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    Dr. Jianwei Wang


    University of Wisconsin-Stevens Point


    Before his first official visit to the United States in December 2003, Chinese premier Wen Jiabao granted a lengthy interview to the Washington Post. In that interview, he observed: “If I can speak very honestly and in a straightforward manner, I would say the understanding of China by some Americans is not as good as the Chinese people’s understanding of the United States.” Needless to say, Mr. Wen was making a sweeping generalization. From my personal experience and observation, some Americans understand China at least as well as some Chinese understand the United States. But overall there remains some truth in Mr. Wen’s remarks. For example, if you visited a typical high school in China, you would probably find that students there know more about the United States than their American counterparts know about China. For one thing, most Chinese teenagers start learning English in high school, while only a very small fraction of American high school students will learn Chinese.


    In a sense, the knowledge gap between Americans and Chinese about each other is understandable. For the Chinese, the United States is the most important foreign country, representing not just the most developed economy, unrivaled military might, and the most advanced science and technology, but also a very attractive political and value system, which many Chinese admire. But for Americans, China is merely one of many foreign countries. As citizens of the world’s sole superpower, Americans naturally feel less compelled to learn from others. The Communist nature of the Chinese polity also gives many Americans pause. This gap of interest in and motivation to learn about the other side could be easily detected by the mere fact that every year tens of thousands of Chinese young men and women apply for a visa to study in the United States. Many of them decide to stay in this country. In comparison, many fewer Americans want to study in China, let alone live in that remote land.


    Nevertheless, for better or worse, China is becoming more and more important to the United States, not just politically and economically, but also culturally. Most notably, the size of the Chinese population in the United States has increased steadily. China-made goods as well as Chinese food have become a part of most Americans’ daily life. China is now the second-largest trade partner of the United States and will be a huge market for American goods and services. China is also one of the largest creditors, with about $1 trillion in U.S. government securities. Internationally China could either help or hinder American foreign policy in the United Nations, on issues ranging from North Korea to non-proliferation of weapons of mass destruction. In the last century, misperception of this vast country cost the United States dearly in the Korean War and the Vietnam War. On the issue of Taiwan, China and the United States may once again embark on a collision course if both sides are not careful in handling the dispute. Simply put, the state of U.S.-China relations may well shape the future not just for Americans and Chinese, but for the world at large as well.


    The purpose of this series, therefore, is to help high school students form an accurate, comprehensive, and balanced understanding of China, past and present, good and bad, success and failure, potential and limit, and culture and state. At least three major images will emerge from various volumes in this series.


    First is the image of traditional China. China has the longest continuous civilization in the world. Thousands of years of history produced a rich and sophisticated cultural heritage that still influences today’s China. While this ancient civilization is admired and appreciated by many Chinese as well as foreigners, it can also be heavy baggage that makes progress in China difficult and often very costly. This could partially explain why China, once the most advanced country in the world, fell behind during modern times. Foreign encroachment and domestic trouble often plunged this ancient nation into turmoil and war. National rejuvenation and restoration of the historical greatness is still considered the most important mission for the Chinese people today.


    Second is the image of Mao’s China. The establishment of the People’s Republic of China in 1949 marked a new era in this war-torn land. Initially the Communist regime was quite popular and achieved significant accomplishments by bringing order and stability back to Chinese society. When Mao declared that the “Chinese people stood up” at Tiananmen Square, “the sick man of East Asia” indeed reemerged on the world stage as a united and independent power. Unfortunately, Mao soon plunged the country into endless political campaigns that climaxed in the disastrous Cultural Revolution. China slipped further into political suppression, diplomatic isolation, economic backwardness, and cultural stagnation.


    Third is the image of China under reform. Mao’s era came to an abrupt end after his death in 1976. Guided by Deng Xiaoping’s farsighted and courageous policy of reform and openness, China has experienced earth-shaking changes in the last quarter century. With the adoption of a market economy, in just two decades China transformed itself into a global economic powerhouse. China has also become a full-fledged member of the international community, as exemplified by its return to the United Nations and its accession to the World Trade Organization. Although China is far from being democratic as measured by Western standards, overall it is now a more humane place to live, and the Chinese people have begun to enjoy unprecedented freedom in a wide range of social domains.


    These three images of China, strikingly different, are closely related with one another. A more sophisticated and balanced perception of China needs to take into consideration all three images and the process of their evolution from one to another, thus acknowledging the great progress China has made while being fully aware that it still has a long way to go. In my daily contact with Americans, I quite often find that their views of China are based on the image of traditional China and of China under Mao—they either discount or are unaware of the dramatic changes that have taken place. Hopefully this series will allow its readers to observe the following realities about China.


    First, China is not black and white, but rather—like the United States—complex and full of contradictions. For such a vast country, one or two negative stories in the media often do not represent the whole picture. Surely the economic reforms have reduced many old problems, but they have also created many new problems. Not all of these problems, however, necessarily prove the guilt of the Communist system. Rather, they may be the result of the very reforms the government has been implementing and of the painful transition from one system to another. Those who would view China through a single lens will never fully grasp the complexity of that country.


    Second, China is not static. Changes are taking place in China every day. Anyone who lived through Mao’s period can attest to how big the changes have been. Every time I return to China, I discover something new. Some things have changed for the better, others for the worse. The point I want to make is that today’s China is a very dynamic society. But the development in China has its own pace and logic. The momentum of changes comes largely from within rather than from without. Americans can facilitate but not dictate such changes.


    Third, China is neither a paradise nor a hell. Economically China is still a developing country with a very low per capita GDP because of its huge population. As the Chinese premier put it, China may take another 100 years to catch up with the United States. China’s political system remains authoritarian and can be repressive and arbitrary. Chinese people still do not have as much freedom as American people enjoy, particularly when it comes to expressing opposition to the government. So China is certainly not an ideal society, as its leaders used to believe (or at least declare). Yet the Chinese people as a whole are much better off today than they were 25 years ago, both economically and politically. Chinese authorities were fond of telling the Chinese people that Americans lived in an abyss of misery. Now every Chinese knows that this is nonsense. It is equally ridiculous to think of the Chinese in a similar way.


    Finally, China is both different from and similar to the United States. It is true that the two countries differ greatly in terms of political and social systems and cultural tradition. But it is also true that China’s program of reform and openness has made these two societies much more similar. China is largely imitating the United States in many aspects. One can easily detect the convergence of the two societies in terms of popular culture, values, and lifestyle by walking on the streets of Chinese cities like Shanghai. With ever-growing economic and other functional interactions, the two countries have also become increasingly interdependent. That said, it is naïve to expect that China will become another United States. Even if China becomes a democracy one day, these two great nations may still not see eye to eye on many issues.


    Understanding an ancient civilization and a gigantic country such as China is always a challenge. If this series kindles readers’ interest in China and provides them with systematic information and thoughtful perspectives, thus assisting their formation of an informed and realistic image of this fascinating country, I am sure the authors of this series will feel much rewarded.
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    Foreign businessmen walk past booths at the Canton Trade Fair in Guangzhou, China. By the mid-1970s China was struggling economically, its people among the poorest in the world. Since 1978 a program of reforms has enabled the country’s economy to grow at an average annual rate exceeding 8 percent, the fastest growth rate in the world during that period.
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    Overview: The Landscape of China’s Reform


    One of the most important global developments during the last decades of the 20th century was the rise of China as a world power. After two and a half decades of growth averaging more than 8 percent annually, China’s economy by 2003 had become the second largest in the world, as measured by purchasing power parity (PPP). (PPP is a method of calculating economic output that minimizes the influence of short-term currency fluctuations, which can skew the figures.) From 1990 to 2009, China’s total exports grew from about $62 billion to more than $1.2 trillion. In 2000 China’s share of total global exports was still under 4 percent; by 2009 that share had jumped to more than 9.5 percent. China’s economy, in the words of economists David Hale and Lyric Hughes Hale, has simply “taken off.”
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      Members of a Revolution Committee paint anti-capitalist slogans on banners, circa 1967. The Cultural Revolution was directed at intellectuals and people in authority deemed to have capitalist leanings. By the time it ended in 1976, the economic and social structure of Chinese society had been devastated.

    


    Accompanying China’s newfound economic importance is a more assertive stance on the world stage. In recent years, China has played an increasingly active role in a wide range of international issues, from the fight against terrorism to peace on the Korean Peninsula to economic cooperation in the Asia-Pacific region. China entered the World Trade Organization (WTO), the highest regulatory body for international trade, in 2001. It hosted the Summer Olympics in Beijing in 2008 and the World Expo in Shanghai in 2010. Chinese leaders travel all over the world more and more frequently. Since being forced to open its doors to the West in the mid-19th century, China—the former “sick man” of Asia—has never had more influence in international affairs.


    The rise of China is even more impressive when one compares China’s recent experience with that of other developing nations such as India. In 1980, for example, India’s population stood at 687 million, and its gross domestic product (GDP) per capita—essentially the average share of each Indian in the country’s total economic output—was $1,400 (based on PPP). China, on the other hand, had more than 1 billion people and a GDP per capita of less than $800. By 2011, however, India’s population had risen to about 1.2 billion and its GDP per capita to $3,700, whereas China, with a population of 1.35 billion, boasted a GDP per capita of $8,400. Both China and India have made great strides in reducing the number of people living in poverty. But China has gone much further. Since 1979 China has lifted 400 million of its citizens out of poverty and reduced the overall poverty rate to around 13 percent. India, on the other hand, still has a poverty rate hovering at 25 percent.


    The success of China’s economy can be explained first and foremost by the massive economic reforms it has undertaken since 1978. These reforms have touched upon virtually every aspect of life in China. For anyone who wishes to understand how China has become what it is today, and to glimpse what the future might hold for the world’s most populous nation, a clear understanding of the reform movement is a must.


    Origins and Nature of the Reforms


    China’s recent reform movement started less than two years after the death of Mao Zedong (1893–1976). One of the most radical leaders of the 20th century, Mao was responsible for the founding of the People’s Republic of China in 1949. He was also responsible for many disastrous political campaigns, such as the Great Leap Forward (1958–1960) and the Cultural Revolution (1966–1976). By the time of his death in 1976, Mao’s policies had reduced the country to ruins. Clearly, China was in urgent need of some fundamental changes.


    However, what direction these changes should take and how they should be implemented were by no means self-evident immediately after Mao’s death. It was not until late 1978, when Deng Xiaoping (1904–1997) emerged as the top leader of China, that the country firmly embarked on a sweeping reform movement. A veteran Communist, Deng had joined the revolution in the late 1920s. But Deng was considerably more open-minded and practical in his approach than was Mao. During his youth, he traveled to France and saw firsthand the large gap between China and the West. During the Cultural Revolution, Deng himself was purged and sent to do manual labor in a tractor factory. These experiences convinced him that Mao’s utopian socialist policies would not work in China.


    After he returned to power, Deng introduced one reform after another, never looking back. He first dropped the emphasis on political ideology and instead called on the nation to embrace economic development as the number one priority. He began to replace the old Soviet model of a centralized, planned economy with practices that were more characteristic of a market economy, such as competition, pricing based on supply and demand, and incentives for good performance. He abandoned Mao’s policy of self-isolation and introduced an “open-door” policy designed to encourage the inflow of foreign investment, technology, and managerial expertise into China. Finally, he dropped Mao’s call for global revolution in favor of a new foreign policy aimed at achieving a peaceful international environment in which China could concentrate on economic modernization.
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      Mao Zedong (left) and Deng Xiaoping examine a letter. After Mao’s death, Deng emerged as the leader of China and oversaw a gradual program of economic reforms.

    


    Deng called his new policies “socialism with Chinese characteristics.” Ordinary Chinese, however, saw the reforms more as a golden opportunity to improve their living standards and pursue personal advancement. After more than two decades of economic hardship and political fear under Mao, they were more than ready for a change, particularly one that might yield tangible results. They grabbed Deng’s call for reform with unprecedented energy, enthusiasm, and creativity. Before long, Deng’s reform programs had begun to produce some early signs of success: fresh produce began to reappear in the stores; wages, which had been frozen for years, began to go up; Chinese universities resumed the practice of admitting students based on their exam scores, after a 10-year lapse; and people started to taste greater personal freedom, as restrictions on travel and employment were effectively lifted.


    In the former Soviet Union and many of the countries of Eastern Europe, the transition from communism toward a market-based economy came with enormous social trauma and economic pains, at least initially. By contrast, Deng’s reform program in China resulted in much less social disturbance, and it produced material benefits that average citizens could feel directly. As a result, overall support for reform has, from the beginning, remained strong, despite significant ups and downs along the way. Indeed, the thrust of China’s reform efforts—a relentless nationwide pursuit of economic growth—has never been altered. This consistency of focus, along with the cumulative gains that have sustained and even accelerated the momentum for reform, goes a long way toward explaining how China has outperformed other states that have undertaken similar reforms, some of which began the process with greater expectations.


    Reform Without a Blueprint


    China’s march toward economic reform was in part fueled by strong leadership and popular support. But success or failure was ultimately linked to how the reform program was executed.
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