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Introduction: the matter of China


Since China was still unknown, every kind of nonsense was conveyed to us about that country. That imbecilic and barbarous government, which a handful of Europeans manipulated at will, seemed… the most complete model that all the nations of the world might copy.


Alexis de Tocqueville, Ancien Regime and the French Revolution (1856)


The question of ‘all that matters’ depends on whom it matters to. Historically, that means understanding the issues that were important to the decision-makers and participants in past events. Politically, it also means considering the implications of events – why they happen, and what they mean for both the Chinese and ourselves. But it also means considering those issues in modern China that will matter in the future. This book, short as it is, aims to equip the reader with the names, dates and issues liable to crop up in conversation among modern China-watchers.


Inevitably, there are immense differences of opinion. Tang Xiaoju’s cogent, 146-page Concise History of the Communist Party of China consigns the years 1957–78, spanning the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution, to a single page, conceding only that it was a period that contained ‘long-term mistakes’. There are surely hardliners and cadres who would say that the period genuinely doesn’t matter to the Party. But it certainly matters to the millions who died.


To polite society in Victorian England, it only mattered that tea came from China, not that British traders often bartered it for cripplingly addictive opium. To threatened village headmen in rural China, it mattered that strange foreign preachers and merchants were upsetting the traditional order, not that they brought prospects of education, hygiene and development. To the foreign traders and their families who huddled, terrified, in Beijing’s Legation Quarter during the Boxer Rebellion, it mattered that a millennial cult of martial artists wanted to murder them, not that the mobs themselves were often operating with the secret support of the ruling regime. Modern students from the People’s Republic of China (PRC) know all about the Opium Wars and the Century of Humiliation, but are often under-informed about the worst excesses of the Mao era; what matters to them is often a world away, in an online game or an iPhone app. They, in turn, may not realize what is kept from them – from gaming consoles shut out of the Chinese market, to anything controversial on the internet, filtered out of sight by the government’s ‘Golden Shield’ censorship squad.


For the foreign reader, Chinese history can be a distracting whirl of monosyllabic names and forgotten dynasties. This book homes in on the most crucial factors influencing modern Chinese life and culture, concentrating in particular on the legacies of two very different men, Mao Zedong and Deng Xiaoping, and the potential of a new generation, currently represented (but not necessarily embodied) by the incumbent President Xi Jinping.


Chapter 1 marks the beginning of ‘Modern China’ in the triumphant declaration of the People’s Republic, and the troubled three decades that followed. A self-proclaimed Marxist utopia, China struggled with its early love affair with Soviet Russia, and soon drifted off-message. The Cold War era found China shut off from much international contact, instead gnawing on itself in a series of disastrous social experiments. While Communist propaganda proclaimed unanimity of purpose and belief, the Party was torn apart in internal conflicts and vendettas, fought with falsified statistics and military patronage. Realistic five-year economic plans were transformed into grotesque, fantastical Great Leaps and inner revolutions.


Chapter 2 marks the last and most enduring change in direction, as the new order of Deng Xiaoping subtly spurned Mao and embraced ‘socialism with Chinese characteristics’. Deng’s economic reforms, often implemented by proxies who took the heat for any setbacks, created an overwhelming, world-changing period of rapid growth. One-horse towns ballooned into glittering cities, and China became a powerhouse of exports and investment. This, of course, brought a whole new series of issues to light – particularly social injustice and inequalities of opportunity. To paraphrase the writer William Gibson, the future had arrived, but it was not evenly distributed. Deng deliberately avoided a personality cult like that of Mao, but his influence on modern China is arguably even greater than that of the Chairman whose face still scowls out from Chinese banknotes. In terms of the meteoric rise and boggling successes of contemporary China, Deng matters a great deal more.


Chapter 3 tells the story of China’s approaches to its own periphery, in particular the 1997 handover of Hong Kong, one of the pivotal events of modern times. Through Hong Kong, we can examine the story of China’s recovery from the humiliations of the Victorian era, but also the likely development of Chinese policy towards the issues of Taiwan and Tibet. The leader of China during this period was the stony-faced Jiang Zemin, although much of the achievement remained a continuation of Deng’s legacy.


Chapter 4 charts the first decade of the 21st century, symbolised by the Beijing Olympics. However, the iconic sight of Communist China hosting the world’s greatest sporting event did not come without its controversies. The chapter goes on to ask who the Chinese really are – pundits talk of a billion consumers, as if China presents the same single, homogeneous face that it presented to the world in the Mao era, but there are many subgroups within the catch-all title of ‘the Chinese’, many of them with populations that dwarf entire foreign countries. The Communist Party alone has 82 million members, making it an entity with a larger population than Germany. But there are also more Muslims in China than Swedes in Sweden. What of the urban and rural Chinese? The rich and poor…?


Chapter 5 weighs the likely problems as China grapples with the same large-scale issues that beset Western capitalism. China’s participation in a global market has confronted it with transnational issues in ecology, sustainability and trade, but also highlighted the influence that China exerts on the rest of the world. Two centuries after an isolationist China was carved up by foreign powers, China itself faces the prospect of a new form of empire, involving itself intimately in many overseas economies. When contaminants in the Chinese food chain are exported to American supermarkets, when Chinese hydroelectric schemes dry up rivers in neighbouring South-East Asian countries, when Chinese banks become the main investors in entire sectors of international business, China matters deeply, even for those who have never considered it. This final chapter takes as its template the Twelfth Five-Year Plan, which collates the Chinese government’s own think-tank advice on what will matter to it in the year 2015 and beyond.


It is difficult, impossible in fact, to contain the multitudes of a nation more than a billion strong, across seventy years of modern history, within a book of this size. We can only delineate the major players in the broadest possible strokes; inevitably there will be omissions. There is little space here for the squabbles, putsches and ideological spats that characterize Chinese politics. The volatile nature of Communist Party discourse favours the anonymous over the flamboyant, and the charmless over the charismatic; this, in turn, makes many speeches and proclamations unbearably tedious. Accordingly, I have made quotes as brief and pithy as possible. As the narrative drifts towards the present day, I have favoured the reportage that is most memorable and iconic. At times, this may seem as if I am trivializing important issues in favour of gossip and internet memes, but this is all part of an attempt to create an impression of all that matters, at this moment.


The 100 Ideas section, common to the All That Matters series, is used here to point the reader at larger books and online resources that can afford to concentrate in depth on the issues over which I must necessarily skate.


[image: image] The Century of Humiliation


Chinese school textbooks refer to a ‘Century of Humiliation’ stretching from roughly 1839 to 1949, in which China was set upon, colonized and exploited by agents of foreign powers. Gunboat diplomacy forced open Chinese ports to trade, and the Opium Wars defended the decision of the British to sell drugs. The island of Hong Kong was ceded to the British in 1841, but was only one of dozens of areas that were carved up between foreign powers. As just a few examples, Russia seized a million square kilometres of territory on the Pacific coast in 1858, the British and Russians were all too swift to recognize a breakaway Muslim republic that flourished in the hinterland in the 1870s (the state of Kashgaria, which fell apart after the death of its primary leader in 1877), the French occupied Indochina in the 1880s, the Japanese seized Korea and Taiwan in the 1890s, the British briefly invaded Tibet in the 1900s, Russia supported an independent Mongolia in 1921 and Japan occupied Manchuria in the 1930s.


China began the 20th century as a failing state. The centuries-old Qing dynasty, dominated for decades by the conservative Empress Dowager, was powerless to resist such incursions by modern Europeans, who had carved out treaty ports for themselves at harbours, river ports and inland rail-heads in what came to be known as the Unequal Treaties. Resistance took a variety of forms, most infamously in the Boxer Rebellion, in which disaffected peasants took up arms against foreign traders and missionaries.


Some traditionally-minded Chinese saw a problem not with the system itself, but with its administrators, and agitated for the overthrow of the Qing dynasty, which was descended from Manchu invaders, and its replacement with a new, ethnically Chinese dynasty. That, at least, was the claim – in some cases, such ‘reformers’ were simply warlords and bandit leaders. Others, including some within the Qing dynasty itself, hoped for a constitutional monarchy that would keep the Emperor in power. Still others wanted the removal of the imperial system in its entirety, and its replacement with a republic.


The Last Emperor, ‘Henry’ Puyi (1906–67) was overthrown in the revolution of 1911, and the Republic of China was proclaimed on 1 January 1912. However, there was no easy transition. A second revolution broke out in 1913, effectively bisecting China into north and south. The republican Chinese were mired in violent factionalism, and the warlord who had secured the Emperor’s abdication fleetingly declared himself to be a new emperor in 1915. The fighting would go on, in one form or another, for decades.
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When 140,000 Chinese men went to Europe to take part in the Great War of 1914–18, they moved an amount of earth equivalent to a new Great Wall, but underground, digging many of the infamous trenches of France. They fetched and carried, laundered and cooked, and worked in factories to replace the many European men sent to the frontline. Hundreds of them are commemorated in French cemeteries, victims of stray bombs and equal-opportunity influenza, but they are largely forgotten in the story of the Great War, at least as far as it matters to the Allies. The Chinese were literally painted over in the Parisian Panthéon de la Guerre monument, in order to make room for the arrival of the Americans.


China’s entry into WW1 was an attempt to be taken seriously as a modern nation, and to secure the return of the province of Shandong, which had been in German hands since 1897. Instead, Chinese delegates at the Paris Peace Conference of 1919 were left aghast as the coalition of Great Powers awarded Shandong to the Japanese, effectively reassigning occupied Chinese territory to a new colonial master. The decision was a turning point in Chinese history, alienating many of the reformers who had previously supported co-operation with the Western powers. Unable to look either back to the imperial era or forward to further humiliations at the hands of the international community, many in China chose to step sideways, towards the bright red promises of the newly formed Soviet Union.


The May Fourth Movement of cultural and political protests, also known as the New Culture Movement, was a grass-roots effort to cast aside the mistakes of the past and embrace ideas that would strengthen China, sometimes welcomed as the symbolic figures ‘Mr Science’ and ‘Mr Democracy’. This took many forms, including modernist, realist literature and debates on democracy and women’s liberation, but above all a movement that doubted Chinese tradition. Patriarchy, imperial rule and the assumption that China was the centre of the world were all outmoded concepts. Instead of continually hearkening back to mythical pasts and legendary paragons, the youthful thinkers of the May Fourth Movement demanded that China look to the future.


Chinese politics turned into an uneasy, threatening standoff between Nationalists (the Kuomintang) and Communists, a civil war that lasted from 1927 to 1950. This, however, was obscured by a third front, as the invading Japanese in the 1930s met with a Chinese resistance that was occasionally united against them. With the defeat of the Japanese in 1945, the two Chinese factions turned once more upon each other, until the Communists prevailed.
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The narrative of the Century of Humiliation has left the Chinese, particularly those who are products of its contemporary education system, hypersensitive to matters of ‘the sovereignty and integrity of territory’. Anything that seems to be an incursion on Chinese soil, from the bombing of an embassy in the former Yugoslavia, to Japanese fishing boats off the Senkaku Islands, to attempts by the US Securities and Exchange Commission to audit the books of Chinese companies, can open old wounds.


The Communist Party did not exist at the time of the Unequal Treaties, and hence is able to spin the history of the Century of Humiliation as a story with two bad guys – the outmoded Qing dynasty and the evil foreign imperialists. Unfortunately, this can leave the People’s Republic blissfully unaware of those times when its own behaviour resembles those of its old-time bugbears.


Meanwhile, the May Fourth Movement contained within it the seeds of much of China’s subsequent development in the 20th century. It was a touchstone for both Mao Zedong and Deng Xiaoping in the implementation of their own reforms, and its echoes continue to resound today. One might argue that the People’s Republic has fulfilled many of the aims of the May Fourth Movement apart from democracy; a can of worms that cannot be opened, for a Communist state should, by definition, already represent the ultimate expression of the will of its people.
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The East is red


Communism is not love. Communism is a hammer which we use to crush the enemy.


Mao Zedong





On 1 October 1949, Chairman Mao Zedong climbed the steps to the gallery of the Gate of Heavenly Peace (Tiananmen), the elaborate bastion that sits at the southern entrance to the Forbidden City in Beijing. There, among the assembled dignitaries of his Party, he addressed a crowd in the open space in front of the gate with the famous words: ‘We, the 475 million Chinese people, have stood up, and our future is infinitely bright.’


Reporting of the event is often compromised by anachronisms. Not the least is the belief that Mao was the ‘leader’ of China – although he was the Chairman of the Party, the official head of state was Zhou Enlai (1898–1976). Many authors claim that he addressed a crowd of 100,000 in Tiananmen Square, although the design and implementation of that famous assembly ground had yet to be undertaken. Moreover, he was merely summarizing an earlier speech, given to a smaller crowd of 600, ten days earlier at a conference to ratify an interim constitution.


	Mao’s speech to the Political Consultative Conference, 21 September 1949




[T]he Chinese people, comprising one quarter of humanity, have now stood up. The Chinese have always been a great, courageous and industrious nation; it is only in modern times that they have fallen behind. And that was due entirely to oppression and exploitation by foreign imperialism and domestic reactionary governments. For over a century our forefathers never stopped waging unyielding struggles against domestic and foreign oppressors, including the Revolution of 1911 led by Dr Sun Yat-sen, our great forerunner in the Chinese revolution. … From now on our nation will belong to the community of the peace-loving and freedom-loving nations of the world and work courageously and industriously to foster its own civilization and well-being and at the same time to promote world peace and freedom. Ours will no longer be a nation subject to insult and humiliation.
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