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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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    Tourists walk around the outside of the Imperial Palace, part of the Forbidden City in Beijing. For more than 500 years, emperors of the Ming and Qing dynasties ruled China from this complex of palaces and buildings.
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    Chinese Traditional Culture and the Dynastic System


    China, a vast country that covers some 3.7 million square miles (9.5 million square kilometers) of territory in East Asia, is geographically about the same size as the United States. In recent years these two giant states, located on opposite sides of the Northern Hemisphere, have become increasingly connected. By 2010, for example, the United States was China’s largest trade partner, receiving nearly 20 percent of Chinese exports. China, meanwhile, was the second-largest trade partner of the United States, behind only Canada. Diplomatic relations between the two countries—which were nonexistent during several tense decades in the middle of the 20th century—have recently assumed major importance as well. China is a key player in efforts to defuse tensions on the Korean Peninsula, a regional issue in which the United States has an important interest. China also pledged $150 million in aid for the rebuilding of Afghanistan following the 2001 U.S. invasion that ousted that country’s radical Islamist regime and the al-Qaeda terrorists it harbored.


    Such ties notwithstanding, China and the United States are profoundly different in crucial respects. As a country, America is young, dynamic, and forward looking, while China is an ancient civilization that remains deeply enmeshed in its past, constantly looking to history for wisdom and guidance. Americans tend to be individually oriented and value personal freedom and liberty above all; in Chinese culture the individual has long taken a backseat to family and social harmony. And, most significant for the purposes of this book, China has a dramatically different political system and form of government from that of the United States or other Western nations.


    Understanding China has always proved a daunting challenge for people in the West, even specialists. But this much is certain: one cannot hope to form an accurate picture of modern China in the absence of some background about China’s traditional culture.


    Characteristics of Chinese Traditional Culture


    China is by no means a mere nation-state, but a “cultural universe” of its own category in many respects. China’s traditional dynastic system emerged in the third century B.C. and endured until 1911. In the West, by contrast, a succession of territorial entities arose, each becoming a focal point of Western civilization and culture for a time before receding into relative obscurity as another entity ascended to a position of primacy. The longevity of China’s traditional system is unparalleled: in the words of Kenneth Lieberthal, a leading China specialist at the University of Michigan, it would be “as if, in Western terms, the Roman empire had evolved but nevertheless survived into the twentieth century.”


    The philosophical underpinnings of China’s traditional system predate by several centuries the actual unification of China in 221 B.C. No single thinker had a more profound influence on the shape of traditional China than Confucius (Kong Zi), a teacher and philosopher from the small state of Lu. Confucius (551–479 B.C.) lived near the end of the Spring and Autumn period, a time in Chinese history when central authority was weak and various autonomous states around the Yellow River valley fought one another for supremacy. This period of instability and continual warfare led scholars such as Confucius to emphasize the need for order, harmony, and appropriate conduct by rulers and ruled alike. Although his ideas would later form the foundation of traditional Chinese culture and governance, Confucius was—like many great thinkers—largely ignored by his contemporaries. Not until the Han dynasty (206 B.C.–A.D. 220) was Confucianism adopted and developed into an all-encompassing state ideology.
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      This portrait depicts Confucius, whose philosophy shaped Chinese ideas about government and society for more than 2,000 years.

    


    The role of Confucianism in shaping traditional governance and culture in China can be seen in a number of areas. To begin, Confucianism is remarkably secular. Confucius himself resisted speculation about the nature of the afterlife, and Confucianism explicitly states that morally correct or incorrect behavior should be rewarded or punished in this life. As a result, traditional Chinese politics based on Confucianism was secular from the start. By contrast, religion—specifically Christianity—was inextricably linked to governance and politics in the West until the end of the Middle Ages (roughly the 15th century); and Islamic society has never fully separated religious and state authority.


    In the absence of religious elements, what was the carrier of moral codes in traditional China? The answer is education. Confucius and his followers believed that humans are by nature neither good nor bad, but rather shaped by their experience. Education, according to Confucianism, is the key to instilling morality and ensuring appropriate behavior.


    In the political realm, education also had a major role to play, in the view of Confucianists. Good governance, according to Confucianism, begins with the virtuous example of rulers, and virtue is cultivated through education. In addition, while ultimate authority in China’s traditional dynastic system lay with the emperor—which of course was a hereditary position—thousands of bureaucrats were needed to actually administer the realm, and these men were selected based on their educational qualifications. As China’s dynastic system evolved, a four-level examination system based largely on knowledge of the Confucian classics was instituted to select qualified government bureaucrats; it was open to all Chinese men, regardless of their station in life. Those who passed the exam at the lowest level were eligible for official appointment or could proceed to the next level; those who successfully completed all four levels might land a top position at the imperial court.



OEBPS/Images/copy_logo.jpg





OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg
Mason Crest
Philadelphia





OEBPS/Images/chapter01.jpg





OEBPS/Images/page6.jpg





OEBPS/Images/series-logo.jpg
CHING

THE EMERGING SUPERPOWER





OEBPS/Images/page15.jpg





OEBPS/Images/page12.jpg





OEBPS/Images/page4.jpg
i w = % wew wam m = !‘I

T
1] | .

.

-

W
TR |
(|

[ETF

Il

fy

f)

If

———





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
THE GOVERNMENT... . ...
OF CHINA

®

. 2a = Senior: Consulting Editor:
e Dr, Jianwei Wang, University of Wisconsin ¢ Guest Professor,
Fudan University (Shanghai) and Zhongshan University (Guangzhou)

[





