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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 skyline of Shanghai, modern China’s commercial capital. By the early 21st century, China had emerged as a powerful force in the world economy.
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    Overview


    From atop the Shanghai World Financial Center, Shanghai’s tallest skyscraper, the view tells an extraordinary story. It is the story of a city’s remarkable development—of how, in a mere decade of frenzied building, some 3,000 high-rises went up and acres of rice paddies were transformed into a steel, glass, and concrete world of ultramodern office towers, five-star hotels, and glittering shopping malls. The sheer volume of construction was so great that some parts of Shanghai have begun to sink in the area’s soft soil. What would China’s revolutionary leader, Mao Zedong, think if he saw today’s Shanghai, China’s commercial capital, blazing with neon lights, its streets bustling with traffic and its port filled with ships from all over the world?


    Of course, if Mao were to return, he would have more than the bustle of Shanghai to ponder. The forces that transformed Shanghai into a mecca of capitalism are playing out elsewhere in China. Mayors of Chinese cities woo foreign companies with tax breaks and other incentives to attract investment. And farmers, once the backbone of China’s economy, take a backseat now to the new drivers of economic development: the entrepreneurs who make millions selling low-cost, sophisticated computer chips and flat-screen televisions made in China to the rest of the world. Today’s China is the second-largest importer in the world, behind only the United States. It is also the world’s largest producer of televisions and makes more than a quarter of the world’s washing machines and half of the world’s cameras and photocopiers. China consumes more oil than every country except the United States. While China remains at its core a developing nation ruled by one party—the Chinese Communist Party—the country today holds little resemblance to the China that Mao built on the shoulders of poor and uneducated farmers.


    Looking at China from the outside, it has often been easy to judge the “Middle Kingdom” by its tragic layers of history—the tens of thousands who died building the Great Wall, the chaos of the Cultural Revolution, and more recently the shocking massacre at Tiananmen Square. For decades, the People’s Republic of China was seen as a nation isolated from the rest of the world, torn internally by political struggles and haunted by its imperial past. The Chinese Communist Party, which came to power after World War II, grounded itself in the age-old ideology of a state-centric society, basing governance entirely on the influence and decisions of the state. This meant strong personal leadership at the apex, and impressive nationwide governing bureaucracies. The message was simple: The people need not worry; the government will take care of everything. Under this system, many scholars say, the kind of investment behavior and technological change necessary for healthy, modern economic growth was stymied. And as a result, too many foreigners were quick to dismiss the potential of this sleeping giant called China.


    No longer. Today, a whole new generation of Chinese politicians, entrepreneurs, and thinkers has come of age, relatively untouched by the nation’s painful past. Financial reforms put in place in the 1970s after Mao’s death are finally making an impact. The rapid economic liberalization—opening the country to foreign investment, trade, and industrialization—has created a version of Chinese capitalism that has generated unprecedented economic prosperity for the country. In 2009, as a financial crisis spread havoc throughout the economies of the United States and Europe, China’s GDP grew by 8.7 percent, according to official government statistics. The sleeping giant, as one prominent economist put it, has awakened, and the rest of the world can no longer ignore its presence and its potential.


    A New Revolution


    How did this transformation come about? External influences, from U.S. president Richard Nixon’s landmark visit to China in 1972 to the Asian financial crisis of the mid-1990s, played a role. In particular, the financial crisis that hit Southeast Asian nations such as Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand, and the Philippines exposed the weaknesses in those economies, leaving them in shambles. But it also opened a window of opportunity for China to step up its influence in Asia. To take advantage of this new opening, China’s centralized state system had to change. The ruling Chinese Communist Party had to relinquish some of its tight grip over the country. Therefore, the more significant part of China’s economic evolution came from within. The Chinese Communist Party, which once reviled businessmen as corrupt “capitalist roaders” is now embracing them as benefactors of China’s economic boom. The government is luring overseas Chinese to return home with glossy pamphlets about the high quality of life in major Chinese cities. It is tempting homegrown businessmen to be more proactive and innovative by offering them tax breaks. And it is showing these business moguls the Communist Party matters by offering them influential positions within the Party.
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      President Richard M. Nixon and his wife, Pat, pose on the Great Wall of China. Nixon’s historic 1972 visit opened the way for warmer relations, and trade ties, between the United States and China.

    


    Today, the people of China see their country’s growing economic and political influence as a new revolution, one that is transforming the nation and elevating it to a new international level. Yesterday’s factory workers can be today’s entrepreneurs, fashioning a neon dreamscape from ancient alleyways. Overseas Chinese return from five years abroad to find their hometowns unrecognizable, while in the interior, whole new cities are sprouting out of rice paddies. Designers are fashioning a new Chinese aesthetic, blending the now with the then. Business moguls are building economic empires, flooding Asia with their cutting-edge products. Even the Chinese Communist Party is trying to reinvent itself by inviting once-disdained capitalists into its fold.


    Global Ramifications


    For China’s neighbors and its trading partners, the flourishing Chinese economy is both a blessing and a threat. On the one hand, an open-door China means access to the country’s more than 1.2 billion consumers. According to the latest data from the World Bank, an international lending and development group, China ranks as one of the top importers of foreign goods. Well-known multinational companies such as McDonald’s, Coca-Cola, and Procter & Gamble recognize this: U.S. multinationals have together invested well over $3 billion to establish their presence in the country. Some economists predict that in the next 15 to 20 years, China’s economy has the potential to be as big as the U.S. economy is today. If that prediction holds true, there will be beneficiaries in the rest of the world as well.


    Still, there remains a real fear among China’s trading partners, and understandably so, that China’s rapid growth could mean bad news for their own economies. China is one of the world’s largest recipients of foreign direct investment (FDI)—in 2008, it ranked third, behind only the United States and France. There are some concerns, among officials in other developing countries in the region, that the torrent of FDI flowing into China could leave their economies marginalized. The reality is also this: most economies, both developing and developed, cannot compete with China’s vast pool of cheap, skilled and semi-skilled labor and its immense market. China’s eastern seaboard alone is home to an urban middle class numbering half a billion, with an appetite and ability to pay for everything from mobile phones to computers.


    So is China a friend or a rival? That is the question many governments, corporations, and scholars are asking, and while the answer may vary slightly depending on who is asked, for now, there is a broad consensus that an economically strong China is more or less good for the global economy. Take the United States, for example. China’s growth has certainly put a strain on the U.S. economy, but it has also brought benefits. On the one hand, the United States runs a large trade deficit with China—the deficit stood at $268 billion in 2008, and more than $226 billion in 2009, according to U.S. government statistics. This means, in the simplest terms, that as a whole, the United States imports more goods from China than it is able to export to the country. That said, however, within the overall trade deficit, the United States runs surpluses in certain areas. For example, the United States enjoyed a surplus of $8.7 billion in agricultural trade with China in 2008. The United States also runs surpluses in the services trade; the figure stood at $5.4 billion in 2007.
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      A worker unloads boxes of Coca-Cola soft drinks from a delivery truck outside a restaurant in Beijing. Today, many multinational corporations are working to establish their brands in the world’s most populous country.

    


    A similar situation prevails among many of China’s Southeast Asian neighbors. China’s rapid economic liberalization, especially after its 2001 entry into the World Trade Organization—the highest regulatory body for international trade—has meant a noticeable redirection of foreign investments into China instead of Southeast Asian countries, many of which badly need the money to rebuild their economies. Even so, free trade agreements with China have given Southeast Asia’s homegrown corporations better access to the huge Chinese consumer market through lower tariff rates (taxes for importing goods to a foreign country) and the exchange of technology know-how.


    Any which way the analysis goes, it is obvious that those that enter China’s economic orbit will prosper. Those that cannot—or will not—are likely to suffer and decline, and this applies to both the developed and developing economies of the world. China’s massive population and its ability to offer both skilled and unskilled labor to satisfy the whole range of industries—from low-end manufacturing to sophisticated computer chip production—will continue to pressure its trading partners. But the so-called China threat is perhaps only an exaggerated perspective. China is still a relative newcomer to the world trade arena, and it has much work ahead to truly liberalize its economy. At the market level, China needs to better protect intellectual property rights and hold corporations to minimum ethical standards, among other concerns. Beyond market access, China will ultimately have to make some difficult internal adjustments, such as reformulating many of its economic policies to bring them in line with international standards, strengthening social safety nets, and narrowing the economic and social disparities among regions within the country.
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