experience under the KMT.  All this evidence coming out of Taiwan now clearly wants to rewrite this history of Taiwan.  All this sinification is basically a major attempt to reinterpret the role of this outside regime when it came here from 1945-1949.  The book that Lin Hsiao-ting is helping me and Dai Jun to write can be a very important book because it is focussing on those first 10 years when only the KMT was centre-stage.  If we do not write it, someone in Taiwan will, and they will write quite a different kind of history.  They will put it in the form of factional struggles, the horrible white terror, and wasted American aid.  They can give all kinds of negative interpretations of what people were doing.  That will make it very dangerous for cross-straits relations ever to be resolved in a peaceful and co-operative way.
So your main viewpoint is to try to maintain peaceful relations with mainland China?

With both of them.  We should continue to build friendship with China and Japan.  The US wants friendship with both.  The US wants them to settle their problems peacefully, just as we want Taiwan and mainland China to settle their problems peacefully.  We do not have the capability to intervene and do that for them.  Meanwhile, in dealing with the general problems of the region, we must be careful not to do things that change people’s perceptions in such a way as to change the status quo.  We do not want misunderstandings.  There must be a high degree of trust to continue to build an economically powerful East Asia that plays fair and by the rules.

That is very idealistic.

We have come a long way with Japan.  25 years ago, we were accusing Japan of all kinds of things.  Now our relationship with Japan is very different: they have opened up; there is a big American presence there; a lot of investment; the economy is restructured with a new set of economic policies in place.
Mainland Chinese scholars have learned lessons from the US’ dealings with Japan in WWII.  The two atom bombs killed many.  But after 40-50 years, Japan forgave that.  They made friends with the US, and followed American instructions.  Chinese scholars learned that China could bomb people and still be friends some 40-50 years later.  That is what they have said to me.  There may be no forgiveness.

The flaw in this argument is that the impact that this level of violence would have on the west and Asia would be so uncertain that it might trigger a conflict between China and Japan or the US: i.e. if there was a pre-emptive strike on Taiwan by the People’s Liberation Army. So we must avoid this conflict.  For Chinese scholars to argue that way is for them not to take into account the consequence of the first step of violence.

After 50 years, the superpower remains a superpower.

You mean the US?

Yes, and Japan is submissive, just as Taiwan is such a small island.

I think the Chinese scholars and officials worry too much about becoming number one too quickly in all fields of human endeavour. 

Do you think Chinese scholars want to become number one, or are afraid of becoming number one?

No.  They often talk as though they would prefer to see China developing into a superpower and doing things more superlative than any other country can.  They are very competitive, and many of them do think that way.

Really?  I thought many of them would prefer to be number two.  There is a Chinese philosophy about being number two (老二) not number one (老大).
Deng Xiaoping also said we should be.

The number one needs to be killed.

Deep in their hearts, they hope that accident, chance or luck will make them number one.

I do not think they want that.  Number 1 like the US has too much of a burden on its shoulders.  It is just a guess.

Actually, these discussions may become peripheral.

Last question: if you could have one dream come true, what would it be?

That I could be more Chinese, how about that?  

By colour or by skin?

I would really like to be able to read and speak Chinese fluently like the best natives.  At a rapid pace where I could swallow up all these materials so I could have them all to think about and interpret.  Right now, I feel that I do not go deep enough.  I am missing things, making mistakes, thinking I understand things I do not.  I am being very frank.

That is the end of the interview, thanks.

Thank you for a wonderful interview.

*** End of tape ***
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