
52 I WORLDVIEW I MAY 1978 

stop. I t  would be even better if the 
Soviet Union were to stop too. but i t  is 
for our own actions. not theirs, that we 
bear immediate and direct moral re- 
sponsibility. We may hope that if the 
cal l  i s  heard and we do stop-or at least 
slow down-our contributions to the 
arms race, others, including our pro- 
spective opponents. might follow our 
lead for economic i f  not moral reasons. 
But even i f  they don't. we should recog- 
nize the moral obligation to act. Should 
the worst come to pass and our nation's 
security rest upon faith rather than the 
murderous potential of modem wars, 
even that should not be regarded as too 
unthinkable a situation from a religious 
perspective. 

Richard Neuhaus Responds: 

Contra Deats. in the January Excursus 
and elsewhere I have spelled out my 
"basic concern" for disarmament and 
have proposed ways to enlist a larger 
political constituency in that cause. One 
such way i s  that the advocates of dis- 
armament be scrupulously accurate in 
their statements lest the cause be dis- 
missed as panisan propaganda. Another 
is to restrain the impulse to identify 
ourselves too closely with Hosea and 
other worthies or to confuse our pruden- 
t i a l  judgments with the Word of God. 
Contra Deats and Zahn. I do not believe 
that the rightness and urgency of the 
cause. or our primary responsibility for 
the policies of the U.S. rather than the 
USSR, excuse distortion of the facts. In 
1964 most of us rejected one version of 
the false and. not so incidentally, losing 
proposition that extremism in the de- 
fense of one's favored cause i s  no vice 
and moderation in i ts  pursuit no virtue. I 
see no reason to revise that judgment 
now. 
[The following signers of the pastoral 
letter in qiresriorr were irrvited to tiiscrrss 
in rliese pages rlreir reasons for upprov- 
irig the tiocirrrrerrt brit tieclitred the invi- 
tution: Bishop Jutties Arrnstrong 
(Metlrodisr), Bishop Joseph A .  Francis 
(Rorntrri Ct irhol ic) .  Archbishop 
Ruyrirorrd G .  Hrrtrrlr~irisen (Rorrrcirr 
Cutliolic). D r .  Jorge Luru-Brtiird (Nu- 
riorral Coirncil of Cliirrches). Rtibbi Sre- 
veri S. Schwur:sclrild. Rabbi Mtrrc H .  
Tannetibuirtti. Bishop Ernesr L .  
UnrerkoeJler (Roniuri Cntholicl-The 
Ed i I o rs .] . 

Reader's Response I1 

Human Rights in China 

Robert W. Barnett 

Worldview has published a number of 
arricles contending that human rights. if 
they are lo be meatiingfirl. inirsf be 
based upon universal values. Herewith 
an a1rernarir.e view by a distinguished 
scholar of Asian affairs.-The Edirors 

We are putting before ourselves a prac- 
tical question. Should we make Pe- 
king's record in handling what Ameri- 
cans ca l l  the human rights of the 
Chinese people an obstacle to normaliz- 
ing diplomatic relations between the 
United States and the People's Republic 
of China? In my opinion we should not. 

I go farther. We should seek a berter 
understanding of the moral content im- 
plicit in why and how Peking has sus- 
tained the legitimacy of i t s  authority 
through rhetorical and operational 
means that are alien to the political 
experience of the Western world. 

The psychic and philosophical prem- 
ises upon which the Chinese system 
operates differ from other countries in 
the world, whether or not they are Marx- 
ist, affll;ent, or developing. But we 
should hesitate to condemn them as less 
moral merely because they differ from 
those of other societies. In fact China 
may be giving clues to a perception of 
moral necessities that we-not to men- 
tion particular countries like India. In- 
donesia. Brazil, and so forth-may be 
obliged to recognize, i f  we begin to 
helieve we cannot continue to heal our 
economic and social dissatisfactions 
merely by perpetual opening up of new 
resource frontiers. geographical and 
technological; that i s ,  i f  we heed intima- 
tions of doom expressed by the Club of 
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Rome, by Robert Heilbronner. and by 
H.F.  Schumacher. 

Let me hasten to say that I do not take 
delight in the China model. I was in the 
People's Republic of China in 1976. 
During my fifteen days there I did not 
have so much as fifteen minutes of 
conversation with my Chinese hosts that 
had anything like the human or intellec- 
tual content of conversations I had just 
s i x  months before while traveling 
through several "authorirarian" coun- 
tries of Southeast Asia. Having known 
China quite well before World War II, 
and acquainted with many Chinese 
overseas-in Hong Kong, Taiwan, and 
elsewhere-a pan of me was outraged 
by what Chinese leaders seem to have 
done to deprive i ts  people of a capacity 
to laugh, to share in tragic despair. and 
to reveal to friends their gifts of verve 
and creativity. individuality. competi- 
tive compulsion, and personal warmth 
and loyalty. However, against that ap- 
parent loss there was a balancing per- 
ception before which I stood in awe. I 
recalled Ernest Hemingway's 
aphorism, "d'abord il fairt durer"; that 
was the miracle of the People's Repub- 
l ic  of China. 

I t  i s  this, I think. that has awed almost 
a l l  visitors to Chins. They see achieve- 
ment in the face of obstacles that totally 
demoralized Chiang Kai-shek and his 
supporters. What there i s  now to see 
sobers leaders from other parts of the 
developing world, who identify me- 
chanics but cannot imagine infusing 
their own people with the moral devo- 
tion lipon which the Chinese system 
appears to be built. 

Peking's obstacles were rooted in I50 
years of humiliation and catastrophe 
visited on China by nature. by a steadily 
rising population. by dislocation of i t s  
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traditional economic practices. by mili- 
tary assaults and incursions of Western 
European countries and of Japan. and hy 
the bewilderment and conservatism of a 
government apparatus i n  the grip of an 
obsolete educational system. Prior to 
I93 I the restraints imperial powers 
placed upon each other. rather than any 
capability of the Chinese political sys- 
tem itself. spared the proud realm of 
China from outright colonization. After 
World War I I  Chiangl Kai-shek was 
supported by friends at home and abroad 
in  an effort to restore pride and effec- 
tiveness to the Chinese system. But the 
tragic fallacy i n  his leadership was that 
its legitimacy and moral sanction had 
stronger roots abroad than within his 
own Chinese environment. The leaders 
of the People's Republic of China won a 
civil war against him because their au- 
thority was based upon strictly Chinese 
military. economic, intellectual. and 
moral resources. These leaders were 
determined to achieve total national 
self-reliance. and to do this through 
mobilization of the moral support of a 
population committed in  rhetoric. in 
appearance. and i n  day-by-day activity 
to egalitarianism. Devotion to this pur- 
pose was reinforced by the shock of a 
worldwide embargo mounted against 
China by the United Nations during the 
Korean War and, perhaps even more 
traumatically. by withdrawal of Soviet 
aid, advisors, and industrial facilities in  
1961. 

It is against this background of harsh 
national necessity that China's leaders 
considered the "human rights" of their 
people. The first right was to survive- 
"il  fnirt drrrer. ' ' Leaders of  other 
societies. radically different in tradition 
and religion. philosophy, or ideology. 
have made the saine judginent in tiine of 
war or emergency. With a population 
growing annually at a rate of fifteen to 
twenty million. the challenge of neces- 
sity to Chinese humanity has heen pcr- 
vasive and profound. Response. both 
voluntary and shaped from Peking. has 
been rooted in an age-long Chinese tra- 
dition of subordinating individual lib- 
erty to collective obligation, a reversal 
of the stress in the freedom/duty matrix 
upon which Western democratic tra- 
ditions are built. The Confucian heri- 
tage is conservative. authoritarian. and 
hierarchical. Its beneficiaries in  Korea. 
Vietnam. Japan, Hong Kong, Taiwan, 
as well as in  China. see nothing abusive. 
and much that is uttcrly natural. in 

subordination of the individual to col- 
lectivf interest-for example. to the 
family. China's dynastic histories were 
always written hy Confucian moralists. 
who assigned praise and blame accord- 
ing to conduct that elevated or di- 
minished social harmony. In these his- 
tories there is the record,  often 
glorified, of Taoist nonconformist re- 
bels. poets. and artists; they could and 
did exist. However. for over two 
thousand years social judgments were 
Confucian. So here may be the clue to* 
what in  the imagination of Chinese 
everywhere is their equivalent to the 
human rights that Americans believe are 
sanctified by the Holy Bible, the Decla- 
ration of Independence. and the Bill of 
Rights in our Constitution. 

Those of us engaged in disputes over 
the status of women, blacks. our unborn 
children, income disparities. and so 
forth would consider i t  preposterous for 
President Carter or members of his 
cabinet to cite the advice of counselors 
in  London. Paris. Stockholm. Rome, or 
Moscow in  laying down the rights and 
duties of American citizens. These will 
emerge from compulsions and the fluc- 
tuating vocabularies unique to a 
dynamic American setting. What is 
striking about the People's Republic of 
China is the continuity of commitment 
to the concepts of self-reliance and 
egalitarianism. from the days when 
China's leaders lived in  the Yenan caves 
to the establishment of national author- 
ity in  Peking. the Great Leap Forward. 
thc Cultural Revolution. the arrest ofthe 
"Gang of Four,'' and the reemergence 
of the twice-humiliated Teng Hsiao- 
ping. China is not a democracy in our 
sense of the word. But i t  has been a 
society experiencing profound change 
within the fraiiie of its basic national 
commitments and necessities. and at the 
height of the Cultural Revolution thcrc 
was a move toward populisni-il' n o t  
actual anarchy-such as no Western 
democracy has ever experienced. Chi- 
na's compulsions and fluctuating vo- 
cabularies are unique to a dynamic 
Chinese setting. The unshackling of the 
Chinese woman, the barefoot doctor. 
the mass participatory harnessing ol' 
China's rampant rivcrs, and what Tlrc~ 
Emrrorrrisr's deputy editor, Norinan 
Macrac. pcrceivcs as the exciting proiii- 
ise o f  China's present-day rural 
Keynesianisni have been Chinese ac- 
comniodations to Chinese necessity. 

I believe that Washington and Peking 

should enter into noriiial diplomatic rc- 
lations. hccausc doing so serves the 
self-interest. in  security teriiis and 
otherwise. of hoth countries. and not 
hecause either entertains thc cxpccta- 
tion that i t  can reform the other. Wc can 
he bored. disgusted. or even outraged 
hy the way .the other system deals with 
its people. and still recognize its right to 
be different. Recognition of that diffcr- 
ence does not mean we should extend 
aid or even that we niust engage i n  
normal economic and cultural relation- 
ships unless we choose to do so. But  wc 
expose ourselves to charges of self- 
righteousness and demagoguery, and 
possibly even of imperial intent. i f  we 
try to apply to other societies our own 
standards of rectitude. This is particu- 
Iilrly true inasmuch as mimy of our 
present moral preoccupations arc made 
possible by an affluence beyond the 
imagining of most other societies. And 
i n  all frankness, much of the Amcrican 
rhetoric of morality has a hollow sound 
to those who read and see on film fre- 
quent and gross disparities between 
what Americans say are their rules for 
personal and national conduct and what 
Americans actually do  to each other and  
to others around the world. 

The niost recent upheavals i n  the 
Chinese political system were the result 
of strictly internal conipulsions and 
necessities. The newly apparent or 
einerg i ng personal i t  ies. procedures. 
and semantics sprang from Chinese ori- 
gins. And one consequence (;f recent 
change is the greater readiness of 
Chinese to expose themselves to contact 
with other countrics and to deal with 
others more forthrightly. As Chinese 
now experiment wi th  new methods to 
achieve self-rcliancc for thcir egali- 
tarian society. Washington should 
hastcn-with hoth respect and genuine 
curiosity-toward establishing norinal 
diploinatic relations with Peking. thus 
easing those exchangcs o f  ideas, 
people. and goodh froni which the two 
countries can i i iutunl ly  hcnefit. hilater- 
ally and  in thcir relations with other 
countries of thc world coniiiiunity. 
Though "rcl'oriii" should on neither 
side he the intent of such relations. i t  is 
not too much to cxpcct iniprovcd undcr- 
standing and soiiie grcatcr possihility 
that "Taoist" nonconl'oriiiists. to which 
historic China has i~lways hecn s o  
deeply indebted. will hegin to sharc 
wi th  us thc fruits of their individual 
genius. 


