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RISING TOWARD WHAT?

BY HE WEIFANG
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9Ideally, a country’s rise to greatness should be

no more than the byproduct of its progress
toward human rights and rule of law.
Greatness pursued as an end in itself may ulti-
mately prove transient or counterproductive.

The recent airing of “The Rise of Great Powers” on CCTV drew
a huge response from viewers.1 Great care went into the mak-
ing of this serial documentary, which focuses on the prosperity
and strength of nations by analyzing the historical course of
nine countries in the modern era. It is an unusually serious
work of a type seldom seen over the past 20 years.
Naturally it has its weaknesses, and there is obvious room

for improvement.The producers depict in broad strokes the
function a system of government plays in advancing a country
toward prosperity and strength. But what other factors lie
behind the system? Does it exist only in its written form?Why
do many places have so many regulations and so little order?
Why have so many countries adopted Constitutions in the
modern era, establishing the principle of the separation of
powers and defining extensive rights enjoyed by citizens,
when their actual situation is completely different? In contrast,
countries such as Great Britain and the Netherlands have no
written Constitution, yet are able to achieve de facto Constitu-
tional rule.
More worth pondering is what constitutes the rise of a

nation. Is it merely a matter of the amount of wealth it pos-
sesses? Or that its army has become invincible enough to take
possession of cities and territories?When the rule of law or
constitutional government is revealed as the source of a coun-
try’s prosperity and strength, perhaps we need to press a fur-
ther question:Are the human constructs of rule of law and
democracy simply designed to facilitate the amassment of
wealth, glory or global power, and the submission of other
nations? If so, then how can a small, neutral country such as
Switzerland hold its head up proudly among the nations of our
modern world? Is its citizens’ pride in being Swiss something
to be laughed at?
In modern times, China’s long period of being bullied by

other countries has made the hope for enrichment of our

nation and the strengthening of our people an urgent matter
for us.This mentality has shaped a part of our intellectual his-
tory and has caused us to aim for instant gratification when it
comes to the goals of system building.An overview of the dis-
cussion among our great scholars and thinkers since the
OpiumWar would show that the majority have three goals:
1) national independence; 2) national unity; 3) a prosperous
nation and a strong people.A tiny number of knowledgeable
people also stress values such as individual freedom and social
independence, but throughout the nation, the pursuit of
wealth and power has been a rising tide in the face of these
high-sounding and impracticable goals, which have been
unable to attract a broad audience.This phenomenon is
reflected in Li Zehou’s phrase, “National salvation takes prece-
dence over enlightenment.”2

Our desire for instant gratification has led us to run facto-
ries, build a modern army and “learn from the enemy to sub-
due the enemy.”We copied the Soviet Union’s system of “one
country, one leader”; we planned our economy to overtake
England and the U.S.; we suppressed dissent and demanded a
uniform media; we called out, “Down with Capitalist Roaders
in the Party” and “Revolutionize Culture.” Even following the
Cultural Revolution, in the era of reform and openness, the
first slogans put forward emphasized industry, agriculture,
national defense and science: the Four Modernizations.As an
inevitable consequence, our people now equate the rise of the
great powers with economic and military might.

Origins of the rule of law
Even when talking about powerful countries, the facts of his-
tory reveal a paradoxical principle: the might of a country is
not always derived from the might of its rulers or government.
Indeed, it is more often derived from a constitution or laws
that restrict national authority on all sides. Similarly, in other
countries that are large but weak, the situation does not stem
from a dearth of autocratic government or powerful leaders,
but rather from the government’s exertion of a devastating and
irresistible power in the absence of any means to restrain this
power within the boundaries of the rule of law.
One of the fundamental goals of the rule of law is the tam-

ing of government.The real challenge is how to oblige a sover-
eign whose power was originally not subject to limits—and of



course this includes other powerful organs and personages—
to willingly be bound by the rule of law.
Democracy itself is a part of this limitation of power. Lead-

ers are produced through election by the people and accept the
people’s supervision. Since the days of Athens, the implemen-
tation of democracy has resulted in a completely different rela-
tionship between the people and the government than exists
under a monarchy.TheAthenian politician Pericles said:

Our form of government does not enter into rivalry with the
institutions of others. Our government does not copy our
neighbors’, but is an example to them. It is true that we are
called a democracy, for the administration is in the hands of
the many and not of the few. But while there exists equal jus-
tice to all and alike in their private disputes, the claim of excel-
lence is also recognized; and when a citizen is in any way
distinguished, he is preferred to the public service, not as a
matter of privilege, but as the reward of merit. Neither is
poverty an obstacle, but a man may benefit his country what-
ever the obscurity of his condition.There is no exclusiveness in
our public life, and in our private business we are not suspi-
cious of one another, nor angry with our neighbor if he does
what he likes; we do not put on sour looks at him which,
though harmless, are not pleasant.While we are thus uncon-
strained in our private business, a spirit of reverence pervades
our public acts; we are prevented from doing wrong by respect
for the authorities and for the laws, having a particular regard
to those which are ordained for the protection of the injured as
well as those unwritten laws which bring upon the transgres-
sor of them the reprobation of the general sentiment.3

Pericles’ own actions are an excellent commentary on how
democracy imposes strict limits upon those in power.Accord-
ing to Plutarch’s Lives,once the great Athenian Pericles entered
the political arena, “[he] gave up going to dinner with his
friends, and he avoided all social events of any kind, believing
that familiarity breeds contempt.”4

The rule of law begins in a country when rulers or any sort
of political group are obliged to strictly observe the rules
already in place. Of course, no ruler can be relied on to follow
the dictates of conscience and law: the term “submit” implies
that a powerful entity has been forced to comply with accepted
standards. In the history of English constitutional government,
it was only under duress that King John signed the Magna
Carta, a milestone event through which the English barons
used constitutional-type rules to restrict the power of the king.
Later, in 1528, one who had been bullied by the king lamented
that “the king is outside the law, he follows his own inclina-
tions, whether for good or for evil, responsible only to God.”
Nevertheless, England developed a parliament and ultimately
established the principle of “Crown-in-Parliament,” which
requires any exercise of power by the king to comply with par-
liament and obey the laws of the kingdom.The gradual auton-
omy of the judicial system also became a most effective path
for an internal government check on any excessive use of
power. Capitalism rose spectacularly in a situation where
power was restrained by rule of law. Joseph Needham and

Huang Renyu once collaborated on an investigation into the
history of England and China.5Their conclusion was that capi-
talism is an organization and a movement, a process in the rule
of law by which the power of government is restricted and the
power of the people guaranteed.This growth of rule of law “is
always facilitated in its initiation by democracy and a system of
constitutional monarchy.”
Therefore, the long-term prosperity and stability that these

great powers were able to achieve reflects their development of
democracy and rule of law. Other crucial factors in the rise of
these countries include the people’s control over their govern-
ment, the restriction and control of power under constitu-
tional government, an independent judiciary imposing strict
limitations on public power and the will of the people, and the
political openness and transparency resulting from a free press.
The original intent of the rule of law was to guarantee individ-
ual power and freedom.The rise of a great power is therefore
the result of nothing more than a country’s coincidental popu-
lation and territorial expansion as it moves toward rule of law.
This is the impression one gains from history.

If freedom is the goal . . .
After several centuries of evolution, a once-flourishing social
Darwinism has finally been cast off in today’s world.The prin-
ciple China regularly advocates in the international community
that “all nations are equal, no matter their size,” is still rather
bogus, but at least the law of the jungle is finally coming under
increasing restraint.The respect a nation receives from other
nations depends not on its wealth or military might, but rather
on its freedom, guarantees of human rights and pursuit of jus-
tice, both internally and internationally. If a nation’s rise to
power is accompanied by a move toward slavery, what benefit
can such a rise possibly have for us?We could do worse than
quote Confucius: “Undeserved wealth and position are to me
as transient as a cloud.”6

Translated by a friend of HRIC

The original Chinese article was posted on theWeb site of the
China Information Center, http://www.observechina.net/
info/artshow.asp?ID=42029&ad=1/9/2007.

EDITOR’S NOTES
1. The 12-part series Daguo Jueqi, aired in December 2006, examines how

nine countries rose to become significant global players during the

past 500 years.The countries are Germany, France, Portugal, Spain, the

Netherlands, Great Britain, the United States, the Soviet Union and

Japan. See “The rise of nations,” Chinaview.cn, http://

news.xinhuanet.com/english/2006-11/27/content_5394691.htm.

2. Li Zehou is widely regarded as China’s leading scholar of traditional

and modern intellectual history and philosophy.A major influence on

China’s current generation of intellectuals and a philosophical catalyst

for the 1989 Democracy Movement, Li was attacked as a “thought

criminal” and placed under house arrest for three years after the June

4th crackdown. Following overseas pressure, Li was allowed to visit

the United States in 1991 and was granted permanent residency there,

and has since held academic positions at leading universities around

the country.



Vessel Bound for
the Sea of Humanity

BY OUYANG XIAORONG

There waits the vessel, bound for the Sea of Humanity.
Pull taut the sail,
My leafy tree stands withered.
If you can’t hear the cries of the albatross returning to its nest,
The great ocean must still lie far away.

Grieve not,
My beloved.
I will take you to behold the world’s biggest bird in flight,
Between sea and sky, along the cliffs, soaring in freedom.
But now the time
Has not yet come,
The vessel still must sail toward the boundless Sea of Humanity.

Look!
The lark is no phoenix,
But just the same can be reborn from ashes.
With her thousand-year-old longing,
That groaning land has lit
A torch that shines upon the plain.

May it be granted me to raise that torch.
Deep in the Sea of Humanity lie a thousand withered poplars
And my little craft shall ride the yellow dust
To gather pearls the dew has made.
For though the poplar be dead,
Still it awaits rebirth.
Someday
I’ll return with it to you.
I’ll use Heaven’s ice and frost to water it,
And there will be
Your smiling gaze
To make it bring forth shoots.

Rendered into English by A.E.Clark

The original Chinese poem was posted on theWeb site of Democracy Forum

(http://www.asiademo.org/), and can be accessed on the PeacehallWeb site,

http://boxun.com/hero/2007/oyxr/12_1.shtml.
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3. As quoted from a translation by Richard Hooker posted on theWeb

site ofWashington State University, http://www.wsu.edu/~dee/

GREECE/PERICLES.HTM.

4. As translated in “Pericles” on theWeb site of e-classics.com, http://

www.e-classics.com/pericles.htm.The quote continues, “Such

friendly meetings do indeed make it impossible to keep up a front of

counterfeit majesty. Perfect virtue, however, is most excellent in com-

mon things, and welcomes scrutiny. Truly good men do not put on

one face for strangers and another for their friends.”

5. Needham and Huang, also known as Ray Huang, corroborated on a

number of writing projects regarding Chinese civilization.The transla-

tor and editor could not determine which one is referred to here.

6. The Analects of Confucius, Chapter 7,Verse 15.
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