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.S.-China relations are changing so rapid- U ly that it is hard to establish a critical 
position about their long-range implications. It is pleas- 
ant to think of.the enmities of the past retreating into 
well-deserved oblivion. Looking ahead, it is tempting to 
see the Coca-Cola contract as a spearhead into the 
world’s most populous common market. A billion peo- 
ple-eager to modernize, ready at last for Western every- 
thing, from technology to tourism. The prospect is enough 
to drive considerations of prudence out of sight. 

As we propel ourselves yet again into China’s future, 
it is surely useful to try to get a handle on what is really 
happening. What are they trying to do? What are we 
trying to do? And how is this new relationship going to 
affect them, and us? Such questions need to be asked. 
China is no longer the crippled giant and the U S .  no 
longer the world’s premier arbitrator and evangelist. 
Japan, the Soviet Union, and Western Europe are all 
vitally involved in China’s future. More to the point, 
China is vitally involved in theirs. 

Yet there has been something special about the U.S.- 
China relationship that does not apply to Western Eu- 
rope and Russia, and does not apply in the same way to 
Japan. We do not represent only technology and materi- 
al growth. America, despite its political setbacks, 
remains a model of a revolutionary process that exerts a 
powerful appeal for emerging nations, especially China. 
Despite its economic backwardness, China is not merely 
a burgeoning market. Its long Confucian tradition 
continues to provide an outstanding model of rational 
and humane government, something that appeals to us 
very much. 

Thus there are powerful forces that attract-and 
divide-our two countries. If we can understand both 
kinds of forces, it may help us envision the prospects 
that lie ahead. 
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It is impossible to move across the North China plain 
without being overwhelm’ed by the differences between 
China’s heartland and almost any area of America. 
China is an agrarian state. If there are now a billion 
Chinese people, three-quarters of them still live in small 
villages and are employed in the agricultural economy. 
That economy remains extremely poor, fragile, and 
labor-intensive. The villages in North China consist of 
modest little mud or brick dwellings huddled together 
for protection against hostile elements. Rainfall is slight, 
and drought and famine are still a danger. Electrifica- 
tion and irrigation are beginning to ameliorate these 
conditions, and there is some welcome new housing, at 
least in showcase communes. 

But the gulf between rural China and rural America is 
still a yawning one. If you visit progressive communes, 
you will be shown some admirable land utilization prac- 
tices, along with some modest generators, tractors, 
health stations, and cottage industries. One may forget 
momentarily that the average small New England work- 
ing farm is far better equipped with machinery, far 
better serviced by state and federal agricultural pro- 
grams, and far better linked to local and regional econo- 
mies. New housing may look good when compared with 
the often wretched conditions in preliberation China. 
But how many rural American families would settle for 
an apartment of three tiny rooms lit  by one or two 
ceiling bulbs and heated by primitive stoves? And how 
many Americans would be reconciled to squatting over 
slits in a concrete floor in the modern communal 
latrines, however neat and tidy, that service those new 
apartments? 

Or head south and visit the tea estates and lush paddy 
fields of South China, among which the majority of the 
population now lives. Cultivation f paddies is slow, 
laborious, and backbreaking. It  is v ry labor-intensive 

man-hours, extraordinarily unproductive. (Normally, 
we would compare Chinese agriculture with Indian agri- 
culture or that of some other labor-intensive Third 

and, compared with American agri 1 ulture in terms of 

World economy. Such comparisons, 
ing, may show up Chinese 
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light. However, in U.S.-China relations it is the compar- 
ison with America, not India, that counts. However 
much one may criticize American agricultural practice, 
in terms of its productivity and its ability to support the 
U.S. and world economies American agriculture might 
as well be on a different planet from China’s.) 

A labor-intensive economy is a poor economy-or, as 
Mao Tse-tung used to say, “poor and blank.” There are 
few personal amenities. Clothing is drab and modest. A 
family may possess a bicycle or two, a transistor radio, 
some quilts, chairs and bureaus. Literacy is sweeping 
rural China. But it is not the kind of literacy one finds in 
rural America, which brings access to a national econo- 
my rich in literature and educational opportunity. 
Health stations and barefoot doctors are now plugging 
rural China into a national network of health services. 
This is a remarkable achievement, yet it does not 
compare with the pervasive access to a balanced diet, 
warm clothes, school meals, preventive medicine, health 
aids, or medical services available to all Americans. 
Whether we use our riches properly is another question. 
They exist in  such abundance that poverty in America is 
essentially a political problem, whereas in China it is still 
an overwhelmingly economic one. 

hese remarks are not intended as a criti- T cism of Chinese agriculture. Nor are they 
out of line with public statements by Chinese authori- 
ties. For example, the recent Chinese party statement of 
new economic goals, summarized in the New York 
Tirizes of December 26, 1978, states: “Agriculture, the 
foundation of the national economy, has been seriously 
damaged in recent years and remains very weak on the 
whole.” The statement also points out that “since our 
economy is still very backward at present, it is impossi- 
ble to improve the people’s livelihood very rapidly.” 
Modernization by 2000, the current goal of Teng Hsiao- 
p’ing and his allies, is an admirable and necessary objec- 
tive. But it almost certainly will not achieve the ameni- 
ties already available in America today. 

What we must keep in mind is that China is going to 
remain a fundamentally agrarian state for the foresee- 
able future. It will still be poor, labor-intensive, and, 
relatively speaking, unproductive. The economy, and the 
people’s diet,’ will still be dominated by a few cereal 
crops, supplemented by a limited mixture of vegetables 
and other cash crops. People will still live in small, 
cramped villages and will spend much of their time 
cultivating the earth. However rapid the transformation 
of industry and urban areas, China will continue to be a 
Maoist state and society, as it has been since the 
1950’s. 

And what of industry and the urban areas? I f  Chinese 
agriculture is backward, Chinese industry is, if any- 
thing, more so, and urban living conditions leave a great 
deal to be desired. The Cultural Revolution, until 
recently painted as a progressive and liberating force 
throughout China, is now revealed to have decimated 
education and the arts, disrupted technological develop- 
ment, and stifled industry with bureaucratic manage- 
ment of the worst sort. 

Because of its newness and its consequent dependence 
on technological and managerial skills, industry in 
China was hurt by these conditions much more than was 
agriculture. The so-called revolutionary committees and 
Red Guards, which contributed to this sorry mess, have 
now been disbanded, education is back on the rails, and 
ideological vigilantes have been pushed aside. Thus 
conditions in China are ready for a new expansion of 
industry, comparable in effort to the intensive industrial 
development of the 1950’s. 

Unfortunately, the problem facing Chinese industry 
is that the base from which it must expand is still 
depressingly small and unsophisticated. Productivity is 
no better than that to be found in agriculture. Thus 
industrial expansion has to be financed by international 
loans, by export of vital raw materials, or by export of 
light industrial consumer products that could be used to 
improve the urban standard of living. A tour of urban 
department and food stores is enough to demonstrate 
the abstinence required of urban Chinese populations in 
order to finance development. The Chinese party state- 
ment rightly points out that “it is imperative to improve 
the livelihood of the people in town and country step by 
step on the basis of the growth of production.*’ Last year 
the gross national product was $370 billion, equivalent 
to an annual per capita output of around $370. Industri- 
al expansion from that base will leave little room for 
substantial improvement of livelihood, especially in view 
of the international debt servicing that looms ahead. 

The discrepancy between Chinese and American 
industrial conditions poses much more immediate prob- 
lems than the discrepancy in agrarian conditions. Agri- 
culture in China is part of an entire way of life, devel- 
oped over several thousand years, and intrinsic to 
Chinese civilization. Industry is a Western import. 
Therefore Western industry serves much more point- 
edly as a model for Chinese development. So do its 
people and its products. 

The conspicuous wealth of Western and Japanese visi- 
tors, not to mention their home economies, is not easy to 
reconcile with the drab conditions of contemporary 
urban China. Under Maoist ideology the affluence and 
conspicuous consumption of Westerners could be writ- 
ten off as a consequence of decadent bourgeois material- 
ism. Under the current ideology of the “Four Moderni- 
zations” this will not be so easy. Chinese students are 
coming in thousands to Japan, the U.S., and Western 
Europe to learn the technologies on which industrializa- 
tion depends. The problem confronting every non-West- 
ern civilization in these circumstances has been whether 
it can learn Western technology without succumbing to 
the entirety of modern industrial civilization. Can it 
capture the technique while maintaining its own inde- 
pendent cultural spirit? One can see this issue raging in 
Iran; it is also a problem in Egypt, Saudi Arabia, indeed 
everywhere. In  the past the Chinese tried to keep tech- 
nology and civilization separate. Today, when industrial- 
ization is a much more explicit and comprehensive goal, 
this will be considerably more difficult. Chinese workers 
will no longer be insulated from the working and living 
conditions of their counterparts in industrialized coun- 
tries. The discrepancies in those conditions will become 
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increasingly obvious, and at the same time harder to 
explain or mitigate. 

In short, industrialization is a high-risk policy for any 
emergent nation, and the faster the pace the greater the 
risk of social and economic dislocation. To contain this 
risk one must expect the Chinese state to continue exer- 
cising its very considerable techniques of political and 
ideological control. Although its industry will be opened 
up to Western technology, it is most unlikely that its 
people will be opened to Western civilization, certainly 
no more than are those of Soviet bloc countries. The 
radical Chinese critique of industrialization will remain 
a powerful force, based as it is on resistance to foreign 
encroachment. With the example of Iran fresh in mind, 
one must expect the Chinese Government to proceed 
especially warily in opening up  China to Western mate- 
rialism. 

hat, then, of the forces that draw China W and the U S .  in complementary direc- 
tions? Obviously, the immediate factor is fear of and 
opposition to Soviet world power. For different reasons 
this is a very real consideration for all three countries. 
The U.S. and China fear the size and sophistication of 
Soviet military power. The Soviets in turn fear the pros- 
pect of a vast, industrialized, and revanchist China. 
While it is unlikely that China will ever equal the Soviet 
Union in military strength, modernization of its huge 
military forces could destabilize the balance of power in 
Asia on which Soviet security is highly dependent. 
American involvement in modernization of Chinese 
military forces is thus a risky business. It is certain to 
concern the Soviet Union, and in the long r u n  it will 
become a mixed blessing to other Asian powers such as 
India, Vietnam, and Japan. 

Despite its present significance, Chinese and U.S. 
opposition to Soviet power is an historical contingency 
that could be altered by future developments. There are 
more deeply rooted forces in Chinese and American 
history, forces that owe nothing to Soviet or Russian 
experience and strike a more sustained response. On the 
U.S. side, the American revolutionary and evangelical 
traditions have exerted a powerful appeal on Chinese 
modernizers. The American revolutionaries pioneered 
modern guerrilla warfare and self-reliance; more impor- 
tant, they pioneered republican independence. Their 
example was studied by Mao Tse-tung. Books on the 
Revolutionary and Civil wars were on sale in Peking at 
the height of the “Gang of Four’s’’ isolationism. Quota- 
tions from the Declaration of Independence and the Bill 
of Rights are now’ appearing on Chinese wall posters. 

Western missionaries, for their part, particularly 
American Protestants, brought modern education and 
medicine to China, along with an example, at its best, of 
the individual transcending his own interests in an ethi- 
cal cause. Now that the Chinese have established their 
own traditions of modern political reform and martyr- 
dom, the example set by the missionaries of the late 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries is likely to undergo 
reconsideration. Culture-bound they certainly were. On 
the other hand many missionaries demonstrated a life- 
long commitment to Chinese people, from which tangi- 

ble institutions and great personal benefits resulted. So 
fruitful was that intercourse that its disruption in 1950 
was an historic tragedy. Despite the changed circum- 
stances of today, and the serious loss of spiritual convic- 
tion in contemporary America, the model of the respon- 
sible educated citizen remains a distinguishing feature 
of American life and’one certain to attract Chinese 
interest. 

On the Chinese side there is no denying the vast 
attractiveness of China’s long and brilliant civilization 
and its unremitting search for civilized, humane govern- 
ment. The Chinese political record is marred by the usual 
corruption and brutality that one finds everywhere. 
What distinguishes it is its identification of virtue as the 
paramount value necessary to shape and maintain 
human institutions. Other forces, such as religion, mili- 
tary power, and laws and punishments, played a recog- 
nized but subordinate part. The family was the primary 
uni t  of order, and governments (as well as families) 
succeeded to the extent they emulated familial values. 

The strength and stability of Chinese fam,ilies inevita- 
bly attracted American interest, given the i+portance of 
the family in American social history. In the same way, 
the relationship between individual and political values 
is one that is vital to both traditions. In  place of standard 
concepts of loyalty and obedience, which place the indi- 
vidual in  a position of dependence toward the state, the 
Chinese and American traditions have always insisted 
that the reverse be true. Even though their definitions of 
individualism have differed, the demand that the state 
depend on individual and familial virtue, and not vice 
versa, is uniquely comparable. 

I t  is not onty Chinese tradition that excites American 
interest. The Chinese revolutionary experience of the 
last hundred years has been of absorbing interest to 
American historians, journalists, and reformers. The 
disruption of relations over the last th i r ty  years has not 
in  any way reduced that interest. I f  anything, it  has 
magnified it. Just what is it.that excites Americans of all 
political persuasions about developments in  modern 
China? In part it  has been the Chinese interest in such 
Western innovations as modern liberal democracy. mass 
education, legal reform, emancipation of women, in 
short, in Western political and social egalitarianism. 
More deeply it has been the Chinese struggle, observ- 
able in both Nationalist and Communist traditions, to 
create a new human being who is liberated from the 
problems of the past and able to construct a new, 
modern, and above all rational order. This concept ,of 
liberation, pioneered by America and vital to its political 
health, has been reenacted deliberately and purposefully 
in twentieth-century China. I t  is no wonder Americans 
have been so eager to participate in Chinese revolution- 
ary modernization or that they were so keenly affected 
by the crisis of the Chinese civil war. No other country, 
not even Japan, “lost” China in the way that America 
did in  1949. Certainly the Soviet loss of China in 1960 
was a serious ideological and strategic blow for the Sovi- 
et Union. But one can argue that the Soviet people never 
really “had” China, in the. way that American people did 
or thought they did. What Americans lost, morc than 
anything else, was the contdct with the Chinese Revolu- 
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tion. What they now stand to regain, more than 
anything else, is a renewal of that contact. 

he U.S. decision to recognize the People’s T Republic of China restores an historic 
relationship of great international significance. By the 
same token, the decision to “de-recognize” the Nation- 
alist Chinese Government on Taiwan and abandon the 
Mutual Defense Treaty carries implications that cannot 
be lightly brushed aside. 

I n  the first place, unilateral repudiation of treaties is 
inevitably a messy business, and particularly so in the 
case of treaties involving defense. Whether we like it or 
not, we live in a predominently nationalist world, in  
which defense is an overriding preoccupation. The fact 
that the U S .  will continue some sixty other treaties with 
Taiwan is of limited account when compared with the 
abandonment of the one treaty that matters ultimately. 
Defense treaties are particularly important to small but 
strategic countries because of their vulnerability to 
political pressures, especially from great powers. If  
Taiwan, Vietnam, Israel, ’ Ethiopia, South Africa, or 
Cuba, to name only a few such countries, attach vital 
importance to military alliances, it is because issues not 
only of defense but of political and cultural survival are 
at stake. Even with great power commitments, such 
countries exist under highly volatile conditions. Without 
such commitments, their prospects of political security 
are unpromising. 

In the case of Taiwan one can argue that abandon- 
ment of the Mutual Defense Treaty was a predictable 
consequence of the mutual Chinese insistenc- on one 
China. Because the Nationalist Chinese Government 
has insisted on this policy as vehemently as the Commu- 
nist Chinese Government, the U S .  was eventually 
forced to choose sides. We could not recognize Peking 
without de-recognizing Taipei. From this perspective 
our de-recognition of Taipei can be seen as a Chinese 
rather than an American strategem. 

Unfortunately, the issue cannot be resolved so easily. 
Our commitment to the Nationalist Chinese goes back 
to the Chinese civil war and World War 11. Faced with 
unenviable choices, the Nationalist Chinese sought to 
align themselves with the liberal democracies against 
Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan, and then against the 
militant Communist regimes of the cold war era. The 
American alliance saved Nationalist China from certain 
extinction. In the short run it saved a regime; in the 
longer run it provides an environment for continued 
American and Chinese cultural development. That 
development has taken place. Nationalist China, on 
Taiwan, has aligned itself with the American and 
Japanese economies, as well as with American educa- 
tion, religion, medicine, and popular culture. Taiwan 
today is a flourishing product of that alignment, 

Until now U.S. recognition of Nationalist China has 
included recognition of such cultural and ideological 
alignment. Consequently, de-recognition carries a more 
than diplomatic and military implication. I t  nibbles 
away at the question of whether we are weakening in our 
championship of those liberal democratic institutions on 
which the freedom of modern industrial civilization ulti- 

mately depends. To implant our cultural values in Tai- 
wan and then say that we do not recognize its govern- 
ment is to divorce politics from culture, leaving both 
exposed. We may choose to de-recognize the Nationalist 
government; we are also diminishing the cultural 
authority that went with recognition. 

The withdrawal from Taiwan is a further step in the 
larger American withdrawal from Southeast Asia and 
Korea and the attempt to negotiate a more balanced 
American commitment in the Middle East. From an 
economic perspective such a withdrawal reflects a real- 
istic readjustment of American strategic commitments 
to its diminishing economic means. It places other 
democracies, especially Japan and West Germany, on 
notice that they must play a larger role in the cultural as 
well as economic life of the world. 

From an ideological perspective the picture is more 
problematic. It  suggests that our championship of West- 
ern values is ultimately only as strong as our military 
capability, just as Britain’s championship of democracy 
in the 1930’s was only as strong as its willingness to go to 
war. In recent years, as it recovered from the Vietnam 
experience, the U.S. has sought to give renewed leader- 
ship to the struggle for human rights. Laudable as this 
effort is, it has not been in tune with present strategic 
realities. Recognition of the, People’s Republic, on the 
heels of its disastrous record of human rights (especially 
during the last decade), implies that we cannot do much 
to advance that cause-certainly not through our politi- 
cal institutions. Chinese victims of political oppression, 
which include Teng Hsiao-p’ing himself, know that the 
American relationship offers them no guarantee of 
greater civil liberty. More likely, it will increase the 
internal political stresses that are so damaging to indi- 
vidual human rights. 

In  a region where strategic forces are beginning to 
take precedence over ideology, recognition of the Peo- 
ple’s Republic can  be seen as a necessary adjustment to 
this global realignment. As such, it should contribute to 
peace and stability, provided that a balance of power is 
maintained. Indeed, the very improbability of the rela- 
tionship between Communist China and capitalist 
America demonstrates the dilution of ideological con- 
flict in international politics and its replacement by 
nationalism and national interest. Ideology is now 
subservient to nationalism; this is the condition on which 
current American-Chinese relations can be rebuilt. 

Despite the present primacy of national interest, one 
must expect that Chinese-American relations will re- 
sume a significant ideological aspect. This is because the 
U.S. and China are essentially ideological rather than 
traditionally nationalist constructs. The United States is 
not simply a geo-political power; it is a profound state- 
ment of ideological principle. China has been a series of 
ephemeral empires; what has endured has been its 
commitment to political and humane values. Ideology 
dominated earlier U.S.-China relations, but this rela- 
tionship occurred primarily between members of the 
intelligentsia, and primarily on American terms. It  
remains to be seen whether the U.S. can develop a 
comparable relationship with a revived agrarian state, in 
which American values no longer carry the same force. 


