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Role Theory and China's Rise”

Chih-yu Shih’

The need for social relationships can be
divided into two drives, one for dominance and
the other for dependence. This likewise applies to
collective actors. The former reflects the need for
self-centrism and the latter, for group belonging,
both partial products of parenting. The social
interactionist tradition similarly attends to the
necessity of the internal process whereby a person
acts upon his or her images of others with whom
he or she interacts. Interactionism reverses the
formulation that the internalized role is functionally
determined by larger social structures. On one
hand, the need for group belonging evolves into
social roles constituting social expectations or
relationships, hence the drive for faithful role-
taking that requires empathy and altruism. On
other hand, self-centrism registers in one's sub-

consciousness to the extent that one has to decide

how to enter a social role. This involves the
process of role making, which impacts upon the
parameters that define the role. Role making is
inevitable even though the individual faithfully
tries to learn and perform expectations of him or
herself.

The role taker is consciously a social participant,
and in the better case, one with social capital that
reproduces an extant system of meanings; hence a
supplier of security and opportunity for his or her
social others. Anticipating the emergence of a role
taker generates enthusiasm among social others. In
comparison, the role maker is a reformer; each to a
different degree a threat to those social others due
to the lack of shared meanings among them.
Anticipating the emergence of a role maker thus
causes anxiety. A state that is neither a role taker

nor a role maker is an outsider, who is at best a

+ Delivered at the Forum on the Humanities/Social Sciences, sponsored by the Institute for Advanced Studies in the Humanities

and Social Sciences, NTU, Oct. 28, 2011.

* Chair Professor of Political Science, National Taiwan University.
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marginal player to the audience. Again, for the
actors, satisfying the need for self-centrism fosters

enthusiasm or passion, while for group only anxiety.
The actor's social others necessarily feel the opposite.

In short, every role conception incorporates functions
of both the internal identity and external image.
Psychologically, both self-centrism and group
belonging are needs; sociologically, both identity
and image are embedded in selfhood. In the same
vein, both role-taking and role-making are dimensions
of role playing.

At the collective level, one can separate a
role state from an ego state. Leaders of a role
state observe carefully the prevailing norms of
international society. Even so, the role expectations
of a state are not always clear and interpretations
of those expectations are usually incidental and
conjunctional. Leaders can establish the image of
a role state nonetheless by practically adapting to
existing norms. Leaders of an ego state stress their
freedom to act based on what they consider
appropriate for their state even at the expense of
others. Their state is presumably different by nature
and beyond the normative expectations of the
international social structure. The notion of enemy
acquires two dimensions—the image dimension
and the identity dimension. The image of enemy is
for a role state, the conflict with which responds
to the expected confrontational policy; the identity
of enemy is for an ego state, the conflict with
which proceeds regardless what they do specifically.

The passionate process of self-identification
generates the drive to meet desires by making,

acting upon and enforcing one's self-role conceptions.

It may prompt expansion, dominance or assimilation.

To illustrate, one may cite Japanese early Asiatic
thinkers' attempt at creating a revival which Japan
presumably would lead and intervene on behalf of
Asia as a whole. If the rest of Asia agreed, as the
Chinese revolutionary leader Sun Yat-sen actually
did, Japan would be merely taking a role expected

of its leaders. However, if the rest of Asia
disagreed, as Sun's followers had chosen to, the
process of role making could appear both arbitrary
and abrupt. The inability to dominate in one's real
life may lead to alienation from the uncooperative
others or even aversion to the effect that the
other's behavior no longer bears implication to the
reproduction of one's need for self-centrism. In
fact, Fukuzawa Yukichi's much earlier advocacy
that Japan should sever its relationship with China
during the late Meiji Restoration was one such

well documented example.

In other words, to remain self-centric requires
some effort. In the extreme case, the role maker
acts unilaterally to purge whoever or whatever is
considered as ontologically external to one's self
conception. Such a self-centric need is beyond the
management of the conscious in that even if the
cultural nurturing of a particular society stresses
group belonging, some mechanism still has to be
available to satisfy the self-centrism. The brutal
colonizing, "civilizing" practices by the Japanese
military regime in the rest of Asia, in the name of
the Greater East Asian Co-prosperity Sphere,
represented a case in which the old customs
should not remain to hinder Asia's rise. For China,
this was an egoistic imperialism, and yet for Japan
a selfless move to expel the White race from Asia,
qua the greater self. According to the latter view,
China's anti-Japanism was egoistic. In short, being
an ego state in the eyes of others is almost unavoidable
in international politics. What is less familiar is
that being a role state is tempting for the self in
domestic politics.

In comparison, the role state lives on its self-
image of being a role taker. The process of self-
image creates pressure and anxiety based upon
care for other's evaluation of oneself. Such anxiety
creates a need to construct a positive self-image
which will soothe the worry that one's performance
on roles could be questioned. For example,
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Nationalist Taiwan—that was unable to recover
from the loss of the Chinese Civil War in 1949—
tried to achieve some sort of representation of
China by contrasting its cultural renaissance with
the Chinese Communist Party's Cultural Revolution.
Failure to maintain the self-image of positive role
taker will eventually lead to depression and even
fear of no longer belonging to the group. To cope
with this possibility, cognitive adjustment is used
to secure a place outside of the group—as if group

belonging is no longer relevant to one's self-image.

Instead, a turn to the self-image of being independent
from the group may be used to resolve the fear or
depression. This is seen in the aforementioned
case when Nationalist Taiwan eventually decided

to assert its independence from China in the 1990s.

However, since the group's negative evaluation
of one's role taking within the group is the root for
grievance that leads to cognitive adjustment, to
achieve the self-image of independence, some
form of the recognition granted by the original
group is usually imperative. That's why pro-
independence Nationalist Taiwan has remained
extremely sensitive to the implication to Taiwan's
autonomous status in every one of Beijing's remarks.
Nonetheless, the desire to prove that one does not
have to depend on the group when failing to
maintain a good self-image is consistent with the
need to compensate for the loss of group belonging.
Even if the changing cultural environment has
redirected one's attention toward constructing identity
and difference, some mechanism still has to be
available to soothe the anxiety from the loss of
belonging. This means that, despite its identification
coming increasingly from belonging to a different
network of other democratic states, Taiwan's
independence from China ultimately requires
China's recognition in order to complete the
process of conversion.

The processes of self-image and self-identity

are a useful comparison. The politics of image

connects one with the group and allows whoever
acts in the name of the group, especially those
perceived in higher status, to intervene in one's
role-taking. It is not essential for one to construct
a difference and fix it on an external representative
of the Other. In contrast, the politics of identity is
exactly the politics of difference—the construction
and reproduction of which is essential to defending
the boundary of the self. There is no need for
hierarchy in the strengthening of identity in
addition to the demarcation of outside from inside.
The strengthening of image relies on self-rectification
or role-taking for the purpose of achieving the
cultural ideal; hence the inevitability of hierarchy
among those whose distance to the cultural ideal
is necessarily comparable and ranked. Role-makers
aim at social recognition of their difference while
role takers aim at social recognition of their

conformity.

Yet neither role-making nor role-taking can
alone satisfy the needs for self-centrism and group
belonging simultaneously. Consequently, the process
of self-image may alter to serve the function of
identity, and vice versa. The image of identity
refers to one's mimicry of a particular mode of
identity/difference in order for one to claim
membership in a desired group in opposition to
those outside of the group. This process inherently
privileges the discourse on boundary. For example,
there is the criticism that the identity of Chinese
liberalism is not liberal, but an image of being
liberal for the sake of severing a Confucian past to
win the recognition of a different new China being
a modern state. The identity of image refers to
fixation of a situational self-image by enforcing
that particular image in many other situations in
which other self-images used to prevail. For
example, the image of certain ethnic communities
being backward, alcoholic, and primitive may be
reproduced in tourist programs, and repeated to
the extent that the local residents begin to believe

this is what best represents them across the board.
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Thus it is seen that a self-assigned ego state could
be a pseudo ego state to the extent that non-
conformity in one context is mere mimicry or
conformity in a different context. A self-assigned
role state may appear uncooperative and adamant
for ignoring the change of social conditions or the
associated social expectations when insisting on a
role out of context.

Affects that reflect the processes of identity
and/or image necessarily orient one's behavior into
a certain predilection. Identity, which actualizes self-
centrism, generates passion that can encourage
one to procure values; image, which actualizes
social roles, generates anxiety that triggers one to
improve/defend one's performance. When both are
strong, passion and anxiety co-exists. When both
are weak, the affective response is limited.
Accordingly, China watching that requires judgment
on how identity and image motivates China's
choice of action is both about China's affective
responses and about its observer's affective

responses.

While understanding China's rise is a professional
matter for most China watchers, it is premised
upon their decision on whether China is making a
statement about its difference or performing to
satisfy its watchers. At a deeper level, understanding
China's rise in international relations is therefore a
matter of social relationship as well as personal
commitment, for both China facing the world and
China watchers facing China. Implicitly as well as
explicitly, narrators assign China's role characteristics
according to their social context, the range of
available theoretical options, and the kind of need
(self-centrism vs. group belonging) they are trying
to meet. They shift to different perspectives
according to how satisfactory the current theory is
in meeting the need and how the need changes.
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1 Dani Rodrik and Anna Maria Mayda, "Why Are Some Individuals (and Countries) More Protectionist Than Others?"
European Economic Review, vol. 49, no. 6 (2005), pp. 1393-1430.
2 E. Beaulieu, R. Yatawara and W. G. Wang, "Who Supports Free Trade In Latin America," The World Economy, 28 (2005), pp.

941-958.

3 Bruce A. Blonigen, "Revisiting the Evidence on Trade Policy Preferences," Journal of International Economics, Elsevier, vol.

85, no. 1 (Sep. 2011), pp. 129-135.

4 Liesbet Hooghe and Gary Marks, "Does Identity or Economic Rationality Drive Public Opinion on European Integration?"

PS: Political Science and Politics, 37 (2004), pp. 415-420.
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