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Speak Out Your Values, China
By Wei Han

From March to April of 2005, East Asia is trapped in a series of “anti” dramas. China’s new “Anti-Secession Law” threatens “non-peaceful means” against Taiwan’s possible independence. Japan protests the Chinese government for indulging anti-Japanese propaganda. Western media suspected that the Chinese anti-Japanese rallies and a surge in Japanese nationalism will jeopardize regional stability.  America opposes the anti-arms-embargo campaign in order to prevent the European Union from closer relations with China, even though the United States views China as a partner in its anti-terrorism mission. 

At the same time my public diplomacy course is discussing the following questions:  “What is the origin of anti-Americanism? How can public diplomacy help remedy this problem?” Strangely, people instead talked about the anti-China (not anti-communism) phenomenon. Some American students are serious about   promoting an anti-China sentiment to counterbalance anti-Americanism.  If the United States can replace the Soviet Union with China as a realistic threat to world peace and democracy, then other countries will find America’s unilateralism more tolerable.

What China is doing seems to provide fuel for the anti-China sensation in America. President Hu went shopping in America’s backyard, made friends with Lula of Brazil and Chavez of Venezuela. Premier Wen gave a smiling face to India and urged the formation of a strategic partnership between the two countries.  In Pakistan, Sudan, and Iran, China is investing billions in constructing ports and oil exploration. China has rapidly replaced the United States as the biggest trade partner with the European Union and Japan. And finally, we now see the Anti-Secession Law. 

One of my classmates, Ian, asked, “Why can’t China allow some peace-loving people living in a tiny island with their own democratic autonomy to be independent?” Ian had spent two years in Taiwan, and believes that he has more say on this issue than I, who can only know this place through maps.
Bryan, a former Peace Corps volunteer in Bulgaria, had traveled in China during the SARS epidemic in 2003, cares more about general topics: “What is China’s ideology?” He wanted me to pick an -ism from his laundry list of potential Chinese ideological identities: “communism,” “burgeoning capitalism,” “hybrid of Confucianism and totalitarianism,” and so on. When I responded with ambiguity about the existence of any clear-cut ideology in China today, he was astonished.  “How can a nation live without the guide of ideology?”
Bryan and many of my classmates endorse a widely-held viewpoint that nationalism has, to a great extent, replaced communism as the Party’s rationale for clinging to power and, furthermore, that the party has exhausted its patience with Taiwan's democracy.  Most of my classmates who majored in international law and diplomacy take a neutral position on the issue of China’s reunification with Taiwan;   prioritize peace, self-determination, and democracy. 

“What is China’s priority?” This is a key question people usually ask. The Chinese leadership appears to emphasize economic development and reunification. “What are Chinese basic values?”  Even as a Chinese citizen, I have to confess that I have no clear answer. When Deng Xiaoping, the late paramount leader of China, said; “It doesn't matter if a cat is black or white, as long as it catches mice,” he had intentionally  created an ambiguity that seemed the perfect antidote to 50 years of destructive, ideological certainty. Some people interpret Deng’s statement as an alternative ideology of pragmatism.

Pragmatism is credited with the staggering economic development of China over the last two decades. Even with this growth, China plans to quadruple the size of its economy over the next 20 years. To do so, it must guarantee access to resources such as oil, minerals, and markets; but, it is hard to make real friends and maintain access to resources in the world when you embrace nothing more than pragmatism.  China’s rise can be a boom shared by other countries, or a prosperity gained at the expense of them. To the international markets, China at the moment seems like a mouth that eats but does not speak. It makes citizens, businesses, and governments nervous. To its neighbors, China’s growing military muscle is also shaking the Asian geopolitical balance beyond just their economic prowess. 

When the future is uncertain, people tend to prepare for the worst. In the case of China, 8% annual increases in GDP over two decades, military upgrades, and populist propaganda all contribute to a reminder for some people of Weimar Germany, Imperial Japan, and the Soviet Union during the Cold War. Uncertainty is, no doubt, the hotbed of enmity. Any anti-China sensation partly originates from the lack of mutual trust. The Chinese regime gives the world an impression of a “black box.”  Its monetary policy, military budget, and even statistic reliability all invite suspicions from the outside. 

The Anti-Secession Law is legislation that reflects China’s consistent policy toward Taiwan. It presents not a surprising or an aggressive change, but a positive way to clarify China’s stance, intentions, and interests. China need not back away from its stern stance vis-a-vis Taiwanese pro-independence activists, but it does owe the world an explanation of its fundamental values. 

In other words, the Anti-Secession Law, however flawed, can be taken as a starting point from which China should elucidate national interests, outline policies, and most importantly, crystallize its values to the world. Because values are the cornerstone of long-term cooperation as well as stable and reciprocal relations, the sooner China clarifies its values, the less resistance China may face.   

Chinese leadership futilely tried to mollify other countries’ unease to its rapid rise by deploying the rhetoric of a “peaceful rise.”  The trouble is not with the words chosen (as some people recommended “peaceful development” to substitute) but with the unclear presentation of China’s values. “Peaceful rise” is the trademark of a national strategy, not the national values.
China has no choice. It must stand by the democracy that is the “irresistible tide of the world” as pointed out by Sun Yat-sen, the founding father of modern China almost a century ago. 

Evidence suggests that China is thinking about rebuilding its superstructure. Two days after the anti-secession rally occurred in Taiwan, an opposition Nationalist Party delegation visited mainland China. It was the first meeting of Communists and Nationalists in more than 50 years. The delegation highlighted the Nationalist contribution to the Chinese Revolution, which toppled the last feudal dynasty, called the “Republic of China.” 

Because the Nationalists had lost mainland China to the Communists and Taiwan to the Democratic Progressive Party, some people discount the significance of their political initiative. But this event stirred up a tremendous reaction in China. More than 90% of the “netizens” who posted their opinions on an online forum expect a third cooperation between the Communists and Nationalists. In their previous collaborations, the two parties managed to defeat the warlords and overcame the Japanese invasion during World War II. The chairman of the Nationalist Party is going to meet President Hu in Beijing this May. Chinese people wish that the Chinese statesmen from both sides of the Taiwan Strait will emphatically express their endorsement of fundamental democratic principles in the name of the nation.  

Put simply, the reconciliation of historical rivals should be used as an opportunity not only for this country’s peaceful reunification, but also as a basis on which China can set up its democratic system. This social transition may take years and need strong commitments. But such commitments will promise a peaceful future for this country and dismantle suspicion in the world. 
America’s longtime presence in East Asia is an important variable in the recent developments.  In the long run, nuclear crisis in the Korea peninsula and possible conflict over the Taiwan Strait can be addressed through the internal transformations of these three powers.  Japan will become a military power; United States will be engaged around the world in the challenge of spreading democracy and economic integration; China has to start its already overdue political reform under the mounting pressure from an emerging middle class and a youth generation.  

What happened in the last months has shown us that the dice have been cast. Power politics in East Asia has entered a new era. At this point, the United States should encourage China to make more meaningful contact with political parties in Taiwan. China should also advocate democratic values and initiate political reform. 

More and more of my American classmates say to me “ni hao!” instead of “Hi, how are you doing?” Some of them are going to intern in China this summer, speaking Chinese and interacting with Chinese people.  They are preparing for their professional careers that will cover the next 20 to 30 years, and the governments of the United States and China should have more long-term expectations for building a better tomorrow as well.
