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Lion König, Bidisha Chaudhuri (eds.): 
Politics of the “Other” in India and 
China. Western Concepts in non-
Western Contexts 
London: Routledge, 2016. 256 S., 95 GBP 
The intriguing title of this volume originat-
ing from a conference panel is qualified by 
the sub-title: it does not discuss the concept 
of the “Other“ as such but rather the “in-
digenisation“ of western socio–political 
concepts in the Indian and Chinese contexts. 
Noteworthy is the foreword by T. K. Om-
men who succinctly summarises the Europe-
an imagery of the “Other” from the age of 
discovery until the present and shows that 
while the terminology changes, the 
(mis)conceptions often do not. 
The introduction presents the western 
discourse of the Other and the changes in a 
non-western, asymmetrical reality. While 
acknowledging that Self and Other can 
interchange and turn into each other, it might 
have been useful to consider possible indig-
enous concepts of the Other: the “mleccha”, 
the Indian excluded Other. The existing Self 
extends beyond the individual body and 
must be withdrawn from its environment in 
order to truly become so. Astrid Nordin, in 
her highly competent discussion of hegemo-
ny and leadership in the Chinese context 
points implicitly to a Buddhist understanding 
of an impermanent and ultimately non-
existent Self and by extension, Other. 
The contributions on the dichotomy Hindu–
Muslim (Abdelhalim) and the problem of 
secularism (König) reinterpret rather than 
provide new information, though Abed-
lhalim’s warning to look at Muslims in India 
as monolithic is well taken. Christophe 
Jaffrelot state that “fascism” can apply to the 
Hindu Right only very conditionally. 

Spiess, Bhattacharya and Chaudhuri discuss 
the political set-up of India which has often 
confused the observer, because it bears 
characteristics of a western democracy, with 
a twist. All attempt if not to solve, to at least 
clarify the paradox. Spiess explains how the 
party system was indigenized by combining 
it with pre-existing ideas of patronage and 
power and thus enabled various group 
interests to be articulated politically instead 
of violently (cf. here Widlund on Tamilna-
du). Bhattacharya sheds light on an under-
standing and practice of federalism that 
considerably differs from the European one: 
acknowledging difference instead of foster-
ing homogeneity. Chaudhuri, taking a 
critical look at good governance in the 
Indian context, is not quite critical enough: 
while endorsing the concept as providing 
positive results in India, she overlooks that 
“good governance” gained currency in the 
90s implicitly or explicitly as a substitute for 
democracy and participatory politics. 
Subrata Mitra provides a highly original 
contribution on Indo–EU relations. He 
points out that the idea of rational Self and 
irrational Other in European thinking entered 
politics and political science in the shape of 
“modernisation, development and good 
governance”. In contrast, he highlights the 
Indian foreign policy concept of panchash-
eela coined by Nehru for the Non-Aligned 
movement. He implicitly refers to an ancient 
Indian model of political science, the Ar-
thasastra when mentioning that Indian 
foreign policy remained so to speak internal-
ly focussed for a long time. Panchasheela 
and Indian understanding of ideology across 
cultures could provide her with a better 
possibility of negotiating and cooperating 
with the EU than other Asian countries. 
The contributions on China by Tsui, Hong, 
Wielander and Weatherly look at the Chi-
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nese interpretation of mainly Marxist socio-
political concepts and their political implica-
tions. Tsui shows how the party substitutes 
for or defines the state. Hong traces the 
development of “class” from the beginning 
of the last century, which in China seems to 
have turned into an individual attribute. All 
point to a conscious “Chinese” reinterpreta-
tion of these concepts. Wielander presents an 
ostensibly unique Chinese understanding of 
socialism as the dream of a better life for all 
in the shape of luxury possessions and urban 
living. It remains a bit enigmatic where the 
Chinese exceptionalism dwells here—
something which Jakimóv/Barabantseva 
point out with considerable force in their 
contribution on how the internal Other is 
defined and excluded in Chinese citizenship 
laws. They show how villagers and ethnic 
minorities are “harmonised out” (to use an 
expression of one of my Chinese students) to 
the fringes of quaintness in order to preserve 
an impression of homogeneity. In his discus-
sion of human rights in China, Kobayashi 
claims that the concept did not really exist in 
Chinese tradition and points to the 90s 
incarnation of “Asian values” as Confucian 
ideals. This debate is now dated, but it 
should be noted, that so far from cherishing 
Confucian ideals, Asian Values borrowed 
heavily from Victorian values and Protestant 
ethics. Which is not surprising considering 
the intense reception of Max Weber in China 
which Jakimóv/Barabantseva mention. 
Ohlberg and Nordin discuss the Chinese 
application of western foreign policy con-
cepts: Soft power and Hegemony. Ohlberg 
highlights the lack of a definition of soft 
power even in the West. At a practical level, 
China is extremely active in projecting “soft 
power” as propaganda externally, but at the 
same time assimilating corresponding efforts 
in the West. Nordin contrasts the concepts of 
hegemony (ba) and leadership where the 
latter carries a positive moral value derived 
from Chinese paternalism. She very deci-
sively doubts, however, that this is more 
than a propaganda tool. 

A final comparison of the very different 
ways western socio–political concepts are 
received in India and China would have 
rounded out the volume: whereas India 
achieves a fusion of pre-existing ideas and 
new concepts uniquely adapted to the 
domestic context, China seems to simply 
turn them on their head to use as an external 
weapon. In other words: whereas India 
transforms its society, China legitimates 
dominance and projects an image. 

Dagmar Hellmann-Rajanayagam 
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