
A

 

Their Own Worst Enemy
FT ER T W O Y EA RS in  Ch in a ,  t h er e a r e st il l  so m a n y  t h in g s I ca n ’t  fig u r e ou t .  Is it  r ea lly

t r u e,  a s is a lw a y s r u m or ed bu t  n ev er  pr ov ed,  t h a t  t h e Ch in ese m ilit a r y  r u n s m ost  of t h e

pir a t e-DV D bu sin ess—w h ich  w ou ld in  t u r n  ex pla in  w h y  t h a t  bu sin ess is so difficu lt  t o

con t r ol? A t  w h a t  poin t  in  Ch in ese cu lt u r e did it  becom e m a n da t or y  for  bu sin ess a n d

polit ica l  lea der s t o dy e a w a y  ev er y  g r a y  h a ir ,  so t h a t  g a t h er in g s of pow er fu l  m en  in  t h eir  5 0 s a n d

u p a r e sea s of per fect  pit ch -bla ck  h ea ds? H ow  ca n  c or por a t ion s a n d g ov er n m en t  a g en cies in v est

h u g e su m s pr odu cin g  a n n u a l r epor t s a n d br och u r es a n d a dv er t isem en t s in  En g lish ,  y et  m a n ifest ly

n ev er  bot h er  t o a sk  a  n a t iv e En g lish  spea k er  w h et h er  t h ey ’v e m a de som e h ow ler -st y le m ist a k e?

(La st  y ea r ,  a  m u seu m  in  Sh a n g h a i pu t  on  a  h ig h ly  pu blic ized ex h ibit  of ph ot os fr om  t h e T h r ee

G or g es Da m  a r ea .  In  fr on t ,  eleg a n t  ba n n er s sa id in  six -foot -h ig h  let t er s T H E T H REE G EORG ES.)  W h y

do Beijin g  t a x i dr iv er s a lm ost  n ev er  h a v e m a ps—a n d a lm ost  a lw a y s h a v e t h eir  ow n  cr a t es or

bu ck et s fil l in g  t h e t r u n k s of t h eir  ca r s w h en  t h ey  pick  u p ba g g a g e-la den  pa ssen g er s a t  t h e a ir por t ? I

cou ld g o on .

Bu t  h er e is by  fa r  t h e m ost  im por t a n t  of t h ese m y st er ies: H ow  ca n  offic ia l  Ch in a  possibly  do su ch  a

c lu m sy  a n d self-defea t in g  job of pr esen t in g  it self t o t h e w or ld? Ch in a ,  l ik e a n y  big ,  com plex  cou n t r y ,

is a  m ix t u r e of g oods a n d ba ds.  Bu t  I h a v e r a r ely  seen  a  g ov er n in g  a n d “ com m u n ica t ion s”  st r u ct u r e

a s con sist en t  in  h idin g  t h e g ood sides a n d h ig h lig h t in g  t h e ba d.

I com e a cr oss ex a m ples ev er y  da y ,  bu t  let  m e st a r t  w it h  a  pu blic ly  r epor t ed ev en t .  Ea r ly  t h is y ea r ,  I

lea r n ed of a  t a n t a lizin g  piece of n ew s a bou t  a n  u n pu blic ized g ov er n m en t  pla n  for  t h e Beijin g

Oly m pics.  In  a  con v er sa t ion  w it h  som eon e in v olv ed in  t h e pr epa r a t ion s,  I lea r n ed of a  br il l ia n t

sch em e t o blu n t  pot en t ia l  for eig n  cr it ic ism  du r in g  t h e G a m es.  T h e Ch in ese g ov er n m en t  h a d dr a w n

u p a  l ist  of h ot els,  w or k  spa ces,  In t er n et  ca fés,  a n d ot h er  pla ces w h er e v isit in g  jou r n a list s a n d

dig n it a r ies w er e m ost  l ik ely  t o u se t h e In t er n et .  A t  t h ose pla ces,  a n d on ly  t h er e,  n or m a l “ G r ea t

Fir ew a ll”  r est r ic t ion s w ou ld be r em ov ed du r in g  t h e Oly m pics.  T h e idea ,  a s I poin t ed ou t  in  a n

a r t ic le a bou t  Ch in ese con t r ols (“ ‘T h e Con n ect ion  H a s Been  Reset , ’”  Ma r ch  Atlantic ) ,  w a s t o m a k e

for eig n er s h a ppier  du r in g  t h eir  v isit —a n d lik elier  t o t ell  fr ien ds ba ck  h om e t h a t ,  ba sed on  w h a t

t h ey ’d seen  on  t h eir  ow n  com pu t er  scr een s,  Ch in a  w a s a  m u ch  m or e open  pla ce t h a n  t h ey  h a d

h ea r d.  T h is w a s su bt le in flu en ce of t h e sor t  t h a t  w ou ld h a v e m a de st r a t eg ist s fr om  Su n  T zu  on w a r d

pr ou d.

T h e sch em e displa y ed a  soph ist ica t ed in sig h t  in t o ou t sider s’ m en t a lit y  a n d in t er est s.  It  r ecog n ized

t h a t  for eig n er s,  espec ia lly  r epor t er s,  l ik e bein g  a ble t o pok e a r ou n d u n su per v ised,  t r y  h a r der  t o see

a n y t h in g  t h ey ’r e t old is ou t -of-bou n ds,  a n d pla ce ex t r a  w eig h t  on  t h in g s t h ey  believ e t h ey  h a v e

fou n d w it h ou t  g u ida n ce.  By  sa y in g  n ot h in g  a t  a ll  a bou t  t h is pla n ,  t h e g ov er n m en t  cou ld let

in flu en t ia l  v isit or s “ discov er ”  h ow  fr eely  in for m a t ion  w a s flow in g  in  Ch in a ,  w it h  a ll  t h a t  t h a t



im plied.  In  ex ch a n g e,  t h e g ov er n m en t  w ou ld g iv e u p a bsolu t ely  n ot h in g .  If v isit in g  dig n it a r ies,

a t h let es,  a n d com m en t a t or s sea r ch ed for  a  “ Fr ee T ibet ”  sit e or  fou n d por n  t h a t  is u su a lly  ba n n ed in

Ch in a ,  w h a t ’s t h e h a r m ? T h ey  h a d seen  w or se ba ck  a t  h om e.

W h en  t h e Oly m pics a ct u a lly  st a r t ed,  t h in g s did n ot  g o ex a ct ly  a ccor din g  t o pla n .  A s soon  a s

jou r n a list s beg a n  ch eck in g  in  a t  t h eir  Oly m pic  h ot els,  t h ey  beg a n  com pla in in g  a bou t  a ll  t h e W eb

sit es t h ey  cou ldn ’t  r ea ch .  Ch in ese offic ia ls r eplied w ooden ly  t h a t  t h is w a s Ch in a ,  a n d est a blish ed

Ch in ese pr ocedu r es m u st  be obey ed: W er e t h e a r r og a n t  for eig n er s som eh ow  su g g est in g  t h a t  t h ey

w er e t oo g ood t o com ply  w it h  Ch in a ’s sov er eig n  la w s? Un lik e t h e br il l ia n t  a dv a n ce sch em e,  a ll  t h is

w a s r epor t ed.

A ft er  h u ddlin g  w it h  offic ia ls fr om  t h e In t er n a t ion a l Oly m pic  Com m it t ee,  w h o h a d been  t ou t in g

Ch in a ’s com m it m en t  t o fr ee in for m a t ion  flow  du r in g  t h e G a m es,  t h e Ch in ese g ov er n m en t  qu iet ly

r ev er sed it s st a n ce.  For  a  few  da y s,  con t r ols seem ed t o h a v e been  l ift ed for  In t er n et  u ser s in  m a n y

pa r t s of Beijin g —in  m y  a pa r t m en t ,  fa r  fr om  t h e m a in  Oly m pic  a r ea s,  I cou ld g et  t o u su a lly  block ed

sit es,  l ik e a n y  Blog Spot  blog ,  w it h ou t  u sin g  a  V ir t u a l  Pr iv a t e Net w or k  (V PN).  Ev en t u a lly  t h e

con t r ols ca m e ba ck  on  for  ev er y on e ex cept  u ser s in  t h e spec ia l  Oly m pic  a r ea s.  By  t h en  t h e Ch in ese

g ov er n m en t  h a d t u r n ed a  pot en t ia l  PR m a st er st r ok e in t o a  fia sco.  Now  w h a t  t h e for eig n  v isit or s

cou ld t ell  fr ien ds ba ck  h om e w a s t h a t  t h ey  k n ew  fir st h a n d t h a t  Ch in a ’s In t er n et  is in deed cen sor ed,

t h a t  it s g ov er n m en t  cou ld ca su a lly  br ea k  it s pr om ise of fr ee in for m a t ion  flow  du r in g  t h e G a m es,

a n d t h a t  for eig n  com pla in t s cou ld bu lly  it  ba ck  in t o l in e.

Fr om  t h e ou t side,  t h is blu n der  m ig h t  n ot  seem  n ot ew or t h y  or  su r pr isin g ,  g iv en  t h e dim  im a g e of

t h e Ch in ese g ov er n m en t  g en er a lly  con v ey ed in  t h e W est er n  pr ess.  It  m ig h t  n ot  ev en  be t h ou g h t  of

a s a  blu n der —r a t h er ,  a s a  sig n  t h a t  t h e g ov er n m en t  h a d,  for  on ce,  been  ca u g h t  t r y in g  t o sn ea k  ou t

of it s com m it m en t s a n d r epr ess w h a t ev er  it  cou ld.  T o m e it  w a s pu zzlin g  beca u se of it s sh eer

st u pidit y : Did t h ey  t h in k  n on e of t h e 1 0 ,0 0 0  for eig n  r epor t er s w ou ld n ot ice? Did t h ey  t h in k  t h er e

w a s anything  t o g a in ?

T h e g ov er n m en t ’s dec ision  w a s m or e com plica t ed bu t  ev en  m or e da m a g in g  in  a n ot h er  celebr a t ed

Oly m pics ca se,  t h is on e t h e m ost  bla t a n t ly  Or w ellia n : t h e offer  t o open  t h r ee a r ea s for  “ a u t h or ized

pr ot est s”  du r in g  t h e Oly m pics—follow ed by  t h e r ejec t ion  of ev er y  sin g le r equ est  t o h old a

dem on st r a t ion ,  a n d t h e a r r est  of sev er a l  people w h o a sk ed.  It ’s t r u e t h a t  ev en  if Ch in a  is w ide-open

in  m a n y  w a y s,  pu blic  dem on st r a t ion s t h a t  m ig h t  lea d t o or g a n ized polit ica l  opposit ion  a r e,  in  effec t ,

t a boo.  Bu t  w h y  g u a r a n t ee in t er n a t ion a l cr it ic ism  by  open in g  t h e zon es in  t h e fir st  pla ce? W h o cou ld

h a v e t h ou g h t  t h is w a s a  g ood idea ?

Su ch  self-in fl ic t ed da m a g e occu r s r ou t in ely ,  w it h ou t  t h e pr essu r e of t h e Oly m pics.  W h en ev er  a

Ch in ese offic ia l  or  t h e st a t e-r u n  X in h u a  New s A g en c y  pu t s ou t  a  r elea se in  En g lish  ca ll in g  t h e Da la i

La m a  “ a  ja ck a l c la d in  Bu ddh ist  m on k ’s r obes”  or  a  m a n  “ w it h  a  h u m a n  fa ce a n d t h e h ea r t  of a

bea st ,”  it  on ly  bu ilds in t er n a t ion a l sy m pa t h y  for  h im  a n d m em ber s of h is “ split t ist  c l iqu e.”  A

spec ia l  ex h ibit  a bou t  T ibet  in  Beijin g ’s Cu lt u r a l  Pa la ce of Min or it ies t h is y ea r  il lu st r a t ed t h e

blessin g s of Ch in a ’s su per v ision  by  sh ow in g  ph ot os of g r in n in g  T ibet a n s open in g  r efr ig er a t or s fu ll  of

beer ,  a n d of n ew  fa ct or ies in c lu din g  a  cem en t  pla n t  in  Lh a sa .  Su ch  ba sic  m a t er ia l  im pr ov em en t s

a r e h u g e pa r t s of t h e su ccess st or y  m oder n  Ch in a  h a s t o t ell .  Bu t  t h e ex h ibit  r ev ea led t ot a l  n a ïv et é

in  dea lin g  w it h  t h e com pla in t s a bou t  r elig iou s fr eedom  m a de by  t h e “ Da la i c l iqu e.”  It  w a s a s if t h e

g ov er n m en t  h a d h ir ed The O nio n  a s it s im a g e con su lt a n t .

Let ’s a ssu m e for  t h e sa k e of a r g u m en t  t h a t  r epor t er s a r e v iew ed w it h  su spic ion  or  loa t h in g  by  t h e

polit ica l  or  bu sin ess lea der s t h ey  cov er .  T h a t  doesn ’t  k eep g ov er n m en t s in  m a n y  cou n t r ies fr om
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u n der st a n din g  t h e cr a ss v a lu e of cu lt iv a t in g  t h e pr ess.  A n y on e w it h  ex per ien ce in  n eig h bor in g

Sou t h  Kor ea ,  T a iw a n ,  or  Ja pa n  k n ow s h ow  sk il lfu l  t h eir  bu sin ess-g ov er n m en t a l  est a blish m en t s a r e

a t  m ou n t in g  “ ch a r m  offen siv es”  t o m a k e in flu en t ia l  for eig n er s feel  cosset ed a n d pa r t  of t h e t ea m .

Offic ia l  Ch in a  som et im es la u n ch es a  su ccessfu l  ch a r m  offen siv e on  v isit in g  dig n it a r ies.  W h en  it

com es t o dea lin g  w it h  for eig n  r epor t er s—w h o a ft er  a l l  w il l  do m u ch  t o sh a pe t h e ou t side w or ld’s v iew

of t h eir  cou n t r y —Ch in ese spok esm en  a n d spin n er s ba r ely  seem  t o t r y .  Ma y be I’m  bia sed; m y

a pplica t ion  for  a  jou r n a list  v isa  t o Ch in a  w a s t u r n ed dow n  beca u se of “ u n cer t a in t y ”  a bou t  w h a t  I

m ig h t  be look in g  for  in  t h e cou n t r y  (I h a v e been  h er e on  ot h er  k in ds of v isa s).  Bu t  Ch in a ’s pr ess

policy  seem s sim ila r  t o,  sa y ,  Dick  Ch en ey ’s ( if w it h ou t  t h e pu r posefu l  st iff-a r m in g ) a n d r eflec t s t h e

sa m e v iew —t h a t  scr u t in y  fr om  t h e W est er n  pr ess is n ot  r ea lly  n ecessa r y .  I’m  con v in ced t h a t

u su a lly  t h ese a r e blu n der s r a t h er  t h a n  ca lcu la t ed m a n ipu la t ion .

T h is is in ept  on  Ch in a ’s pa r t .  W h y  do I con sider  it  pu zzlin g ? Beca u se of t w o a ddit ion a l fa c t s I w ou ld

n ot  h a v e g u essed befor e com in g  t o Ch in a : it ’s a  bet t er  cou n t r y  t h a n  it s lea der s a n d spok esm en  m a k e

it  seem ,  a n d t h ose sa m e lea der s look  m or e im pr essiv e in  t h eir  h om e t er r it or y .

lm ost  ev er y t h in g  t h e ou t side w or ld t h in k s is w r on g  w it h  Ch in a  is in deed a  g en u in e

pr oblem .  Per h a ps n ot  t h e m ost  ex t r em e a lleg a t ion s,  of la r g e-sca le for ced or g a n -h a r v est in g

a n d sim ila r  ba r ba r it ies.  Bu t  br u t a l  ex t r em es of w ea lt h  a n d pov er t y ? A r bit r a r y  a n d

pr olon g ed det en t ion s for  t h ose w h o r ock  t h e boa t ? Da n g er ou s w or k in g  con dit ion s? Fa ct or ies

t h a t  t a k e sh or t cu t s on  h ea lt h  a n d sa fet y  st a n da r ds? Me-fir st  m a t er ia lism  a n d a n  a bsen ce of et h ics?

I’v e m et  people a ffect ed by  ev er y  pr oblem  on  t h e l ist ,  a n d m or e.

Bu t  Ch in a ’s r ea lit y  in c lu des m or e t h a n  it s defect s.  Most  people a r e fa r  bet t er  off t h a n  t h ey  w er e 2 0

y ea r s a g o,  a n d t h ey  a r e g en er a lly  opt im ist ic  a bou t  w h a t  l ife w ill  h old 2 0  y ea r s fr om  n ow .  T h is

su m m er ’s Pew  G loba l A t t it u des Pr oject  fin din g  t h a t  8 6  per cen t  of t h e Ch in ese pu blic  w a s sa t isfied

w it h  t h e cou n t r y ’s ov er a ll  dir ect ion —t h e h ig h est  of a l l  t h e cou n t r ies su r v ey ed—w a s n ot  som e

en for ced or  r obot ic  con sen su s.  It  r in g s t r u e w it h  m ost  of w h a t  I’v e seen  in  c it ies a n d a cr oss m ost  of

t h e cou n t r y ’s pr ov in ces a n d a u t on om ou s r eg ion s,  som et h in g  I w ou ldn ’t  h a v e g u essed fr om  a fa r .

A m er ica n s a r e u sed t o t h e idea  t h a t  a  cou n t r y ’s pr oblem s don ’t  t ell  it s en t ir e st or y .  W h en  I l iv ed in

Ja pa n ,  I h a d t o r ea ssu r e fea r fu l  t r a v eler s t o A m er ica  t h a t  n ot  ev er y  st r eet  cor n er  h a d a  da ily

dr iv e-by  sh oot in g  a n d n ot  ev er y  pa ssin g  st r a n g er  w ou ld bea t  t h em  u p ou t  of big ot r y .  W h en

for eig n er s t r a v el  or  st u dy  in  A m er ica ,  t h ey  u su a lly  pu t  t h e pr oblem s in  per spect iv e a n d com e t o see

t h e offset t in g  v ir t u es a n d st r en g t h s.  For  a ll  t h e differ en ces bet w een  m oder n  Ch in a  a n d A m er ica ,

m ost  ou t sider s g o t h r ou g h  a  sim ila r  pr ocess h er e: t h ey  see t h a t  Ch in a  is a  cou n t r y  w it h  h u g e

pr oblem s bu t  a lso on e w it h  g r ea t  st r en g t h s a n d open n ess.

It ’s a u t h or it a r ia n ,  su r e—a n d y ou  pu t  y ou r self a t  g r ea t  r isk  if y ou  cr oss t h e g ov er n m en t  in  t h e

sev er a l  a r ea s it  con sider s sa cr osa n ct ,  fr om  m edia  con t r ol  t o “ n a t ion a l secu r it y ”  in  t h e br oa dest

sen se.  (T h e c losest  I h a v e com e t o t r ou ble w it h  t h e la w  w a s w h en  I st opped t o t ie m y  sh oe on

Ch a n g ’a n  Bou lev a r d,  n ea r  T ia n a n m en  Squ a r e in  Beijin g —a n d obliv iou sly  pu t  m y  foot  on  w h a t

t u r n ed ou t  t o be a  low  pedest a l  a r ou n d t h e m a in  fla g pole a t  X in h u a  G a t e,  ou t side t h e h ea dqu a r t er s

of t h e cou n t r y ’s r u lin g  St a t e Cou n cil .  T h r ee g u a r ds r u sh ed a t  m e a n d pu sh ed m e a w a y  t o en d t h is

sa cr ileg e. )  Bu t  Ch in a  is fu ll  of con flic t in g  t r en ds a n d im pu lses,  ev er y  g en er a liza t ion  a bou t  it  is bot h

t r u e a n d fa lse,  a n d it  is g en u in ely  div er se in  a  w a y  t h e St a lin -esqu e offic ia l  l in e r a r ely  con v ey s.

On e ot h er  Oly m pics ex a m ple: t h e open in g  cer em on ies pa id h om a g e t o Ch in a ’s h a r m on iou s em br a ce

of it s m in or it y  peoples w it h  a  g ia n t  n a t ion a l fla g  ca r r ied in  by  5 6  ch ildr en ,  ea ch  dr essed in  t h e

n a t iv e cost u m e of on e of Ch in a ’s r ecog n ized m in or it y  g r ou ps,  in c lu din g  T ibet a n s,  Mon g olia n s,  a n d
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Uig h u r s.  Con t r a r y  t o in it ia l  a ssu r a n ces fr om  Ch in ese offic ia ls,  it  t u r n ed ou t  t h a t  ev er y  on e of t h e

ch ildr en  w a s fr om  t h e cou n t r y ’s et h n ic  m a jor it y ,  H a n  Ch in ese.  T h is w a s r em in iscen t  of W est er n

pr a ct ices of y est er y ea r ,  a s w h en  A l Jolson  w or e bla ck fa ce or  t h e Sw edish  a ct or  W a r n er  Ola n d w a s

ca st  a s Ch a r lie Ch a n  in  1 9 3 0 s film s.  A n d it  w a s cr it ic ized by  t h e W est er n  sen sibil it ies of t oda y .

A n ot h er  elem en t  of t h e m y st er y  is t h e deft n ess g a p.  In side t h e cou n t r y ,  Ch in a ’s n a t ion a l lea der sh ip

r a r ely  seem s a s t in -ea r ed a s it  is w h en  dea lin g  w it h  t h e ou t side w or ld.  Na t ion a l-lev el  dem ocr a cy

m ig h t  com e t o Ch in a  or  it  m ig h t  n ot —ev er .  No on e ca n  be su r e.  Bu t  fr om  t h e n a t ion a l lev el  dow n  t o

v il la g es,  w h er e loca l  offic ia ls a r e n ow  elec t ed,  t h e g ov er n m en t  is by  a ll  r epor t s becom in g

a ccou n t a ble in  w a y s it  w a sn ’t  befor e.  A s fa r m er s h a v e st r u g g led fin a n cia lly ,  a  lon g -st a n din g

a g r icu lt u r a l  t a x  h a s been  r em ov ed.  A s m ig r a n t  w or k er s h a v e becom e a n  ex ploit ed u n der c la ss in  big

c it ies,  huk o u  (r esiden ce-per m it )  r u les h a v e been  l iber a lized so t h a t  people ca n  g et  m edica l  ca r e a n d

sen d t h eir  ch ildr en  t o sch ool w it h ou t  h a v in g  t o r et u r n  t o t h eir  “ offic ia l”  r esiden ce ba ck  in  t h e

cou n t r y side.  W h en ev er  n ecessa r y ,  t h e g ov er n m en t  t u r n s t o r epr ession ,  bu t  t h a t ’s u su a lly  n ot  t h e

fir st  r espon se.

T h e sy st em  pr ides it self on  lea r n in g  a bou t  pr oblem s a s t h ey  a r ise a n d r eliev in g  soc ia l  pr essu r e

befor e it  er u pt s.  In  t h is r eg a r d it  lea r n ed a  lesson  ea r lier  t h is y ea r ,  w h en  it s r ea ct ion  t o t h e fir st  big

n a t u r a l  disa st er  of 2 0 0 8  t u r n ed in t o it s ow n  v er sion  of H u r r ica n e Ka t r in a .  Un u su a l blizza r ds in

cen t r a l  a n d sou t h er n  Ch in a  pa r a ly zed r oa ds a n d r a il  l in es,  a n d st r a n ded m ill ion s of people t r a v elin g

h om e for  t h e Ch in ese New  Y ea r  h olida y s; t h e cen t r a l  g ov er n m en t  seem ed t a k en  by  su r pr ise a n d w a s

slow  t o r espon d.  T h a t  didn ’t  h a ppen  w it h  t h e n ex t  disa st er ,  t h r ee m on t h s la t er .  W h en  t h e Sich u a n

ea r t h qu a k e occu r r ed,  Pr em ier  W en  Jia ba o w a s on  a n  a ir pla n e t o t h e st r ick en  a r ea  t h e sa m e

a ft er n oon .

o I r et u r n  t o t h e pu zzle: W h y  does a  soc iet y  t h a t ,  l ik e A m er ica ,  im pr esses m ost  people w h o

spen d t im e h er e pr oject  su ch  a  poor  im a g e a n d sca r e people a s m u ch  a s it  a t t r a ct s t h em ?

W h y  do Ch in a ’s lea der s,  w h o su r v iv e pa r t ly  by  l ist en in g  t o t h eir  ow n  people,  dev elop su ch

t in  ea r s w h en  dea lin g  w it h  t h e ou t side w or ld? I don ’t  pr et en d t o h a v e a  solu t ion .  Bu t  h er e

a r e som e possible ex pla n a t ion s,  a n d som e r ea son s w h y  t h e sit u a t ion  m a t t er s t o people ot h er  t h a n  t h e

m isu n der st ood Ch in ese.

T h er e is n o polit er  w a y  t o pu t  t h e m a in  pr oblem  t h a n  t o ca ll  it  “ ig n or a n ce.”  Most  A m er ica n s a r e

pa r och ia l,  bu t  (su r pr ise!)  m ost  Ch in ese a n d t h eir  lea der s a r e m or e so.  A m er ica n  polit ic ia n s m a y  n ot

be g ood a t  u n der st a n din g  for eig n  sen sit iv it ies or  ph r a sin g  t h eir  a r g u m en t s in  w a y s l ik ely  t o be

effect iv e a r ou n d t h e w or ld,  a s for eig n er s h a v e m en t ion ed on ce or  t w ice in  r ecen t  y ea r s.  Bu t

collec t iv ely  t h ey  u n der st a n d t h a t  A m er ica  is pa r t  of a n  on g oin g ,  cen t u r ies-lon g ,  w or ldw ide

ex per im en t  a n d discu ssion  a bou t  polit ica l  sy st em s a n d h u m a n  v a lu es,  a n d t h a t  m a k in g  t h eir  ca se

w ell  m a t t er s.

A ft er  t h e 9 /1 1  a t t a ck s,  A m er ica  w en t  t h r ou g h  a  r ou n d of “ W h y  do t h ey  h a t e u s?”  in qu ir y .  W h et h er

or  n ot  t h a t  br ou g h t  t h e Un it ed St a t es c loser  t o u n der st a n din g  it s pr oblem s in  pa r t s of t h e Isla m ic

w or ld,  it  did r epr esen t  a  m or e ser iou s effor t  t o u n der st a n d h ow  t h e cou n t r y  w a s seen  t h a n  a n y t h in g

I h a v e h ea r d of in  Ch in a .  W h en  t h e Oly m pic  t or ch  r ela y  t h is spr in g  w a s pla g u ed by  boos a n d

pr ot est s ov er  T ibet  in  pla ces r a n g in g  fr om  Fr a n ce t o t h e Un it ed St a t es,  t h e r ea ct ion  a t  ev er y  lev el  of

t h e Ch in ese sy st em  seem ed t o be n ot  ju st  in su lt  bu t  g en u in e sh ock .  Most  Ch in ese people w er e

fa m ilia r  on ly  w it h  t h e idea  t h a t  Ch in a  h a s a lw a y s been  a  g en er ou s elder  br ot h er  t o t h e (oft en

u n g r a t efu l)  T ibet a n s.  By  a ll  ev iden ce,  n o on e in  com m a n d a n t ic ipa t ed or  pr epa r ed for  t h is u g ly

r espon se.  T h e sa m e Pew  su r v ey  t h a t  sa id m ost  Ch in ese felt  g ood a bou t  t h eir  cou n t r y  a lso fou n d t h a t

t h ey  t h ou g h t  t h e r est  of t h e w or ld sh a r ed t h eir  v iew .  T h a t  belief is t ou ch in g ,  espec ia lly  con sider in g



h ow  m u ch  of Ch in a ’s h ist or y  is m a r k ed by  episodes of it s feelin g  u n lov ed a n d v ic t im ized.

Un for t u n a t ely ,  it  is a lso w r on g .  In  m a n y  of t h e cou n t r ies su r v ey ed,  Ch in a ’s popu la r it y  a n d

r epu t a t ion  w er e low  a n d fa ll in g .  A ccor din g  t o a  r epor t  la st  y ea r  by  Josh u a  Cooper  Ra m o of Kissin g er

A ssoc ia t es,  m ost  people in  Ch in a  con sider ed t h eir  c ou n t r y  v er y  “ t r u st w or t h y .”  Most  people ou t side

Ch in a  t h ou g h t  t h e cou n t r y  w a s n ot  t r u st w or t h y  a t  a l l .

“ T h e u n der ly in g  pr oblem  is t h a t  v er y  few  people in  Ch in a  r ea lly  u n der st a n d h ow  for eig n  opin ion

w or k s,  w h a t  t h e ou t side w or ld r ea ct s t o a n d w h y ,”  Sidn ey  Rit t en ber g  t old m e.  Rit t en ber g  is in  a

posit ion  t o ju dg e.  H e ca m e t o Ch in a  w it h  t h e U.S.  A r m y  in  1 9 4 5  a n d spen t  3 5  y ea r s h er e,  in c lu din g

1 6  in  pr ison  for  su spect ed disloy a lt y  t o Ch a ir m a n  Ma o.  “ Now  v er y  few  people u n der st a n d t h e

im por t a n ce of for eig n  opin ion  t o Ch in a ” —t h a t  is,  t h e da m a g e Ch in a  does t o it self by  lock in g  u p t h ose

w h o a pply  for  dem on st r a t ion  per m it s,  or  in sist in g  on  “ ja ck a l”  t a lk .

Du r in g  t h e Ch in ese Com m u n ist  Pa r t y ’s r ise t o pow er  a n d t h e c iv il  w a r  a g a in st  Ch ia n g  Ka i-sh ek ’s

Na t ion a list s t h r ou g h  t h e 1 9 4 0 s,  t h e cot er ie a r ou n d Ma o k n ew  h ow  t o spin  t h e ou t side w or ld,  beca u se

t h ey  h a d t o.  On e im por t a n t  g oa l  w a s w h a t  Ma o ca lled “ r opin g  t h e w h a le” : k eepin g  t h e Un it ed St a t es

fr om  in t er v en in g  dir ect ly  on  Ch ia n g ’s side.  T h e fu t u r e pr im e m in ist er  a n d for eig n  m in ist er  Zh ou

En la i w a s espec ia lly  sk il led a t  h a n dlin g  for eig n er s.  “ H e la id ou t  ba t t le pla n s a n d polit ica l  st r a t eg ies,

in  a dv a n ce,  w it h  r em a r k a ble c la r it y ,”  t h e m u ck r a k er  Ja ck  A n der son ,  w h o w a s a  cu b r epor t er  in

Ch in a ,  sa id of Zh ou  in  h is m em oir s.  “ T h ese t r u t h s m a de h im  so believ a ble t h a t  a  r epor t er  w ou ld be

in c lin ed t o a ccept  h is a ssu r a n ces,  t oo,  t h a t  t h e Ch in ese Com m u n ist s w er en ’t  r ea lly  Com m u n ist s bu t

ju st  a g r a r ia n  r efor m er s.”

Of cou r se,  m ost  offic ia l  v oices of Ch in a  n ow  h a v e t h e opposit e effec t .  T h eir  m in or ,  pr ov a ble l ies—t h e

sk y  is blu e,  n o on e w a n t s t o pr ot est —in ev it a bly  bu ild m ist r u st  of la r g er  c la im s t h a t  a r e c loser  t o

bein g  t r u e.  A n d t h ose a r e t h e c la im s t h e g ov er n m en t  m ost  w a n t s t h e w or ld t o l ist en  t o: t h a t  t h e

cou n t r y  is m ov in g  for w a r d a n d is less r epr essiv e a n d m or e open  t h a n  offic ia l  a c t ion s a n d

ex pla n a t ion s (or  la ck  of t h em ) m a k e Ch in a  seem .  Ma n y  Ch in ese w h o h a v e seen  t h e w or ld a r e v er y

ca n n y  a bou t  it ,  a n d h a v e ju st  t h e sk il ls g ov er n m en t  spok esm en  la ck —for  in st a n ce,  u n der st a n din g

t h e r oot  of for eig n  con cer n s a n d a ddr essin g  t h em  n ot  w it h  spec ia l  plea din g  (“ T h is is Ch in a …” ) bu t  on

t h eir  ow n  t er m s.  W or ldly  Ch in ese dem on st r a t e t h is ev er y  da y  in  t h e bu sin esses,  u n iv er sit ies,  a n d

n on g ov er n m en t a l  or g a n iza t ion s w h er e t h ey  g en er a lly  w or k .  Bu t  t h e c loser  Ch in ese offic ia ls a r e t o

cen t er s of polit ica l  pow er ,  t h e less t h ey  k n ow  w h a t  t h ey  don ’t  k n ow  a bou t  t h e w or ld.

Ev en  a s t h e t op lea der sh ip t r ies t o ex pa n d it s in t er n a t ion a l ex posu r e a n d ex per ien ce,  m u ch  of t h e

cou n t r y ’s da ily  r ea lit y  is det er m in ed by  m a y or s a n d g ov er n or s a n d police.  “ It ’s l ik e t h e loca l  sh er iff

in  t h e old da y s in  Sou t h  Ca r olin a ,”  sa id Sidn ey  Rit t en ber g ,  w h o g r ew  u p t h er e.  “ H e’d sa y ,  ‘T h ey  ca n

t a lk  a n d t a lk  in  W a sh in g t on ,  bu t  I’m  t h e la w  dow n  h er e. ’”  T h u s on e h y pot h esis for  t h e

em ba r r a ssm en t  of t h e “ a u t h or ized”  pr ot est  sit es du r in g  t h e Oly m pics: H u  Jin t a o’s v ice pr esiden t

a n d h eir  a ppa r en t ,  X i Jin pin g ,  w a s offic ia lly  in  ch a r g e of a ll  pr epa r a t ion s for  t h e G a m es;

h obn obbin g  w it h  t h e IOC,  h e w ou ld see t h e pa y off t o Ch in a  of a llow in g  som e people t o pr ot est .  Bu t

t h e a pplica t ion s w en t  t o t h e loca l  police,  w h o h a d n o in t er est  in  let t in g  t r ou blem a k er s con g r eg a t e.  A

sim ila r  m ix -u p m a y  w ell  h a v e led t o t h e em ba r r a ssm en t  ov er  w h et h er  t o open  t h e In t er n et  du r in g

t h e Oly m pics,  a n d cou ld a lso ex pla in  m a n y  of t h e ot h er  fu m bles t h a t  g et  so m u ch  m or e a t t en t ion

t h a n  t h e n ew s t h e g ov er n m en t  w a n t s t o g iv e.

T h e Com m u n ist  Pa r t y  sch ools t h a t  t r a in  t h e cou n t r y ’s lea der sh ip a r e con st a n t ly  ex pa n din g  t h eir

cu r r icu la  t o m eet  t h e n eeds of t h e t im es; bu t  for  a dv a n cem en t  in  pa r t y  r a n k s w h a t  m a t t er s is

loy a lt y ,  pr edic t a bilit y ,  a n d pa r t y -lin e con for m it y .  T h e Un it ed St a t es sa w  ju st  h ow  w ell  a  sim ila r

a ppr oa ch  pa id off in  w or ldw ide r espect  a n d effect iv en ess w h en  it  st a ffed it s Em ba ssy  in  Ba g h da d’s



 

G r een  Zon e m a in ly  w it h  people w h o follow ed t h e pa r t y  l in e in  W a sh in g t on .

T h e da m a g e Ch in a  does t o it self by  it s c lu m sy  pu blic  pr esen t a t ion  is obv iou s—t h ou g h  a ppa r en t ly  n ot

y et  obv iou s en ou g h  t o it s lea der sh ip.  For  ou t sider s,  t h e cen t r a l  pr oblem  is t h a t  a  cou n t r y  t h a t  w ill

in ev it a bly  h a v e in cr ea sin g  a n d per h a ps dom in a n t  in flu en ce on  t h e w or ld st il l  h a s su r pr isin g ly  l it t le

idea  of h ow  t h e w or ld sees it .  T h a t ,  in  t u r n ,  r a ises t h e possibil it y  of blu n der s a n d u n n ecessa r y

sh ow dow n s,  a n d in  g en er a l  t h e pr edica m en t  of a  n ew  w or ld pow er  st om pin g  a r ou n d,

G a r g a n t u a -lik e,  m a k in g  on look er s t r em ble.  T h e w or ld h a s k n ow n  t h is pr edica m en t  befor e.  It  is

w h a t  t h e pr ev iou sly  est a blish ed pow er s h a v e fea r ed a bou t  A m er ica ,  st a r t in g  a  h u n dr ed y ea r s a g o

a n d w it h  per iodic  r ecu r r en ces sin ce t h en ,  m ost  r ecen t ly  st a r t in g  in  Ma r ch  of 2 0 0 3 .  Ma y be t h a t  pu t s

A m er ica  in  a  g ood posit ion  t o h elp Ch in a  t a k e t h is n ex t  st ep.


