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China-watching is not the realm of intelligence agencies alone; 
diplomats, journalists, and scholars, among others, also play an 
important part. Although global attention has been focused on 
conflicts in Ukraine and the Middle East, perhaps nowhere is there 
a greater potential for serious conflict between the major powers 
than in the Indo-Pacific. China-watching plays a vital role, yet until 
now, except for China-watchers themselves, there has been little 
appreciation of who is undertaking this work, why, where, and 
what shapes the perspectives of China-watchers and hence the 
information they present.
Augmented by oral history interviews with China-watchers, this 
meticulous multi-method study illuminates how the scrutiny of 
China has evolved over the decades. Greater substance is given  
by chapters exploring the work undertaken by China-watchers  
in the Global South. The result is an intriguing study that raises 
important issues about the enduring interactions between politics 
and the knowledge about China being produced.
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Cover illustration: A Chinese book in Matteo Ripa archive. The origin of Western sinology or 
Chinese studies began with Western missionaries wishing to spread Catholic Christianity among 
the Chinese people, an effort that dates back to the 16th century. For example, in 1732, the mission-
ary priest, Matteo Ripa (1682–1746), created the first Sinology School on the European Continent, 
‘The Chinese Institute,’ the first nucleus of what would become today’s University of Naples 
L’Orientale (Università degli studi di Napoli L’Orientale). Ripa had worked as a painter and copper 
engraver at the Kangxi emperor’s imperial course between 1711 and 1723. He returned to Naples 
from China with four young Chinese Christians and established the Institute, sanctioned by Pope 
Clement XII to teach Chinese to missionaries in 1732. This is a book entitled Kao Juan Jing Rui (
考卷精銳) preserved in Matteo Ripa’s archive at the University of Naples L’Orientale; the book was 
used to help Chinese learn about the essentials of Christianity. The image is the first page of the 
book. Today, researchers specializing in the Latin and Chinese languages are working to sort out 
ancient documents preserved at the Matteo Ripa archive.
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Preface

This book is a testament to my personal struggle as a researcher on China, a teacher 
who imparts knowledge about China and a public person who must express my 
views on it. My occasional appearances in local Finnish TV documentaries that 
expose ‘Chinese influencing activities’ in Finland, have led me to question how I, 
as a researcher in the ivory tower, got drawn into the realpolitik of the so-called 
China threat in Finland. I strive to comprehend the intersection of realpolitik and 
the knowledge realm that people like me may face in our profession. China in this 
book mainly refers to the People’s Republic of China (PRC) as we know it today, but 
I do acknowledge that the meaning of China can be broader than this. Taiwan and 
Hong Kong are also subjects of exploration in this book.

Another burning issue that I seek to problematize is how to treat the fact that 
the field of China watching and the studies of things ‘China’ has a colonial and 
imperialist root. Inter-imperiality is a common problem facing many countries’ 
production of knowledge about China. Brazil, for instance, has historically been 
affected by European colonialism to treat China as part of its broadly perceived 
‘Orient.’ In more recent decades, American epistemology has also affected Brazil’s 
perceptions of China. In addition, readers can find ample examples of Russian 
and then Soviet imperialist influence on its former republics and satellite states’ 
development of sinology or Chinese studies in this book. Another notable example 
of inter-imperiality would be Taiwan with its different layers of colonial imprints 
on the island’s development. Selective attention to decolonize either European, 
Chinese, Japanese, or American (neo-)colonial influences would lead to the incom-
plete decolonization of knowledge production. I also complicate the matter by 
checking the rising political currency of the term ‘Indo-Pacific,’ both as a realpolitik 
reality and a knowledge realm to be imagined and constructed. When Indo-Pacific 
intersects with Taiwan, it exacerbates Taiwan’s selective approach to decoloniza-
tion in several ways.

With that original sin of China watching’s imperial root(s), and with so many 
researchers and intellectuals’ efforts before me to confess that sin and find ways to 
redress it, very often, the question of how we can decolonize Chinese studies or other 
relevant sub-fields while still doing it comes to mind. If we place too much criticism 
on the discipline, it might turn against our profession or calling! So, the subversion 
from within the field does have its limits, just like decolonization has its own.

Concerning decolonization, technically, we cannot undo what has been done in 
the past. Because colonization has left legacies and marks on different generations 
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16 preface

and layers of cultures, decolonization always has its limits. Another limit of decol-
onization is that if the decolonial project is strongly identity based, it might create 
new kinds of epistemic injustice and inequality. Using the example of Taiwan again, 
the rising awareness of the so-called Taiwanese identity and the ensuing intellec-
tual and political endeavors to form the so-called Taiwan subjective sovereignty 
in producing knowledge about Taiwan prompts different kinds of Taiwan-centric 
worldviews or imagination. The locals in Taiwan (in reality, this mostly means the 
political and intellectual elites) were presumably given more power to reclaim 
knowledge production about their history. This resulted in educational reforms 
that revised curricula and textbooks; locals were given the chance to view them-
selves and their relationships with China and other countries in Asia in a new 
light. Nevertheless, in this process, a new kind of Taiwanese nationalism might be 
formed. Nationalism always has its positive and negative sides. Towards the end of 
this book, I mention that I am worried about the anti-Chinese-based de-sinicization 
reforms taking place in Taiwan. Treating Southeast Asian countries and Pacific 
Island countries and their peoples purely functionally for Taiwan’s diplomatic and 
political gains is not in line with the decolonial spirit. The political and intellectual 
elites in Taiwan are confronted with different kinds of priorities here, which might 
contradict one another to some extent: geopolitical interests (that can be vital for 
survival), decolonial values (which support local agency-based knowledge produc-
tion), and epistemic equality and justice.

The PRC is undergoing a divergent kind of transformation but similarly wishes 
to reclaim knowledge production about China. This goes hand in hand with China’s 
desire to have its perceived ‘correct’ narrative about China, to counter what it per-
ceives as the dominance of Western knowledge production and thus biased narratives 
about China. While there are PRC scholars who are writing continuously about China 
and publishing internationally, a parallel trend that is occurring in China is some 
institutions’ preferences to encourage Chinese scholars to write more in the Chinese 
language and publish in domestic publications. Being able to publish in journals 
listed in the English-dominated social science citation index is no longer rewarded 
in these Chinese research and educational institutions as before. This may be read 
as a kind of decolonial effort, that is, to decolonize China from Western knowledge 
and practices. However, overly scientific nationalism, motivated partly or entirely 
by realpolitik, is not conducive to the healthy development of knowledge production.

My teacher, Shih Chih-yu, is a giant with visions. Shih is currently Visiting 
Chair Professor of Tongji University and Professor Emeritus of National Taiwan 
University. He has published prolifically about the intersections between realpo-
litik and knowledge production on China. The global oral history project, which 
he started decades ago and to which I have partly contributed, has inspired me 
tremendously while penning this book. Although our perspectives do not always 

https://doi.org/10.24415/9789400605527 https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.24415/9789400605527 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


preface 17

align, Prof. Shih’s generous support and guidance have been a beacon of light 
for me. His data was funded by the Research and Educational Center for China 
Studies and Cross Taiwan-Strait Relations, Department of Political Science, National 
Taiwan University.

This work has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon Europe 
coordination and support action 101079069 – EUVIP – HORIZON-WIDERA-2021-
ACCESS-03. Funding is by the European Union. The views and opinions expressed 
are however those of the author(s) only and do not necessarily reflect those of the 
European Union or the European Research Executive Agency (REA). Neither the 
European Union nor the granting authority can be held responsible for them.

The University of Helsinki and its faculty of humanities (formerly faculty of 
Arts) have also provided funding for the research and open-access publication of 
this book. Considering that Finland is now facing a financial and geopolitical crisis, 
leading to severe cuts in support for education and research, I am exceptionally 
grateful for my university’s incentive funding that has made this publication 
possible.

My work on Southeast Asia benefits more than from the visiting scholarship that 
Mahidol University has endowed me. Without the friendship of Morakot Meyer, 
her colleagues, and assistants, including finding books for me in local libraries, I 
would have been lost in the Thai language. Morakot’s kindness always touches me.

Special thanks are expressed for Donatella Guida and Federico Brusadelli’s 
invitation to visit Matteo Ripa’s archive at the University of Naples L’Orientale in 
2023, which deepened my understanding of the origins of European sinology. I also 
wish to thank the anonymous external reviewers, colleagues at Leiden University 
Press, Dusica Ristivojević, Martin Lavička, Kristina Kironska, Gerald Jackson, Obert 
Hodzi, Duncan McCargo, Muhammad Tayyab Safdar, Sara Park, Al-Sharmani Mulki, 
Bokyung Kim, Wasiq Silan, Chingduang Yuyayong, Sami Honkasalo, Andrew Logie, 
Melani Budianta, Mu Pirvali, Zion Qin, Sara Van Hoeymissen, Dana Dūda, Liyu 
Chen, Malika Issabayeva, and Yevgeniya Ni for offering help both great and small 
during my research. Lastly, this book could not have been completed without the 
backing of my dear family members, my husband, and son! Their invisible support 
is highly appreciated.
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