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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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    The Temple of Heaven in Beijing was built as a place for China’s emperors to offer prayers and sacrifices to the gods. Two emperors are among the fascinating and noteworthy figures profiled in this book.
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    Overview


    In his poem “Memories of the Past at Red Cliff,” Su Dongpo wrote: “To match the hills and the rivers so fair, / How many heroes of yore / Made a great show!” Looking back at China’s past, we can’t help but feel the same today as this great poet from a thousand years ago.


    China is one of the four oldest civilizations in the world; its history extends back more than 5,000 years. Over the centuries, innumerable Chinese have distinguished themselves in all fields of endeavor, in the process shaping the development of their nation and its remarkable culture.


    In a short volume such as this, it would be impossible even to mention all the people who have made outstanding contributions to Chinese life, much less to describe their accomplishments in detail. Rather, this book seeks to introduce a handful of prominent figures who not only shone in various fields but also lived at different periods in China’s long history, from pre-dynastic times to the late 20th century. It is hoped that the brief profiles offered here might spark readers to further explorations of Chinese history and culture.


    Who Is Included


    The first famous person presented in this book (which is organized chronologically) is also arguably the single most important figure in Chinese civilization. Indeed, very few persons in the course of human history have influenced a nation more profoundly than the philosopher Confucius has influenced China. Although this great sage of ancient times left little written work—mostly a collection of his sayings, compiled by students after his death—his teachings shaped governance and social relations in China for two millennia, and their effect on the Chinese world of today can hardly be overstated. Confucianism centers on ren (jen in the system formerly used to transliterate Chinese characters), a love for our fellow beings; it advocates that individuals change society by first cultivating their own virtue and then placing their families in order.
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      This bronze sculpture, made during the Song dynasty (960–1279), depicts the Chinese philosopher Laozi (Lao-tzu) riding a water buffalo. As a founder of Taoism, Laozi is an important figure in Chinese history.

    


    Despite Confucianism’s singular importance, it should be noted that Chinese civilization has other philosophical foundations. Taoism, traditraditionally said to have been formulated by a contemporary of Confucius called Laozi (Lao-tzu) and later by Zhuangzi (Chuang-tzu), was another leading school of thought for the Chinese. It is characterized by a deep love of nature, a simple lifestyle free of material striving, and a disavowal of rigid social conventions and rules. Most Chinese are Taoist in private and Confucian in public. Thus, to understand the Chinese mind, one must study both of these philosophies.


    Many Chinese kings and emperors have won long-lasting fame for their achievements as rulers of one of the most advanced and powerful nations in the world. Emperor Wudi (Wu-ti) of the Han dynasty, Emperor Taizong (T’ai-tsung) of the Tang dynasty, and Emperor Kangxi (K’ang-hsi) and Emperor Qianlong (Ch’ien-lung) of the Qing (Ch’ing) dynasty are but a few such figures, each of whom could easily be the subject of a full-length biography. This book, however, examines the life and legacy of another famous Chinese emperor: Qin Shihuang (Ch’in Shih-huang). In the third century B.C., he established the first unified empire of China and set up a centralized government that was the model for all Chinese dynasties in the centuries to follow. Qin Shihuang standardized the writing system, currency, and measures, and he built the Great Wall of China, the country’s most enduring symbol. He was also a ruthless tyrant. Yet his influence on Chinese history was far-reaching, which justifies his inclusion in this volume.


    In China, as in most cultures throughout the world, women have often been relegated to subordinate roles. Yet over the years, many exceptional females have risen to prominence in Chinese political and cultural life. Wu Zetian (Wu Tse-t’ien), who is profiled in this book, became the only woman in China’s long history to rule the country in her own right. Although frequently maligned for the ruthlessness with which she pursued power, Wu Zetian proved a very competent ruler who led China into one of its most prosperous times.
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      Dr. Sun Yat-sen (1866–1925) addresses an audience at his home in Guilin, in the province of Guangxi, circa 1922. After leading a revolution that overthrew China’s last emperor, Sun in 1912 became provisional president of the short-lived Chinese republic.

    


    China has produced many outstanding literary talents. Some people might argue for Li Bai (Li Pai), the great romantic poet from the Tang dynasty, as China’s finest poet. However, Su Dongpo (Su Tung-p’o), who lived later during the Song (Sung) dynasty, was Li Bai’s equal in literary ability, and his poetry displays more versatility. A favorite of poetry-loving Chinese to this day, Su Dongpo is profiled in this volume.


    Two famous persons in this book lived during the Ming dynasty. One is an explorer named Zheng He (Cheng Ho), who led seven grand ocean expeditions into the Indian Ocean, the Persian Gulf, and the Red Sea, reaching as far as East Africa. These expeditions, more than 50 years earlier than the great voyages of the Portuguese and the Spanish at the end of the 15th century, assembled the world’s largest fleet and spread the Chinese culture across Southeast Asia. The other Ming Chinese is Li Shizhen (Li Shih-chen), one of the most famous doctors in traditional Chinese medicine, who compiled a monumental reference work on Chinese pharmacology.


    Contemporary China has been shaped by a number of persons who helped bring their lagging country into the modern world. Scholars in the late 19th century such as Kang Youwei (K’ang Yuwei) and Liang Qichao (Liang Ch’i-ch’ao) promoted new ideas from the West and paved the way for China’s great changes in the following hundred years. And then Sun Yat-sen, a doctor-turned-revolutionist, led the revolution of 1911–1912, which overthrew the Qing, China’s last feudal dynasty, and established the first republic in this ancient land. Yet no one has had a more profound effect on modern China than Mao Zedong, the last famous person examined in this book. Mao led his country through a Communist revolution and in 1949 founded the People’s Republic of China, which he ruled—for good and ill—for more than 25 years. Although his successors have charted a somewhat different course, particularly in the economic realm, Mao’s legacy continues to loom large.
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