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in his article “Human Rights, in China” (Worldview, May) 
Robert Bamett makes one perfectly sound point: “Wash- 
ington should hasten toward establishing normal diplo- 
matk relations with Peking, thus easing those exchanges 
of ideas, persons, and goods from which the two coun- 
tries can mutually benefit, bilaterally and in their relations 
with other countries of the world community.” Unfortu- 
nately he managed to present it in an amazhg tangle of 
unrelated issues, dangerous and immoral misconcep 
tions, falledes, and factual errors. Let us try to examine 
here 801118 of the issues, originally distinct and separate, 
that Mr. Bamett succeeded in confusing together, thanks 
to a twlsted logic and muddled thinking. 

Dipiomatk recognition of the People’s Republic of 
China: the earth is round; water boils when heated to a 
temperature of 1W0 Centigrade; the People’s Republic of 
China does exist. These are facts. Whoever wishes to 
Ignore objecthre, baslc, and evident realities does so only 
at considerable harm to himself. Diplomatic recognition of 
the People’s Republic does not entail any value judgment 
on that regime. For instance, 8v8n though we may find 
801118 of Mr. Bamett’s ideas utterly preposterous and 
objectionable, this does not lead us to question or deny 
the physical and legal fact of Mr. Barnett’s existence. With 
the added resenration that normal diplomatic relations 
wlth Peking should not be achieved at the cost of betray- 
ing earlier commitments to T h a n  (whose 15 million 
inhabitants are opposed, at least for the’ time being, to 
incorporation Into the People’s Republic), Mr. Bamett is 
rlght in advocating normaltzation of relations with the 
People’s Republic. However he is wrong, and doubly so, 
when he attempts to justify his position on the grounds 
that Maoist China is “committed to egalitarianism.” Actu- 
ally the practical value of this “commitment” is highly 
doubtful, and, anyway, whether it has turned China into 
paradise or hell is totally irrelevant to the point in discus- 
doll. 

‘‘The infringement of human rights in China is dictated 
by harsh national necessity: the first right is to survive.” 
Actually, as political experiments of the twentieth century 
have demontrated aplenty, totalitarian systems are effi- 
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cient mostly in one respect: consolidation and perpetua- 
tion of their own power. in all other areas they proved to 
be essentially wasteful, inhibltlve, sreriiizing, and unpro- 
ductive. Given China’s exceptionally talented population, 
rich natural resourcBs, sophisticated cultural and political 
traditions, past accomplishments, and considering that 
the present regime has enjoyed, since 1949 uniquely 
favorable conditions-the like of which China never knew 
for the last hundred years-the achievements of the 
People’s Republic, ho- considerable they may ap- 
pear, represent in fact the bare minimum that could have 
been expected from myChinese government after more 
than a quarter of a century of peace, unity, freedom fro- 
foreign aggression and from cMI war. To obtaln an idea of 
what mirades the creatfve genlus of the Chinese people 
can work out once it is left to its own devlces and does not 
find itself overly fettered by bureaucratic interference one 
need only look at the prosperity and vitality achieved in 
Hong Kong, where the Chinese are merely saddled with 
an outdated and corrupt calonial government, or at the 
affluence and dynamism achieved in Taiwan, where they 
have only to bear up under a rather ineffectual Kuomin- 
tang government. 

If it could be difficult to point out one area in which 
totalitarian government was justifled by “harsh national 
necessity” and succeeded in providing efficient solutions 
(even on a baslc point such as graln production, for 
instance, the People’s Republic has not yet been able 
slgnificantly to outdo the best Kuomintang performance 
from more than forty years ago), it is all too easy, alasi, to 
show that some of the major catastrophes that have hit 
the People’s Republic were Mao-made and could have 
happened only because the totalitarian nature of the 
regime had prevented rational debate, informed criticism, 
and realistic essessment of objective conditions. 

Since Mr. Barnett’s article mentions the question of the 
people’s livelihood and the problem of population in- 
crease, let us take our examples in these two areas. The 
demented economic policy of the “Great Leap Foward,” 
which was a pure product of Mao’s personal fancy, 
resulted in widespread stanration (competent sindogists 
have advanced that as many as 50 milllon Chinese may 
have died of malnutrition during the late Fiftles and early 
Sixties) .... In the early Flfties one of China’s most eminent 
economists and demographers, Ma Yin-Ch’u, already 
pointed out the necessity of controlling population 
growth; this common sense notion ran afoul of Mao’s 
primitive belief that “the more Chinese there will be, the 
better”; Ma was purged (he had to wait for twenty years 
and for Mao to die before obtaining rehabilitation), the 
crucial adoption of a population control policy had to be 
postponed, and many yeais were thus lost in this vital 
race. In a totalitarian system, whenever common sense 
dashes against dogma, common sense always loses-at 
tremendous cost to national development and to the 
people’s livelihood. Similar examples of the harm brought 
about by arbitrary decisions enforced without the moder- 
ating counterweight of debate and criticism should also 
be drawn from other areas such as social policies, 
science, culture, education, etc. 

“Should we make an issue of human rights in China? 
No( ...) China is different.” Mr. Bamett does not deny that 



human rights are being violated in the People’s Republic 
(and Indeed he ought better not: the subject is all too well 
documented). He merely Insists that human rights are an 
American concept; in other words, according to him. 
human rights are one of those luxuries that only befit us, 
wealthy Westerners, and it would be preposterous to 
believe that mere natives of exotic lands might qualify for 
similar privileges. 

“We must respect China’s right to be different,” Mntin- 
ues Mr. Barnett. One cwld draw interesting logical exten- 
sions of that principle. Had Hitler refrained from invading 
neighboring countries and merely contented himself with 
slaughtering his own Jews inside his own borders, Mr. 
Barnett would probably have said: “We must respect Nazi 
Germany’s right to be different.” The Chinese dissidents 
who are jailed and executed merely for having expressed 
unorthodox political opinions, the millions who, having 
been branded “class enemies” (the classification is 
hereditaryl are reduced to the condition of social outcasts 
or are herded in labor camps, are-accordhg to Mr. 
Barnett-either resigned to their fate (this is what he calls 
“the utterly natural acceptance of the age-old Confucian 

Robert W. Barnett Responds: 

Simon Leys agrees with me that the United States and the 
People’s Republic of China should establish normal diplo- 
matic relations. His outrage with my article, otherwise, 
seems to be prompted by my recommendation that we 
should, with due humility, try to understand what moral 
content, if any, there may be to sustain the legitimacy we 
would thereby accord to Peking in the exercise of its 
authority. He refutes propositions that, despite his use of 
quotation marks, cannot be found in my article. So, to put 
issues before us in perspective, I offer some accurate 
quotations that may suggest the gist of my intended argu- 
ment: 

e “I do not take delight in the China model.” 
0 “The psychic and philosophical premises on which 

the Chinese system operates differ from other countries 
in the world.” 

0 “With the population growing annually at a rate of 
15-20 million, the challenge of necessity to Chinese 
humanity has been pervasive and profound.” 

e “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.” 

0 “...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 in day-to-day activity to egalitarian- 
ism.” 

“The most recent upheavals in the Chinese political 

tradition of subordinating indMdual liberty to collective 
obligation”) or utterly un-Chinese, which probably ex- 
plains why in either case one need not pay any attention 
to them .... “Difference” is the key word of Mr. Barnett’s 
article; it rings a strange echo in our memories; it was also 
the key word of Western entrepreneurs in the colonlal- 
imperialist era to justify their exploitation of the natives: 
Chinese were different, even psysiologically so, they did 
not feel hunger, cold, and pain as a Westemer would, only 
ignorant sentimentalists and misled bleeding hearts 
would wony on behalf of these yellow coali es.... (Along 
these same lines, I had the chance, a few months ago in 
Paris, to hear a prominent Maophile personality explain- 
ing on medical grounds that the sexual repression 
enforced in the People’s Republic was perfectly justified 
and appropriate for the Chinese, since they have smaller 
penises! ...) 

Mr. Barnett’s article was put in the want but some- 
what obscure language that Is much favored by scholars 
and diplomats. If we translate it into plain English, it might 
sound a bit blunt, but far more clear: “Human rights are 
not an Issue in China because Chinese are not human.” 

system were the result of strictly lntemal compulsions anti 
necessities.” 

e “We can be bored, dlsgusted, or wen outraged by 
the way the other system deals with Its people and still 
recognize its right to be different.” I should. perhaps, have 
added “and to purify Itself through means of its own 
choosing.” 

Mr. Leys and I share admiration for Chinese creative 
genius and for Chinese achievement in Hong Kong and on 
Taiwan. But In suggesting comparisons he overlooks how 
scale affects the practical choices available to societies: 
China’s population lncfwases every year by a number 
greater than the population of land and talent-rich 
Taiwan. 

Mr. Leys regards the question of human rights in China 
as no frivolous matter. Nor do 1. But what individual and 
collective duties must be borne to preserve which collec- 
tive and individual rights? And who should declde the 
question? Washington? Or Peking? 

P.S. I know Simon Leys only through his letter to World- 
vlew, but Ross Terriii has made this arresting comment 
about his celebrated book: “Simon Leys in Chinese Shad- 
ows rejects any fair sifting of the facts in favor of the 
smoke and fire of total rejection (without telling us that he 
is rejecting not just the PRC but the entire modern 
world).” 


