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Roland Felber

— On the Occasion of his 65 Birthday

Ursula Ballin®
On 20 September, 2000, Roland Felber, Professor of Sinology at

Humboldt University in Berlin, turns 65. Known in the Chinese-speaking
world as Fei Lu g, he is no stranger to Taiwan and to this Institute, having
visited here to participate in international conferences and conduct research in
1990 and 1994. We join his wife, Professor Christina Felber, their children
and friends, as well as colleagues all over the world, to wish him “many happy
returns’!

Roland Felber was born in Chemnitz, Saxony, on 20 September, 1935.
After the Second World War and the German partition into two states,
Chemnitz, founded in the 12 century, became a district capital of the German
Democratic Republic (GDR; “East Germany”) and was renamed
Karl-Marx-Stadt (1953-1990). Young Roland attended grammar school (high
school) at Zwickau, another ancient Saxon city, where he graduated with the
German maturity diploma Abitur in May 1954. He was then interested in
various subjects, among them mathematics, philosophy, and history; but the
19-year old undergraduate had not yet tied himself down to any definite course
of studies. When the GDR authorities included his name in a list of
outstanding students recommended for a full graduate course in Chinese
Studies at Beida (Beijing University J5 5 A 22), he was not merely ready to
accept but thrilled to see such a distant part of the world, as most young

people would be. Besides, from what he had gleaned at grammar school he
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already admired China’s ancient culture and philosophy as well as her
revolutionary struggles in modern times, including reforms and rebellions in
the late Qing, the Xinhai ¥ X% Revolution, the May-Fourth and Communist
movements. As may be seen from the attached list of his publications, Felber
would remain interested in these topics throughout his career and dedicate
much of his research and classroom work to them, turning into one of
Europe’s foremost scholars in the field.

But first things first — of course he had to begin with learning the
language. In September 1954 he entered Beida and took up his studies in
modern and classical Chinese at the Waiguo liuxuesheng Hanyu zhuanxiuban
Y[R 5 B3 4 B SE B {EPE. After two years of intensive training, he was ready
to choose his special field of interest and enrolled at the Historical Institute of
Beida, reading Chinese and World History, both ancient, pre-modern, and
modern. Among his many teachers were Jian Bozan (then Dean of the faculty),
Zhang Zhenglan, the archaeologist Su Bai, et al.

In May 1962, Felber gained his M.A. from the above-mentioned Institute,
submitting a thesis on “The Reforms of Shang Yang fH¥R” under supervision
by Prof Qi Sihe & B F0.

The years of Felber’s sojourn in Beijing saw the outbreak and increasing
gravity of an ideological rift between the PRC and the Soviet Union. European
“Eastern Bloc” countries such as the GDR were tied, nolens volens, to the
Soviet “line”. Our small group of Beida students from East Germany found
themselves quite isolated. However, they were not sent home but permitted to
complete their degrees, and went on studying “privately”, as it were. During
more than a year, Felber would sit every day, just by himself, with Qi Sihe or
other professors. Needless to say, such “intensive teaching” turned out a
profitable blessing in disguise. Eva Miiller, one of Felber’s fellow students
specializing on Chinese literature, made virtue out of necessity by contacting
many writers of the May Fourth period who were still alive in China.

In comparison, Sinology in the West German state, the Federal Republic
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(FRG), remained within the pre-war European tradition of classical
philological studies. Less subject to Cold War restrictions than Chinese
Studies in the post-war USA, this was mainly due to the fact that Sinology as
an academic discipline was still taught as a “classical” subject, along with
Sanskrit, Ancient Greek or Latin. Only in the wake of the “Students’
Movement” of the late 1960s, modern and contemporary China would enter
university courses — not infrequently against the resistance of professors who,
although versed in ancient Chinese texts, had never been to China and were
often unable to speak colloquial Chinese. Only in the last 30 years or so, West
German Sinology gradually came out of that ivory tower, offering modern
language instruction, courses in contemporary Chinese society, literature,
political thought, etc., while undergraduate students were encouraged to spend
a year in China or Taiwan. Still, I am unaware of any West German colleagues
who obtained a degree from a Chinese university, and only of the rare
exception who did so in Taiwan.

Upon his return to Europe, Felber enrolled as a postgraduate at Leipzig
University (founded in 1409) at its Department of East Asian Studies where he
stayed until 1969. Apart from pursuing his postgraduate studies, he was
employed as an Assistant, thus able to gain first experience in teaching
pre-modern and modern Chinese history. In 1966, he was awarded his PhD
(Promotion A) with highest honors (summa cum laude), based on a dissertation
on “Goods exchange in Ancient China (Chungiu F¥k period)”, supervised by
Profs. Ratchnevsky and Welskopf. Continuing as an Academic Assistant at
Leipzig, he was promoted Dozent (lecturer, or assistant professor) of Chinese
History in September 1968.

In October 1970, Felber went to Moscow under a bilateral academic
exchange program to study Modern Chinese History and Political Thought at
the Institute of Oriental Studies of the Soviet Academy of Sciences, remaining
there for two years. The language posed no obstacle since Russian was then

taught as obligatory first foreign language in GDR schools. (At grammar
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school, Felber had also studied English as his second foreign language.)

Returning from the Soviet Union in October 1972, Felber was appointed
Associate Professor at Berlin’s Humboldt University (founded in 1809/10,
then known as Berlin University, later as Kaiser-Wilhelm-University) and
became Head of Department of Modern Chinese History and Politics at the
university’s East Asian Institute. In 1976, he passed his Promotion B (GDR
equivalent to the conventional German Habilitation, a prerequisite to a full
professorship) with a dissertation on “Studies in traditional Chinese political
thought — The reception of traditional utopian concepts in Modern and
Contemporary China”, supervised by Profs. Gehrsing and Giinther. This
secured his employment as full professor at Humboldt University in 1977, a
post he held for the following 13 years. In 1990/91, he served as Deputy Dean
of the Philosophical Faculty.

These were fruitful years, both for Professor Felber’s own chair (Chinese
History) and all of Humboldt University’s “Philosophical Faculty, Branch
Faculty of Asian and African Studies, Institute of Sinology”, or “Department
East Asia I” as it was known for short. Along with Felber, other eminent
scholars worked there who were, like him, known beyond the borders of the
GDR, e.g. Professor Eva Miiller (Chinese Literature) whom I already
mentioned as one of Felber’s fellow students in Beijing, or Dr Scheibner, a
female lecturer of Chinese Economy. (It should be noted here that the ratio of
female lecturers and professors in East Germany was markedly higher than
that in the FRG.) “East Asia I” offered broad and complex teaching and
research facilities ranging from classical and modern language instruction and
the training of translators and interpreters to courses in classical and modern
Chinese literature, ancient and modern history, cultural history, economy,
society, political ideas of contemporary China, etc.

Professor Felber’s teaching and research activities cover a wide range of
topics, among them Chinese history and historiography; Sino-German

relations in the 19™ and 20" centuries; relations between the Chinese Soviets,
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the Comintern, and China in general; China’s “response to the West” including
perceptions of Western ideas in the 19™ and 20" centuries and Sino-Western
intercultural relations; political and intellectual history of modern and
contemporary China; domestic and foreign policies of contemporary China.

From 1975 to 1980, Professor Felber was a member of the founding
committee and board of the European Association of Chinese Studies
established in Paris in 1975. In March/April 1976, he visited Chinese Studies
centers in the US, including Cambridge /Mass., Ann Arbor, Chicago, Urbana,
New York, and Washington. Pursuing research on the contemporary political
situation in China, he paid two long visits to the PRC in 1976 and 1978. From
August to October 1983 he was a visiting scholar at Ritsu- Meikan University,
Kyoto. He spent over a year, from March 1988 to June 1989, as visiting
scholar at his alma mater, the Institute of History at Beida, where he was
appointed permanent foreign research fellow at that university’s Center for
Social Studies in March 1989. In April/May 1989, he was a visiting scholar at
Keio University in Tokyo.

Ever since 1967, Professor Felber attended numerous international
conferences and workshops, including the World Congress of Asian and North
African Studies (Paris, Tokyo, Hong Kong); the American Association of
Asian Studies (Toronto, Los Angeles); the World Congress of Historical
Sciences (Moscow); the European Association of Chinese Studies (Paris,
Bochum, Tiibingen, Cambridge/UK, Zurich, Weimar, Prague, St Ortisei,
Leiden); the Japanese Association of Orientalists (Tokyo, Kyoto); and
conferences on the history of political ideas in modern China (e.g. in
Bellagio/Italy, Tianjin, Beijing, Nanjing, Nanhai). He has also lectured and
taught courses on Chinese history and contemporary Chinese politics at Zurich,
Saarbriicken, Hamburg, Budapest, Prague, Jinan, Beijing, Nanjing, Berkeley,
Tokyo, and Kyoto.

Following the German unification of 1989/90, which in many respects
was in fact a take-over of the GDR by the FRG, former GDR academic
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institutions were either made redundant (e.g. the East German Academies of
Sciences and Social Sciences) or subject to drastic retrenchments such as mass
discharges of university staff. The “Commission for structuring and
appointment” charged (by FRG authorities) with the dismantling of East
German university departments was composed exclusively of West Germans —
mostly civil servants, but even some professors. As for GDR Chinese studies
in general and “East Asia I” of Humboldt University in particular, the result
was devastating. While in 1990, the institute had still boasted a staff of 21, it
was reduced to a mere 11 by 1993, rending it unable to secure the continuation
of its extensive program. Dismissals particularly affected females. By early
1994, only three of its previous academic staff were employed, two of them on
“temporary” contracts, among them Profs. Felber and Miiller. After attempts at
expelling them had failed because of massive protests and partly successful
legal action, the “Commission”, in its haste to supplant them by West German
colleagues, re-named the institute and advertised new applications for its
academic positions. Thus, those internationally renowned scholars had to
“apply” for their own chairs. Needless to add that the few posts that remained
all went to FRG candidates. Felber’s chair was given to a specialist in ancient
Buddhist studies, with the result that his work of a lifetime to set up a center
for Modern Chinese Studies (based, it must be noted, not on Communist
models but on American “area studies”) crumbled away. Space does not permit
me to go into details of the administrative hair-splitting that ensued. Felber
was able to continue his teaching and research at Humboldt University as
“professor of the former law” (i.e. that of the defunct GDR), meaning that he
was now merely an employee entitled, after retirement, to a mere fraction of
the pension he might have expected as Emeritus.

Apparently unperturbed, Professor Felber went on with his work. He
visited Beida and the Nanjing Archives from September to November 1992 for
research on Sino-German relations; became a member of the American

Association of Asian Studies in 1993; accepted an appointment as visiting
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professor at the Institute of Modern Chinese History of Nanjing University in
September 1993 (until August 1995) during which period he was a visiting
scholar at Berkeley in early 1994, came to Taiwan in the Spring of 1994 to
conduct research at this Institute, and went to Beida for the same purpose in
December 1994. He attended international conferences in Taiwan (1990, 1994),
Geneva (1991), and at Free University of (former West-) Berlin (on
Sino-German relations, 1989, 1993, 1995), as well as workshops on
contemporary politics of the PRC in Brussels, Saarbriicken, Aarhus, Moscow,
Warsaw, Prague, Budapest, and Sofia. He also became, or continues to be,
engaged in major research projects, viz., I. “Systemic changes in China —
Comparative studies on the social and political development in the PRC and
the ROC during the 1980s” (with Professor J. Domes, Saarbriicken), sponsored
by the German Research Association; II. “Documentary history of
Sino-German relations, 1897 — 1993, 8 vols., coordinated by Prof. M. Leutner
of Free University, sponsored by the German Volkswagen Foundation and the
Taiwan Chiang Ching-Kuo Foundation; being responsible editor/author of vols.
7, “Germans in China”, and 8, “Chinese images of Germany”; and III. “The
Communist Party of the USSR, the Comintern, and the national revolutionary
movement in China, 1920-37 — documents and studies”, 5 vols., edited by the
Russian Academy of Sciences and Free University, Berlin; being one of the
German co-editors.

However, the liquidation of his work at Humboldt University did weigh
down on Roland Felber, no matter how bravely he tried to keep a stiff upper
lip. It literally broke his heart. He suffered serious cardiac disorder and had to
undergo open-heart surgery a number of times in the past few years. Even as I
write, he is hospitalized again. We therefore combine our congratulations on

his birthday with our wishes for his speedy recovery.
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Select bibliography of Professor Roland Felber’s publications
(Not included are book reviews and conference papers. For brevity’s sake,
I list only English translations of Prof. Felber’s publications, indicating the

original language in brackets.)

1. Monographs

The social character of Shang Yang's reforms. (Chinese) Beijing 1961. Thesis.100 p.

Ed., with F.Gruner, Li Da-zhao, Struggling for a socialist China. Excerpts from
talks and writings of the co-founder of the CCP. (German) Berlin 1969. 180 p.

The development of exchange relations in Ancient China, late 8" 10 early 5" B.C.
(German) Berlin 1973. 300 p.

Tradition and today’s China — Studies in society and ideology of traditional
China and the re-interpretation of ancient Chinese social utopian ideas in
modern and contemporary times. (German) Berlin 1976. 467 p.

Ed., with B.Kaufmann, The PRC 1949-79. An annotated chronology. (German)
Berlin 1980. 364 p.

Ed., China’s policy in Asia 1949-1979. Proceedings of an International
Symposium. (German) Berlin 1980.

With H.Rostek, The “Huns’ War” — Imperialist intervention in China by Kaiser
William II, 1900/1901. (German) Berlin 1987. 43 p.

Ed., with D.Weidemann, 4sia. A short handbook. (German) Berlin 1987. 342 p.

Ed., History of Sino-German relations, 1900-1949. (German) Berlin 1988.

Ed., with W.Adolphi, The PRC 1979-89. An annotated chronology. (German)
Berlin 1990. 221 p.

Ed., with Kuo Heng-yii, M.L.Titarenko, M.Leutner, K.M.Anderson, V.1.Glugin,
and A.M.Grigor’ev, RCP(B), Comintern, and the national-revolutionary
movement in China — Documents. Vol.l: 1920-1925. (Russian/German)
Moscow 1994. 769 p.; Paderborn et al. 1996. 875 p.

Ed. id. (without Kuo Heng-yii) with K.V.Sevelev, Vol.2: 1926-1927. (Russian/
German) Moscow 1996. 1011 p.; Miinster 1998.

Ed. id., with J.Kriiger, Vol.3: 1927-1931, pt.1 and 2. (Russian) Moscow 1999.
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(German edition forthcoming.)

2. Articles

“On the meaning of the terms shang and ku. Reflections on the character of
exchange in Ancient China” (German) in Mitt.d.Inst.f Orientforschg. 10:2/3
(1964),pp.419-434.

“Shang Yang’s reforms and the problem of slavery in China” (German) in Neue
Beitrdge z.Gesch.d. Alten Welt (Berlin) I (1964), pp.111-121.

“The ‘well-field’ utopia” (German) in Wiss.Zeitschr.d Karl-Marx-Univ.Leipzig
(Gesellsch.u.sprachw. Reihe) 14:3 (1965), pp.351-359.

“New facilities and criteria for dating the Zuo-zhuan” (German) in Archiv
Orientdlny (Prague) 43 (1966), pp.80-91.

“Recent Soviet works on the history of traditional China” (German) in Zeitschr.f.
Geschichtswiss. 15:5 (1967), pp.875-882.

“The exchange of gifts as a preliminary step for the exchange in kind in Ancient
China (Zuozhuan period)” (German) in Jahrbuch f. Wirtsch.geschichte (Berlin)
11 (1968), pp.259-273. _

“Town and market in Ancient China” (German) in Mitt.d.Inst.f.Orientforschg.
14:1 (1968), pp.85-99.

“Notes on the educational program of the group around Mao Tse-tung” (German)
in Forum 11 (1969), pp.9-11.

“On research into the system of the earliest class society in China” (German) in
Ethnograph.-archiolog. Zeitschr. 10 (1969), pp.467-478.

“Social changes in the late Chou era” (German) in Orientalist.Lit.zeitg. 65:3/4
(1970), pp.118-126.

“’Asiatic’ or feudal mode of production in China” (German) in Zeitschr.f.
Geschichtswiss. 19:1 (1971), pp.65-91.

“Terminological investigation of the term for ‘justice’ in Ancient China”
(Russian) in Obscestvo i gosudarstvo v Kitae (Moscow) I (1972), pp.75-82.

“Li Da-zhao’s perception of Ancient China’s traditions” (Russian) in Kitaj

(Moscow) 1973, pp.229-240.
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“Some problems concerning the ongoing ideological debates in the PRC”
(German) in Aktuelle China-Information, special issue I1 (1973), pp.27-38.
“Some remarks on modern and contemporary re-interpretations of ‘da-tong’”

(Russian) in Obsdestvo i gosudarstvo v Kitae 3 (1973), pp-376-390.

“The 10th Party Congress of the CCP and the ideological campaign against Lin
Biao” (German) in asien,afrika,lat.am. 2:2 (1974), pp-231-239. (Czech) in
Politika maoismu (Prague) 2:13 (1974), pp.9-24.

“Dealing with bourgeois perceptions of the nature of Maoism” (German) in Das
politisch-ideologische Wesen des Maoismus. Berlin 1974, pp.224-238. (Polish)
in Krytika teorii i praktyki maoizmu. Warsaw 1974, pp.65-83.

“Sinological research in the GDR — a review of publications” (Russian) in
Narody Azii i Afriki (Moscow) 4 (1974), pp.202-209.

“Maoist ideology under the conditions of an intensified anti-socialist course”
(German) in Einheit 10 (1975), pp.1170-1179.

“Bourgeois publications on the contemporary history of the PRC and of Maoism”
(German) in Zeitsch.f.Geschichtswiss. 9 (1976), pp-1031-1040.

“Interpreting China’s contemporary history” (German) in G.Lozek, ed,
Unbewiltigte Vergangenheit. Kritik d.biirgerl.Geschichtsschreibung i.d.BRD.
Berlin 1977, pp.422-436.

“Some tendencies in evaluating recent Chinese history in the PRC” (German) in
Aktuelle China-Information 3 (1977), pp.57-68; (Russian) in Problemy Kitaja
1 (1978), pp.206-214.

“The Datong concept in modern and contemporary times” (Russian) in Kitaj
1977, pp.93-102.

“The ideal of ‘Great Unity and Equality’ (Datong) as seen by Chinese
revolutionary democrats before the October Revolution” (German) in
Asienwiss.Beitrige 1978, pp.25-34.

“On the current debate concerning the evaluation of the Cultural Revolution”
(German) in asien,afrika,lat.am. S (1978), pp.824-832.

“Continuity and change in Maoist views on Confucianism. On historical
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conditions of the campaign to criticize Lin Biao and Confucius in China”
(German) in Zeitschr.f. Geschichtswiss. 6 (1978), pp.686-699.

“Methodological considerations concerning the problem of ‘historical reflection’
on contemporary China” (German) in G.W.Astavjew zum 70.Geburtstag,
Festschrift ed. by the Academy of Social Sciences (Berlin) 1978, pp.26-40.

“Traditional and contemporary interpretations of ‘propriety’ in China” (German)
in asien,afrika,lat.am. 1 (1978), pp.52-58.

“The ideological struggle of Chinese Communists in the early 1920s in defense
of the doctrines of the October Revolution against bourgeois and
petty-bourgeois falsifications” (German) in Die Grosse Sozialistische
Oktoberrevolution und der revolutionire Weltprozess. Conference
Proceedings. Berlin 1978, pp.113-138.

“The nightmare of a reactionary tradition: Sino-centrism and Chinese
great-power chauvinism, past and present” (German) in Deutsche
Aussenpolitik 6 (1979), pp.84-97.

“Historiography in the service of great-power chauvinism. On some current
trends of historical abuse in the PRC” (German) in Beitrige
z.Gesch.d Arbeiterbewegung 4 (1979), pp.568-572.

“The problem of an ‘historical’ reflection on contemporary China in non-Marxist
historiography” (German) in Zeitsch.f.Geschichtswiss. 11  (1979),
pp.1033-1041.

“Modern re-interpretations of the traditional Chinese social utopia of ‘Great
Unity and Equality’ (Datong)” (German) in Abhdlgn.u.Berichte
d.Staatl. Museums f Vélkerk. Dresden vol.37. Berlin 1979, pp.79-89.

With W.Lulei and D.Weidemann, “Research on the history of Asia” (German) in
Zeitschr.f.Geschichtswiss. Special issue on historiography in the GDR
1970-80. Berlin 1980, pp.502-514.

“Return to historical truth or a new chapter of spurious history of the CCP?”
(German) in Aktuelle China-Information 2 (1981), pp.16-23.

“Problems of Chinese history under discussion” (German) in asien,afrika,lat.am.
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3 (1981), pp.545-554.

“Evaluations of Kang Youwei’s Datong utopia in European Sinology” (German)
in asien,afrika,lat.am. 4 (1981), pp.797-804.

“Methodological problems of social-science oriented research on China’s
development in the post-Mao era” (German) in China i.d.80er Jahren. Berlin
1981, pp.1-26; also in Aktuelle China-Information 4 (1981), pp.1-24.

“Commemorating the 70. anniversary of the Xinhai Revolution in China”
(German) in Neues Deutschland 10.10.1981.

“The re-interpretation of Mao Zedong Thought at the 6™ session of the Central
Committee of the CCP” (German) in Aktuelle China-Information 3 (1982),
pp-18-38.

“The Chinese factor in the debate on war and peace” (German) in Wissenschaft
dem Frieden verpflichtet. Berichte 17 (1982), pp.67-73.

“On the adoption of the term ‘democracy’ into Chinese” (German) in Soziale
Gruppen- und Typenbegriffe 5 (1982), pp.46-53.

“The bourgeois democratic Xinhai Revolution in China 1911-1913” (German) in
M.Kossok, ed., Revolutionen der Neuzeit 1500-1917. Vaduz 1982,
pp.531-556.

“Character and significance of the Xinhai Revolution in China” (German) in
Zeitschr.f.Geschichtswiss. 3 (1983), pp.233-242.

“Japanese Sinologists on China’s contemporary development” (German) in
Aktuelle China-Information 3 (1984), pp.48-60.

“Remiriscing Jian Bozan” (German) in Weltbiihne 16 (1984).

“On the revival of the debate on the Asiatic mode of production in Chinese
historiography” (German) in Ethnogr.-archdolog.Zeitschr. 26:2 (1985),
pp.241-258.

“China in the feudal age, 3™ - 15" c¢.” (German) in Allg. Geschichte
d.Mittelalters (Berlin) 1985, pp.143-156.

“Some problems in the ideological development of the PRC in the mid-1980s”
(German) in Aktuelle China-Information 5 (1986), pp.50-68.
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