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FOREWORD

Just over a century ago American oilman John D. Rockefeller faced a quandary. His company, Standard Oil, had conquered the American market and was searching for potential buyers abroad.  Then he got a brilliant idea!  He had heard that there were then over five hundred million Chinese.  Of course they were poor, but if every one of them could be induced every month to buy just a small can of his oil to light their lamps, the total sale would be enormous!  “Oil for the lamps of China” became his famous marketing slogan.


Rockefeller was a century too early. The Chinese of his time were struggling just to survive.  Since then an endless tide of violence—revolution, anarchy, bitter civil war, the rise of Communism, and the Cultural Revolution—have convulsed China.  Since 1979, however, China has embarked on another and so far brilliantly successful revolution—“Market Leninism.”  We see the perhaps contradictory process of a Communist government sponsoring the rise of free market capitalism, but for many the process has worked very well.  China’s real GNP is about ten times higher as we approach 2008 than it was three decades earlier and it is said that over three hundred million Chinese have been lifted out of poverty.  That being said, many problems remain in China, including intense poverty. As of 2006, over half the Chinese work force earned less than five dollars a day!  There are unbelievable environmental problems and many parts of China including Beijing itself are simply running out of water.


Modern day Rockefellers, however, still dream of making a killing out of the China market.  Ironically, its enterprises like Wal-Mart which sell Chinese exports that are really making incredible profits.  But however one regards China, nobody can deny its growing importance on the world scene. The U.S. Department of State regards its embassy in Beijing as its most important anywhere and staffs it with more employees than any other embassy.  China is also one of the top trading partners of not only the U.S., but also the European Community and Japan.  What happens in China really matters in contemporary world affairs.


Daniel A. Métraux, a highly-trained Asian scholar with a strong background in Japanese studies, has written a marvelous book about China with the student in mind.  He begins with thorough coverage of traditional Chinese history and culture and then gives a blow-by-blow, chapter-by-chapter analysis of major aspects of contemporary Chinese life starting with the economy and continuing through education, religion, the environment, government, human rights, foreign relations and the military.  Métraux writes in a clear and lucid matter with excellent in-depth analysis of the major areas of Chinese life at the inception of the twenty-first century.  If you want an excellent primer on China today, this is the first book you should read.

Wilton S. Dillon

Senior Scholar Emeritus

The Smithsonian Institution

Washington DC

Fall 2007

PREFACE

When one arrives in Shanghai’s Pudong International Airport, everything is ultramodern.  One is quickly whisked from the plane through sparkling halls to retrieve one’s luggage and then offered the opportunity to ride the world’s fastest and most modern railway downtown or to zip into Shanghai on a network of wide highways crowded with a variety of speeding luxury cars.  But on the way into Shanghai one can smell the awful odor of highly polluted ditches and canals and hovels that serve as temporary shelter for many of the impoverished migrant workers who have come to Shanghai from rural China in search of a better life.  When I awoke upon my first visit to Shanghai in March, 2005, I looked out of the window of my tall luxury hotel, but could see very little due to a heavy laden fog that boldly blacked out the sun that was struggling to  somehow enlighten the city below.

This experience in Shanghai explains the New China in a nutshell.  There is so much about China that is very modern; China has become the factory workshop for the world and there are a growing number of very wealthy Chinese, but at the same time there has been so very much wanton destruction of the environment while several hundred million Chinese remain in dire poverty, unable to partake in China’s economic boom.  But movement  is distinctly in a forward direction.  The last time I had visited a major Chinese city, Guangzhou in 1997, I had seen far more bicycles on the major thoroughfares, but less than a decade later, the bicycles were far fewer in number, definitely outnumbered by cars, small trucks and motorcycles and motor scooters.


Any American wishing to witness China’s modern growth and its impact on his country need only drive out to his nearest Wal-Mart where roughly seventy percent of the durable goods on sale are made in China.  China’s manufacture of these goods has cost many American jobs, that is for sure, but Wal-Mart’s lower prices have saved American consumers hundreds of millions of dollars and have served as a major boon to the nation’s economy.


China’s stunning transformation into a global economic and political power is one of the seminal events of the modern era.  China’s rise has drastically altered the global economic and political balance of power and potentially threatens the security and economic livelihood of Japan, the United States, Europe and Russia.  China has already become the “factory workshop” for the entire world, sending inexpensive and increasingly higher quality goods to consumers throughout the developed world while simultaneously forcing nations like the United States to rationalize and restructure their domestic economies. What happens in China both directly and indirectly affects the lives of  billions of people around the world.  


China is an extraordinarily complex country that today is experiencing its second major revolution in less than three generations.  The Maoist revolution of the 1950s, 1960s and early 1970s sought to remold traditional Chinese civilization into a harmonious and egalitarian Communist society generally isolated from the outside world.  Before the dust could settle from the exertions of the Maoist frenzy, officials in his own party launched a free market experiment that decimated the foundation of Communist society, replacing it starting in the 1980s with the birth of a new capitalism that released the pent-up energy and creativity of the Chinese people.  The nation as a whole and many of its people prospered, and there was some degree of improvement in the lives of every Chinese, but huge income disparities and the emergence of significant class differences have killed the communist dream and have begun to threaten the very fabric of Chinese society.


The world has rarely seen a major power grow as fast as China.  Its economy in 2007 is more than nine times larger than it was in 1978, making it the world’s fourth largest economy behind the United States, Japan, and Germany.  The only comparable rise of a major economy in terms of its proportion to world Gross Domestic Product (GDP) is that of the United States between the late 1800s and World War I.  China’s growth propelled 400 million Chinese out of poverty during the last two decades of the twentieth century.  Between 1978 and 2003, China’s per capita income rose by a multiple of six.  The world’s greatest domestic migration in modern times doubled the proportion of Chinese living in towns and cities to over forty percent.   As many as 150 million workers have moved to China’s booming cities.  It is a stunning achievement.

China’s unparalleled three decades of continued growth have brought both wealth and power as well as a host of problems that could bring the current revolution to a grinding halt.  A rapidly escalating environmental crisis threatens to pollute the air, erode the land and terminate already scant water supplies. A growing income gap between wealthy urbanites in eastern China and poor farmers in western China brings tremendous social stress.  The world’s most rapidly aging work force begs the question of who is going to care for China’s elderly and pay for their health services.  Tens of millions of migrant workers mean that the once cherished family unit has been badly split.  

Chinese today enjoy far more human rights than ever before, but leaders of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) continue to stress government oppression of basic human rights and authoritarian control in the name of political stability. A communications revolution and a vastly improved educational system have created a new generation of independent free thinkers, but the government continues to curb free expression.  It seems every time China’s advances towards the development of a civil society, a new crisis erupts to slow any real sign of progress.


Some international observers view China’s rise as a world power as a threat to the status quo and to the hegemony of the United States, but Chinese officials stress that continued Chinese growth requires peaceful stability, open trade routes to the West, and clear access to oil and other energy sources in the Middle East, Africa, Southeast Asia and elsewhere.  Chinese sources say that the only thing that could provoke a furious Chinese military response would be any attempt by Taiwan to declare itself an independent republic no longer affiliated with China.  The fact is that China is not a threat, at least not in the conventional sense, but it is certainly a major world power with deep concerns for its own security and proper place in the world.  


There are indeed many Chinas and many ethnic minorities living there.  China is home to 56 official ethnic groups, the largest of which, the Han, make up over 92 percent of China’s vast population of 1.35 billion.  It is the elements of Han civilization that the outside world considers to be “Chinese culture,” but the other 55 minorities, most of them living in vast open frontier areas, maintain their own rich cultural traditions and customs.  Their existence adds color and variety to Chinese civilization, but their restlessness and desire of some for more autonomy or independence causes considerable tension in many areas.  


China’s revolutionary changes have caused consternation in many quarters abroad, but China had closed itself for so long that while the country is far more open today than a generation ago, it is undergoing such rapid change that very few outsiders have any clue as to what is going on there.  This is certainly true for students in high schools and colleges where only a handful will become exposed to even the most basic introduction to Chinese culture and history.  The purpose of this book is to serve as an introduction to China certainly for our own students and, hopefully, students and other interested persons elsewhere.  This work is a very basic introduction to serve the needs of the young novice, not the older specialist.  We look at most of the key institutions of Chinese society so that readers can grasp in a single place the enormity of change in contemporary China.


Both authors have considerable experience in China. Besides his academic training in East Asian Studies at Columbia University, Daniel Métraux has participated in two Fulbright summer seminars in China: 1988 studying economic development in Taiwan and 2006, looking at contemporary culture in China. The Taiwan experience led to the 1991 publication of another introductory text, Taiwan’s Political and Economic Growth in the late Twentieth Century.  Métraux has made many other short visits to China, mainly to Hong Kong, Macau and surrounding areas within China proper. Jim Yoxall graduated from Mary Baldwin College with Distinction in Asian Studies, is focusing on China in his graduate work, and is an adjunct instructor in Asian Studies at Mary Baldwin.  Yoxall has made several lengthy visits to China where he has taught in a variety of rural schools and he and his wife Hillary have adopted two Chinese children, Hannah and Dillan.


The sections individually written by Jim Yoxall are clearly marked. All other sections are by Daniel Métraux.  Both writers have edited all sections of the book.


This book is inspired by the 2006 Fulbright-Hays Seminar Abroad in China that Daniel M(traux attended in June and July 2006.  Lectures and site visits addressed the major social, economic, and political changes in contemporary China.  We spent two weeks in Beijing and then moved on to Xian and Shanghai plus a week in Qinghai Province.  While in Qinghai we visited the capital Xining as well as the historically Tibetan Tongren and Minhe counties.  We spent our final days in Hong Kong.


Daniel Métraux would like to express his deep appreciation to the Fulbright program for two fascinating visits to China and especially to Dr. Anne Thurston, a brilliant and very kind Sinologist from the Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies (SAIS) who led the 2006 summer Fulbright seminar in China.
Daniel Métraux

James W. Yoxall
Mary Baldwin College

Staunton, VA

Fall 2007
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