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INTRODUCTION
SOCIOLOGY FROM AN EAST ASIAN PERSPECTIVE

Su-Hoon Lee
Kyungnam University, Korea

Introductory Remarks

Sociclogy is a study of social change. Social change is inevitable. It follows then
that sociclogy itself should change constantly. However, the history of the
discipline demonstrates that it has generally tended to resist change. That is
quite understandable because an institution cannot be easily changed. This
does not mean that sociology as a discipline has not developed over time. Quite
to the contrary! Practitioners of sociology all over the world have made
remarkable achievements in terms of social analysis and theory construction.
The irony is that our achievements, both quantitative and qualitative, have been
a major obstacle to the deep transformation of sociology, which the
contemporary social world demands and which some of its practitioners call for
in a variety of ways.

Sociology is now under strain for at least two reasons. First, developments
in social theory in recent decades have been significant enough to press
sociologists to conceive a paradigmatic shift. Many of the fundamental premises
which have buttressed European (and North American) sociology have been
guestioned. Second, profound changes in the modern social world, the very
object of sociological analysis, have occurred. These changes have pushed
sociologists to reflect upon the character of their discipline and its
epistemological foundations.

Generally speaking, the complexity that the twentieth century world presents
couid not be properly approached by nineteenth century European sociology.
Sociclogy had to change, and change greatly. If we recognize that sociology is
a very historic and social form of knowledge in the sense that it was the
outcome of a need for a new science that could discern the nature of rapid
social change in nineteenth century Europe, It is paramount at this juncture for
us to seek ways for reconstructing sociology. As much as the politics of the’
world-system and its geoculture have been transformed in the late twentieth
century, sociology must "overcome the Eurocentric heritage which has distorted
its anaiyses and its capacily to deal with the problems of the contemporary
world" (Wallerstein 1996, p.3) in order to make progress in the twenty-first
century. ’
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Social change, we note here, is not simple but very complex and involves
diverse factors. This is not the piace to elaborate on thege. Rather, as our
objective is to reflect upon saciology from an East Asian perspective, we will
examine the rise of East Asia in the world-economy and its significance for
changes to the power configuration of the world-system. The earlier reference

. tothe transformation of the politics of the world-system and its geoculture is a
. direct result of the rise of East Asia and its geocultural consequences.

Since sociology became institutionalized while Europe dominated the worid-
- system, it has been very Eurocentric. Eurocentrism became more consolidated
. during the period of U.S. world hegemony in the post World War Two era, Now,
. world power has shifted notably to East Asia. The more recent discourse on
- "East Asia" in academic communities in at least three countries {Japan, South
- Korea, and China) appears to have a lot to do with the accumulation of wealth
. in the region. In this vein, the questioning of the validity of Western sociology in
. explaining East Asian realities, discussion of issues regarding relevancy, the call
-+ for indigenization, and finally the quest for an East Asian scholarly identity are
- both understandable and justifiable. The discourse on acadernic dependency
. and indigenization is by no means new. A body of literature on those issues
- already exists (Alatas 1972, Alatas 1993, 1986, Altbach, 1977, Kim 1996). What
. seems noteworthy is the fact that the discourse on these issues in East Asian
: countries has recently unfolded rather intensively. What should explain this
- phenomencn Perhaps it Is an expression of self-confidence, warranted ar not,
. on the part of East Asians. Or it may be the outcome of a collective self-
. reflection by academic communities in the region. In either case, the

. phenomenon raises a broad range of issues which are pertinent to an E£ast
* Asian perspective on sociology.

. The Implantation of Western Sociology in East Asia

The intellectual tradition of East Asia is known te have been very rich in the
- areas of humanities, and social and political thought. Neo-Confucianism, which
 today Is much lauded as the prime cultural source of the "East Asian miracle"
- by both Western analysts and by focal scholars, represents simply one stream
* of East Asian traditional thought, There are many other streams of thought and
ideas as well. Because of the actual abundance of social knowledge and a long
- tradition of social respect for scholarship, East Asia has been very capable of
i developing its own system of social knowledge. ‘
. The critical blow to the indigenous formation of sociclogy in East Asia was
 the seventeenth century scientific revolution in Western Europe and its influence
‘on the emergence of "social science” in Europe. The application of "science" to
the study “social" issues had enormous and far-reaching consequences
‘(Wallerstein 1991). More than anything else, what Europeans did in the name

|
i
i
|
|
I
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i ience gained unquestionable status in the scholarly world. A!mpst
cs)ifr:l?lct:?eicuzly, alslI other for?ns of social knowledge in r)on-Westenjn _soc;uztles
were downgraded as "non-scientific” and thereby something to be.elamlna ]e da:
s0on and as fotally as possible. Most non-Western fo‘rms of social knowle ? 1
were delegitimized or demoralized. Suddenly, the nc.h and abundant dsotca;
knowledge of East Asia which has existed for centuries waf re!_e?ate: o 2
category of thought which should be di'scardgd or replaced by "socia .sc:len:e(;’f
Needless to say, at the center of this entire process lay the dominanc

in the capitalist world-economy. _ .
Eurl?x%ié%,t r‘:fsecstgrn social sclences were int-roduce.d or implantec_i in East A5|an
societies like most other Third World societugs. This process of mtroduct:ono?;
implantation of social sciences including sociology was by no means a smc.\ams
process. East Asians took an ambivalent posture tcwlard what the Eurot;;e "
represented. Of course, the three East Asian countries were r_wt exac 3; e
same in terms of their posture or their attitude toward au_::cepthg_ .ndegs ;o?;
outside. The basic view of European (including North American) CIVIIIZ&tIIF)n ! eb
by East Asians was that it represented advanqed‘ technology symbo |Te h‘y
gun-boats. East Asians believed in their superiority in the_z spher.e of sgho ars lpg
{or in their own words, "spirit"). Insofar as_they believed in their spmtqtah
superiority, the compromise, which once again was no smooth prpcetsls‘f\:\;m
European civilization (represented by technology or to horrow dlrle? y rom
Asians' terminology "utility” or "tool") was not a painfully ashamed solu lﬁn. I
fallacy of Asians was that through gun-boats ’fhey saw only Westerp tec:h ncla ct)t%:-
not Western social science. Perhaps they did ngt yvan_t to recognize t‘e a
because such recognition would have made their inevitable compromise very
dlfﬁ;;i;'r all, the asymmetrical meeting of East Asian_s with Eurqpeans durm?t.theI
last decades of the nineteenth century ended with a pre:ctlc?I apd po E|3 lc;a
compromise coined "Eastern Way and Western Technology” or C_hlneset Ao_ y
and Western Utility". It may be noted that among thc-_: three nations in Eastt_ts:ja,
China and Japan both demonstrated a more flexible and pragmatic a Itl.l te
towards what Europe represented, while Korea was more relu_cta”n tho
compromise with the West. It is widely recognized thgt Chmat, husto_n'c:fa y the
central country in the region, has always been flexible. Tr]1s ﬂe:;:b:lsty. :"I'as
exercized to a degree that helped it gain self-asserted centrality. This ‘ﬂem‘ i I'Ey
and pragmatism has once again been demonstratgd by Deng )gfor?[r;g_s
"Socialist Body and Capitalist Utility" to invent and justify the unfriendly Y _In

phrase called "socialist market economy." Why and how Japﬁn showepl a 31";5'3 gr
affitude is another subject to be studied. The successfuI_Mem Bevolgtson { )
might be a factor. In any case, Japan went to extremes in deatlr}g with V\;esterz
civilization. Unlike China and Chosun {today's Korea), J?pan swnft_l}{_ trans orrPe

its policy position "Away from Asia and Toward Europe”. The Meiji Restoration
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. and this speedy switch enabled Japan to later take a ultra-nationalist and
¢ militarist path, and eventually becoming a non-Western colonial power, the
- consequences of which were disasterous for neighboring Asians as well as
° masses of Japanese nationals. Some analysts trace the economic success of
¢ Japan today back to the Meiji period, paying particular attention to how Japan
- responded to the European capitalist civilization, The relevance of this remains
. open to question but the path that the Japanese elites took to construct a
- complex regional structure was full of contradictions and subsequently left
; irrevocable psychological damage to Asians. )

' Itis no surprise that in East Asia, Japan was the first country where Western
. sociology was implanted in the early Meiji period (Watanuki 1984). As early as
¢ 1878, soclological lectures wera given at Tokyo Imperial University. In the case
. of China, sociclogy was first implanted in 1903 through a transiation (by Yen Fu)
¢ of Herbert Spencer's Principles of Sociology. The first sociology course was
: offered at St. John University in Shanghai in circa 1905 {Ma 1996, p. 71). In
- Korea, it was during the last years of the 1880s, after the country was forced to
. open its ports by Western and Japanese imperial powers, that sociology was
. introduced as "the study of groups” (Park 1896, p. 41). But it was not unti! the
- liberation from the Japanese colonial rule that sociology was instituionalized
- within the university system. Interestingly, in Korea too Spencer's sociology was
. the predominent text in Korean sociology's formative years. Japan was no
: exception for when the official Chair of sociology within the Faculty of Letters at
: Tokyo Imperial University was estahlished in 1893, Toyama Masakazu also
 taught Spencer's sociology (Shoji 1996, p. 55).

. Why Spencer and not Comte or any of the other founding figures of
: sociology in Europe? We can suggest three possible reasons: the hegemonic
. position of Great Britain in the eyes of Asians; their aspiration to modernize their

- nation into a strong country iike the Western powers through saciai evolution;

-and their belief in social order in the midst of political turmoil and democratic
:change.

‘Issues of Irrelevancy/Relevancy

;The fact that sociology emerged in Europe and that it was implanted in East
-Asia presented many problems and raised a number of issues. One of the key
‘issues we would like to discuss is the question of irrelevancy. Implanted
:sociology inevitably raises the issue of irrelevancy as a consequence of the
‘encounter between Western theory and East Asian realities. The epistemclogy
‘of the "invaders" is something to be questioned in terms of its applicability,
‘pertinence and attunement to East Asian political and cultural contexts. The
lissue of irrelevancy concerns not simply the discordance between implanted
;sociology and local/national/regional realities, but the chronic lack of creativity
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iginality in sociology in East Asia. To overcome the lack of creativity and
sggiz:g{;aiislzn enormogt?; task but more than anything else presupposes tl'le
construction of a relevant sociology. Before we move on to specnﬂg ways of
construct a relevant sociology, it is imperative we dISCU§S the issues o
relevancy/irrelevancy (Alatas 1896) in the cont_ext of Eagt As;a.l et
Sociology in East Asia had to be responsive fo social reality apd is or}{[
{Park 1983). History in this context Is ngt necessarily temporal. Thus, it does n_oh
have to be limited fo the past. History in this context be‘comes synomymous ;.'V:
social reality. Even if one studies contemporary social phenomgna, if heg e
puts it into the pressing historical context, we can say the _study is responswe'E
to history and social reality. For example, if sociology in Kore'? wiare n?“
responsive to historical social realities, it ghould p_e regarded as "irrelevan d
When it lost its relevancy to historical social realities, it was questioned an
d for transformation. ) )
prels: zssence, our discipline is about social change. To say that social change
is eternal and normal is a cliche. We all recognize the gonstancy_and_normarl]cy;
of social change. What this implies in terms of our practlce as sociologists |Ss t _ai
we ought to capture changing social realities w!trj our.eplstemology. ohgli
change precedes our ability to decipher and ptace itin a.systgmat}c mode \n; ic
makes sense. The gap or lag is almost inevitable. The question is hov_v wide o:
narrow the gap is in reality. The wider it is, the greater tpe extent to whlch Zoma
science departs from (historical) rsf_laiity. Wh?n thetgssé;‘):sI 0st‘:'ca;;nehow bridged, we
at we are practicing a history-relevan . .
mai;ag t:ubﬁeld of F;cncial sgience, saciology in East As.la also asplred_ to
become a science, although it never succeeded in coming cl_osg to being
"scientific". Science means different things to different spholars. Bqt in gene_ral,
science has often been interpreted to mean construction of la_w-hke theorfesd.
Theory-building, many argued, requires gletgance and parsimony. De‘tagis.f
descriptions are detrimental to theory-building. 1n-depth rgsearch, whic IE
reality is actually very rare, is encouraged, but the wa"y in which ?.uch rese:rc
is presented ought to be concise. Data should be Rrocessgd as muc tgs
pbssible, which after all represents a reductiton of materials. Richness must be
i the sake of a succint explanation. - .
Sacgzzegfi?l; negative outcomes of the emphasis on theory-building is that in
East Asian sociology, history has never been a serious _mattgr of conf;err;‘ or
interest in spite of the fact that East Asia has a long and rich history whlch at1s
been relatively weli-documented. History presents an e:gce"llent opportumtyh c;
sociologists whose main interests are social chang.e. Tt’!ls isnotto asselg ¢ 2
histofy has been entirely cutside the realm of sociolegical research.. Indeed,
Korean sociclogists for instance, albeit few in number, havr-f used_ hlstgry asf
their object of research. In the 1980s, Korea_ saw a surge in socwlog@ts oIt
social history. Nevertheless, legitimate historical sociology is a very difficu
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éz?rf:zg!eto ﬁ;?grt]ic:eéq?lﬁz has to have a special skill, i.e., the ability to decipher
\ " S an enormous input on the pa iologi
Con::gmporary_ Chinese sociologists are no exception, Fart of soclalogists.
it ;st?or{h‘ghéggtw'ﬁ‘ used in sociological analysis In the case of Korea was
‘ - 1NIS means they used historical materiais their pri
Sources of analysis. In a sense time was “of soaloany
. \ not at the center of sociolog;
analysis. Time has not been treated as “hj i i i
anak $ “highly fluid sociai creations” whi
critical to the understanding of social sir Istori ot
. ng o Ucture and historical transformation"
(Wallerstein 1991, p. 3). Time is an entity of multiplicity. Some historians degl

' aca!demic perspective and a practical point of view
nereasing social pressures which were derived 1.‘r i

| _ . _ ©m social change im
?et:grt:t;;d;nj ao; sfocrologi?ts besides the problem of irrelevancy sI;=irst ':tﬁz;

- el € Iragmentation of research and knowledge. To put it ri

© Itis diversification and perhaps even specializati versitation of rean ol
- - ( pecialization. Diversification of

. Interests is a virtue we commonl i rsfcation v

. e y praise. For through such diversificati
- may be in a better position to carry out "concrete” angalyses o e

: Ger:{erality is gquivalent to ambiguity and should be avoided
aowever, diversification and specialization themselv: '
‘ S s do not guarantee
_ ;dvancement of scholarship. The pitfails are many. One of the mogist dangirgzi

world, fragmentation of our
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Sociology in East Asia has never aspired to be social engineering. Quite to
the contrary. It has always aspired to be 2 moral science in the sense that it has
tried to unveil the deep social structural problems of our societies and cast
moral questions with the ultimate goal of constructing morally sound societies.
Second, increasing societal pressures tend to demand "socially useful
knowledge" from sociologists. The tragic antinomy of "pure” versus "applied"
sociology evolves from this issue. Aside from the question of how “pure" or how
"applied" we speak cf it, the antinomy and prolonged debate is unfortunate. The
debate has taken us nowhere. Practicality is a virtue over which no sociologist
will quibble. We all say theory and practice must be dialectically combined into
one. In this context, practicality means something different. Vulgar practicality
may lead to an unintended consequence, that is, undermining the disciplinary
identity. Sociologists are not obliged to provide society or those who control
society with "practical knowledge” (Note that this is equal to specialty narrowly
defined). .

Another danger which is inherent in so called "applied" sociology might be
what we iike to call the "secularization of sociology." Sociology from its inception
concerned itself with residues (often called civil society) after political scientists
claimed power (the state) and economists claimed the market as their territories
respectively. Sociology is closest to lay people and to the lay world. In other
words, sociology is very secular. Of course all social sciences are secular, but
sociology is more so than other disciplines. Paradoxically, sociology is one of
the most misunderstood disciplines. As sociology Is close to the public, and
communication and exchange between sociologists and the public aré frequent,

the understanding of sociology by the public should be generally proper.
Ironically, the reality is to the contrary. The general public do not simply
misunderstand our discipline but tend to look down upon it. Sociology is not a
lay form of knowledge. It is an institutionalized form of knowledge with a long
history and epistemological foundations and tradition. The call for "opening
social sciences" and for reconstructing them {Gulbenkian Commission 1996) is
quite different from the secularization with which we are concerned here, Are we
not undermining our raison d'etre through secularization? Should we not
maititain our authority and dignity? .

Relevancy cannot be obtained by providing "socially useful knowledge".
Sociological responses to such social demands can make the issue of
relevancy irrelevant or tertiary to what we sociologists should do and aspire to
do in essence, '

It is important to note that East Asian couniries are deeply integrated into the
world market. Japan and South Korea are frequently referred to as trading
states. Since 1978, Ching has been rapidly incorporated in the world market
through its nec-mercantilist policies. As such, they are vulnerable to the
vicissitudes of the world market. The vulnerability is quite visible in our everyday
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life. Let us take South Korea for example. In 1
hovxf du_eeply Korea (North as well as South} has b
capitalist world-market. |n early summer,

sizeable price fall in one single commodity, i.e. s
commodity market. This is a critical featur
economy,

The point is that without relevancy io the world
can be relegated to a narrow epistemology, lackin
reality. Korea has been so deeply placed in tﬁe capi

The Rise of the Indigenization Discourse

. Relevancy is closely interconnected with indigenizati

: ] ) with indigenization. When we s

: :-teiise\érﬁgti ssso:;og%yE in tl‘i}:s_t Asi?, another critical issue ought to be d!)sizgs?;;

s ast Asian" (indigenous) sociology. O ily di '

- this issue because what East Asian sociologi b scholars o £y scard
_ : ociologists do as scholars is East Asi

. and because East Asian sociology is and should be East Asian. Note thaﬁﬁig

- Is already a sort of tautology. Discussio i
| . n of the issue
: thereby takes us nowhere. But it is not that simple. Fan be endless and

, More_ than anything else, the Question
- "East Asian", arises. |t does not refer to a ¢

In East Asia, nationalistic sentiment is ve i
_ . alisti _ ry strong and it stands against th
: ;i?;‘gr;;‘g; raga?estaﬁr\:tﬁz I%entxty. The critical blow to the East As%n Sim‘tig
: @ seventeenth century with the two mai
waged on the Korean peninsula, first th i ion (1263) s
; h _ ) e Japanese invasion (1592
;second.-the Manchu Invasion” (1638). Following these wars, there(were)graenadt

996, Koreans vividly experienced
> been dependent upon the
Journalists and economic

Scourse on "economic crisis,”
. The trade deficlt was due toa
emiconductor chips in the world
e of the "miraculous” Korean

-syste_m, Korean sociology
g pertmence to the holistic
talist world-system, both in
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changes in the East Asian regional order (Choi 1998, p. 188). in Japan, the
Tokugawa Shogunate rose and in China the Ch'ing dynasty replaced the Ming
dynasty. But the Chosun dynasty on the Korean peninsuta stood firm without
any significant change. The ruling elites in Chosun were successful in keeping
the emerging democratic energy under control. 1n any event, the two wars did
irrevocable psychological damage to the Korean people. in addition, the
Japanese colonial rule during the first half of this century humiliated the
Korean people once more. The scar left in the Korean psyche by these
humiliations cannot be easily masked, It is not surprising that nationalism is
very strong in Korea.
Interestingly, in China and Japan too, nationalism is very strong. China
always claimed its centrality in the world. Chinese have always kept their
centrist point of view. A continental center's nationalism is unwarranted. As an
interesting aside, the Chinese centrism now seems to have been groundless
with the recent findings of East Asian archeology that reveal the fact that the
construction of the Chinese civilization was the collective outcome of very
diverse "groups” who resided in the territory. The thesis arguing the Chinese
origin of the East Asian civilization is now under serious question. Nationalism
in China stems from the Japanese invasions and domination over some parts
of the Chinese territory in this century. How then can we explain Japanese
nationalism? Is nationalism not an ideology of the oppressed? How should
one explain the strong nationalism of invaders and oppressors? Are they not
supposed to be more benign towards neighboring victims of their aggression
in the past? Japan once tried to sever its membership in the Asian region
altogether and to join the European imperialist circle. In fact, Japan is the only
non-Western cdlonial power to dominate its neighbors and attempt to
reconstruct East Asia under its hegemonic leadership. Should Japanese
nationalism be explained by opening forced at the gunpoint by Commodore
Perry in 1854 andfor by their emperor's humiliation in front of General
McArthur in the summer.of 19457
The collision between the expanding European world-economy and the
East Asian regional system involved fierce resistance and violence. The
treaties Japan and China had to sign with Europeans were all ungqual, But
Korea vehemently sustained its closed-door policy and resisted incorporation
into the capitalist world-economy. A squadron of three ships from the French
naval fleet based in the Pacific was defeated by Koreans in 1866. Koreans
burnt down the American armed commercial ship "General Sherman" and
fought against American troops in 1871. Qddly, it was Japan that forced Korea
to open up its port in 1876. How was it that the same Korea that was so firm
in its policy towards the Europeans and actually defeated French and
American forces knelt down to the "barbaric” Japan so easily? Perhaps some
of the reformist Korean elites saw Japan as a possible mode! to be emulated,
that is, the Japan that absorbed the European shock while making significant
domestic reform (Choi 1996, p. 192). Of course, this turned out to be a
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yvfgteggsg;o; :;?oa;Ianas ntot ?(t all different from the other foreign powers
s apan took in the ensuing years need t l
We believe that at this moment it is nai ' & 2 anred.
\ : naive to conceptualize an “East Asian”
sociology, for there is no kind of regi identi i o2 "Eogt
Ciology, gional identity which we can defi !
Asian." Today's regional geopoliti i fion in East Ay
political and geoeconomic situation i i
very much resembles the sityation a century o exsts nonr e
\ r S0 ago.
into th‘e for.esee.able future, are national s;yciologieg.o Alihat exsts, now ang
soc-ircR:Jsg ygnt ;iéa;%nosisf S;Rouid not keep us from seeking an East Asian
. S€ of the lack of the regional identi th i
opportunity to pursue a collective identity 5 ool 2mple
. and build a collectiv i
epistemology. Here we are not talkin ali i ontan,
/ S ar ' g about parochialism. Quite the cont
The ca_li for "East Asian sociology goes beyond constructing a narrowr:;yci

: ;gg;g:gg;; hﬁ: seleer?:nr;ts c:f "Fr;anch" (whatever that may imply), and American
: i y hi ents of “American". It is inevitable, N
:gg:sé:;glts;s ::j 5:st As‘;:m countries have aspired to be unive}sal 0':'11*?2;9!22?/2
ed | nce theory. And the i : i
con\E\r}butJon to our discipling v have asired to make 2 e
ith that premise in mind let us di i
) _ : . tscuss the rise of the indigenizati
)c::ic;%urzg élr; Eagsyt"As::_?}. Asfwe analyzed earlier, there is no such thing asz'?Et:gt
A - 'heretore the indigenization disco
discussed in a unitary wa i the cace of K2
( ' ary way. In this paper, we focus on th
rlluspt\rate the rise of mdiggnization discourse in the region, © cass oforea to
tenSig:}ogg:t the commu_nrty gf Korean sociologists, the word "Korean" denoctes
nd perhaps animosity in the community. it is a complex, which some

‘ isolated instances explicitly but in other i i
- 150l ' nstances silently, over th if
5 eplsftemology {once again we are not arguing this has bein unitary';3 SIE Tgaarlggﬁ

1980s in Korea,
The essence of this issue is about indigenization or, more accurately, about

:S:Iecolomz.atlc_m (t_his latter term was not used prior the 1990s). Note that the

discussed in some length,

in the Korean sociological communi i i
- 4 _ nity, the issue of indigenization
Er.ec:en.red its share of attention, For instance, as early ags the 1972h?<inl'ce)2%
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Sociological Association annual meeting, the issue of indigenization was a
focal theme, The consensus reportedly drawn from the meeting was that a
"methodological and espistemological transformation” was necessary for the
indigenization of Korean sociclogy. in the 1970s the epistemological
dependence of Korean sociclogy on Western (more often than not equivalent
to American) sociology began {o be seriously questioned. Since then, the issue
of indigenization has persisted as one of the most critical issues in the Korean
sociological community.

We cannoct and should not extrapolate the Korean case to Japan or China,
but the context within which a similar kind of indigenization discourse could
emerge in Japan and China can be identified. In fact, efforts to nationalize
sociology in China can be found since 1930s. The nationalization of sociology
in China took the form of "sinicization" which involves the distinctive
characteristics of Chinese society, being incorporated into sociology as a
discipline. Here, the characteristics of Chinese society should not be reduced
to neo-Confucianist terms. Rather, the nationalization of sociology should be
based on the "whole range of the national culture of the PRC, which included
traditional, modern, national and foreign elements” (Alatas 1996, p. 21). In a
related vein, it is interesting to note that the nationalization debate occurred in
Taiwan in the 1880s. Sociology in Taiwan was American sociology. Talwanese
sociologists were receptive to the indigenization debate which made its way
into most parts of the Third World. Interestingly, Taiwanese sociologists also
used the term "sinicization" to define their movement.

In & way, sociology in East Asia is analogous to a child born without labor,
It never underwent the painful process of endogenous development. There
were no battles over the institutionalization of sociology in East Asia. it was an
entity introduced from the outside as we emphasized earlier. Precisely
because of the nature of its birth, socioclogy in East Asia was bound to be
distant, and neither indigenous or endogenous. Inevitably, sociology in East
Asia had to imitate foreign sociology, be it European or American. Imitating the
sociology of others per se represents no major problem. Afterall, knowledge
is accumulated through learning. Learning is basically imitating. Creative
minds can be cultivated by imitation. So why does imitating Western/American
sociology represent a major block in the advancement of indigenous
sociclogy?

Once again in the case of Korea, those who raised questions about the
wholesale uncritical adoption of Western ideas and methods (in sum,
American sociology) were concerned with "copying” it. Copying leaves no
space or opportunity for thinking and reflection. Copying does not allow the
development of a "creative mind". It only penmits the reproduction of a "captive
mind" (Alatas 1972). Worse, it prevents creative minds from emerging and
asserting their presence. The problem of copying is the production of a captive
mind or, in other words, the eradication of creative minds and the destruction
of the potential for originality. ‘
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In the case of China, a similar issue and the debate dates back to the
1940s according to the writing of a Chinese sociologist by the name of Fej
Hsio-tung. He described sociological debates in Chinese universities as "being
between pedants showing off their knowledge" and noted that they were based
on "facts and theories derived from Western sociology”. Because these
theoretical debates were divorced from Chinese social reality, arguments were
grounded in logic rather than an appeal to facts and did not lead to new
questions or new avenues for observation (Alatas 1996, p. 8).

Some obviously consider the call for indigenization to be marginal and
unimportant. They quest decolonization. To them, the Third World is an
academic colony where Western social sclence is practiced. Colonial social
science is a crucial cuttural instrument for facilitating colonialism. The quest for
decolonization is thereby the quest for liberating Third World social science
from imperial domination. Areas including metatheory, methodology, theory
building, empirical research, interpretaton, writing, and policy formulation, etc.
ought to be liberated,

In addition to the dependence on ideas and theories that are derived from
the West, academic dependency has a lot to do with the lack of materia
wealth and political power. Why sociology emerged in Western Europe in the
19th century, why it consolidated itself in the United States after World War
Two, and why sociology in East Asian societies has been inundated with
Western {(American) discourse can not be appropriately understood unless we
take the historical evolution of the world-system and the way in which East

- Asia has been incorporated into it, This is not the place for a thorough

. discussion of this issue. At least, we would Iike to point out that sociclogy in

- East Asia has never taken a serious posture or taken concrete steps toward
bringing this issue to the center of our analysis. In recent years, there have
been a few analysts who took the world-systemic factor into account, But it
was always treated as an external factor which somehow had some impact on
the internal processes in guestion.

Dependency reversal is not an easy task for East Asian sociologists, They

. still tend to utilize ideas and theories which originated from the European
countries or the United States. Technological dimensions of academic
dependency should not be ignored. Japan may be an exception in this regard,

. but in the cases of Korea and China little innovation in the development of

- curricula and instructional materials is reality. Decent textbooks that are locally

- developed are difficult to come by. Investment in higher education is

. incomparabie to the situation in Europe and North America. The research

. environment in East Asian universities is dismal compared to that of American

“and European universities. A few Japanese universities may enjoy an

- advanced level in terms of research and teaching. it is no surprise therefore

_ that the production of ideas and theoretical models continie to be the activities

. of sociologists working at research and teaching institutions located in the core

; of the world-system and that sociologists in East Asia continue to be importers
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of them. As Alatas aptly states, there is "a core-periphery relationship in the
world social science" (Alatas 1996, p. 12).

The Quest for the East Asian Identity

i that the great economic powers are also the great. social science
;lé?:r%?sfﬁtstzse moderngworld, European (including North American) societies
have been the centers of social science. In our introdyctory remarks, we notetd
the rise of East Asia in the capitalist world-economy since the 1970§. East Asia
as a whole has already entered the semiperipheral zone of the capitahst world-
eccnomy. Some argue that at the turn of the century the region will move up tof
the core of the world-economy, The acquisition of a new status on the ladder o
the world economic power hierarchy by East Asian §tat§s h?ls many
implications, one of which concerns the quest fqr an East Aman identity. Let us
not lose our focus on social knowledge, in particular, sociology.

After its coerced incorporation into the expanding Europgan world-ecqnorpy,
East Asia has taken the path of modernization. To Eas_at Asians, modermzatlon
meant Westernization. The modemity they havg trleq to achieve was the
modemity of technology, not the modernity c_)f liberation (Watlers!em ‘1995,f
chapter 7). In the process, social science was implanted as a superior form of
social knowledge. Consequently, rich and_ long-lasted |nd|genous_ forms o
social thought were ignored. Historical experiences and cu!t_ural practices were
relegated to the realm of "non-science." Social and political contexts were
treated in a similar way. Thus, the poor fit betwegn Westerr_1 theory and Eagt
Asian realities was inherent. Thereafter sociology in East Asia has unfelded in
the form and content of irrelevancy and academ_m d_ependency. Irrg!evz;n:
sociclogy kept East Asian sociologists from developing ideas and theories t- a
fit local/nationaliregional realities. Academic depepdency forced East Asian
sociologists to rely upon ideas that were proFiuced in tr?e ‘European world.

The contemporary call for indigenization in East Asia is a call fo overcome
irrelevancy and to reverse academic dependency. Thr-,j call is to decolonize the
much Westernized sociological discourse in the region and subseql_Je_ntly to
practice relevant sociology. The call for indigenization is a call for creativity and
Ongi\l;I‘oar'gy t.han anything else, the call involves @he collective quest for an Efast
Asian identity. As we argued earlier, the quest is the outpome of self-reﬂectlop
rather than self-confidence. Self-reflection was possible because of their

ic achievernents. .
ecocn)ﬂ?:aga?n, we run into the very difficult issue of what we mean by "East

Asian". East Asia is an amorphous entity. [t is a loose category_. Its boundary

is fuzzy and its composition is very complex. For ins_tance, does Vletpam belong

to East Asia? Vietnam used to be part of the perimeter of the Chinese world
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order, but today Vietnam is a member of ASEAN which has maintained very
different cultural and political crientations in modern fimes.

At the beginning of the modern era, it is known that China, Korea and Japan
interacted very little in terms of commerce or culture (Koh, 1983). It was only

after Europeans came to East Asla that the interaction among the three .

societies increased. East Asia has been deeply influenced by European ideas
and cuiture. Therefore, in the phrase "East Asian", many elements of Europe
are imbued. And then there are nationalistic thrusts and underpinnings. "East
Asian" is a very elusive phrase. Nevertheless, East Asians are eager to search
for an East Asian identity.

There appears to be ane strategy (or academic practice) that emerges
amongst the proponents of the East Asian identity construction. It is the strategy
of revisiting or reinterpreting the East Asian tradition and culture. Proponents of
this strategy try to pinpoint useful traits and attributes in traditonal Asian
concepts and ideas and to reinterpret them. They argue that East Asian
indigenous concepts and ideas can be sources of modern theory development
(Kim, 1998). Their call is not a call for a return to tradition. Rather, they
emphasize the critical accomodation of the East Asian tradition to enrich the
contemporary social and human sciences, and examine ways to tie East Asian
cultural elements to the modern social world. The increasingly popular neo-
Confucianist discourse in the West and in East Asia is a case in point.

The quest for an East Asian identity involves a compiex task because what
we mean by "East Asian" is never straightforward. As much as East Asia as a
region is a complex historical construct, the concept "East Asian” cannot be
single-handedly defined. So sociologists in East Asia who advocate the call to
indigenization and relevant sociology shouid always be alert to these issues in
- their academic activities, They should be constantly aware of the pitfalls that the

very concept of indigenization contains. They should realize that indigenization
. Is ultimately about the universalization of sociology. We know that the
- universalization of sociology in the past meant the universalization of European
. saciology. Universalism has been Eurocentric. Sociologists in East Asia can
make a contribution to universalize sociology only by being indigenous.
Indigenization does not collide with the universalization of social science. They
. are one and the same project. What is required on the part of practitioners of
- sociology is "openness" (Gulbenkian Commission 19986).
Even though the future has never been entirely alien to sociology, it has
- generally eluded serious sociological research throughout much of the history
- of the discipline. Nevertheless, concern with the future is very close to the heart
- of many people in East Asia, including sociologists. In fact, the hopes and fears
of the peopie in East Asia hinge so much upon the prospects of the coming
- century that the students of sociology in this region may well share this concern.
. The pride that East Asians take in their economic and politicai achievements
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espected. But East Asians must guard themselye:s fyom"becommg
:?rgglgntt’zr:d s%lf-complacent. The emerging discourse on "Ag:amsm should be
very carefully approached in order not to repeat the catas.trolpm path that Japan
has taken. The spectre of early twentieth century Asianism, advogated by
Japanese elites, is very alive in the consciousness of contemporar_y Asians. We
must be aware that Asianism has many pitfalls. The return to Asia should not
be confused with an expanded view gf nationalism. We must guard curselves
against any vision and idea, suggestd by Asians, _that has even a rempte
chance of turning itself into an expansionist, hegemonic, or suprerpacy-seek_mgE
project. Before sociologists in East Asia embark on any a.cadfl-.\mrc or p_rau::tu:af
project now and in the next century, they must first maintain an attltudihg
humility {the age-old virue of East Asian scho_lars) and self-refi.ectlon. With this
in mind, sociclogists in East Asia ought to critically and opjectively assess the
past achievements of East Asian countries and to realize potentialiies and
limitations of East Asia in constructing an humane and prosperous world order.
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