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"all the world will be vitally affected by the development of Chinese affairs,  

which may well prove a decisive factor ... during the next two centuries." 

-- Bertrand Russell, 1922 

 

 The 2009 Global China Business Meeting marks three significant dates: the 60th 

anniversary of the founding of the People's Republic of China; the 30th anniversary of 

China's economic reforms; and the 5th anniversary of Horasis, the global visions 

community and organizer of these very meetings. While these dates are auspicious in 

themselves, they also serve as reminders that many of globalization's most propitious 

visions for humanity as a whole require continued diligence, and dialogue, in order to be 

realized. Since participants at the Global China Business Meetings are major actors both 

in China's ascendancy and in the building of a better world, this is a suitable occasion for 

reflecting on past accomplishments, and for renewing commitment to future endeavors. 

 Along with the USA, both China and Russia emerged from the maelstrom of 

World War II as nascent superpowers. Russia had a 30-year head-start on China, in terms 

of industrialization and modernization. In 1949, the year of China's independence, Russia 

exploded its first atom bomb. But the USSR failed to reform itself economically, and that 

failure was a primary cause of its collapse. When Deng Xiaoping began to institute 

economic reforms in China in December 1978, the USSR was about to embark on a 
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disastrous invasion of Afghanistan, while its economically moribund empire slid toward 

the abyss of political disintegration. By comparison, China's growth and development 

since that time have been remarkable, and China's influence in and on the global village 

is correspondingly and increasingly palpable. 

 In cultural as well as biological evolution, survival and prosperity depend on 

successful adaptation to changing circumstances. As China celebrates its 60th 

anniversary of independence, it nonetheless draws from a much more ancient well of 

philosophical wisdom, dating back to the era of Lao Tzu and Confucius. These sages 

taught how to persevere in climates of adversity, how to maintain balance during periods 

of instability, and how to thrive in times of opportunity. Lao Tzu and Confucius define 

the "cultural DNA" of one of the oldest and most enduring civilizations on our planet.1  

Products of that civilization long ago diffused across global borders, centuries in 

advance of globalization itself -- unless we allow that Genghis Kahn himself was the first 

globalizer, a plausible thesis credibly defended in current literature.2 While contemporary 

China has indeed become "the world's factory" -- and in the process, the greatest factory 

the world has yet seen -- its much earlier exports of perennially significant ideas and 

empirically robust arts are currently ascendant in the declining but globalized West.  

Among Europeans of the Enlightenment, a great many leading thinkers have been 

conspicuously influenced by Chinese philosophy. Let us briefly review a few examples. 

Gottfried Leibniz co-invented calculus (with Newton), and believed he had 

invented binary numbers as well: that us, until his friend Father Joachim Bouvet, a Jesuit 

missionary serving in the court of Emperor Kang Xi, conveyed to him, from China, the 

Shao Yung method (also known as the "Plum Flower method") for generating the I 
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Chingôs sixty-four hexagrams. Leibniz took one look at this and realized that his ñleading 

edgeò invention of binary numbers had been known to the Chinese for two thousand 

years. And what is their importance today? It is of the first magnitude: Binary strings 

constitute the very fabric of digitization, without which the computer and IT revolutions 

could not have taken place. 

 

 

Shao Yung or "Plum Flower" method for 
generating hexagrams 

 

Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz 

 

Chinese philosophy is also compatible with modern physics, so much so that Sir 

Niels Bohr, father of quantum theory and Nobel Laureate, chose the (yin-yang) symbol of 

Tao for his coat of arms when knighted by the Danish government, with the motto 

"Contraria Sunt Complementa" (Opposites Are Complements.)  The compatibility of 

Chinese metaphysics with modern physics deepened in the ensuing decades, and has been 

reflected in popular books such as Fritjorf Capra's The Tao of Physics and Gary Zukav's 

The Dancing Wu-Li Masters.3 
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Sir Niels Bohr's Coat of Arms 

 

Gustav Carl Jung, Freud's former disciple, was an outstanding psychologist in his 

own right. Jung became so enamored of Chinese philosophy that he accepted an 

invitation to write a forward to Richard Wilhelm's definitive translation of the I Ching 

(re-translated from German into English by Carey Baynes).4 When I mention the I Ching 

to contemporary Chinese colleagues, they sometimes dismiss it as nothing more than 

superstitious divination -- just as many Westerners are inclined to dismiss astrology and 

Tarot. There are currently dozens of translations of the I Ching into English, and I readily 

concede that reading a good many of them is not much different than reading chicken-

bones or tea-leaves. That said, the I Ching is an ancient, venerable and anonymous text, 

which exerted seminal influence on both Lao Tzu and Confucius. Like Jung, I have found 

that the Wilhelm-Baynes translation offers timeless insights into human nature and 

conduct, and is of inestimable and perennial value in decision-making.  
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Carl Jung 

 
Arnold Toynbee was one of the 20th century's most illustrious historians. His 

magnum opus, A Study of History,5 evaluates the waxing and waning of the world's 

greatest civilizations from a pre-eminently metaphysical standpoint: their ability (or 

inability) to balance yin and yang, and thus to follow (or stray from) Tao, the Way. On 

Toynbee's view, "the breakdowns of civilizations are not brought about by the operation 

of cosmic forces outside human control"; rather, by "loss of mental and moral balance" in 

the values and conduct of their leaders and constituents. As Toynbee well appreciated, 

the remarkable longevity of Chinese civilization owes much to the seminal teachings of 

Lao Tzu and Confucius -- for these sages were concerned primarily with inculcating and 

transmitting virtues conducive to social equilibrium and cultural endurance.  
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Arnold Toynbee 

 
Thus it was Toynbee's conviction that the decline and fall of the world's mightiest 

empires was not pre-destined; rather, that their fates -- for good or ill -- flowed from their 

guiding principles. As we today are witnessing the rapid rise of Asia and the equally 

precipitous decline of the West, it is worth bearing in mind what Toynbee had written 

decades earlier: "Of the twenty-two civilizations that have appeared in history, nineteen 

of them collapsed when they reached the moral state the United States is in now."6 By 

contrast, the persistence of Chinese civilization during so many centuries is due to the 

moral strengths embedded in its philosophical foundations. 

  Bertrand Russell was arguably the greatest Western philosopher of the 20th 

century, and certainly ranks among the immortals. His interests were broad; his 

understanding, deep; his accomplishments, legendary. Another mark of greatness: Even 

his failures ranged from noteworthy to spectacular. For example, in 1940 he failed to take 

up a professorship in philosophy at The City College of New York. The position had 

been offered and accepted, but was subsequently overturned by New York's Supreme 
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Court, at a "show trial" whose verdict had been pre-determined by mayor La Guardia, 

Episcopalian bishops, The New York Times, and the complicit trial judge himself.7 

Russell had been hired by CCNY to teach logic and philosophy of science, but his 

advocacy of ñopen marriageò scandalized New York's then-Puritanical ethos. (By today's 

standards, Russell would be a reactionary.) He eventually returned to Cambridge, and 

later won a Nobel prize for literature, yet continued to feel the sting of the inquisition he 

endured in New York.  

Why do I mention Russell? Because decades earlier he had succeeded in being 

cordially received as sometime professor at the Government University of Beijing. His 

memorable experiences in China led him to write, in 1922: "all the world will be vitally 

affected by the development of Chinese affairs, which may well prove a decisive factor ... 

during the next two centuries."8 Russell was clearly prescient, if not prophetic. His vision 

stemmed from insight into cultural and civilizational dynamics, which granted him 

foresight in world affairs. He recognized the rich cultural assets and global potential of 

Chinese civilization, and foresaw its eventual flowering.   

 
Bertrand Russell 

 


